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ABSTRACT 

This report summarizes the main findings of the long term research (3 years and 10 months) conducted for 
the Policy Research Centre on the involvement of regional authorities and firm multilevel lobbying on EU 
trade negotiations. The research first tackled coordination by public actors on trade negotiations. The 
investigation of regional authorities’ coordination on EU Trade Negotiations, showed regions can activate 
on the topic when societal actors communicate their preferences or when regions have formal 
competencies. In second instance, I investigated at which levels private interests communicate their 
preferences, and why they do this directly or via associations. Large firms in highly concentrated sectors 
were lobbying at multiple levels. They lobbied the EU-level first and the national level in second instance. 
This allows being much more precise than the literature up to date. The smaller firms or firms in less 
concentrated sectors in the sample did not lobby on trade negotiations. They were unaware of the specifics 
of trade negotiations, the extent of information asymmetry was larger than previously expected.  

The firms that lobbied preferred working through associations. They lobby directly to either reinforce the 
association’s work or to defend their own interests when not in line with those of the association. As smaller 
firms and firms in less concentrated sectors were not aware of their interests in trade negotiations, but often 
are member of an association, we should distinguish between active and passive members of those 
associations. It is important to question therefore: are associations able to represent all their members’ 
interests equally?  
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SAMENVATTING 

Dit rapport vat de belangrijkste bevindingen samen van het lange termijn onderzoek dat gevoerd 
werd in het kader van onderzoekstraject 4. Dit traject onderzocht de betrokkenheid van regionale 
overheden en firma’s in de onderhandelingen van Europese vrijhandelsakkoorden. Het eerste luik 
van het onderzoek richtte zich op multi-level coördinatie tussen verschillende overheidsniveaus. 
Nadien werd een tweede luik uitgewerkt, waarin het lobbygedrag van firma’s onder de loep werd 
genomen.  

Het onderzoek naar de coördinatie van regionale overheden toonde aan dat regionale overheden 
actief kunnen worden op vlak van EU handelsakkoorden wanneer ze gecontacteerd worden door 
de privésector of wanneer ze formeel bevoegd zijn over het domein. Regionale overheden missen 
vaak informatie over economische belangen en kunnen bijgevolg niet altijd een positie innemen.  

Grote firma’s in zeer geconcentreerde sectoren lobbyen op verscheidene niveaus. Bovendien 
nemen ze eerst het Europese niveau en nadien het nationale niveau in het vizier. Dit laat toe om 
specifieker te zijn dan de huidige literatuur en te verduidelijken dat wanneer firma’s lobbyen op 
handelsakkoorden ze dit meteen ook doen op meerdere niveaus en in een bepaalde volgorde. 
Slechts uitzonderlijk nam een firma actief het regionale niveau in het vizier, meer bepaald wanneer 
ze moest optreden tegen ‘counterlobbying’ van tegenstanders op het regionale niveau. De kleinere 
firma’s en firma’s in minder geconcentreerde sectoren doen niet aan lobbying op 
handelsakkoorden, omdat ze geen barrières voor export ervaren of andere oplossingen gebruiken 
(bijvoorbeeld ex works leveren of een lokale partner zoeken). Ze waren niet op de hoogte van 
handelsakkoorden, de mate van informatie-asymmetrie was bijgevolg veel groter dan verwacht. Ze 
denken er vaak niet aan om naar de overheid te stappen met hun problemen.  

Alle firma’s die aan belangenvertegenwoordiging doen, werken liefst via associaties. 
Vertegenwoordiging via associaties brengt bepaalde voordelen (bv. een bredere representativiteit, 
meer informatie, minder visibiliteit, …). De firma’s zullen toch een directe lobbystrategie hanteren 
wanneer ze het werk van de associatie willen versterken of wanneer de individuele firmabelangen 
niet overeenstemmen met die van de associatie. Aangezien kleinere firma’s en firma’s in minder 
geconcentreerde sectoren niet op de hoogte zijn van de onderhandelingen en/of hun eigen 
belangen niet kennen, maar toch vaak lid zijn van associaties, moeten we een onderscheid maken 
tussen de meer actieve en passieve leden van associaties. Leden kunnen een actieve rol 
opnemen door bijv. in de raad van bestuur te zetelen, werkgroepen voor te zitten of bij te wonen, 
de associatie te vertegenwoordigen, ... Passieve leden daarentegen engageren zich niet in die 
mate, misschien willen ze enkel genieten van enkele van de diensten voorzien door de associatie 
(bv. training). Daarom is het belangrijk om zich af te vragen: tot in welke mate vertegenwoordigen 
associaties de belangen van alle leden?  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Actors involved in the European decision-making process on free trade negotiations rely 

