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ABSTRACT 

This is the second report of the Foreign Policy Research Centre’s project on the role of 
regions in the European Union’s external policy fields, funded by the Flemish Government. 
We present the results of the first two case studies, the regions of Flanders and Catalonia. 
We investigate whether having competencies is an explanation to account for regional 
control over the member state and EU Commission agents. This hypothesis was not 
corroborated by the findings. We did find some limited evidence that having competencies 
over a policy field is a prerequisite for regional authorities to become active on the matter. 
But this does not entail that having a competence means that Flanders is maximizing its 
capacity to exert de facto control. In addition, in areas where Flanders does not have a 
competence (e.g. on intellectual property), it can exert a higher degree of control than one 
would expect. Catalonia does not have competencies and is not active on matters of trade 
negotiations, hence, the region exerts no control over them. Therefore it seems that 
competences function as a prerequisite to become active. Second we investigated whether 
regions can exert a high degree of control if they are in direct contact with the EU 
Commission, either through lobbying activities or through representation in the Council of 
Ministers. Our results indicate that Flanders does indeed obtain insight into EU Commission 
documents helping regional authorities in evaluating the behavior of the federal agent, and 
in a few rare cases where a big and important economic interest had mobilized on a specific 
matter, the Flemish representation arranged meetings with the EU Commissioner and 
Commission officials. In those rare and specific cases, which were also defended by the 
federal level, Flanders may have helped to increase pressure on the Commission negotiators. 
However, Flanders is clearly not aware of all important evolutions in DG Trade’s negotiation 
behavior. Third, we found a clear lack of information on trade policy interests of the private 
sector, as well as a too highly dispersed number of access points for these stakeholders. This 
frankly quite sobering finding clearly necessitates further research on Flemish and Belgian 
private sector involvement. It appears especially informative to investigate which services 
firms do and which do not contact Flemish, Belgian, or European public authorities (and 
which service), or their European sector associations. After our conclusions on Flanders and 
Catalonia, we make some more general observations and recommendations on EU trade 
policy-monitoring in the Belgian federal system. 
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SAMENVATTING 

Dit is het tweede onderzoeksrapport van het project De rol van regio’s in het extern beleid 
van de Europese Unie in het kader van het Steunpunt buitenlands beleid, internationaal 
ondernemen en ontwikkelingssamenwerking1. In dit rapport presenteren we de resultaten 
van de eerste twee casus studies over de regio’s Vlaanderen en Catalonië. Het vierjarige 
onderzoeksproject wordt uitgevoerd door Margaux Kersschot onder leiding van prof. dr. Dirk 
De Bièvre en prof. dr. Bart Kerremans. De doelstelling van dit onderzoek is een vergelijking 
te bieden van hoe regio’s hun belangen vertegenwoordigen in de Europese besluitvorming 
op vlak van internationale vrijhandelsonderhandelingen, met een focus op de deeldomeinen 
handel in goederen en diensten, intellectueel eigendom, mededinging en investeringen.  

De EU Commissie onderhandelt preferentiële handelsakkoorden met niet-Europese landen 
op vlak van de bovengenoemde beleidsdomeinen. Hiertoe machtigen de EU lidstaten de 
Commissie, waardoor zij de condities bepalen waaronder de Europese Commissie 
internationaal handelt. Tegelijkertijd hebben in verschillende lidstaten ook 
bevoegdheidsoverdrachten plaatsgevonden naar het sub-statelijke, regionale niveau. Om dit 
te analyseren conceptualiseren we de relaties tussen de verschillende overheidsniveaus als 
relaties tussen principalen en agenten, waarbij eerstgenoemden taken en bevoegdheden 
delegeren naar laatstgenoemden. Regio’s ondervinden echter problemen in het verkrijgen 
van toegang tot bepaalde informatie of in het vinden van gehoor voor hun belangen. De 
onderzoeksvraag richt zich op hoe regio’s proberen zulke problemen op te vangen en de 
beleidsvorming te beïnvloeden.  

In eerste instantie worden de geformuleerde verwachtingen (hypothesen) uit het lange 
termijnproject uitgewerkt en reeds getoetst voor de casi Vlaanderen en Catalonië. Nadien 
volgt een deel met een verdere analyse van de Belgische besluitvorming inzake handel – een 
deel dat geen strikte toetsing van deze hypothesen inhoudt, maar veeleer beleidsevaluatie 
moet mogelijk maken.  

De eerste verwachting stelt dat de mate van controle door een regio, over het voeren van 
preferentiële handelsonderhandelingen door de EU, wordt bepaald door de formele 
bevoegdheden die ze kan uitoefenen. De hypothese houdt als dusdanig geen stand, 
bevoegdheden verklaren niet het hele plaatje. Uit de casus Catalonië leren we wel dat het 
beschikken over een formele bevoegdheid lijkt te fungeren als een voorwaarde voor een 
regio om actief te worden op een bepaald beleidsveld. Catalonië werkt niet actief op 
handelsaangelegenheden, maar laat dit over aan de bevoegde Spaanse instanties. Inzake 
handelsonderhandelingen zit Vlaanderen aan tafel tijdens de intra-Belgische coördinaties 
wanneer alle thema’s besproken worden. Het is dan de gewoonte dat, naargelang het 
thema, bepaalde actoren meer een voortrekkersrol spelen wanneer het besproken 
onderwerp tot hun bevoegdheid behoort. Daar waar de bevoegdheden gemengd zijn, 
besluiten alle actoren (federaal en regionaal) gezamenlijk. Wanneer de regionale overheden 
bevoegd zijn, trekken zij de kar, maar hun standpunt is vaak gebaseerd op informatie van de 
federale overheid, of soms zijn het de federale actoren die hun advies geven. Hoewel alle 

                                                           
1
 Het onderzoek dat aan de basis ligt van dit rapport kadert in het programma ‘Steunpunten voor 

Beleidsrelevant Onderzoek’ dat gefinancierd wordt door de Vlaamse Overheid. Wij danken de Vlaamse 
Overheid voor de financiële steun en interesse in het onderzoek. 
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actoren hun bevoegdheden goed kennen en hierop kunnen terugvallen in geval van conflict, 
kan eigenlijk iedereen, indien gewenst, zijn mening uiten aan de tafel, zeker indien deze van 
inzicht en kennis getuigt. Hierdoor kan Vlaanderen soms interventies doen ook inzake 
materies die tot de federale bevoegdheden behoren (bv. over intellectuele 
eigendomsrechten in handelsakkoorden). Doordat er soms een gebrek is aan kennis over 
belangen, wordt het geapprecieerd indien iemand iets kan bijbrengen aan de discussie. 
Daardoor heeft Vlaanderen, ongeacht of het nu exclusieve, gemengde of zelfs geen 
bevoegdheid heeft over het deelthema, de facto bijna steeds dezelfde capaciteit tot 
controle. Het verschil tussen de beleidsdomeinen met en zonder regionale bevoegdheid is 
dus bijna verwaarloosbaar klein – in tegenstelling tot de hypothese. Deze bevinding  geldt 
daarom ook meteen voor de federale actoren.  

Ten tweede kunnen we ook verwachten dat een direct contact met de Europese Commissie 
zorgt voor een hogere capaciteit om de agent te controleren, dan wanneer men via de 
federale overheid communiceert. Vlaanderen zoekt echter niet systematisch rechtstreekse 
contacten op met de Commissie of andere actoren op het EU-niveau, noch door het 
bijwonen van de vergaderingen van het Handelspolitiek Comité, noch door systematische 
lobbyactiviteiten. Dit is opvallend aangezien een Waals ambtenaar (van de Waalse 
overheidsdienst voor Landbouw, Natuurlijke Hulpbronnen en Milieu) dit comité wel 
bijwoont, hoewel we kunnen aannemen dat Wallonië minder grote handelsbelangen buiten 
de EU te verdedigen heeft dan Vlaanderen. De regionale vertegenwoordiging heeft wel in 
een zeer beperkt aantal démarches contacten opgenomen met de Handelscommissaris en zo 
de druk opgevoerd op de Commissie-onderhandelaars, buiten het Handelspolitiek Comité 
om (waar de federale agenten dezelfde kwestie verdedigden). Zoals vermeld, houdt 
Catalonië zich nagenoeg niet bezig met EU handelsonderhandelingen en neemt deze regio 
bijgevolg geen contacten op met de Commissie inzake dit beleidsdomein.  

Doordat er vaak een gebrek aan kennis is over de belangen van de bedrijven en sectoren die 
zuden kunnen lijden of winnen onder handelsakkoorden, is het vaak moeilijk om een 
expliciet standpunt in te nemen over de prioriteiten die de onderhandelende agent, de 
Europese Commissie, zet. De punten waaraan Vlaanderen veel aandacht schenkt, stemmen 
proportioneel niet geheel overeen met de belangrijkste economische sectoren in de regio. 
Een reden daarvoor kan zijn dat de sector in kwestie op weinig problemen stoot, zoals 
bijvoorbeeld dat weinig landen zich kanten tegen tarief afbouw in de chemiesector. Een 
andere reden kan echter zijn dat de overheid niet over voldoende kennis beschikt over deze 
belangen. De Vlaamse overheid baseert zich bij voorkeur op preferenties gecommuniceerd 
door de privésector om een standpunt in te nemen. We stellen echter vast dat zij slechts in 
zeer beperkte mate wordt gecontacteerd. Naar onze bevindingen kan dit onder andere 
liggen aan de grote veelheid van contactpunten voor bedrijven binnen zowel de federale als 
de regionale overheden in België, een gebrek aan overzicht van zulke contacten en een 
overbevraging van private actoren met andere prioriteiten. Het is daarom niet helder en 
duidelijk op welke deur een bedrijf het best kan kloppen of welke contacten bestaan. Om 
een adequater beeld te krijgen over (het gebrek aan) zulke contacten, is er nood aan verder 
onderzoek over de motieven van bedrijven om zich te mengen in het handelsbeleid en de 
handelsonderhandelingen, alsook over de strategieën die ze gebruiken en de 
overheidsactoren die ze contacteren. Op dit ogenblik stellen we vast dat de capaciteit van de 
Vlaamse overheid om controle uit te oefenen en aan belangenvertegenwoordiging te doen 
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daalt door dit gebrek aan kennis over de belangen van de belangrijke stakeholders uit het 
bedrijfsleven. Deze bevindingen gelden zo mogelijk nog sterker voor de casus Catalonië. Hier 
konden we immers geen activiteiten van enig substantieel belang op vlak van handelsbeleid 
vaststellen.  

Tot slot lichten we de Belgische taakverdeling inzake opvolging van 
handelsonderhandelingen verder toe om onze onderzoeksbevindingen en 
beleidsaanbevelingen beter te plaatsen.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

European member states authorize the European Commission to represent them on the 

international stage on a range of economic matters. The Common Commercial Policy (CCP) stands for 

the uniform conduct of trade relations with third (non-European) countries. Member states co-

decide and have to agree to the policies that the EU pursues at the international level. But what 

happens when we add regions2 to the picture? What makes this pertinent, is that it has been argued 

that economic integration correlates with political ‘disintegration’ (Alesina, Spolaore, & Wacziarg, 

2000), and we have seen this trend manifest itself in the European Union with the rise of regions’ 

successful demands for autonomy, against the background of expanding EU competencies. A slightly 

different view on how economic integration affects behavior by regional authorities, is that better 

integrated sub-national governments may not (try to) negotiate formal decentralization, but instead 

simply pursue their own preferred policies irrespective of the central government’s preferences or 

even national laws in a form of what has been called ‘de facto decentralization’ (Malesky, 2008). 

Irrespective of whether sub-national governments demand decentralization or even secession as a 

way of avoiding the redistribution of their wealth to poorer regions, regional authorities do have a 

stake in decision-making with regard to EU foreign economic policies, and may want to exert control 

in order to have an impact on EU decision-making. Regions may have their own preferences 

concerning these external economic policies and may also have important regulatory competences 

inside their country over certain policy fields. It remains an open question however, whether the 

regions are actually capable of exerting that control in practice. Bursens & Beyers (forthcoming) 

observe for instance, that extensive regional capabilities coincide with high levels of coordination at 

the federal level in Belgium. Wherever the regions are competent, their involvement is nested within 

the federal state, as regions (re-)centralize joint policymaking due to the need for coordination in 

order to represent a position in the EU Council of Ministers.3 (p.6)   

2. ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK  & RESEARCH QUESTION 

 

In order to investigate the way regional authorities try to represent their interests in EU decision 

making regarding its external policies, principal-agent analysis offers a tool to systematically map the 

elements that affect control in a situation of delegation. The principal-agent framework starts from 

the idea that when an actor (the principal) delegates tasks to another actor (the agent) who acts on 

behalf of the principal, or when multiple principals agree to delegate to one agent, problems of 

‘agency losses’ may arise. A principal does not necessarily know that the agent is carrying out its 

tasks in line with its mandate and/or its preferences. Agency losses refer to the fact that principals 

who delegate authority may not be able to act against an agent that is either not pursuing their 

                                                           
2
 We use the term regions to refer to ‘micro-regions’ (‘sub-national’  or ‘sub-state’ entities – below the nation-

state), these are territorial areas that are smaller than the state to which they belong (e.g. Flanders, North 
Rhine-Westphalia, Catalonia…). This term is opposed to ‘macro-regions’ (supra-national and thus above the 
nation-state), which are large territorial units comprising different states (for example the EU, Mercosur…).  
(based on Rowe, 2011, p. 215; Van den Brande, 2008, p. 10)  
3
 This applies to the political-bureaucratic interpenetration of Belgium and the EU, not to the economic 

interpenetration. For more information, see Bursens and Beyers (forthcoming). 
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interests to the extent that they want it to, or that even acts against their interests.’ (Kerremans, 

2006, p. 175) Such agency losses can take the form of either slippage or shirking, and the difference 

lies in the agent’s intention. Agency slippage can arise when agency losses are the result of a 

delegation structure, which stimulates the agent to adopt a different position from the principals 

(Pollack, 1997). Agency shirking on the other hand, may arise because of conflicting interests 

between the interests of the principals and those of the agent, where the latter acts in favor of its 

own interests and against those of the former. ‘The principal, however, is not helpless in the face of 

these agency advantages. To prevent or reduce these agency losses, principals can adopt various 

procedures to limit the scope of agency activity and the possibility of agency slippage or shirking’ 

(Pollack, 2003, p. 27). One of the key reasons for agency losses is an asymmetrical distribution of 

information, where the agent is likely to have an informational advantage. When member states 

grant the European Commission a mandate to negotiate a preferential trade agreement, the 

Commission as agent is directly informed about the preferences and positions of the (non-European) 

partner country. This is so because the Commission negotiators are present and conduct the 

international negotiations, whereas principals (that is, member states and by extension, regions) are 

not. This may make evaluation and control of the agent’s work by principals difficult. To overcome 

these problems, a number of mechanisms to reduce information asymmetry and prevent slippage-

shirking can be put into practice. These are likely to vary in their effectiveness.  

Whereas there has been considerable attention for the question of delegation and control by EU 

member states in empirical research, regions within EU member states may have good reasons to 

engage in monitoring and control too, specifically in EU trade policy. Why would there be a need for 

controlling the EU’s actions on the international level? Principal-agent analyses often start from a 

somewhat contested expectation that the agent will depart from its mandate or will face strong 

incentives to do so. In EU external policy, this often seems to be the case. During negotiations of a 

Preferential Trade Agreement, for example, the Commission agent is exposed to an external 

negotiation context, where the other party aims to convince it to adapt the EU position, whereas the 

member states, let alone the regions, are not or much less so. The latter have every reason and 

motivation therefore, to anticipate that the external negotiation context may lead the Commission to 

deviate from its mandate or from the negotiating directives that the member states issues to it. Since 

member states are not present in the external negotiations, they may not even be aware of what the 

European Commission is exactly conceding to the EU’s trading partner. They are thus motivated to 

find out what the EU Commission is doing in negotiations, to be able to remedy possibly harmful 

concessions made by the EU (De Bièvre & Dür, 2005). As for regions, they may be curious to follow 

the negotiations for the very same reasons, and on top of that, to find out what their member state 

is defending in the Council of Ministers. They may suffer even more strongly from this information 

asymmetry, and may have greater difficulty to correct it as they may have to rely on their member 

state government’s efforts to control the Commission on the one hand, and on the preparedness of 

such government to channel the information collected in this way to them. As such, if regions want 

to control the Commission, they will have to be able to control their member state one way or the 

other and/or to find other ways to reduce the information asymmetries that stem from their 

remoteness from the external negotiations. Regions may vary in their capacity to do so. 