mainly on two important streams of information. The first stream is a top-down stream of 

information on the conditions and latest developments in the negotiation talks. Stakeholders need 

to gather information on the general direction and specifics of EU trade negotiations, the 

negotiation partners, the topics under discussion, the timing, and so on. Furthermore, in order to 

have a say over the outcome, actors closely monitor and react promptly when necessary. This top-

down type of information originates during the negotiations between the EU and a third country. It 

thus originates by the actions of public actors, rendering them the privileged source and detainers 

of this type of information.  

In addition, knowledge is needed on economic interests in order to define a proper position 

in those negotiations. Whether those are one’s own interests, the interests of a sector, or a 

regional/national/European wide interest. This is the bottom-up stream of information, originating 

by the activities of economic actors. Firms are thus privileged in their knowledge on this type of 

information. Not all actors are capable of defining well-informed positions in trade policy, it 

requires an investment to obtain and process both types of information, and to then translate it into 

a position.  

If policy would solely be based on the top-down information, society runs the risk that it is 

disconnected from reality, for policy makers are often unacquainted with the day-to-day reality a 

firm faces. Otherwise, if policy would only be based on the bottom-up stream of information, it may 

run the risk of turning into an uncoordinated, incoherent number of initiatives aiming at the short 

term and catering solely to specific actors instead of to the society as a whole. Therefore 

stakeholders need to gather both streams of information and connect these to each other, by 

making a translation exercise into a position or proposal. It appears that this is the way policy-

makers and private actors perceive that optimal policy is being made. It is optimal in the sense that 

it combines both the directions preferred by political actors, and a test against economic life. 

Optimal policy includes economic actors’ interests, while it also manages to obtain a broader policy-

oriented view.  
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However, such optimal policy is not necessarily ‘perfect’. It is merely the most that the 

actors involved can make of it, within restrictions of time, available information, capacity and 

resources. Optimal policy is not necessarily wishful from a normative point of view. Furthermore, 

several actors can get lost in the process, only the strongest may remain: those with most of the 

information and/or formal powers on the public side, and those with the highest amount of 

resources and strongest incentives on the business side. Contributing to policy making, in this view, 

is extremely challenging and costly. 

This report summarizes the conclusions of the long-term research project set out to explain 

why certain actors are incapable of contributing to optimal policy making. The overarching 

research question was: why are certain actors (private or public) able of contributing to EU decision-

making on trade negotiations and others not? More specifically, I broke down this large question 

into sets of research questions related to two types of actors involved in the decision making 

process: public and private actors. As both are driven by different incentives to participate in the 

decision-making process, this allowed more in-depth understanding of the incentives the actors 

face. In the first part, I looked at whether and how formal powers affect regional authorities’ 

capacity to engage in the coordination process on EU trade negotiations. The main research 

questions tackled, adapted to the use of principal-agent theory, was which position(s) can regional 

authorities occupy in the chain of delegation? Does this positioning affect their capacity to exert control 

over EU trade negotiations? The second part centred on the questions at which levels firms lobby and 

why? Do firms work via associations or do they lobby directly? I will discuss the conclusions from 

both projects in the following sections, after which I will come back to the more general lessons 

learnt.  
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2. CONCLUSIONS ON PUBLIC ACTOR COORDINATION IN EU 

DECISION-MAKING ON FTA NEGOTIATIONS: REGIONAL 

AUTHORITIES1  

 