In this paper, we therefore set out to explore the following question: what explains differences and 

similarities in the extent to which regional authorities exert control over EU external economic 
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policies? More specifically, we look into the ways in which regions try to compensate for the 

information asymmetry and agency losses that arise when policy-making is made by different levels 

of government, as is the case for the external policies of the European Union. Other questions follow: 

How can regions effectively represent their interests in the EU’s external policy fields? Which 

methods are most effective to minimize the loss of information and best assure control? When we 

speak about EU external economic policy, we refer to the four policy fields of trade, competition, 

investment and intellectual property protection.  

 

2.1 The chain of delegation and of control 

Authors applying principal-agent analysis to EU trade policy conceptualize the member states as the 

principals delegating authority, for example a negotiation mandate, to the European Commission, 

which embodies the agent in our story4. A chain of delegation ‘comprises several hierarchically 

organized PA relationships (societal interests and voters to decision-makers; legislators to executives; 

member states to the Commission; the EU to international organization)’ (Dür & Elsig, 2011, p. 2). 

The application of a chain of delegation to the decision-making actors in trade policy is depicted in 

figure 1. Apart from the two extremes of the chain (the ultimate agent and the ultimate principal), all 

players in a delegation chain play a dual role: the one of agent (vis-à-vis the ones that delegated 

authority to them) and principal (vis-à-vis the one to which they delegate authority). In addition, with 

each link in the chain comes an additional risk of information asymmetry. The further a player is 

located from the ultimate agent therefore, the larger the information asymmetry it suffers from with 

regard to what that agent is doing. Its dependence on the other players in between itself and the 

ultimate agent increases as a consequence. But these players have their interests too and may not 

always be so eager to pursue the interests that our agent cherishes. As a consequence, with each link 

in the chain not only comes an additional amount of information asymmetry but also an additional 

amount of agency loss. The number of links that separates a principal from the ultimate agent 

matters therefore. The lower that number, the better the ability of the principal to control that 

ultimate agent. 

In EU external policy, that ultimate agent is the Commission. Its immediate principals are the 

member state governments. All actors at intermediate levels fulfill both roles of principal and agent 

at the same time. Firms and economic sectors are the actors with the greatest stake in external 

economic policy making. Since they of course have no formal decision-making authority in 

democratic political systems, they are not principals, but what Milner has termed ‘endorsers’ (Milner, 

1997). 

 

 

Fig. 1: The chain of delegation 

                                                           
4
 See for example (Da Conceicao, 2010; Damro, 2007; De Bièvre & Dür, 2005; Delreux & Kerremans, 2010; 

Kerremans, 2006; Pollack, 1997, 1997, 2003). 



11 
 
 

 
Source: Author’s adaptation from Dür & Elsig (2011). 

The online Oxford dictionary defines to endorse as ‘to declare one’s public approval or support of’, 

‘recommend (a product) in an advertisement’, ‘sign (a cheque or bill of exchange) on the back to 

make it payable to someone other than the stated payee or to accept responsibility for paying it’, or 

‘write (a comment) on a document’ (Oxford Dictionaries, 2012). We use it here in the sense of 

“declare one’s (public) approval or support of”, but extend it in the sense that Milner (1997) has 

done. 

Indeed, (Milner, 1997) introduced the term endorser in her model of the two-level game. In her 

‘asymmetric information case’, domestic interest groups are named endorsers (pp. 70-71). 

‘[D]istributional consequences of policies motivate interest groups; they seek to maximize income, 

and policies affect their ability to do so. Such societal groups play two roles in the process of 

international cooperation. First, they serve as pressure groups who, through their ability to 

contribute campaign funds and mobilize voters, directly shape the preferences of the executive and 

the legislature; that is, the preferences of interest groups often have a significant bearing on political 

actors’ policy preferences. Second, they also play a more indirect role by acting as information 

providers to political actors, especially legislators, who have their own preferences but rather act as 

signalers, alerting political actors to the consequences of various policies, in this case international 

cooperative ones.’ (p. 60) 

The role endorsers play thus revolves in big part around the importance of information possession, 

as they are potential signalers to political actors. This information of course contains a bias towards 

the preferences of the endorser in question, which may well conflict with the interests of other 

societal actors. It is not preference neutral. Through their interest-driven ‘knowledge’, endorsers can 

put pressure on political actors. Under certain circumstances, they may choose to communicate it to 

the government, but not always. The most important aspect for us, is whether or not they send their 

info to government authorities. When describing their relationship to public authorities, this should 

be kept in mind, because both knowledge coming one-sidedly from one economic sector, but not 
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from another, as well as total lack of this knowledge provision can entail considerable costs for public 

authorities, since in both circumstances they are ill equipped to perform their public function of 

adjudicating between conflicting preferences. 

 

2.2 Control mechanisms 

Principals can deal with the problems of slippage and shirking, and reduce information asymmetries 

by engaging in activities to control the agent. Control can take several forms. It can refer to the 

authorization of the agent and the instructions granted by the principals to the negotiating agent, i.e. 

the negotiation mandate for the European Commission. Principals can influence the agent’s behavior 

through the application of (positive and negative) sanctions. Among the array of sanctions at the 

disposal of principals are budgetary control, control over appointments, and power to override 

agency behavior through new legislation and to revise the administrative procedures laid down in 

the agent's mandate. With respect to these oversight procedures, the literature distinguishes 

between “police-patrol” and “fire-alarm” mechanisms. When principals actively monitor the agent's 

behavior, trying to detect and remedy any violations by the agent, discouraging the agent to depart 

from its mandate or its principals’ wishes this is called police-patrol monitoring. The ‘fire-alarm’ 

oversight mechanism requires less direct centralized involvement by the principals. (McCubbins & 

Schwartz, 1984) introduced the term referring to ‘a system of rules, procedures, and informal 

practices that enable individual citizens and organized interest groups to examine administrative 

decisions’ (p. 166). When fire-alarm mechanisms are installed, firms and interest groups can get 

access to information and to decision-making processes. They can challenge administrative decisions 

before agencies and courts, help bring alleged violations of the agent to the principals’ attention, or 

facilitate collective action by disorganized interest groups. The principals rely on third parties to 

monitor agency activity, which means that the information received will be brought from their 

perspective. The downside is that fire-alarm mechanisms inherently create a bias in favor of alert or 

well-organized groups. On the bright side, these mechanisms bring the double advantage of focusing 

on violations of importance to economic and other actors that directly benefit or suffer from certain 

policies, and of externalizing the costs of monitoring  to third parties.5  

Principals also have the ability to reject the agreement negotiated by the agent with a third country, 

but non-ratification is a very unlikely and costly action, as it may entail severe consequences for all 

the actors involved. Principals therefore may refrain from this, and prefer to prevent a situation 

where non-ratification would be necessary by means of police-patrol monitoring, which can be 

accompanied by a fire-alarm approach. Member states can (try to) attend international negotiations 

making it possible to observe and monitor the negotiation behavior of the agent, or of member 

states meeting frequently with the agent during the course of the negotiations through weekly 

meetings in the Trade Policy Committee of the Council of Ministers.  

For a reliable fire-alarm system to work for regions (cfr. Section 3.3) the sector needs to be important 

for the region, and the region needs to be important for the sector. When this is the case, the sector 

                                                           
5
 These two paragraphs are based on (McCubbins & Schwartz, 1984; Pollack, 2003, 2007).  
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representatives have an interest in passing as much information as possible to the regional 

government.  

As we are focusing on the matter of control, and not of delegation, we are not going to look at the 

so-called ex ante control mechanism whereby the legal instruments and procedures are defined by 

the principals. The scope of agency activity is partially included in the EU Treaties, namely the 

division of competences between the member states and the EU Commission are clearly defined. In 

each discrete delegation of negotiating authority, however, member states have to give a formal 

mandate to the EU Commission to start negotiating an FTA with a non-EU country. This mandate 

defines the scope of agency activity (i.e. the matters on which the Commission can negotiate are 

determined in the mandate). Furthermore, we will focus on the monitoring of negotiations by 

regional authorities. Apart from the negotiation mandate, this phase - where actors can still influence 

the course of negotiations in order to exert control over the final outcome in the PTA texts - seems to 

be of uttermost importance to member state (and regional) authorities. 

 

2.3 When we add regions to the picture 

Regions have traditionally been excluded from principal-agent models, specifically when the latter 

have focused on the interaction between states and international organizations. Such models contain 

a tool however, the above-mentioned chain of delegation, to include regions in the analysis. The 

position of the regions is less clear as it varies from region to region, from member state to member 

state. Regions can take two positions. Either they are the ‘ultimate principals’ – the principals at the 

end of the chain – or they are what we call ‘transceivers’. Ways to include these concepts of regions 

as principals, and as transceivers, in a chain of control, are depicted in figure 2. 
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Fig. 2: Chain of control with regions as principals and transceivers67 

 

Source: Authors’ compilation. 

 

Many regions have been asserting their powers and have been gaining autonomy. The Belgian 

regions conduct an autonomous foreign policy on matters for which they have internal competences. 

Our aim is to find out when they do and when they do not. This means regions with constitutional 

competencies acquire the role of principal in the chain of delegation. Even though regions may not 

have been party to signing the delegating act, that transfers authority to an agent, the nature of a 

principal can change over time. Internal decision-making rules can be adapted, to the point of 

constitutional change. Sub-national authorities can thus start playing a more active role in a country’s 

decision-making. Furthermore, a region’s role is likely to vary according to different policy fields. A 

region may have competence over certain policy fields, but not over other fields.  On the other hand, 

even if it does not hold formal competences, a region may well have an interest and be able to exert 

control over policy fields in which it does not hold formal competences.  

In the chain of delegation, regions under certain circumstances build an extra level between the 

economic actors (firms and interest groups) and the national level. This positioning of regions may 

depend on a region’s formal powers, and the capacity constraints it faces, as well as their importance 

in passing on information  from the endorsers, i.e. firms and their associations.  

                                                           
6
 Note: Continuous lines denote strong and dotted lines weak contractual relationships.  

7
 Voters are often conceived of as the ‘ultimate principals’, but we decided to leave them (and parliaments) 

out. Rather, we start from a political-economy assumption, in which the collective organization and lobbying of 
economic sectors influence the government’s positions (De Bièvre & Dür, 2005; Poletti, 2011). De Bièvre & Dür 
(2005) and Kerremans (2011) argue that parliamentarians are elected officials who need to pay attention to 
pressures that emanate from society, and that they can therefore serve as proxies for those organized 
interests. This means we assume that party politics and ideology are only the sugar coating and legitimation of 
positions taken after exposure to lobbying from different sides.   
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Regions may also not be part of any (formal) decision-making procedure, but may have a more 

informal type of role similar to the one of endorsers. Compared to endorsement by economic actors,  

the big difference is that regions are democratically elected public actors, representing interests of 

the wider public. They therefore have more authority (as they are publicly supported) as well as a 

different kind of authority (e.g. they represent a territory, not a certain sector or company) than 

endorsers. Since under these circumstances, regions perform a role that is neither a principal nor 

that of an endorser, we coin the concept of ‘transceiver’ to be able to distinguish these different 

roles. 

A) Regions as principals 

If we are to label regions as principals, they are somewhat a-typical principals. Even though they can 

have regulatory competences inside a country and thus have an incentive to monitor and control the 

acts of the negotiating agent, they were not at all involved in the very first initial act of delegation. 

Once the initial, general act of delegation has happened though, regions can become (part of) a 

principal that wants to exert control. This entails a disconnection between the domestic situation of a 

country - how much regulatory powers regions have -, and the situation at the European level, where 

the member states are represented and delegate authority to the EU. Within Belgium, the regions 

play an important role in trade policy, whereas in the EU, member states delegate and monitor 

negotiation authority to the Commission to negotiate at the international level.  

Since we are not interested in the broad constitutional act of delegating authority, but in discrete 

acts of delegation, it is analytically useful to conceive of regions as principals. Before the European 

Commission can start negotiating a Preferential Trade Agreement with a third (non-European) 

country, it needs to receive an official authorization from the Council. In this Council, when the 

decision to authorize is taken, regions are not directly represented8. They can indirectly represent 

their interests by contributing to the aggregation of their state’s position. This makes regions a-

typical principals, as the representation of a region in the Council, can almost never be the 

representation of only that region. So the regional authorities are pushed into a principal’s position. 

(Shapiro, 2005) and (Brandsma, 2010) argue that in the literature, agents are usually seen as actors 

to be distrusted, as opportunistic players that use the prerequisites of their appointment for their 

own benefit (Shapiro, 2005, p. 264). In addition, when applying principal-agency to regions, the fact 

that regions can be formally left out of the decision-making room (of the Council of European Union), 

is a factor that makes control for them more difficult, and is exactly why we do think of control as a 

necessary condition for representing regional interests, and why we focus on this aspect.  

Identifying regions as principals has important implications. As regions are not necessarily involved 

during the delegation of daily decisions (e.g. an authorization to the European Commission), they 

may be subject to disadvantages of information-asymmetry and control mechanisms may even be 

more important to them than to the member state governments who were involved. For regional 

                                                           
8
 Even when a region is acting as representative in the Council of Ministers, it is not representing its own 

position, but that of the whole member state. Also, it is taking the seat of the member state, not receiving one 
of its own. 
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authorities, exerting such control over the agent is likely to be more difficult since member states, 

and not regions conceived of the control and sanctioning mechanisms applicable to the EU-agent.  

The above reflection thus demonstrates that the act of delegating (or not delegating) has 

implications when applying a principal-agent approach from a region’s perspective: even if the 

incentive to control is stronger for regions, at the same time it is more difficult for them. The 

question therefore emerges whether they can at all overcome this info-asymmetry and whether they 

should. 

B) Regions as ‘transceivers’ 

‘Regions operate alongside firms, trade unions, social 

movements, and transnational organizations like 

Greenpeace or Oxfam .’ (Keating, 1999, p. 6)  

Whereas regions may thus be meaningfully conceived of as principals whenever they perform a 

formal role in the domestic decision-making process over EU external economic policies, they can 

very often be found in a role similar, but not identical to the one of endorsers- whenever they do not 

dispose of a formal role9. We then call them ‘transceivers’. A transceiver can both transmit and 

receive communications, and therefore depicts exactly what regions can do. They can receive 

information from endorsers, then check this information’s pertinence across the whole region’s 

interests and against regional legislation, decide on a position, and then transmit this position and 

info (in a slightly adapted form or directly) to the principals and/or agents.  

This is the case when regions work through their liaison offices in Brussels, whereas this is of course 

not tantamount to being present at negotiations or being present at Commission consultations with 

member state principals. Nevertheless, the primary function of liaison offices is to try and get 

information directly from the ultimate agent (the European Commission). This may well reduce 

information-asymmetries because regions skip the national level in the chain of delegation. A second 

objective of a liaison office can be to lobby for regional interests directly at the level of the European 

actors. (Blatter, Kreutzer, Rentl, & Thiele, 2008) believe that this function is directly related to the 

magnitude of the liaison office and the number of staff employed in it. Small offices are mere 

antennas for information. They do not have the capacity to lobby their interests (p. 482). As Flanders 

and Wallonia have quite a big staff in their EU liaison offices, we could expect that they engage both 

in gathering information as well as lobbying for their regional interests directly at the EU level.  