Regions may become active when the so-called fire-alarm has been pulled by societal actors, 

in other words when societal actors lobby them and warn them about a potential problem or 

opportunity in the negotiations. Formal competencies may trigger activation as well, but only when 

resources are available for monitoring and coordination. During the research it became clear that 

Flanders is relatively active on the topic, but is not fully exploiting its capacity to exert control over 

EU trade negotiations. The region does not always get enough bottom-up input from the private 

sector in order to define a position, nor does it have the capacity to monitor all the specific and 

technical issues in the negotiations. Contributing to policy-making is extremely intensive and costly, 

so Flanders centers its attention to a number of issues and the broader direction of the 

negotiations.  

Further, the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) seems to be a game-

changer activating dormant regions. Scotland, falling into the category of ‘transceiver’, a region 

without any formal competences but still wanting to monitor the negotiations, has got access to the 

Westminster coordination channels and can always communicate its opinion on certain matters – 

even if the UK government does not have to follow these, it can be quite a valuable way to 

communicate certain positions and to gain intel. In short, formal competencies only tell part of the 

story, as they matter more in case the region is already actively monitoring trade negotiations ànd 

aware of private sector interests. A region with formal powers, but missing input, lacks a 

connection to one of the two streams of information needed in order to be able to define a position 

on an aspect. A region in the position of transceiver can secure access to the top-down stream of 

information, regardless of formal competencies, and when it does have information from a sector, it 

can also communicate this. Basically, whether formally endowed with competences or not, regional 

authorities – when having the capacity and resources, seem to manage access to the top-down 

                                                             
1 This section is entirely based on the dissertation ‘Lost in Aggregation: Domestic Actors in EU Trade 
Negotiations’ (Kersschot, forthcoming) and the two  previous reports: ‘Flanders and Catalonia's capacity to 
exert control over EU Preferential Trade Negotiations’ (Kersschot, De Bièvre, & Kerremans, 2014), and 
‘Explaining Variation in Regional Authorities' Control over European Union External Economic Policy: a 
Research Design’ (Kersschot, De Bièvre, & Kerremans, 2013). 
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stream of information to quite a large extent. The more direct information from the EU Commission 

the regional authority receives, the better. The main problem situates itself at the bottom-up 

stream: which position do the regions need to defend in those negotiations? In certain cases or for 

certain sectors they may know, but not for all. A regional economy with a few strong and leading 

sectors may make the task easier to get information from those sectors, than regional economies 

that are very diversified (as they then need information on a larger set of sectors). I discuss the 

findings for each region studied briefly in the next subsections.  

 

2.1 THE CASE OF FLANDERS 

The way in which Flanders organizes its control over EU external economic policy remains 

limited. In many cases, there is a lack of knowledge about economic preferences, so it is difficult (or 

impossible) to form a Flemish position on many matters. The translation exercise into optimal 

policy cannot be made when there is not enough bottom-up information. There are only two 

officials working on 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. The Departement Internationaal 

Vlaanderen mentioned not to dare decide a Flemish position based only on statistical information 

and on studies. The respondent mentioned to 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 an FTA are not in accordance with 

existing Flemish decrees or regulations, they will try to remedy this. Otherwise, once the FTA is 

signed, Flanders may be required to change its proper legislation in order to be compliant with the 

international 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 

end up being rather for general monitoring purposes than actually pushing a regional interest. 

The Departement Internationaal Vlaanderen  actively participates in the Belgian 

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

matters), and even in matters of mixed competence, Flanders is one of multiple principals, as it can 

in theory veto a federal decision, resulting in no Belgian position. In such a case other EU member 
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states would decide for Belgium in the Council of Ministers. Although the FPS Economy and Foreign 

Affairs can give advice on the matters under discussion, they hold back when the decision is made 

and the regions have a strong preference. Therefore, we find some evidence that the position as one 

of multiple principals leads to a high capacity to control (irrespective of the final outcome).  

Otherwise stated, Flanders has the ability to defend its interests (on policy domains of its 

competence) within the Belgian position in the Council of Ministers. Also when it is not strictly 

competent, the region can provide information or an opinion in an informal way.  

We conclude that formal competences, while they form a crucial aspect in augmenting the 

amount of control a region can exert, do not decisively determine a region’s capacity to exert 

control. Regardless of whether Flanders acts as one of multiple principals, the possession and 

transmission of bottom up information about economic interests or constituency interests 

determines whether or not the Flemish regional authorities can have a say in EU trade policy.  

 

2.2 THE CASE OF HESSE 

The Land Hesse, or any other German region for that matter, is never one out of multiple 

principals in the case of foreign trade negotiations. The region itself cannot veto a decision agreed 

upon by the other actors. As, through the Bundesrat, the regions jointly have a voice over the final 

ratification of mixed agreements (agreements that touch upon matters of regional competencies), 

the Länder are part of a collective principal. Germany’s Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs 

coordinates regularly with the regions, mainly informing them on the position decided and trying to 

convince the regions of it. Once the real negotiations are finished, they are confronted with a take-

it-or-leave it situation. As by that time it is too late to try steering the talks in a certain direction, the 

federal Ministry for Economic Affairs tries to anticipate a non-ratification by informal contacts with 

the regions and through the coordination with the Bundesrat. The situation is therefore very 

different from the Flemish case, where Flanders’ position is included the definition of the Belgian 

position. In Germany, it is the federal government who suggests a position, informs the Länder, and 

sees whether they agree.  

If German regions try to influence the negotiations formally, through the position of the 

Bundesrat, they will try to form a coalition with other regions, and they will try to find partners. As 

part of a collective, when an actor wants to steer the direction of decisions to be taken, it has to 
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convince the others in the collective. In order to find partners, Hesse will look for regions with the 

same party (-ies) in the coalition and then at regions with similar economic interests (and similar 

interests in trade policy). Political considerations thus seem important in this context. In general, 

there is an east-west divide that makes it difficult to find a compromise across all Länder.  

In addition to forming or joining a coalition, a region can try to influence the Federal 

Ministry for Economic Affairs’ actions and/or position through direct informal approaches. Chances 

at success may be higher than by working through the Bundesrat, as this way, a region avoids 

having to coordinate with the other fifteen regions. The state of Hesse is not mentioned as one of 

the most active regions.  

The region of Hesse is to a small extent aware and informed about EU Trade Policy. The 

representation looks for information on the state of trade negotiations, with a specific focus on the 

Trade and Investment Partnership (as the US is the biggest non-EU trading partner of the region). 

The Ministry for Economic Affairs of the region invests a limited amount of time and personnel, but 

these persons are to a large extent reliant on the federal authorities. They receive information from 

them, often with already a position for Germany in the information. This is different than for 

Flanders, which is explicitly asked for a position. Hesse’s capacity to control remains therefore low, 

if it wants to make use of formal ways to ensure a certain position, it has to convince the majority in 

the collective and then the Bundesrat has to agree with the federal authorities. Informally, Hesse is 

not very active either.  

 

2.3 THE CASE OF CATALONIA 

Catalonia is always in the position of a transceiver in matters of trade policy, the region has 

no competences on external trade matters. At the time the field work was conducted, Catalan actors 

were most reluctant to grant interviews, or did not know which actors were working on EU trade 

policy. Therefore, it was assumed that they were not very active on the subject, and that they did 

not exercise control. The delegation of Catalonia in Brussels did 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. 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.  
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Due to the centralized system of monitoring EU external economic policy making in Spain, it 

is more likely that, if private sector 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 monitoring 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 umbrella organization their interests are 

already being represented at the EU-level in Brussels. Due to sensitivities in the Catalan 

independence debate, actors were cautious in talking about this exclusive central government 

competence. The interviews also took place before the big ‘TTIP-hype’ took off. Possibly, Catalan 

actors became more interested in monitoring the TTIP debates later on. 