                                                           
9
 A note on terminology and why we opted for the wordings formal-informal and the concept of transceiver. 

When regions work through liaison offices, this is termed in various ways, for instance as ‘regional mobilization’ 
(i.e. Rowe, 2011) or as the use of an ‘extra-state channel’ (Van den Brande, 2008). We do not adopt the 
terminology of extra- and intra-state channels or of regional mobilization, since we put the emphasis on the 
decision-making process and whether regions are formally involved, or whether they can only endorse certain 
policies. In the case of fisheries policy, Flemish representatives have a seat in Council meetings and represent 
Flanders directly, taking on a formal role without having to work through the federal state. When regions take 
on the role of endorsers, they can also lobby or ‘endorse’ the federal government, alongside with other 
domestic interests. The term ‘regional mobilization’ encompasses ‘all forms of sub-state activity on Europe and 
reaches out beyond the nation-state’ (as defined in Rowe 2011, p. 3), denoting lobbying at the European level, 
conceived of as a route to bypass the nation state.     
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2.4 Regions as collective or multiple principals 

When we look at regions as principals, a second challenge is that there are always multiple regions 

within one country. A region trying to influence EU policy may have to go through the member 

state’s position in the decision-making body, while other regions in the same member state may do 

so too. The member state position will incorporate the positions and preferences of its regions. As 

(Tierney, 2008) notes, there can indeed be different types of agency relationships, as there can, 

firstly, be one between an agent and a single principal, secondly, multiple principals that each 

negotiate a contract with the agent, and thirdly, a collective principal, where a few players 

coordinate their positions toward the agent. In the last case, a group of actors comes to a decision 

among themselves and then the group negotiates a contract with an agent. Importantly, this means 

that afterwards, if the group cannot come to a decision a priori, they can no longer change the status 

quo. These three types of principal-agent relationships are shown in Figure 3.  

Fig. 3: Types of agency relationships 

 

 

 

Source: Tierney 2008 

The concepts of multiple and collective principals can help us differentiate between several roles for 

regions, depending on their formal competences. If each region has to ratify an agreement and has a 

veto-position, regions perform their roles of multiple principals. It implies that there is a direct link 

between the regions and the Commission. The situation in which regions find themselves has an 

effect on their potential control over the agent in the Council (which in turn of course acts as 

principal towards the Commission negotiation agent). When each region can veto a decision, they 

should have a high ability to control. When they have to agree on a joint policy position together 

with the other regions in their member state, they form a collective principal. Then, their ability to 

control may be lower as they have to coordinate and jointly decide with other regions. 

In sum, we argue that according to the different positions in the chain of control, regions are subject 

to different incentives. When a region has no competence over a certain topic, it can act as a 

transceiver. When a region holds competences over a given issue area, it acts as a principal together 

with the other regions in the country, that then form a collective principal. When a region in addition 

has to ratify an agreement, and thus can veto it, it acts as one of multiple principals. In the next 

section we move on to formulating hypotheses on how different positions in the chain affect a 

regional authority’s capacity to exert control over the agent. 
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3. EXPECTATIONS ON REGIONAL CONTROL 

 

3.1 The dependent variable: control 

By control, we mean the ability to effectively and credibly deploy an array of control mechanisms by 

the principal(s) in order to reduce problems of agency slack or slippage, and to reduce information-

asymmetry (Pollack, 2003). We thus do not use the word control in the way it is commonly used, 

namely strictly and totally controlling what someone (or something) does. If principals were fully 

controlling the agent, and directing every single move, it would be easier and less costly for them to 

just execute the delegated tasks themselves. It is important that these actions are in line with the 

principals mandate and positions, they cannot diverge too much from what the principals had in 

mind at the onset. Therefore, control signifies that the principals are aware of and informed about 

the agent’s actions, and that they can steer the agent in the right direction.  

 

3.2 Type of actor 

The formal role a region occupies can determine a region’s ability to control to large extent. When 

regions are part of a collective principal, i.e. when they are competent over a policy field and they 

work through their member state’s position, they are likely to have more influence than when they 

are transceivers (i.e. when their liaison offices lobby the member state, or European actors directly). 

This is plausible because under such circumstances, regions have a more formalized channel to 

articulate their preferences. In addition, there can be formal requirements for the member state to 

inform and debrief the region on the state of the negotiations, which can help regions in assessing 

the behavior of the agent. 

Hypothesis 1:  The stronger the region’s formal role within its member state’s decision-making 

procedures, the higher its capacity for control. 

Whether regions are an actor formally involved in the decision-making procedure or whether they 

have to try to control by informal methods, is likely to have an important effect. When a region has a 

strong formal role, it can veto a decision, it is one of multiple principals, and has a high ability to 

exert control. When speaking of a collective principal the ability to control is lower, as it has to co-

decide with other regions first. When it has no formal position, and acts as transceiver, its capacity to 

control is low. We can thus specify with the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1a: A region acting as one of multiple principals, has a high capacity for control. 

Hypothesis 1b: A region acting as part of a collective principal, has a medium capacity for control. 

Hypothesis 1c: A region acting as transceiver monitoring the agent, has a low capacity for control. 
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3.3 Distance vis-à-vis the ultimate agent in the chain of delegation 

The positioning of a region in the chain of control, irrespective of its role as a principal or transceiver, 

can have an impact on its ability to control. The distance between the region as ultimate principal 

and the ultimate agent is likely to affect its capacity to control. A principal closely situated to the 

ultimate agent, can get information directly from the ultimate agent (which reduces information-

asymmetry), and directly communicate its preferences. If the ultimate principal works via an 

intermediate agent (that is principal to the ultimate agent), there are two links in the chain of control 

where information losses can occur, which complicates the task of control. 

Hypothesis 2: The smaller the distance between a region (the ultimate principal) and the European 

Commission (the ultimate agent), the higher the region’s capacity for control. 

Hypothesis 2a: A region in direct communication with the EU Commission (i.e. not working through 

the member state), has a high capacity for control.  

Hypothesis 2b: A region relying on the member state to communicate with the EU Commission, has a 

low  capacity for control. 

If the region is in the position of a transceiver, it could be in direct communication through the EU 

Commission through lobbying strategies, bypassing the member state level, and therefore have a 

higher capacity for control than a region communicating only via the member state – but having to 

coordinate with several other regions. A region as principal can have direct access to the EU 

Commission when it is able to take part immediately in EU meetings, or also through lobbying 

strategies. Some regions have the right to represent the member state in the Council of Ministers, 

often through a rotation scheme. We expect that the longer the chain between the principal and the 

ultimate agent, and the intermediate levels in the chain of control exist, the more difficult it becomes 

to control the ultimate agent. When there is a direct communication line, this reduces the loss of 

information and therefore increases region’s ability to control. 

 

3.4 The use of the fire-alarm 

In addition to the police-patrol mechanism of control, regions can simultaneously install a fire-alarm 

mechanism. A principal can rely on interested parties that monitor the agent’s behavior and contact 

the principal in case it does not act in line with their preferences. For the principal, this mechanism 

externalizes the costs, while it at the same time highlights issues important to their political 

constituency. When certain topics arise on the international agenda, the member states are forced to 

take a position on it. The government may need information from the private sector in so that it can 

defend its interests. A government can thus install a fire-alarm, and signal its openness to lobbying 

from firms. Before we can draw up a credible and well-informed hypothesis on whether installing a 

good fire-alarm mechanism, and facilitating the use of it, works, we need to know more about firms’ 

motivations to pull such an alarm. As of course, having one installed is still no guarantee that firms 

will actually pull the alarm.  
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The question therefore arises: why and under which circumstances do firms approach regional 

authorities, and are they willing to put in the required investment in time and effort to pull the alarm 

(to lobby them). In order to find out, more information is needed on firms and interest groups, and 

on whom they approach, which is beyond the scope of this paper. There are several hypotheses on 

the likelihood that a firm will make use of the fire-alarm. Firstly, a firm’s interests in trade policy 

negotiations and market access will determine whether or not it engages in lobbying activities. In the 

political economy literature, it is often argued that political mobilization is more likely on measures 

with anticipated concentrated costs, than on measures with anticipated concentrated benefits. 

When the effects are diffuse (whether costs or benefits), mobilization is unlikely. If this is so, firms 

may contact public authorities whenever they perceive a threat to their interests, and are far less 

likely to do so in pursuit of new opportunities (depending on the cost of contacting). Other factors 

influence the incentives for a firm or sector to engage in (collective) political action. When only a few 

firms dominate a sector, they can organize collective action relatively easily. When there are many 

small firms, coordination and/or cooperation becomes more difficult.  

Secondly, firms need to be informed. This is not as obvious as it seems, for how does a firm know the 

EU is negotiating issues in a Prefential Trade Agreement that may potentially harm it? Endorsers 

(firms and interest groups) need to be informed. This may be difficult, for they may not be aware of 

potential dangers (and only feel the effects once the damage has been done). A reason can be that 

they simply do not have the capacity to get the information, or the means to put time and effort into 

monitoring it.  

Third, the visibility of firms’ actions during such a fire-alarm procedure is an important aspect. If a 

firm’s complaint becomes visible to others, firms may be less inclined to use it, as they prefer that 

their strategies are kept secret from competitors.  

 

We summarize the hypotheses that we will test in this paper in figure 4.  

Fig. 4: summary of the hypotheses 

  Capacity to Control 

1.Type of actor Region as one of multiple Principals    High  
Region as part of collective Principal  Medium 
Region as transceiver  Low 

2. Distance vis-à-vis the 
ultimate agent 
 

Direct communication  High 

 Communication through intermediate 
actor 

 Low 
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4. THE CHOICE FOR COMPARATIVE QUALITATIVE CASE STUDIES 

 

This project focuses on the way regions act in a context where different levels are involved in a chain 

of delegation, and engage in activities to reduce information asymmetry and to increase their 

capacity for control with regard to EU external economic policies. It is important to understand that 

we do not look at the actual influence, i.e. the control over outcomes of EU’s external policies, but 

more precisely at the internal process of decision-making and representation, and regions’ capacity 

to exert such control. To understand this complex process, taking place at different levels, a 

qualitative case study seems to be the most appropriate method. ‘Case studies are useful in 

providing answers to ‘How?’ and ‘Why?’ questions, and in this role can be used for exploratory, 

descriptive or explanatory research’ (Rowley, 2002, p. 16; Yin, 1994). As we wonder about how 

regional control varies, and why this variation exists, it is useful to dive deeply into the cases in a 

qualitative way. The first goal of the project is namely to describe the regions’ capacity to control, 

after which the found variation will be analyzed in a second part. Furthermore, one of the great 

advantages of case studies is exactly that different types of sources can be used in the analysis. As we 

intend to study ongoing and concluded PTA negotiations, we can turn to different sources (non-

participatory observations for the ongoing negotiations and the final agreement’s text for the 

concluded Preferential Trade Agreements).  

In addition, little research has been done on the different ways in which regions’ capacity to control 

varies in the case of the EU’s external economic policies, which makes qualitative case studies a very 

useful way to discover how the different regions each engage in activities to increase their capacity 

for control. A comparison of the variety of these activities will be helpful in determining which 

control mechanisms are effective, which not, and which policy recommendations can be derived 

from the study. 10 

For this comparative research design, we first and foremost adopt a pragmatic approach as our case 

selection is inspired by theoretical motives as well as practical considerations, namely its policy 

relevance for the Flemish regional authorities. We will compare the capacity to control for cases 

chosen according to our hypotheses, but also according to regions. Lastly, we will apply this ‘grid’ to 

PTA negotiations with different countries. Regarding the choice of regions, we opted for similar 

regions, namely regions with regulatory powers (constitutionally ‘strong regions’) that were also 

close to each other on a number of economic indicators (Kersschot, De Bièvre, & Kerremans, 2013). 

We note though that there are large differences in the degree of autonomy these regions enjoy. We 

opt for similar cases, so that we can attempt to explain why they follow (presumably) different 

strategies and what the effects are on the way they control the EU’s external trade policy. We thus 

adopt a Most Similar Systems Design, as we do not know the outcomes on the dependent variable 

yet. As a result, we arrived at selecting the regions of Flanders, Catalonia, Hessen and Scotland. 

 
 
 

                                                           
10

 These paragraphs are based on (Deforche, 2012; Eckhardt, 2011; George & Bennett, 2005; Gerring, 2007; 
Rowley, 2002; Yin, 1994). 
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4.1 Operationalization of the variables  

The dependent variable ‘control’ (or the capacity to control) can take different values on a 

continuum between the poles ‘low degree of control’ and ‘high degree of control’. The relative, 

rather than absolute, positions are important and the hypotheses were also formulated that way. We 

are looking for an explanation for why one region has a higher or lower degree of capacity to control 

the EU’s external economic policies in certain policy fields, or compared to other regions.  

We operationalize the ability to control as: whether the region is informed and well up in the matter 

(yes or no), whether the region is being heard, when it wants to speak (yes or no), and whether the 

region is able to put topics on the agenda (yes or no). 

The answers to some of these indicators may be positive (yes) and to other indicators negative (no). 

If three out of three questions is answered with a ‘yes’, than we speak of a high degree of control. 

When two out of three are positive, then there is a medium degree of control. Otherwise, we speak 

of a low degree of control (with only one ‘yes’, or only ‘no’ as an answer).  

We conceive of a region being up to date, when it knows the recent evolution of the trade 

negotiations into great detail. Firstly, a region needs to know the ‘big lines’ of the negotiations and 

be informed about what the standard interests and positions of the EU and of the negotiating 

partner are. Secondly, when regions have specific interests, they need to be able to identify all the 

aspects of the negotiations that may touch upon these, and follow them up proactively during the 

course of negotiations. This means that regional authorities need to know which of the discussed 

matters are of vital importance to the region. For example, if the EU takes an offensive stand on 

commercial services, and if commercial services companies are of importance to the region’s 

economy, regional authorities need to have knowledge about how the European Commission 

negotiator seeks to advance these interests. The region may also try to protect sensitive sectors. For 

example, if the US has an offensive interest in liberalizing health services, which goes against the 

interest of a region, then it needs to know every specific detail on the state of negotiations on these 

aspects. If, for example, the region has no agriculture sector, It does not have to know all specifics of 

a list of agriculture products that are protected by sanitary and phytosanitary measures. In short, a 

region has to be able to stay ahead of the negotiations, to identify its own interests and to prioritize 

between them. When these criteria are fulfilled, we consider the region to be up to date and ready 

for the next step, namely trying to steer the course of the negotiations in the preferred direction.   

When a region wants to communicate its preferences, the receiving actors have to listen, or else its 

monitoring efforts are wasted. Therefore, a region needs to be viewed as a ‘serious’ player at the 

international level. This can happen when the region has regulatory power, but this may not suffice, 

as it may not be a necessary condition for being heard and listened to. To increase legitimacy regions 

can demonstrate their expertise and involvement on certain matters. And when this second 

requirement for control is fulfilled, the region can try to put certain topics on the agenda, either 

directly (as principal), or indirectly through other actors (by lobbying the EU Commission, the federal 

authorities, the member state, or even the European Parliament).  

As for the independent variables, the type of actor can be identified by looking at the regulatory 

powers of the regions on the policy domains, as determined in the Constitution. If a region has 
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exclusive competences over a policy field, it is one of multiple principals as it can veto a decision. If 

competences are shared between the regional and national level, the regional authorities are part of 

a collective principal, as they cannot simply veto a decision on their own. A direct link between a 

principal and the ultimate agent can be identified by looking at region’s representation activities in 

Brussels, and at whether they are in contact with the EU Commission.  