 

2.4 THE CASE OF SCOTLAND 

Scotland does not have any formal powers over trade policy, a reserved matter to the 

Westminster government. Therefore, the devolved authorities cannot veto any type of decision, not 

even by joint cooperation. That being said, the Scottish government is active on trade policy, even if 

the region only recently started following up trade negotiations in the run up to the referendum on 

Scotland’s independence. The idea was that if Scotland were to be independent, they would also 

have to take care of this policy area. In addition, because of the US being the largest non-EU export 

market for Scotland, the historical ties to the country, and the amount of attention paid to TTIP by 

the media, the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership has caught the eye of Scottish 

actors. Most of Scottish attention (up to 70-80 per cent) is geared toward TTIP, and the government 

actors are mainly trying to understand and push forward a number of issues on key sectors. The 

health issue around TTIP has dominated. Health services are a devolved issue, and the Scottish 

public model stands in stark contrast to the English private model. This leads to a certain conflicting 

interest in trade. Another example is the field of agriculture policy. The Scottish government has for 

a large part been trying to clarify how trade agreements apply to member state’s devolved 

administrations.  

In the Joint Ministerial Committee, and the TTIP working group – both organized at UK 

level, the devolved administrations are present. The working group is quite open to officials. The 
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devolved administrations can thus engage in discussions on matters that are strictly not of their 

competence. They get information from Westminster on what the UK ministers are saying, what 

their positions are, and even on what is happening in other member states. Private sector endorsers 

are not in a position to use this channel, nor will they be likely to obtain this information (as easily). 

This demonstrates the relevance of the transceiver concept. Furthermore, Scotland receives certain 

information on the private sector and can transmit this to the UK actors. The Scottish private sector 

interviewees found a useful addition if the Scottish government pushes for their case as well.  

Scotland has a low capacity to control EU Free Trade Negotiations, with the qualification 

that this mainly counts for the TTIP-negotiations. Scotland has no formal veto like Flanders, nor 

does it have a collective veto with the other devolved administrations, such as Hesse. The region, 

however, is starting to spend more time on trade policy, and can benefit from the government’s 

coordination channels in order to obtain information – to a higher extent than expected. For this, 

we need to take account of the impact of the independence referendum, the UK government’s 

promises, and that the national actors are trying to accommodate to the devolved administration’s 

question of getting more included in trade policy issues. However, apart from TTIP, Scotland’s 

control over EU negotiations is extremely low at the moment in which the research was executed. 

The UK officials working on trade negotiations (that do not include TTIP specifically) had not really 

been in touch with Scottish officials. Westminster ultimately decides on a final position, and does 

not have to take into account Scottish input, they are aware and are open to hearing Scottish 

official’s opinions.  

The Department for Business Innovation and Skills coordinates in a trilateral way with the 

Foreign Commonwealth Office and UK Trade and Investment (UKTI). UKTI’s recently nominated 

‘FTA champions’, an interesting example for the Flemish government. An ‘FTA champion’ is a 

person in one of the regional offices of UK Trade and Investment that focuses on three clear work 

strands: (1) Building UK business awareness of / support for the EU-US FTA, (2) dissemination of 

FTA business surveys, and (3) communicating FTA opportunities to business via targeted 

campaigns. The dissemination of business surveys serves the purpose of identifying barriers to 

trade or investment that are not yet on the radar of Business Innovation and Skills or the Foreign 

Commonwealth Office, and to build a comprehensive picture of the UK’s FTA priorities for those 

markets. 
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Example of good practice: FTA champions 

UK Trade & Investment (UKTI) is the government agency responsible for the provision of support and 

assistance to new and existing exporters of goods and services and outward investors. UKTI has 

offices in more than 100 countries, of which one in Belgium (UK Trade & Investment, 2014). It is jointly 

owned by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills and the Foreign and Commonwealth 

Office. The Ministry for Business Innovation and Skills does not engage with UKTI on trade policy 

development, as UKTI focuses on promotion, yet information does flow between the two actors. The 

Trade Policy Unit and UKTI have recently and jointly decided to nominate an ‘FTA champion’ in the 

local UKTI offices, and have encouraged the regional economic development agencies, such as Scottish 

Development International to follow this lead (which they did). Scottish Development International 

nominated an FTA champion as well. These are not new appointments, but new responsibilities given 

to existing staff. The FTA champions will receive information on trade negotiations and will therefore 

be able to communicate to firms on this topic. 

An ‘FTA champion’ is a person in one of the regional offices of UK Trade and Investment that focuses 

on three clear work strands: (1) Building UK business awareness of / support for the EU-US FTA, (2) 

dissemination of FTA business surveys, and (3) communicating FTA opportunities to business via 

targeted campaigns. The dissemination of business surveys serves the purpose of identifying barriers 

to trade or investment that are not yet on the radar of Business Innovation and Skills or the Foreign 

Commonwealth Office, to build a comprehensive picture of the UK’s FTA priorities for those markets. 

The FTA champions aim, in part, to remedy the problem of lack of bottom up input from the private 

sector. These are staff members knowledgeable on the stance of trade negotiations and are in close 

contact with the private sector. They are able to provide a connection between both strands of 

information (bottom up and top down). The Trade Policy Unit of the Ministry can then translate this 

into a UK position.  
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2.5 CONCLUSIONS ON REGIONAL AUTHORITIES’ INVOLVEMENT IN EU TRADE 

NEGOTIATIONS 

 

This project developed an application of principal-agent theory to international trade 

negotiations and the chain of delegation to include regional authorities as actors. Regional 

authorities had up until recently been neglected in the literature on EU trade policy decision-

making. The main reason for that was a widespread view that regional authorities would not 

engage in any activities concerning international trade negotiations, without any reason to expect 

otherwise. Nonetheless, when trade negotiations are “mixed”, the member states have to ratify the 

agreement. In certain decentralized or federal countries, the regions in certain cases have to ratify 

as well. Hence, applying the division of competences as a potential trigger for regions to activate on 

an issue, there are theoretical expectations that they would engage. Moreover, when regional 

authorities are contacted by the private sector, one could also expect them to activate on the topic 

of trade agreements.  

The study comprised first of all an exploration of the different ‘roles’ regions can take in the 

principal-agent framework, as they had not been included by authors before (see for example 

Adriaensen, 2014; Da Conceição, 2010; Dür & Elsig, 2011). I argue that there are three potential 

roles for regions depending on their formal competences. First, regions can be conceived of as a 

kind of principal: they can have formal competencies to ratify trade agreements. Depending on the 

specific division of competences, they can be one out of multiple principals or one out of a collective 

principal. However, even when regional authorities do not have formal competencies over trade 

negotiations, they can still have incentives to communicate their preferences in the role of a 

‘transceiver’. The empirical findings showed that, indeed, regions take up the three roles. Flanders’ 

conception as one out of multiple principals is accurate as the region can de facto utter a veto on the 

Belgian position in the Council of Ministers’ trade policy committee. Hessen functions as one out of 

a collective principal and can work through the Bundesrat. The region can also work through 

(informal) contacts with the Ministry or through the party. Last but not least, Scotland manages to 

filter input and to gain information on trade negotiations and fulfills the role of a transceiver. 

Catalonia falls into the category of transceiver, but remained inactive on trade negotiations at the 

time of interviews. The transceiver Scotland has access to channels that are not accessible to 

private sector endorsers. Scotland was included in the national coordination system and can obtain 

direct information on the events in the Council of Ministers. Further, the region has the potential to 



14 
 

signal remarks or ideas to the Westminster government informally, thereby increasing its potential 

to exert control. One observation to be made is that, apart from Flanders, the regions strongly 

focused on TTIP, which may have been caused by the attractiveness of the size of the US market, but 

also by the high level of public and media attention for the topic.  

Second, transceivers have access to channels which are not available to endorsers. These 

are important as they may constitute a reason for private actors to communicate with regional 

authorities on their preferences. Especially if they would feel neglected by the national and/or  

European authorities, actors could try to expand the conflict by including the regional level.  

Third, the dynamics in a collective principal depend on the number of participants in the 

collective. The more regions there are in the country, the more the need for coalition building. 