4.2 Data collection  

The empirical data for the project was gathered mainly by interviews, by document analysis, 

literature study and two non-participatory observations. The information for the cases of Flanders 

and Catalonia has been collected between March 2012 and December 2013. The two observations 

and the interviews with several actors constituted the most important basis for the analysis. Some 

parts during interviews were mentioned ‘off the record’ or were not to be used explicitly if 

containing strategic positions of a regional or national authority. Most of the interviews were 

registered on tape. Some respondents preferred not to be quoted or to verify quotes before 

publication, which is one of the main reasons why we limit the number of quotations below. 

5. THE CASE OF FLANDERS 

 

5.1 Background  

As political entities, Belgian regions, and especially the region of Flanders, developed a keen interest 

in foreign economic policy making only relatively recently. When Belgium was formed in 1831, it was 

governed by a political and industrial French-speaking elite in the Walloon industrial basin and the 

Brussels haute-finance. In the second half of the nineteenth century, a ‘Flemish Movement’ 

developed from among the lower catholic clergy and middle classes in Flanders, that campaigned for 

the recognition of Dutch as the official language of Flanders and for a bilingual status of Brussels. 

Gradually the linguistic demands of the Flemish population were translated in the language laws of 

the 1930s and of 1962-1963. At the same time, Flanders expanded economically far more rapidly 

than hitherto leading Wallonia, benefiting especially from the spectacular economic fortunes of 

Antwerp as a world harbor and location for multinational and small and medium-sized companies in 

the newly created European Economic Community. In response to the decline of the old steel and 

coal industries of Wallonia, francophone employers and trade unions demanded national subsidies 

for their assailed industries. Once the linguistic borderlines were fixed and the political parties were 

split, the federalization process of Belgium itself could begin (Swenden, Brans, & De Winter, 2006, p. 

125). This process was marked by six state reforms. The first two reforms in 1970 and 1980 created 

(and adapted) the communities and regions. With the third reform, Brussels capital region took form, 

more competencies were transferred to the communities, and the regions were also reinforced. The 

fourth reform in 1993 transformed Belgium into a fully-fledged federal state, no longer formally 

composed out of provinces, but out of regions and communities. The fifth reform of 2001 was 

marked by the Lambermont and Lombard agreements (cfr.). The sixth and last reform’s texts were 

published in the ‘Staatsblad’ in 2012, and are still in the process of entering in vigor. (Belgische 

Federale Overheidsdiensten, 2012; Deforche, 2012; Kerremans & Beyers, 1997)  
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The federalization resulted from a negotiation process between the political elites of linguistically 

split parties, and consisted of a compromise between two different views of the state. On the one 

hand, the Flemish political elites were keen on gaining autonomy in policy areas that are clearly 

linked to language, i.e. in particular education and culture, called Communities. In parallel, a notion 

of strictly territorially defined Regions emerged, primarily out of francophone employer and trade 

union preferences to inject state subsidies into its suffering coal and steel industries. Belgium ended 

up with a double federal structure of those two types of constituent units, which account for a great 

part for the country’s complex structure. The state counts a total of six governments: a federal 

government, a Flemish government (where the Region and Community have merged), a Walloon 

Regional Government, a government for the Brussels Capital Region, a government for the French-

speaking Community, and a small government for the German-speaking Community. Juridically, the 

Regions and Communities are at the same hierarchical level as the federal state, as a non-hierarchical 

relation between the legal norms of the federal and regional governmental level was inscribed in the 

1981 reforms. (Bursens & Deforche, 2010; Deforche, 2012) It was equally stipulated in the 

constitutional texts that the Belgian regions, especially the region of Flanders, can engage in external 

relations following the logic of in foro interno, in foro externo principle, meaning that they can engage 

in foreign relations for matters for which they are competent internally. The basis for this principle is 

stipulated in Article 167 of the 1993 Constitution.  

The decentralization of foreign trade started in 1988 during the third state reform, when regions 

were made competent over certain parts of export and sales policy and the Flemish Service for 

Foreign Trade and its Walloon counterpart were created (‘Vlaamse Dienst voor Buitenlandse Handel’ 

en de ‘Agence Wallone aux Exportations’). This mixed competence of both the federation and the 

regions over export and sales policy was clarified in the 1993 ‘Sint-Michiels’ agreement, elaborating a 

restricted list of remaining competences for the federal government. The regions were then 

competent for all matters of foreign trade that were not in this list of ‘federal exceptions’. As recently 

as in 1999, the Flemish Parliament demanded a stronger decentralization of regional competences 

(including foreign trade). Dissatisfied with the functioning of the Belgian Service for Foreign Trade 

(Belgische Dienst voor Buitenlandse Handel), the Flemish government and Parliament demanded a 

restructuring of the service with the referral of the task of coordination to the regions. The federal 

government favored only minor changes to the service and the government agreement of 7 July 

1999 stipulated that the government, in consultation with regions and enterprises, would proceed to 

a thorough evaluation of the existing instruments, to come to a more efficient foreign economic 

policy, and shifted the issue to a so-called Intergovernmental and Interparliamental Conference for 

Institutional Renewal (Intergouvernementele en Interparlementaire Conferentie voor Institutionele 

Vernieuwing). One of this commission’s tasks was to reach an agreement on the regionalization of 

competences in the fields of agriculture and foreign trade (Jacques & Boromée, 2001, p. 10), 

resulting in the Lambermont-agreement of 2001, where export promotion was assigned quasi-

exclusively to the regions, whereas the federal government remained competent over export credit 

insurance and –importantly in the context of this study – multilateral trade policy. The Belgian 

Service for Foreign Trade was rebaptized the federal Agency for Foreign Trade (Agentschap voor de 

Buitenlandse handel) as an inter-regional agency, where the regions are represented in the board. Its 

task was to initiate trade missions at the request of one or more regions. A structure was drawn up in 

order to make the regions agree on the missions of the prince of Belgium, and to obtain the prince’s 
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independence with regard to each region. The Agency also organizes, draws up and disperses 

information, studies and documentation on foreign markets (De Ville, 2008).  

 

5.2 Flemish interests in the EU’s external trade policy 

Flanders and the low countries are among the most trade dependent regions in the European Union 

and the world. According to Ernst & Young’s globalization index, Belgium was ranked the fourth most 

open economy in 2012, after Hong Kong, Singapore and Ireland.11 A closer look at the export and 

import numbers depicted in Figure 5 shows a great divide between the Flemish and the Walloon 

region.  

Fig. 5: Evolution of trade in Belgium, Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels. 

 

Source: http://www.nbb.be/belgostat/PresentationLinker12; 

 

The Flemish region has a huge overweight in the trade numbers over the other two regions, as 

Flanders accounts for a total trade volume almost five times the size of Wallonia’s. The Flemish 

region exports about four times more domestically produced goods and services than the Walloon 

region does, and imports almost six times more. In the year 2011, Flanders accounted for 57 per cent 

of Belgian GDP, the Brussels region for 18,9 per cent and Wallonia for 23,9 per cent. Flanders and 

Brussels together account for 76 per cent of Belgian GDP. Wallonia together with Brussels stands for 

42 per cent. Flanders accounted also for 78 per cent of Belgian total exports and imports. Flemish 

enterprises trade mostly with EU member states, which account for about 70 per cent of the total 

trade volume, although the extra-EU markets is where growth is found and are becoming more and 

more important. In the year 2012, Flanders accounted for 79 per cent of all Belgian exports, Wallonia 

for 18 per cent and Brussels for 2 per cent. 31 per cent of all Belgian exports have a destination 

                                                           
11

 http://www.flandershouse.org/belgium-4th-most-intl-economy 
12

 
http://www.nbb.be/belgostat/GlobalDispatcher?TARGET=/TreeviewLinker&rowID=2485&prop=treeview&actio
n=open&Lang=N#2485 (buitenlandse handel, statistieken volgens het nationale concept, gewestelijke 
gegevens, evolutie buitenlandse handel per gewest) 

Periodes Evolutie buitenlandse handel per gewest

(miljoenen euro's)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Uitvoer Invoer

Het Rijk Vlaams Gewest Waals Gewest  Brussels Gewest Het Rijk  Vlaams Gewest Waals Gewest Brussels Gewest

31/12/2012 238955 188837,1 44380,4 5737,8 247046,6 201943,3 33885,4 11217,7

31/12/2011 238151,5 186732 45902 5517,8 247152,7 203243,8 32670,6 11238,3

31/12/2010 210005,8 163386,1 41992,5 4627,2 213591 173546,8 29892,7 10151,7

31/12/2009 177727 136382,2 37285,1 4059,9 182507,2 146913 25548,8 10045,4

31/12/2008 221556,5 172104,7 44579,4 4872,4 232541,2 190217,9 31184 11139,4

31/12/2007 217320,4 171848,6 41033,5 4438,5 215906,6 176637,6 28717,8 10551,2

31/12/2006 205603,5 160869,2 39401,8 5332,5 203775,1 166283 26822,7 10669,4

31/12/2005 191185,3 149612 35752,1 5821,1 187311,9 152942 23767,8 10602

31/12/2004 176723,3 139261,3 29638,9 7822,9 169434,2 133493 21449,3 14492,1

31/12/2003 162948,8 129148,3 27344,9 6455,5 154894,2 121842,2 20282,8 12768,9

http://www.nbb.be/belgostat/PresentationLinker
http://www.flandershouse.org/belgium-4th-most-intl-economy
http://www.nbb.be/belgostat/GlobalDispatcher?TARGET=/TreeviewLinker&rowID=2485&prop=treeview&action=open&Lang=N#2485
http://www.nbb.be/belgostat/GlobalDispatcher?TARGET=/TreeviewLinker&rowID=2485&prop=treeview&action=open&Lang=N#2485
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outside the European Union. The Flemish region sends 34 per cent of its exports to non-EU countries, 

Wallonia 20 per cent and Brussels 24 per cent. Specifically on exports to non-EU countries, in the 

year 2012, Flanders accounted for 86 per cent of Belgian total exports outside the EU, Wallonia for 

12 per cent and Brussels for 2 per cent.13 These numbers are the most relevant ones here, as PTAs 

seek to (further) open up markets for exports to non-EU countries. In this case, clearly Flanders has 

the biggest interest based on the data. The following graph also shows that Flemish exports to non-

EU countries have been rising over the past few years. 

 

 

Source: author’s compilation from www.nbb.be/belgostat  

 

As the numbers tell us, exports to outside the EU are less relevant for Wallonia and Brussels. Even if 

trade remains mostly intra-EU, Flanders’ exports outside the EU are far higher for Flanders than for 

the other regions and they are rising (with main destinations being US and China). Every new trade 

agreement, and every removal of trade impediments is likely to benefit the Flemish economy.  

As for the numbers on imports, Flanders accounted for 82 per cent of all Belgian imports in the year 

2012, Wallonia for 14 per cent and Brussels for 5 per cent. Of all Belgian imports, 27 per cent came 

from outside the EU. Flanders stands for 89 per cent of all Belgian imports from non-EU countries, 

Wallonia 9 per cent, and Brussels 2 per cent. Jointly, Flanders and Brussels take a share of 91 per 

cent, whereas Wallonia with Brussels takes 11 per cent. Of all imports into Flanders, up to 29 per 

cent came from markets outside the European Union. For Wallonia and Brussels, 17 and 12 per cent 

of their imports come from non-EU member states. These numbers indicate that any increase in 

import-competition for Belgian firms as a result of further trade liberalization is likely to affect 

                                                           
13

 All numbers are based on data from the National Bank of Belgium (www.nbb.be/belgostat)  

0

10000

20000

30000

40000

50000

60000

Graph 1: Exports from the Belgian regions to 
non-EU countries 

Exports from Wallonia to non-EU Exports from Flanders to non-EU

Exports from Brussels to non-EU

http://www.nbb.be/belgostat
http://www.nbb.be/belgostat


27 
 
 

Flemish firms primarily. This means that of all public authorities in Belgium, whether federal or 

regional, the Flemish authorities have the greatest stake in EU external trade policy making. 

 

Source: author’s compilation from www.nbb.be/belgostat  

When we breakdown Flanders’ export numbers over types of products (according to the Harmonized 

System), we note that the main export categories are: products from the chemical and related 

industries (15 per cent of total Flemish exports), mineral products (14 per cent), transport material 

(12 per cent), machineries (11 per cent), plastics and rubber (9 per cent), pearls, precious stones (9 

per cent) and non-precious metal (8 per cent). The categories of goods that are most imported into 

Flanders are: mineral products (22 per cent), chemicals (13 per cent), machinery (13 per cent), 

transport material (11 per cent), non-precious metal (8 per cent), pearls, precious stones (7 per 

cent).14 

 

The Flemish economy's vitality thus stems to a substantial extent from extra-EU trade, services and 

investment. Its future is likely to be determined by the way Flemish enterprises can answer to 

modern day challenges posed by the process of globalization, and by how they secure access to 

emerging markets to augment their strategic positioning in trade. To illustrate the socio-economic 

significance of this trade dependence in the Flemish region, goods trade in the Port of Antwerp 

generates direct employment for approximately 150,000 people, contributing to an added value of 

about 18 billion euros – the equivalence of the total annual budget Flanders spends on education 

and research (Port of Antwerp, 2012). It is therefore clear that Flanders' economy has an offensive 

interest in the maintenance of open markets or the further liberalization of trade in industrial goods, 

                                                           
14

 Numbers for the year 2012, author’s calculations based on data from the National Bank of Belgium 
(http://www.nbb.be/belgostat/PresentationLinker?TableId=648000031&Lang=N) 
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services, and the regulation of world trade through international standards for health and safety, 

intellectual property, and investment. By extension, Flanders has an interest and stake in EU external 

trade policy, both during the decision-making phase and the implementation phase. As (Bursens & 

Deforche, 2010) point out: ‘Sub-national entities convincingly made the case that, as they need to 

take care of the downloading (implementation) of international agreements, they also need to be 

involved in the uploading stages (policy formulation) of foreign policy-making’ (p. 10). This 

observation also holds for the negotiation of multilateral, regional, or bilateral trade agreements.  

The Flemish foreign policy pursues nine distinct strategic ambitions, of which three are relevant to 

trade negotiations. Firstly, Flanders is in favor of a strong European Union increasingly speaking with 

one voice in talks with the world’s biggest powers and trade blocs. Secondly, Flanders is striving for a 

stronger internationalization of the Flemish economy. Thirdly, the Flemish region also wants to 

increase the opportunities for Flemish enterprises on the international market by eliminating a 

number of remaining international trade barriers, and by advocating freer and fairer world trade 

(Flemish government, 2010). 

It is important to note that even though the large majority of Flemish businesses are Small and 

Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs), the largest share of Flemish export is in the hands of a small 

number of enterprises. One per cent of the enterprises account for 48 per cent of the total Flemish 

export, and 10 per cent of the enterprises account for 90 per cent of the total (Flemish government, 

2010, p. 21). A mere 27 per cent of the Flemish SMEs, both in industry and in the services sector, are 

currently internationally active. From these 27 per cent, most of the SME’s exports go to European 

countries (Flemish government, 2010). Two questions therefore emerge. Who are the enterprises 

that dominate Flanders’ (and Belgium’s) trade numbers? What is their representativeness vis-à-vis 

the rest of the economy? And which SMEs have the potential to develop into European or world-

wide exporting firms? In order to answer these questions, one would have to know these firms’ 

incentives to become politically active on EU external trade policy, and in case they do, how do they 

do this and to whom would they communicate their preferences.   