Moreover, when there are many players in the collective, their role can be reduced to that of a 

transceiver, as found for the case of Hesse. It can be easier and more effective to contact the federal 

ministry directly in order to obtain information and communicate preferences less formally, than to 

try convincing the other 15 Länder and spend time on building a coalition. 

Last but not least, a lack of input from the private sector was mentioned by several actors in 

the different regions. This decreases the capacity to control of the regions significantly, as when 

they have no input on private sector interests, it becomes difficult to define a position on EU FTA 

negotiations. Hence, I conclude that regional authorities are able to gain access to the top-down 

stream of information on trade negotiations, but that obtaining bottom-up information on the 

region’s private sector preferences remains a challenge. In many occasions, regions are not able to 

formulate a position on trade negotiations. In the UK, the governmental actors try to remedy the 

problem by nominating so-called ‘FTA champions’. 

After summarizing the main lessons from the research project on regional authorities’ coordination 

on FTA negotiations, I discuss the conclusions from the second project on firm trade lobbying in the 

next section. 
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3. CONCLUSIONS ON DOMESTIC ACTOR COORDINATION ON EU 

TRADE NEGOTIATIONS: FIRM LOBBYING ON TRADE 

NEGOTIATIONS 

 

The second part of the long term research project focused on private actors and delved into 

the topic of firm lobbying2. As became clear in the introductory and first sections, public and private 

actors are interdependent when it comes to (trade) policy making. There can be no optimal policy 

without knowing what is needed in society, but there can also be no input from society without 

some facilitation and access to policy makers. Why would firms not lobby the regional government? 

Otherwise stated, which levels of government do firms target in their lobbying strategies and why? 

Furthermore, how do they lobby, do they lobby directly or by means of associations?  

Large firms in highly concentrated sectors at EU-level were expected to lobby at multiple 

levels, which was confirmed. More specifically, those firms target the European level first, and in 

second instance the national level. This was also corroborated by the empirics. The analysis allows 

being more precise than the current literature on trade policy lobbying, a high concentration at EU-

level and large size lead to lobbying at multiple levels when EU trade negotiations are concerned, 

and more specifically at the EU-level and the national level – but not necessarily at the regional 

level.  

Certain exceptions provide further information on the motivations of firms. One European 

oriented player lobbied solely at EU-level due to certain evolutions in the sectoral and associational 

landscape, which accounts for this exceptional outcome. More importantly, two firms exceptionally 

acted as all round multilevel players, where active lobbying on a trade negotiation was observed at 

the regional level – namely as a counter-lobbying move against civil society organizations’ anti-

TTIP promotion strategy. In the case of TTIP, the case of a mixed agreement with high political, 

media and societal attention, the firms targeted the regional level in third instance, after having first 

lobbied at EU and then at national level. The firms indicated that they deviated from their usual 

strategy, in which they do not target the regional level. A countervailing movement had decided to 

expand the conflict to another government level. As described in the literature (see for example 

                                                             
2 This section is entirely based on the report ‘Targeted Lobbying on Trade Negotiations: Firms, Levels, 
Strategies’ (Kersschot, 2015). 
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Baumgartner, Berry, Hojnacki, Leech, & Kimball, 2009), lobbying of ‘friendly legislators’ becomes 

necessary when the opposition is lobbying them. One cannot risk that ‘friendly legislators’ are 

captured by the other side, so arguments and information should be provided. This implies that 

whenever a conflict gets expanded to new levels (or to the broader public and media, and outside 

lobbying strategies are used), the usual lobbying actors have to lobby there as well. But what this 

could also mean, is that whenever the conflict does not get expanded, most lobbying is done within 

a smaller group mainly active in Brussels. Smaller firms and regional authorities (or the less-

informed and less-central actors), stay in the dark, far from the discussions. Presumably, in those 

cases, the big lobby firms and usual actors may decide.  

The expectations that smaller firms or firms in less concentrated sectors would lobby at one 

level, and that they would lobby at the same level as for other policies were not met. The smaller 

firms or firms in less concentrated sectors were not monitoring the trade negotiations studied. 