5.3 The division of labor regarding trade policy in Belgium/Flanders 

As mentioned above, the 2001 Lambermont agreement (and its amendment to the ‘Bijzondere Wet’) 

stipulates that the regions are competent over sales and export policy, whereas the federal level has 

competence over ‘multilateral trade policy’. As federal regulation is not hierarchically superior to 

regional regulation, and due to the principle of ‘in foro interno, in foro externo’, Flanders holds 

competence over trade related aspects of agriculture, environment, transport, employment, culture 

and education, science and innovation, and health services. At the same time, the representation in 

the EU Council of Ministers’ Foreign Affairs configuration (under which resorts the Trade 

Configuration), representation is done exclusively by a federal Minister, according to the Cooperation 

Agreement (amendments of 2003). (Vlaamse Vertegenwoording bij de EU - Permanente 

Vertegenwoordiging van België, 2010)  

The most important Flemish actor is the ‘Departement Internationaal Vlaanderen’ (Flemish 

Department of Foreign Affairs – DiV), Policy-division, unit International Entrepreneurship. The unit 

exists out of three officials, one who works (almost) full-time on EU trade policy, with one of the 

colleagues serving as back-up when needed. This is the unit for all issues of the EU Common 
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Commercial Policy and the voice of the Flemish point of view in the intra-federal coordination 

meetings. The Flemish stance is determined through consultation with other interested parties or 

experts within the Flemish government through the “Werkgroep EU Handel” (Working Group EU 

Trade). This working group contains representatives of all policy domains, on the bureaucratic and 

political level. The Working Party EU Trade usually communicates ‘virtually’, and was established in 

2007 to maintain coherence in and between policy fields while leaving enough room for flexibility 

and for a quicker Flemish response as to increase its participation in and impact on the EU decision-

making process. An example is the use of the “silence procedure” to take quick decisions while 

maintaining a large basis for support. The Flemish representation to the EU may also serve as 

communication point between DiV and actors at the EU-level.  

The agency ‘Flanders Investment and Trade’ (FIT) is the regional trade and investment promotion 

agency. It’s mission is to promote international entrepreneurship of Flemish enterprises, especially 

SMEs, attract foreign investments to Flanders, stimulate international entrepreneurship with an eye 

for sustainability and ethics, and provide services to Flemish and foreign ‘customers’ (“FIT - Onze 

organisatie,” 2014). Even if DiV takes care of policy formulation, FIT may play an important role, as it 

may obtain valuable information on market access opportunities and restraints through its domestic 

and foreign network’s contacts with enterprises.  

The two most important actors at the federal level are the Foreign Public Service (FPS) for Foreign 

Affairs and the FPS for Economy. The FPS for Foreign Affairs, Directorate-General European Affairs 

and Coordination (DGE), unit for trade policy EU-WTO (E5), is responsible for multilateral trade 

policy, and organizes the coordination between all relevant actors and governments. Every Thursday 

before the EU Trade Policy Committee gathers, they meet and discuss the Belgian position on trade 

issues on the agenda. Always invited are the FPS for Economy, the cabinets of the ministers of 

Foreign Affairs (federal and regional), the DiV and its counterparts in the other regions, and 

depending on the agenda, other relevant regional and federal administrations and cabinets. There 

are four persons working on trade policy full time, and the trade ambassador who works most of her 

time on trade policy matters. 

The FPS Foreign Affairs thus is the key coordination hub and the point where all information comes 

together: from the regions, from interest groups,  from the EU Commission, from the FPS Economy, 

and from other services. Within the Belgian federal state, this is the service which has the highest 

level of information on EU trade negotiations15. They are the ones who ask for info, and who are 

contacted by other players. They give a debriefing in the weekly DGE coordination meetings on the 

EU Commission’s activities (to the extent they know about it of course), and on the positions of other 

EU Member States in the EU Trade Policy Committee (TPC) in the Council of Ministers. They also 

share information on stakeholders or information they received from the other services, from the 

regions, etc. They also guard over the coherence of the Belgian position within the TPC, as a country 

cannot take different positions in different Council meetings when the same issue arises.   

                                                           
15

 Note that this does not count for the whole of EU trade policy, as the FPS Economy also has certain 
competences in the field of trade policy (e.g. anti-dumping). 
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5.4  Analysis16  

Empirical test of Hypothesis 1a: Flanders as one of multiple principals  

First of all, Flanders can express its preferences and concerns on most matters discussed in the Trade 

Policy Committee and the Council of the European Union. DiV actively participates in the Belgian 

coordination meetings. In matters of exclusive regional competencies (e.g. agricultural or cultural 

and audiovisual matters), Flanders is in a position of one out of multiple principals, as it could veto a 

decision in one of its policy fields. In case of such a veto, there can be no Belgian position. This would 

pose a problem, as then, de facto, other EU member states decide for Belgium as well. In such a case 

of conflict, the FPS Foreign Affairs mediates between the regional authorities in order to find a 

common ground. The very Belgian notion of ‘complementary interests’ is an interesting concept used 

to avoid obstructions in the decision-making process. It is a soothing word to argue that the Belgian 

regions, even though they may have an opposite starting point in their view on trade policy, positions 

would have to be formulated in such a way as not to harm the other region’s interests. Specifically, it 

is argued that a certain interest in Flanders will rarely harm an interest in Wallonia and vice versa. 

Northern member states usually start from the idea that the more free trade, the better. Southern 

countries in Europe start from a more defensive point of view: they may also want free trade, but are 

more hesitant in giving away their bargaining chips. This divide between north and south passes 

through Belgium. As Flanders is generally more oriented towards free trade – for very 

                                                           
16  The analysis is based on two non-participatory observations at the Belgian intra-federal 

coordination (DGE – on 28/03/2013) and at the EU’s Trade Policy Committee (on 1/03/2013) and on 

the following interviews : (“Interview with Cabinet of Kris Peeters, Minister-President of the 

Government of Flanders, Flemish Minister for Economy, Foreign Policy, Agriculture and Rural Policy,” 

2013, “Interview with Cabinet of Minister Reynders, Minister for Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and 

Development Cooperation,” 2013, “Interview with FPS Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and 

Development Cooperation, Directorate General European Affairs, E5: trade policy EU-WTO,” 2013, 

“Interview with FPS Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation, Directorate 

General European Affairs, E5: trade policy EU-WTO,” 2013, “Interview with Verbond van Belgische 

Ondernemingen,” 2013, “Interview with Walloon Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources and 

Environment,” 2013, “Telephone interview with Flanders Investment and Trade,” 2013, “Telephone 

interview with Flanders Investment and Trade,” 2013, “Telephone interview with Interview with FPS 

Economy, SME, Middle Class and Energy, General Direction Regulation and Organisation of the 

Market, Service for Intellectual Property - Judicial and International Affairs,” 2012, “Interview with 

Cabinet of Minister Vande Lanotte, Minister for Economy, SME, Middle Class and Energy,” 2013, 

“Interview with Flanders Investment and Trade,” 2013, “Interview with Flanders’ Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry (Vlaams Netwerk van Ondernemingen - Voka) and Flanders-EU liaison office 

(VLEVA),” 2013, “Interview with Flemish Department of Foreign Affairs (DiV),” 2012, “Interview with 

Flemish Department of Foreign Affairs (DiV),” 2013, “Interview with Flemish Department of Foreign 

Affairs (DiV),” 2014, “Interview with Flemish Representation to the European Union,” 2014, 

“Interview with FPS Economy, SME, Middle Class and Energy, General Direction Economic Potential, 

Service for Trade Policy,” 2012) 
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understandable and objective reasons as we have seen - and Wallonia is generally more cautious, 

one could wonder whether any protectionist reflex could not have a negative impact (maybe in the 

long run) on Flanders, at least when following Flanders own generally liberal economic preferences. 

The concept of complementary interests is, nonetheless, a very useful one in the Belgian context in 

order to make sure there is an agreement on Belgium’s position, which is always preferred (by all 

actors!) so as not to forego the possibility to co-decide in the Council of Ministers at all.  

The FPS Economy and FPS Foreign Affairs can give advice or their opinion on the matters under 

discussion, nevertheless, they will hold back when the regions have a strong preference. For 

example, the Minister for Economy Vande Lanotte decided not to intervene when the regional 

authorities had a strong (common) preference in a negotiating mandate for the EU Commission, even 

though the FPS Economy advised against it. The Minister’s cabinet, however, found the discussion 

misleading and did not see it as an either-or matter. Therefore, this could also have been a reason for 

the Minister not to intervene (“Interview with Cabinet of Minister Vande Lanotte, Minister for 

Economy, SME, Middle Class and Energy,” 2013, “Interview with FPS Economy, SME, Middle Class 

and Energy, General Direction Economic Potential,” 2013). Belgium represented the position decided 

by the regions, which was even included in the final mandate for the negotiations, as other member 

states shared this position.17 Therefore, we find some evidence in favor of our hypothesis that the 

position as one of multiple principals leads to a high capacity to control (irrespective of the final 

outcome). Two caveats are in order though. Flanders exerts this control via the coordination by the 

federal FPS Foreign Affairs. Second, this finding only holds when the Flemish authority expresses a 

clear preference over a particular position. In all conceivable cases where it  does not have enough 

information on firm interests to formulate its positions, it is likely to fail to provide input into the 

decision-making process.  

 

Empirical test of Hypothesis 1b: Flanders as part of a collective principal 

On matters of mixed competences, the situation is a bit different: both the regional and the federal 

authorities (The FPS Economy and Foreign Affairs) become part of a collective principal, with the FPS 

Foreign Affairs as co-principal and agent at once. Every actor’s input is as valuable as the other’s. 

Flanders and the other regional and federal actors have to reach a consensus. Nevertheless, a strong 

opposition from one actor, could endanger the Belgian position, so most of the time the actor is 

being accommodated. The threat of not ending up with a position is very effective, all actors are so 

afraid of it, that they always try to come to an agreement. This means that even though regional 

authorities share competencies with the federal authorities, they still have a high capacity to control 

the Belgian position. De facto, the situation is therefore not very different from the situation of 

multiple principals. Flanders is being heard in the intra-federal coordination meetings, after which 

the federal government takes the Flemish position into account in the negotiations with other EU 

member states. Flanders can set topics on the agenda to a certain extent. If the region manages to 

convince Wallonia and the federal government, which is perceived not be too hard to do (as Flanders 

                                                           
17

 Source: http://insidetrade.com/iwpfile.html?file=jun2013%2Fwto2013_1935a.pdf 
+ interviews !!! 

http://insidetrade.com/iwpfile.html?file=jun2013%2Fwto2013_1935a.pdf
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accounts for four fifths of Belgium’s trade), the federal representatives presents this to the other 

member states and the EU Commission.  

 

Empirical test of Hypothesis 1c: Flanders as a transceiver 

The regional officials attending the TPC meetings, can provide useful intellectual arguments, or 

technical expertise, whenever they dispose of them, even if it concerns a matter of federal 

competence. Government officials in Belgium know very well which competences and tasks belong 

to their level of government (regional or federal), and to their department/agency more specifically. 

The same goes for the division between cabinets and administrations. De facto, nonetheless, all of 

the topics under discussion in the TPC, and specifically on PTAs, can be discussed by everyone during 

the DGE-coordination meetings, as the agenda for the DGE is fully based on the TPC’s agenda and 

discussions. There can be a ‘grey zone’ when certain actors are lacking information on their interests, 

or when they have no particular interests at all, which means that others can decide.  

Flanders has already given input on matters of intellectual property, which resorts under exclusive 

federal competence. As it accounts for 85 per cent of Belgium’s trade, it can express its opinion, as 

long as it is well-argued and documented. 

Therefore, even in the position of a transceiver, meaning that Flanders has no exclusive competence 

of a policy field, it can intervene on a matter. It will probably not be the actor imposing a final 

decision in this case, but still has a higher than expected capacity to control. Therefore, this 

hypothesis is not corroborated by the findings, and we conclude that formal competences do not 

decisively determine a region’s capacity to control.  

 

Empirical test of Hypothesis 2: Distance vis-à-vis the ultimate agent: Direct communication  

The Flemish representation (situated within the Belgian Permanent Representation to the EU) and a 

Flemish liaison office to the EU exist. The Flemish representation has had direct contact with the 

Trade Commissioner and Commission officials on matters of trade negotiations, albeit in a very 

limited number of specific cases (usually when the Flemish Representation was contacted directly, 

and the matters attained a higher political level). We note that the current Commissioner is Flemish 

and that for the issues mentioned, also the federal authorities played their part. But, one could say 

that Flanders helped to increase pressure on the Commission negotiators. Apart from these few 

actions, the Flemish representation is generally not very active on trade policy matters. The Flemish 

representation does not attend other formal or informal events related to trade policy. The Flemish 

liaison office, VLEVA is even less involved in issues of trade, sometimes it disseminates information, 

but of a more general nature. 

The FPS Foreign Affairs is the actor that represents the Belgian regions in the TPC and in the Council 

of Ministers meetings. More specifically, the FPS Foreign Affairs represents Belgium in the three 

following TPC Configurations: full members, deputies, and services and investment. The FPS Economy 

also represents the Belgian federation, but in more technical committees, such as the TPC-STIS 
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configuration (on Steel, Textiles and other Industrial Sectors) and in the Working Party Trade 

Questions18. Moreover the FPS Economy attends all TPC meetings as the back office.  

Remarkably, DiV (and secretary of the Flemish Working Party EU Trade) rarely attends the TPC 

meetings, whereas a Walloon official from the Agriculture Department does attend more regularly. 

This is odd for two reasons. First, the TPC is not explicitly mentioned in the Cooperation Agreement 

(2003), so one would expect the same rule as the one for the Council formation Foreign Affairs to 

apply, but apparently there is room for flexibility. Second, it is not someone from Wallonie-Bruxelles 

International that attends the TPC, although this would be expected, but an official of the Walloon 

Agriculture department. The rationale behind the Walloon agriculture department’s  participation is 

three-fold. First of all, when agriculture was still a federal matter, there was a unit working only on 

international aspects, and the officials participated in Council meetings (at technical level) as experts. 

After the regionalization of the policy field, the tradition of following up the Council came, 

complemented by a tradition to keep following up matters until the final stage of decision-making or 

negotiations. Second, the agriculture-section started following trade negotiations when agriculture 

became more and more included in the negotiations. In addition to that, the negotiations now are 

less focused on trade in goods, but often concern rule-making (e.g. Sanitary and Phytosanitary 

measures) as well. Third, the official monitors DG Trade’s behavior directly, as he sometimes has to 

report that certain proposals from DG Trade may endanger intention or aspects of other European 

policies. DG Trade has a disproportionately high weight within the EU Commission’ structure and 

staffed other DG’s people more and more up to the point that these persons may lose certain other 

European views. Sometimes other actors have to point out this behavior by DG Trade officials. As 

Wallonia’s agricultural interests are directly concerned by certain liberalizing views dominating DG 

Trade, they have decided perform this monitoring of DG Trade on matters of agriculture. This was 

done by the same people before the regionalization of the matter within Belgium. This demonstrates 

a clear awareness and knowledge, on behalf of the (now) Walloon agriculture department, of the 

Commission’s behavior and preferences, even within different DG’s, and shows that they find direct 

control over this regionalized matter important in this case. (based on “Interview with Walloon 

Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources and Environment,” 2013)  

Wallonie-Bruxelles International (WBI) is an agency that was created as the instrument for the 

international policies of Wallonia (the Walloon Region), the Federation Wallonia-Brussels (the 

French-speaking community), and the Brussels-Capital Region. In contrast to Flanders, the Walloon 

region and the French-speaking community did not merge their parliament and their administrations. 

In the WBI however, they unite their efforts of international policies, together with the Brussels 

Region, a region that is predominantly French-speaking (now approx. 85 per cent), yet according to 

constitutional arrangements bi-lingual. A representative from the WBI also attends the DGE-
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 ‘The Working Party on Trade Questions is a forum for discussion between Member States and the European 
Commission on EU legislation concerning trade policy and trade defence, primarily measures against dumping 
and subsidies. The WPTQ also discusses horizontal trade policy issues, including orientations from the 
Commission concerning negotiations and decisions in the World Trade Organisation (WTO)’ (Government of 
Ireland, 2014). This technical committee mainly focusses on legislation and trade defence instruments, but in 
this light also prepares clauses in FTAs on anti-dumping, anti-subsidies, safeguards and countervailing duties. 
This committee deals with the technicalities and specific wordings in texts, which afterwards move to 
discussion in the less technical TPC. In Belgium, the FPS Economy follows up the meetings. 
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coordination meetings. Moreover, Wallonia only accounts for a small part of Belgium’s foreign trade, 

yet seems willing to invest the time and effort to attend TPC-meetings. The Flemish region by 

contrast, does not attend many events at the EU-level and therefore misses numerous opportunities 

for liaising with other actors, informal bargaining in the hallways, etc. Whatever the reason for this 

absence (time constraints or other), this is a striking difference relative to Wallonia that does send a 

representative to TPC meetings, although relative to Flanders these regions have far lower stakes in 

extra-EU trade matters.  

Flanders does receive the original TPC documents via the FPS Foreign Affairs. On the bright side, this 

means that it does get documents drawn up by the Commission itself and therefore knows what the 

member states are discussing. On the other hand, it may be receiving this information too late: in 

some, possibly crucial cases documents cannot be further dispersed electronically and a hard copy 

has to reach DiV one way or another. For example, this was the case for the mandate for 

negotiations on the Plurilateral Services Agreement, and the member states had to communicate 

their objections, if any, before the next Monday at noon. If you know that TPC-meetings take place 

on Fridays, there is not much time to get the copy, read it, and reach other departments or agencies 

for their comments on certain points. This means that receiving the documents is good, but may not 

always suffice. In addition, Flanders relies on the FPS Foreign Affairs’ summary of the meetings. This 

debriefing only takes place the next week, on Thursdays, before the next TPC meeting.  

 

On Hypothesis 3: Use of the Fire-Alarm 

As mentioned above, more empirical material should be gathered on the motivations and reasons for 

firms to voice their preferences on trade policy, and on whom they contact. Nevertheless, we do 

have some findings on Flanders’ fire-alarm, which has some implications for the region to define a 

position and to defend this in the intra-federal coordination meetings. When interests remain under 

the surface, and when no other ministry brings up principal aspects or matters related to legislation, 

Flanders degree of control is low, as it lacks information and knowledge on the position to defend in 

negotiations. 

De facto, DiV only determines a clear position based on information received from endorsers, or 

when the other ministries communicate certain requests. It seems particularly problematic that 

endorsers do not tend to contact the DiV much. This implies that, even though Flanders has a formal 

role in trade policy, it is not contacted by endorsers, and ends up seeing itself more in the role of 

‘policy taker’ than of a policy maker. 

The first problem is that not many impediments are being signaled by firms. The DiV is certainly open 

to input from companies or industry associations, and even contacts and questions sector 

Advice: DiV could attend TPC meetings directly, as this would enable Flemish regional authorities 

to obtain information immediately and first-hand. This is important in order for the Flemish 

representative to be informed instantaneously, and, in case decisions have to be taken, to 

participate in that process, especially when information is classified (and cannot be disseminated 

electronically). This would allow Flanders to exert better control both federal representatives and 

more importantly EU Commission policy making. 
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federations. However, there is no real fire-alarm channel in place. Hence, there is no explicit 

reassurance that a firm’s interests will be taken into account, although DiV prioritizes info received 

from companies or associations and does not engage in defining preferences on the bases of 

economic studies alone. DiV, along with FIT, is even wondering how it can incentivize the services 

sector (especially the firms with offensive interests) to contact Flemish authorities, as it lacks 

knowledge on Flanders’ offensive interests. For example, DiV launched two calls on the website of 

the Flemish network of Enterprises (Voka), asking for impediments firms encounter on the US and 

Thai markets in the view of new negotiations on trade agreements with these countries. In one of 

those calls, DiV not only asks for input, but also mentions to be open to provide further information 

on these negotiations. FIT also questioned firms a number of times, but received very little response 

from the private sector. This can thus clearly be seen as an attempt to reach out to the private 

sector, hoping that they will communicate their questions and preferences to the DiV. In the call it is 

also stated that the DiV, in cooperation with the FPS Economy and FIT follow up the process and 

intend to use these negotiations as a way to eliminate barriers for Flemish firms in these foreign 

markets.19 This problem is further explained in the next subsection ‘The problem of collecting 

information from the private sector’. 

The second problem is a ‘bump’ in the flow of information between DiV and FIT in matters related to 

trade policy. On the occasion that SMEs do want to contact Flemish authorities on trade policy, they 

may go to Flanders Investment and Trade, the regional trade promotion agency. Another possibility 

is that endorsers turn to the Flemish Prime Minister, or his cabinet. The Flemish contact point for 

trade impediments (in the hands of FIT) is institutionally disjointed from DiV, where international 

trade negotiations are monitored. This means information would have to flow between the FIT-

agency, the DiV administration, and the cabinet of the minister responsible for trade. DiV does not 

have a clear overview of the information FIT actually has. The other way around, FIT does not always 

know which information DiV is looking for, and feels they may not always be able to provide what 

DiV wants – because they do not have all possible information. DiV could use the information on 

firms to formulate positions in trade negotiations, while FIT could use the information on the latest 

events in trade negotiations to inform the firms that may be affected (positively or negatively) by 

these.  

Some observations were in line with with other research on the Flemish government authorities, 

analysing other aspects than only trade policy. A report made by VLABEST in 2013 pointed at the 

problems of a fragmentized government (counting 190 entities) and of the separation between 

policy-making and implementation (Naar een bestuurlijke renovatie, Initiatiefadvies over de 

Organisatie van de Vlaamse Overheid, 2013/21). Our findings on FIT and DiV’s cooperation on trade 

policy seem to be in line with the probems noted between Flemish Departments and Agencies in the 

report.  

Our results were also in line with a report by SARiV that pointed at problems in the network of 

Flemish representatives (DiV) and Flemish Economic Representatives (FIT), and a lack of cooperation 

between the representatives of both institutions, which hampers Flanders’ external policy-making 
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 http://www.voka.be/west-vlaanderen/nieuws/2013/3/nieuwe-vrijhandelsakkoorden-met-verenigde-staten-
en-thailand/ , http://www.voka.be/nieuws/2013/3/ondervindt-u-beperkingen-bij-uw-zaken-in-de-vs-of-
thailand/ 

http://www.voka.be/west-vlaanderen/nieuws/2013/3/nieuwe-vrijhandelsakkoorden-met-verenigde-staten-en-thailand/
http://www.voka.be/west-vlaanderen/nieuws/2013/3/nieuwe-vrijhandelsakkoorden-met-verenigde-staten-en-thailand/
http://www.voka.be/nieuws/2013/3/ondervindt-u-beperkingen-bij-uw-zaken-in-de-vs-of-thailand/
http://www.voka.be/nieuws/2013/3/ondervindt-u-beperkingen-bij-uw-zaken-in-de-vs-of-thailand/
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and representation (Strategische Adviesraad Internationaal Vlaanderen, 2013, p. 46). The report 

argues that one head office for the different types of Flemish representatives would be beneficial. 

 

At the moment, neither DiV, nor FIT systematically stay in touch with the companies or federations 

afterwards to provide them with debriefings and updates on the state of the international 

negotiations. DiV sends some information on the negotiations to FIT, expecting that FIT will 

communicate the necessary information to the firms. In FIT’s view, however, it is DiV’s task to follow 

up the negotiations and therefore also to disperse information on them. In the end, no debriefing 

takes place by neither of the parties. 

 

The problem of collecting information from the private sector 

The problem for collecting information on companies’ activities is a widespread problem for 

administrations working on trade policy, and certainly is not only problematic for FIT and even the 

FPS Economy. Statistics and studies are helpful and provide good hints of where interests lay, but do 

not suffice. Contacts with endorsers are crucial. Such studies can show for example that exports from 

a certain good to a country are low compared to our global exports for that good to the world and 

compared to the importation of the good in the country. Yet, of course, important aspects are not 

readily available through such studies: do procedures of de-customization take little or much time? 

Do technical and phytosanitary inspections run smoothly or not? This information can only be 

obtained through firms active in the field.  

One of the biggest issues is that not all firms like to cooperate or communicate trade impediments. 

Firstly, the information could leak to competitors, and companies do not want them to know they 

might have some problems in a certain market. Secondly, a company has other priorities and is more 

likely to be focused on practical issues and on getting its product out, rather than on trade policy 

making. It may be much easier, quicker and safer to simply export to another market, than to wait for 

Advice:  The twin streams of information  about firm and association  preferences and preoccupations 

at the FIT-agency as well as the information held by DiV through its follow-up of EU external trade 

policy should be joined together in one person or one office.  Several options would seem to hold 

promise in order to achieve such more efficient coordination.  

A first option would be to create a centralized databank (with a confidentiality clause). DiV needs to 

be able to immediately accede to FIT’s information on firms, exports and markets. This may not suffice 

however, as it may turn out difficult to quickly disentangle the information really needed from the 

bulk and to translate this into a position. As the TPC-negotiations sometimes progress at a high pace, 

one needs precise information right away.   

A second option that could be considered is to make sure there is at least one person that can follow 

up trade policy from A to Z, going from firm and association preferences (FIT’s expertise) over first-

hand, TPC knowledge about information on ongoing trade negotiations (DiV’s expertise), over 

debriefing these actors with a stake in EU external trade policy. This would ensure less information is 

lost in between the cracks. 



37 
 
 

a lengthy negotiation process that may end up nowhere at all. Thirdly, sometimes companies already 

found a solution to overcome an existing barrier to trade. A removal of that barrier would mean the 

firm loses its competitive advantage over others. If firms barely respond to questionnaires launched 

by FIT (e.g. for the FTAs with Japan and the US only 3 or 4 out of 300 firms replied). The question thus 

arises: which companies are left that contact government officials on trade policy and in which 

cases? As noted earlier, further research on the private sector’s motives and strategies is certainly 

warranted to be able to answer such questions, and to assess whether and how this can be 

remedied. 

 

5.5 By way of conclusion: results on Flanders’ capacity to control  

Since trade is a ‘horizontal policy field’, meaning that it comprises the trade-related aspects of other 

policy-fields, all the actors competent over the different fields sit at the same table during the 

discussions. When we look at DiV, we note that with respect to trade policy, the priority is to follow 

up international trade agreements (what goes on in the Council of Ministers and the TPC), but not 

necessarily what happens in the Working Party Trade Questions. We can conclude that because 

Flanders attends the DGE-meetings, it can also monitor the discussions on matters that belong to 

federal competence. It can even voice its opinion, preferably if this is well argued and documented, 

as Flanders accounts for the largest part of trading activities in Belgium. The story of formal 

competences clearly does not account for real practices: sometimes Flanders is a principal and has 

competences, but has no own input (because of lack of revealed interests), so it bases its position on 

studies and information from the FPS Economy, or even lets the other actors decide. The evidence 

thus rejects the first hypothesis, which was the seemingly logical expectation that (only) formal 

competences matter. This statement must be qualified, as not only formal competences matter. 

Competences are rather a precondition for a region to become active in a certain policy field, and 

that there is an interaction effect with the amount of information an actor has. We also found that, 

even though the region could maximize its capacity to control by directly attending TPC meetings, it 

simply does not make use of this opportunity. This is surprising, since Wallonia, which has far lower 

stakes in extra-EU trade, regularly sends a regional representative to attend TPC meetings at the 

level of the Council of Ministers.  

There was not enough evidence found to fully corroborate or reject the second hypothesis. What we 

did note is that getting the original TPC documents and negotiation texts helps Flanders in deciding 

its stance during the ongoing negotiations. There have been instances of direct contact with the EU-

commission on trade negotiations, where Flanders may have increased pressure in the EU 

Commission alongside the federal actors’ engagement. Moreover, the examples mentioned were in 

line with the federal actions, which makes it difficult to draw conclusions. The region is therefore not 

completely left in the dark about what happens, and this can be of uttermost importance to call the 

federal agent to the stand to explain certain phrases in the texts. DiV knows the big lines and 

evolutions in the trade negotiations, but not all the specifics of them. Flanders misses out on the 

discussions and dynamics in the TPC, so if the FPS Foreign Affairs (and/or the FPS Economy, or even 

the Walloon counterpart who does attend) has a good explanation, Flanders cannot check this with 

what really happened. This means that there is not only a loss of information about what the EU 
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Commission is negotiating with the third partner, but also to a certain extent about what the EU 

member states are negotiating in the TPC.  

Even though Flemish regional authorities do obtain the original TPC documents, they are not assured 

of receiving classified documents from the TPC quickly enough in order to be able define its position 

within the often very tight deadlines. Attending the intra-federal coordination meetings does not 

suffice, as then the region may have to wait until the following week to get the report on the 

discussions in the last TPC meeting, having to decide immediately on a position without being able to 

study the texts. This does not hinder Flemish region to be well up to the matter and knowing the big 

lines of the trade negotiations. For specific interests, the region is also informed on more specific and 

technical aspects discussed in the negotiations. We found that this does happen for matters related 

to its competences, as in the case of cultural and audiovisual provisions in PTAs.   

Nevertheless, DiV is clearly not always aware of Flemish sector’s interests on certain topics. The 

Flemish administration is not as well informed on Flemish preferences, as there are limits to the 

information provided by the private sector to FIT, and as there is a discouraging multitude of contact 

points dispersed across executive and negotiating entities, both within the Flemish authorities (FIT 

and DiV) as well as being duplicated at the federal level. No public actor can draw an overview of the 

existing contacts, their information and their preferences. It has to be noted that this is not 

particularly exceptional with regard to other member states, where similar proliferations of points of 

access to signal extra-EU trade barriers exist, e.g. in France. 
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6. THE CASE OF CATALONIA 

 

6.1 Background and the division of labor in trade policy 

After the end of Franco’s dictatorship in Spain, the regions in Spain regained a stronger role in the 

country. The Spanish constitution of 1978 recognizes the seventeen ‘Communidades Autonomas’ 

(‘autonomous communities’). Catalonia is an autonomous community with certain facilities of self-

government, as written in the Constitution (art. 149). Catalonia stretches out over 32,106 km², 

counts 7.5 million people and the GDP per capita is 28,270 Euro. It exports for 56 billion Euro and 

imports for 71 billion. The total GDP is 210 billion Euro20. Catalonia was the door for Spain to the 

European industrial revolution. And the port of Barcelona has played a major role throughout 

Catalonia’s history. Thanks to the port, Catalonia always welcomed foreign investments and 

entrepreneurs (apart from a short period at the end of the civil war in 1936-1939). This attitude 

towards foreign capital and entrepreneurs has helped transform the Catalan economy from a 

traditional industrial structure, mostly based on textile industry, into a more diversified one (Granell, 

1986). 

As for the formal division of competences, the Spanish constitution is clear, trade policy and 

international relations are exclusive competences of the State: 

‘El Estado tiene competencia exclusiva sobre las siguientes materias: […] 

3.ª Relaciones internacionales. […] 

6.ª Legislación mercantil, penal y penitenciaria; legislación procesal, sin perjuicio de las 

necesarias especialidades que en este orden se deriven de las particularidades del derecho 

sustantivo de las Comunidades Autónomas. […]  

9.ª Legislación sobre propiedad intelectual e industrial. 

10.ª Régimen aduanero y arancelario; comercio exterior.’ (Constitution of 1978, Art. 149) 

Spain’s decision-making on trade policy is very centralized, not only within the central government, 

but within the Secretaria de Estado de Comercio (State Secretariat for Commerce), one of the three 

State Secretariats within the Ministerio de Economía y Competitividad (Ministry of Economy and 

Competitiveness). This State Secretariat first coordinates with the Permanent Representation in 

Brussels, and then coordinates with its sectoral, geographical and specialized desks. These each 

coordinate with other ministries (e.g. the agriculture desk will coordinate with the Ministry of 

Agriculture). And in case of conflict, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs and Cooperation (Ministerio de 

Asuntos Exteriores y de Cooperación) can jump in to mediate. Then, this goes back up and 

instructions are sent to the Permanent Representation of Spain to the European Union. At the 

Permanent Representation, the different ministries are represented, which also facilitates 

coordination. In Spain, there is clearly one point to contact, the Secretaria de Estado, which is clearly 

also the only hub of information through which everything passes and is being coordinated.  
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 www.catalonia.com 

http://www.catalonia.com/
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6.2 Catalan interests in trade policy 

In Spain, 36 per cent of all Spanish exports for the year 2012 were destined to non-EU markets. In the 

year 2011, Spain exported for 220 135 million Euro and imported for 268 520 million Euro. During 

that year, Catalonia exported for the amount of for 55 185 million Euro and imported for 71 593 

million Euro. Catalonia accounts for a quarter of all Spanish exports, as is the share of Catalonia’s 

exports to non EU market, compared to Spain’s exports to non-EU markets.21 In 2008, 27 per cent of 

Spain’s exports were destined to non-EU markets, while 40 per cent of imports came from outside 

the EU.22  

 

6.3 A note on the interviews in Catalonia 

During the phase of information gathering, reaching the relevant Spanish and Catalan actors became 

a troublesome task. Many actors were extremely reluctant to grant an interview. The sensitive 

political climate (Catalonia’s independentist government wanting to hold a referendum on 

independence) was no favorable factor in asking for an interview. The interviews with Catalan actors 

in Brussels were held during the month of September 2013, the ones in Barcelona and Madrid took 

place between 7 and 21 October 2013. 

In the end, we did manage to talk to the Brussels’ delegations of Spain, Catalonia and of the regional 

trade and investment promotion agency (ACC1Ó); the Spanish State Secretariat for Commerce, the 

Catalan Ministry for Foreign Affairs, the cabinet of Minister Mas-Colell, the Catalan Minister for 

Economy and Knowledge, the headquarters of ACC1Ó, DIPLOCAT (Public Diplomacy Council of 

Catalonia, a more general regional promotion agency) and the office of the Spanish trade and 

investment promotion agency ICEX (España Exportación e Inversiones) in Barcelona. In addition to 

these governmental actors, we conducted interviews at the Consell General De Cambres De 

Catalunya (General Council of the Chambers of Commerce of Catalonia), Foment Dell Treball 

Nacional (a federation representing entrepreneurs and the Catalan industry since 1771. As an 

independent, private, non-profit organization under the constitutional and legal right of association 

of employers, it is governed using democratic criteria for freely elected representatives)23, AMEC24 

(Asociación Multisectoral de Empresas, a non-profit business association promoting exports and the 

internationalization of companies and their various sectors. Its main task is to increase the 

competitiveness of its 400-plus associate companies) and FemCAT (a private foundation whose core 

purpose is to pursue and encourage initiatives to foster the progress of the Catalan society, business 

people and top executives working with a single objective in mind).25 We also talked to the European 

Commission Delegation in Barcelona and attended a public debate with the chief TTIP-negotiator 

Ignacio Garcia Bercero in Madrid (which was also organized in Barcelona).  
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 Xifres de Catalunya – Generalitat de Catalunya Institut d’Estadistica de Catalunya 2013 
22

 http://www.ine.es/jaxi/tabla.do 
23

 http://www.foment.com/en/who-we-are/Paginas/vision-mission-values.aspx  
24

 http://www.amec.es/amec/ServletControler?accion=homeeng  
25

 http://www.femcat.cat/eng/index.html  

http://www.ine.es/jaxi/tabla.do
http://www.foment.com/en/who-we-are/Paginas/vision-mission-values.aspx
http://www.amec.es/amec/ServletControler?accion=homeeng
http://www.femcat.cat/eng/index.html
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6.4 Analysis26 

Empirical test of Hypothesis 1a and b: Catalonia as a principal  

With respect to matters of trade policy and free trade negotiations, Catalonia is never in the position 

of a principal (neither one out of multiple principals or as part of a collective principal), as the Spanish 

central government is fully competent over trade policy matters. The most important player in trade 

policy is the State Secretary for Commerce, that coordinates decision-making internally and 

represents Spain in the Council of Ministers. These findings seem to make a qualification of the 

findings in the case of Flanders necessary: formal competences are not the only determinant, but 

they do form some kind of prerequisite condition before a region engages into a certain policy 

domain.  

 

Empirical test of Hypothesis 1c: Catalonia as a transceiver 

Catalonia is always in the position of a transceiver in matters of trade policy. Since the Catalan actors 

were most reluctant to grant interviews, or did not know which actors were working on EU trade 

policy, we assume that they were not active on the subject, that they are not interested by it, and 

that they do not exercise control.  

The delegation of Catalonia in Brussels does follow a bit the big lines of EU trade policy. Their basic 

motive is to prepare for possible new agreements, in order to be able to directly react, disseminate 

information to firms once the agreement is signed. Still, only one person spends about 10 per cent of 

her time on trade issues, the attention Catalan actors pay to trade negotiations remains very limited.  

 

Empirical test of Hypothesis 2: Distance vis-à-vis the ultimate agent: Direct communication  

As Catalonia is not actively involved in monitoring EU trade negotiations, we assume it is not 

communicating its preferences, neither through the Spanish position nor to the EU Commission 

directly.  

                                                           
26 The analysis is based on the following interviews: (Interview with ACCIO, 2013, Interview with 

Asociación Multisectorial de Empresas (AMEC), 2013, Interview with the Delegation of Catalonia to 

the EU and the ACCIO office in Brussels, 2013, Interview with the Public Diplomacy Council of 

Catalonia (DIPLOCAT), 2012, Interview with cabinet of Minister Mas-Colell, Minister for economy and 

knowledge, 2013, Interview with Consell General de Cambres de Catalunya, 2013, Interview with EU 

Commission Delegation in Barcelona, 2013, Interview with Foment Del Treball, 2013, Interview with 

Fundacio Privada d’Empresaris (FEMCAT), 2013, Interview with Generalitat de Catalunya, Secretariat 

for Foreign and European Union Affairs, Directorate General for Foreign Affairs, 2013, Interview with 

ICEX España Exportación e Inversiones - Barcelona office, 2013, Interview with Ministry of Economy 

and Competitiveness, State Secretary for Commerce, Secretariat General for commercial Policy, 2013) 

 



42 
 
 

 

On Hypothesis 3: Use of the Fire-Alarm 

What we can say, is that due to the centralized system of monitoring EU external economic policy 

making in Spain, it is more likely that, if endorsers want to voice their preferences on trade policy, 

they find the right actor immediately (the State Secretariat for Commerce), and will less be inclined 

to send their position papers or to communicate their preferences to multiple public actors. One 

Catalan private sector organization, actively following up EU policies, mentioned that if one actor is 

not figuring in their ‘multi-level picture’ of actors they contact on matters of trade, this would be the 

Catalan government. They do contact the Spanish authorities, either directly or through their 

national organization. Moreover, through their European organization their interests are already 

being represented at the EU-level in Brussels.  

 

6.5 Conclusion 

Catalonia has no competences over external trade policy. The region is not actively working or 

following up negotiations in this policy field and can therefore not exert any control. We therefore 

think a qualification of the findings in the case of Flanders is in order. Even though formal 

competences are not the only determinant factor for control, they do seem to form some kind of 

prerequisite condition before a region engages into a certain policy domain.   
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7. CONCLUSION: KEEPING UP APPEARANCES? 

 

When looking at Flanders and Catalonia, two regions with a similar economic structure, we note that 

one region, which has formal competences over trade policy, is working on it, and that the other 

region, without competences, is barely paying attention to the field. This could imply that having a 

formal role, competences, is a precondition for regions to work on trade policy. Nevertheless, as our 

first hypothesis was not corroborated in the case of Flanders, the formal competencies only tell part 

of the story: sometimes Flanders did not try to maximize its capacity to pursue all the possibilities it 

has, whereas other times, it could exert a certain amount of control on the fields that do not strictly 

belong to its competences. We draw the conclusion that having some level of formal competence is a 

prerequisite for a region to start paying attention to a policy area, but not that it is the decisive factor 

in its capacity to exert control over its agent. Reasons why Catalonia is not working on trade could 

also be found in other factors, for example, that regions do not have supplementary means to 

engage in extra’s, that priorities lie elsewhere, that Catalonia fears crossing the national government, 

which could lead to a deterioration of cooperation, or that the Euro-crisis has so severely dented the 

competiveness of Spanish firms anyway, so that they do not even have the spare capacity to engage 

in any significant form of EU trade policy endorsement. Endorsers in Catalonia prefer working 

through their national associations to communicate their preferences, or will themselves contact the 

State Secretariat for Commerce, for them there is no need for a regional level to represent interests. 

As for the case of Flanders, we found some empirical evidence of a very limited number of instances 

where the region did increase pressure on the Commission negotiators by a lobbying action, usually 

in cooperation with the sector or firm whose interests were represented. We also observed that the 

more direct information the regional authority receives from the EU Commission, the ultimate agent, 

the better it is able to perform the task of controlling its direct agent. Still, the way in which Flanders 

organizes its control over EU external economic policy is first of all limited. Often, there is a lack of 

knowledge about preferences, so it is difficult (or impossible) to form a Flemish position on many 

matters. There is only one official working on trade policy, so much means are not put into it. 

Endorsers barely contact the regional government on matters of trade policy. Also national 

governments face some problems in defining all economic interests, as only certain sectors or types 

of companies will communicate their preferences, often through their associations or through law 

firms. DiV mentioned not to dare decide a Flemish position based only on statistical information and 

on studies. He will only push through certain things in the DGE-coordination meetings, or decide on a 

Flemish position, if something has been brought forward by an endorser (which, as mentioned rarely 

happens) or by a specialized ministry, or when it is not compatible with regional regulation. If certain 

provisions in a PTA are not in accordance with existing Flemish decrees or regulations, they will try to 

remedy this. Otherwise, once the PTA is signed, Flanders may be required to change its proper 

legislation in order to be compliant with the international agreement. The compatibility-check seems 

to reveal a defensive position in the principal’s attitude. They rather prevent having to change 

legislation due to an internationally negotiated agreement. Therefore, one can ask how much 

representation of the whole array of Flemish economic interests is actually performed in the end, if 

few preferences are revealed and Flanders in many cases cannot define its own position. The act of 

following up the negotiations may therefore be rather symbolic, or in order to keep up appearances, 

as often the economic interests at stake remain under the surface. 
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8. OTHER OBSERVATIONS ON EU TRADE POLICY MONITORING BY BELGIUM
27 

 

1) Two nodes in Belgium’s EU trade policy monitoring 

The two most important actors are the FPS Economy and the FPS for Foreign Affairs. The Service for 

Trade Policy of the FPS Economy’s General Direction Economic Potential - Department ‘International 

Environment’ attends all TPC meetings as the back office, and represents Belgium in the more 

specialized TPC-STIS (Steel, Textiles and other Industrial Sectors) meetings, which is a subcommittee 

of the EU TPC. In addition, the FPS Economy represents the country during meetings of the 

Committee on Anti-dumping and Working Party Trade Questions. This Working Party draws up the 

legal language and discusses at the technical level trade defense instruments, public procurement 

and the ‘enforcement regulation’. As for FTA-related issues, the Working Party decides on how 

safeguard, anti-dumping, anti-subsidy and compensating measures are included the text28. The FPS 

Economy’s task description includes: (rules of) origin, trade defense instruments, norms and 

standards, and certain aspects of investments (the other aspects of investment belong to regional 

competence). The FPS Economy also has a General Direction for intellectual property, one for energy 

and one for competition. Thus, they also work on these matters when they arise in PTAs. At the 

technical level the FPS Economy is very much involved in many aspects that relate to PTAs, and 

seems to be growing as new policy domains (e.g. energy) appear on the trade agenda. 

The FPS Economy’s de facto role is therefore very important. Of all federal and regional authorities, 

they have the highest level of expertise on EU trade policy matters and have the biggest staff, about 

10 to 12 persons, to work on trade policy.29 Since they function as the hub through which most 

information passes, they clearly have the highest capacity to exert control over trade policy decision-

making. For example, an expert on services from the FPS Economy will often attend the DGE and TPC 

meetings. In the TPC, this expert is even granted a seat at the negotiating table (when her topics are 

on the agenda), so she can inform the representing diplomat at once (whereas the regional and other 

assessors merely get a place in the room). So, even though we did not find explicit reference to the 

representational role of the FPS in the cooperation agreements (they only refer to the FPS Foreign 

Affairs), they do represent Belgium at certain meetings in the Council of Ministers at the lower 

administrative level (i.e. not at ambassador or deputy level). 

The FPS Economy disposes of the policy field expertise and is in contact with lobbying law firms and 

business associations, with regional authorities, with the FPS Foreign Affairs, and on technical 

matters sometimes even with Belgian Permanent Representations or embassies abroad or with the 

European Commission (and with the FPS Foreign Affairs in cc). The FPS Economy is active in the 

Brussels EU-community by participating in workshops organized by the EU Commission, the 

European Parliament, or lobby groups. They visit the Chambers of Commerce to present and explain 

certain events, and keep a permanent form of contact with law firms. The FPS Economy also attends 

                                                           
27

 This whole section is mainly based on the interviews and observations.  
28

 Only few actors really know what the Working Party Trade Questions deals with specifically. Many did not 
know, some answered that they draw up legal and technical language, some mentioned that it was not really 
active on FTAs, etc. 
29

 And 7 to 8 work on investments, this includes people working on the National contact point for multinational 
enterprises (for the application of the OECD directives on MNCs), Delcredere, Finexpo. 
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trade committee at the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in Paris. 

They draw up studies before every new negotiations start, based on their own information, on what 

they receive from firms, and ask for input, first by other federal actors (such as the embassy abroad). 

They then send this study to the regional authorities, asking for their input. Depending on the target 

country, sometimes the regions send in more input, sometimes less, sometimes only one region 

replies, etc. These studies are assessed as being well-done by their readers, and contain a definition 

of Belgian firms’ interests. The FPS Economy is also the only actor daring to derive a position Belgium 

should take in trade policy based on statistics and studies. Of course, the numbers do not tell 

everything, they have to be complemented with what has been brought up by the private sector. 

Even though the FPS Economy explains not to have access to certain data from the National Bank of 

Belgium due to the ‘statistical secret’ (this means that individual companies are deleted from the 

statistics), they can rely on data from customs authorities. The FPS Economy also coordinates directly 

with the regions (and other administrations) through the Interministerial Economic Commission. 

These are meetings held by and for the administrations (not the cabinets) although this system of 

coordination is sometimes forgotten, especially by younger officials. In short, the FPS Economy is the 

richest in information and has useful contacts to obtain and disseminate that information. The FPS 

Economy therefore sometimes expresses an opinion on trade policy in the DGE meetings, since it is 

customary in general DGE meetings that more specialized services provide their input there when 

appropriate. 

The FPS for Foreign Affairs is the second node in the flow of information. They are specifically tasked 

to represent Belgium, to guarantee the coherence of Belgium’s foreign policy and are the ones 

actively nurturing the network at the European level. They are also in contact with all other actors 

involved, and are sometimes also contacted by the private sector. They are the ones where 

information comes together, before it is passed on to the European level. This is so at least, for 

matters brought up in the TPC, not for matters in the more technical committees where the FPS 

Economy represents Belgium. As the invitation of participants to a DGE meeting is decided on an ad 

hoc basis, this also provides for a certain power, e.g. by inviting or not inviting an actor in addition to 

the usual suspects, one can steer policy in a certain direction. In the case of trade policy, the usual 

suspects are quite numerous, and regional authorities themselves ask for inputs from other 

departments (e.g. the department of agriculture affairs), so that this remark may be less pertinent 

than for DGE coordination meetings of foreign affairs on other issue areas. Nevertheless, for ad hoc 

meetings, less actors are invited by foreign affairs. 

All information of which the Belgian representation in the EU TPC disposes thus gravitates around 

these two nodes, with the FPS Foreign Affairs certainly getting all the information one way or 

another. Actors from the FPS Economy and FPS Foreign Affairs are guided by a different background 

and point of view. Whenever problems arise, the FPS Economy is more willing to (openly) go against 

the Commission’s positions and proposals, and can be characterized as more skeptical, and more 

offensive in defending certain specific interests. The FPS Foreign Affairs employs many diplomats, 

and a good diplomat never says no. When they disagree with the Commission, they will mention this 

bilaterally beforehand, because nobody likes surprises in the TPC. They are more aware of the 

bargaining dynamics, and take more caution in not being isolated in the TPC.  
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2) Too little info… being circulated too much 

Of course, our findings about the (federal) FPS Economic Affairs and the FPS Foreign Affairs being the 

best informed are circumscribed by the amount of information these authorities receive from 

Flemish firms and interested stakeholders. So, when endorsers do enter into contact with public 

actors to communicate their preferences, whom do they contact? Opinions on whether they would 

easily find the right persons are divided. Some respondents argue that many are well-aware and that 

they already know where to go. Others reply that it must be difficult since so many institutional 

actors are involved. Whether endorsers can easily identify the right target or not, when they do, they 

often communicate to several actors at once. Sometimes they do this right away, but it has 

happened that they do this as a strategy to put one actor under more pressure. This has, for 

example, been the case for Trade Defense Instruments that are not negotiated in the DGE – although 

this particular part of trade policy monitoring does not make an integral part of this study on the 

monitoring of negotiation of preferential trade agreement. It has happened that endorsers lobby the 

FPS Economy, which later openly communicates its position. If the endorsers are not satisfied with 

that stance, they communicate their position to the FPS Foreign Affairs, which will then mention to 

the FPS Economy that this firm or sector needs to be kept in mind.  

Endorsers communicate preferences to multiple contact points: the FPS Economy, the Minister of 

Economy, the FPS Foreign Affairs, The Flemish Minister-President, a Belgian embassy abroad, etc. 

Each actor then brings this information to the attention of others, in the DGE, but also through the 

bilateral contacts. The information circulates in the coordination loops. Several actors come with the 

same information, then realize that the others already know it as well, creating intersubjective 

support for these assessments of trade policy interests. The FPS Foreign Affairs gets the same 

information one, two or multiple times and filters out duplications. Although this process of re-

confirmation creates an impression of higher reliability and importance, it is an important finding 

from political science interest group research that only well-endowed, relatively large firms are able 

to engage in this type of ‘endorsement’ or lobbying activity. It seems fair therefore to note that SMEs 

are generally far less likely to do this, just like larger firms struggling with market conditions might 

also benefit from the removal of extra-EU barriers to trade, or the forestallment of the removal of 

such EU-barriers.  

It therefore seems reasonable to advocate to have only one contact point processing information 

received from endorsers, rather than having several persons in each different institutional actor 

investing time in it, to then realize the others have the same info and did the same thing. We expect 

that endorsers will still contact the Minister. However, it would then be possible to simply refer to 

the contact point.  

 

Advice: It would be desirable to keep only one clear contact point for the private sector to which 

all other actors refer when being contacted by the private sector on matters of trade policy, and 

abolish the other entry points for this type of information. This way, one institutional actor would 

have an overview of all contacts and represented interests. For firms and interest groups, this 

may facilitate finding the right person, and will prevent the feeling of not knowing whom to talk 

to, and hence not talk at all.  
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So, what does Flanders do on trade policy? It’s main contributions are not necessarily strictly related 

to interests important to the economy. It is not because of economic importance that a topic will 

gain most of Flanders’ attention. For example, the chemical sector is very important, but is not facing 

many tariff barriers. Or when it does face these barriers, few countries will oppose lowering tariffs or 

complying with standards. Whenever matters of trade in services (specifically ‘mode 4’) are 

discussed, Flanders does follow this, even though there are no Flemish numbers on trade in services. 

This is a matter that touches upon regulation. The sectors of cultural and audiovisual services are not 

the biggest in terms of output or turnover. Nevertheless they receive a lot of attention, due to other, 

more intangible factors and regulation.     

As for the reflection on more intangible matters and on consumer protection, it is useful that 

regional (or national) authorities do this, but one can wonder whether it is not a task for the 

European Parliament now, an institution with elected MEPs representing European citizens (the 

question of whether, in practice, the EP is up to the task left aside). The most useful contribution 

seems to be the only thing that the European Parliament cannot do: providing a check with regional 

(and national) legislation. 

  

3) Over-questioning of the same actors in the fishing for information on interests 

Duplication in contacting the private sector (FPS Economy and FPS Foreign Affairs) 

When the public actors are looking for input on trade policy, to decide on a position, they enter into 

contact with the private sector to ask for their interests. Sometimes several public actors contact the 

same endorser. For example, the FPS Foreign Affairs asks for input from private actors, that were 

asked for input by the FPS Economy as well. Possibly, FIT questions the firms that are member once 

again. 

 

Duplication in contacting Flemish economic representatives abroad (FPS Foreign Affairs, Economy and 

DiV/FIT) 

When the EU is deciding whether to open negotiations with a new country, the FPS Economy draws 

up a study of the Belgian interests in that market. For this study it asks for input from all other actors: 

endorsers, the FPS Foreign Affairs and its embassies in the target country, the regions, their own 

sectoral desks etc. The FPS Foreign Affairs, or sometimes the FPS Economy directly, then ask the 

embassy in the target country about Belgium’s offensive and defensive interests, about which firms 

and sectors are located there, etc. At the same time, DiV gets the request for input and will ask the 

same to the Flemish representative in the target country. So, when the request from DiV comes, the 

Flemish representative sometimes already has provided input to Foreign Affairs through the 

workings of the embassy (Flemish representatives are usually integrated in Belgian embassies 

Advice: It would be desirable to have only one actor initiate contact with the private sector, 

preferably the same one as the contact point for firms. As mentioned, this will enable the 

public authorities to have an overview of contacts and will reduce the likelihood of 

overquestioning private actors. 
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outside the EU), and the embassy has already sent this to the FPS Foreign Affairs, which has reported 

to the FPS Economy. 

This institutional set-up makes all actors in EU trade policy monitoring coordinators: they each 

coordinate with each other first, and then head back to their departments with the information, 

asking for input from the different services. The FPS Foreign Affairs coordinates the intra-Belgian 

position in the DGE, but also coordinates internally with other services to assure a coherent foreign 

policy. The FPS Economy coordinates internally with its specialized and competent services. DiV 

coordinates through the EU Trade Working Group with all Flemish ministries. At the same time, they 

also coordinate with actors from the other level (regional/national) so that information gets spread a 

number of times (especially when endorsers contact multiple actors), many of the DGE-parties obtain 

the same info, but the missing info will still be missing in the end.   

 

Other duplication of work: 

The FPS foreign affairs, the Agency for foreign trade (Agentschap Buitenlandse Handel) and the FPS 

economy, draw up studies when a trade mission is being undertaken to a foreign country. The FPS 

Economy goes furthest into distinguishing not only the important sectors for the target market, but 

also by identifying specific goods etc. This is not strictly related to trade policy, nevertheless, the ABH 

is providing for general overview studies, but these could probably be based on the more elaborated 

and specific studies from the FPS Economy. We would also like to mention that the ABH employs 

over 25 persons (!).  

 
 

4) Perceptions of DG Trade ‘on the run’ 

When respondents were asked about their perception of the Commission, the ultimate agent, many 

respondents told that they thought the Commission is doing a good job and that in general it is 

pursuing the same goals (removing barriers to trade). A few experienced actors that attend TPC 

meetings, or have other experiences with DG Trade’s behavior, mentioned that they notice a change 

in the EU Commission’s (DG Trade) conduct, namely it is becoming less and less transparent towards 

the member states, and even towards other DGs. DG Trade is setting up a quite closed structure to 

countries that would like to ask specific questions. The following examples signaling an agent on a 

loose leash were mentioned. DG Trade negotiates certain technical aspects, that even the technical 

DGs do not know of, and that are not mentioned to (all) the member states. Officials mentioned that 

sometimes member states notice and have to warn DG Trade that its propositions on intellectual 

property are not compatible with EU law on intellectual property or on agriculture, which points in 

the direction of DG Trade not consulting with the technical DG Internal Market and Services and DG 

Agriculture. Another official mentioned that DG Trade agreed on certain quota in a sector, but had 

Advice: Since FIT representatives abroad have the task to draw up a document with information 

on the Flemish firms active in that market, it would be desirable that FIT passes this information 

on to the FPS Foreign Affairs (the ambassador), as well as DiV at the same time (in cc), as all 

actors benefit from having the information in a timely manner.  
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failed to mention this to the member states, even though the member states, or at least a number of 

them would be opposed. Afterwards, the federations came knocking angrily on the door saying the 

officials had failed to defend them, as the Commission argues it played in total transparency. In 

addition, it was mentioned that, before, there were negotiations on FTAs and the rules of origin were 

completely discussed and handled within the Committee on Rules of Origin. These days this no 

longer happens. There are even certain things, about rules of origin, that are no longer discussed at 

all in the Committee on origin. Another respondent (not attending EU-level meetings personally) 

mentioned using DG Trade’s website as a source for information to follow up trade policy. He argued 

this was useful as the Commission sometimes announces new initiatives. For example, the 

Commission announced that an investment agreement with China would be negotiated, without 

bringing this up in the TPC. This is an example of the Commission using its right of initiative to 

propose a mandate to the member states, but it could also have announced it in the TPC.  

The Commission’s attention has partially been diverted to the European Parliament since the Treaty 

of Lisbon granted more powers to the EP, and the member states are left a little more aside. Even 

within the context of the Commission, it has been noted that DG Trade is running its own course.  

One could think that enlargement was a factor in the changing behavior of the Commission, that now 

has to listen to 28 different opinions. Even if there may have been a few Commission attempts 

before the Treaty of Lisbon, whereas the change in the Commission’s behavior became much more 

clear during the FTA negotiations with South-Korea, when the Treaty of Lisbon was in force. The 

change in balance between institutions after the Treaty of Lisbon is a much more decisive factor. This 

may seem a surprising trend, but in addition to delegating more authority to the (ultimate) agent, the 

member state principals also delegated an element of control to the European level, the European 

Parliament. The Commission now has to divide its attention between the Council and the Parliament, 

and Commission and Parliament jointly may have more weight than the Council used to have. 

Furthermore, Member States (or their officials) switch, whereas the Commission, and to a lesser 

extent the Parliament, stay. The Parliament is the only elected body in charge of new legislation, the 

Commission are executors, they can be conceived of as allies, with member states standing in the 

way.  

On the other hand, when asked if the Commission is pursuing the same goals in trade policy, many 

actors responded with a yes (at least in general). There was a clear difference between actors 

attending EU meetings from up close and the ones relying on second hand information. The last ones 

would stick to more general statements explaining the Commission’s good work and capacities. The 

first group would have a more nuanced view. This shows the importance of information-asymmetry 

in knowledge of the agent’s behavior: the ones who are unaware cannot provide a nuanced 

statement on Commission behavior, whereas the others could mention certain situations of disliking 

it (even though they were positive in general). For example, an official even mentioned that if 

Belgium has some problems with certain offensive interests, then these are more related to certain 

difficulties in Belgium. Namely, public actors in Belgium should rethink the country’s own export 

policy and exports, keeping in mind that Belgian firms are not enough present in foreign markets, 

and that Belgium did not modernize its exports enough as most products are only intermediate (not 

finished products) and not enough technological products and niches. That is rather a problem in the 

composition of Belgian trade and exports. 
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10. ANNEX I: LISTS OF INTERVIEWS 

 

Case of Flanders   

N° Respondent Date  Venue 

1 Interview with Flemish Department of Foreign 
Affairs (DiV) 

3/07/2012 Brussels 

2 Interview with FPS Economy, SME, Middle Class and 
Energy, General Direction Economic Potential, 
Service for Trade Policy 

4/07/2012 Brussels 

3 Interview with Interview with FPS Economy, SME, 
Middle Class and Energy, General Direction 
Regulation and Organisation of the Market, Service 
for Intellectual Property - Judicial and International 
Affairs 

7/11/2012 Telephone 

4 Interview with Flanders Investment and Trade 8/07/2013 Telephone 

5 Interview with Flanders Investment and Trade 06/08/2013 Brussels 

6 Interview with FPS Economy, SME, Middle Class and 
Energy, General Direction Economic Potential 

27/08/2013 Brussels 

7 Interview with Flemish Department of Foreign 
Affairs (DiV) 

27/08/2013 Brussels 

8 Interview with Walloon Department of Agriculture, 
Natural Resources and Environment 

5/09/2013 Brussels 

9 Interview with FPS Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade 
and Development Cooperation, Directorate General 
European Affairs, E5: trade policy EU-WTO 

09/09/2013 Brussels 

10 Interview with Cabinet of Kris Peeters, Minister-
President of the Government of Flanders, Flemish 
Minister for Economy, Foreign Policy, Agriculture 
and Rural Policy 

20/09/2013 Brussels 

11 Interview with Cabinet of Minister Vande Lanotte, 
Minister for Economy, SME, Middle Class and 
Energy 

27/09/2013 Brussels 

12 Interview with Cabinet of Minister Reynders, 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and 
Development Cooperation 

30/09/2013 Brussels 

13 Interview with Verbond van Belgische 
Ondernemingen 

4/11/2013 Brussels 

14 Interview with Flanders' Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (Vlaams Netwerk van Ondernemingen - 
Voka) and Flanders-EU liaison office (VLEVA) 

7/11/2013 Brussels 

15 Interview with Flemish Representation to the 
European Union 

15/04/2014 Brussels 

16 Interview with Flemish Department of Foreign 
Affairs (DiV) 

15/04/2014 Brussels 
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Case of Catalonia 
Number Respondent Date  Venue 

1 Interview with ACCIO 8/10/2013 Barcelona 

2 Interview with Asociación Multisectorial de 
Empresas (AMEC) 

17/10/2013 Barcelona 

3 Interview with cabinet of Minister Mas-Colell, 
Minister for economy and knowledge 

15/10/2013 Barcelona 

4 Interview with Consell General de Cambres de 
Catalunya 

7/10/2013 Barcelona 

5 Interview with EU Commission Delegation in 
Barcelona (informal) 

9/10/2013 Barcelona 

6 Interview with Foment Del Treball 17/10/2013 Barcelona 

7 Interview with Fundacio Privada d'Empresaris 
(FEMCAT) 

11/10/2013 Barcelona 

8 Interview with Generalitat de Catalunya, Secretariat 
for Foreign and European Union Affairs, Directorate 
General for Foreign Affairs 

11/10/2013 Barcelona 

9 Interview with ICEX España Exportación e 
Inversiones - Barcelona office 

10/10/2013 Barcelona 

10 Interview with Ministry of Economy and 
Competitiveness, State Secretary for Commerce, 
Secretariat General for commercial Policy 

21/10/2013 Madrid 

11 Interview with the Delegation of Catalonia to the 
EU and the ACCIO office in Brussels 

20/09/2013 Brussels 

12 Interview with the Public Diplomacy Council of 
Catalonia (DIPLOCAT) 

9/10/2012 Barcelona 
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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  

 

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  

http://www.globalgovernancestudies.eu/
http://www.steunpuntiv.eu/
http://www.globalgovernancestudies.eu/
http://www.steunpuntiv.eu/