Some firms indicated that international standardization, providing unique solutions, partnering up 

with locals, or delivering ‘ex works’ helped them adjust to the current situation in international 

markets. Nonetheless, the firms did experience problems, for example, goods being detained at 

customs, problems in guaranteeing warranty, problems of recognizing foreign qualifications, or 

access difficulties to competitions abroad. One firm mentioned that the government could not score 

points with helping out a firm in a small niche. In addition, certain firms did not like to share 

information with political actors out of fear it may be drenched into a ‘political sauce’. Further, 

certain firms indicated developing new products within a few months. Lobbying, analysis and a 

decision by politicians requires more time. In conclusion, contacting authorities was not really a 

path that occurs as a potential way to solve problems – more specifically because they do not 

experience the problems or do not see these being solved this way.  

The expectations that large firms in concentrated sectors lobby directly, and smaller firms 

or firms in less concentrated sectors only work indirectly were not borne out. Instead nearly all the 

firms lobbying preferred lobbying via associations. Some of them combined this with a parallel 

direct lobbying strategy, in case of a different position from the association or as an additional 

strategy hoping to increase chances of success. This is an indication that associations to a certain 

extent function as the long arms of their active members. 

The research strategy of sampling different types of players and different types of firms 

permitted to identify the so-called latent interests, the firms that do not lobby on trade negotiations. 

These were unaware about the content of trade negotiations (apart from what they may have read 
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in the newspaper). Interestingly, those firms were member of national or regional associations. 

These associations formally also represent them. A distinction should be made between an 

association’s active and more passive members (on certain issues such as trade negotiations). The 

active members seem to steer the course and take on board the more passive members. The active 

members are usually the ones actively lobbying, via the association, and/or directly. They actively 

make use of the association to pursue policy goals in international trade negotiations.   

This is an interesting implication that warrants further research on the functioning and 

activities of associations. In sum, two important findings stand out of the second part. First of all, 

lobbying is an extremely costly activity for firms, more than anticipated. They therefore only 

lobby a government level when they perceive this as necessary to obtain success. This has not 

been the case for regional governments, unless when certain firms feared that the regional 

government would be captured by counter lobbying actions (and they had the capacity to target 

this additional level). Second, many of the firms contacted, and the smaller firms or firms in less 

concentrated sectors in the sample did not lobby on trade negotiations, or did not even lobby at all. 

The necessary conditions for them to become politically active have not been fulfilled.  

If firms, operating from a cost-efficient point of view, engage in lobbying, it has to be as 

effective as possible. In order to obtain success with as few resources as necessary, the issue of 

access and being heard by policy makers is crucial. The EU commission (and by extension other 

public actors) are more responsive to actors representing a large constituency (see for example 

Bouwen, 2002). Being representative of a large part of a sector, of a large part of businesses, or of a 

large number of employees increases your legitimacy to speak. When an association lobbies, there 

is a higher chance to obtain access than when a firm lobbies directly. So, when a firm wants to 

increase its chance of success by increasing its representativeness, it can work via the associations. 

This is one of the association’s main purposes.  

Two implications arise. First of all, regions are not contacted because the chance that these 

will weigh on the outcome is small. Regional authorities would thus have to invest much in order to 

attract those firms. Second, associations as organizations have an interest in surviving, and thus 

proving to their members they are useful or necessary  - and worth the membership fee. As became 

clear during the analysis of the second part, not all firms (that are member of an association) are 

actively voicing their interests on trade negotiations (or are even aware of them). The large firms in 

highly concentrated sectors, however, were actively communicating these to and within the 

association. This puts the association under pressure, as some members, important players in the 
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sector, may be pushing it for certain actions or in a certain direction. In the end, the one who makes 

noise, takes center stage and accrues power. The interests of the smaller firms or firms in less 

concentrated sectors risk getting lost in the preference aggregation process.  
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4. LOST IN AGGREGATION 

 

After closely investigating the empirical world of decision-making on EU free trade 

negotiations, it is time to answer the more broad and general question in this long term project: 

why are certain actors able to contribute to decision-making on EU trade negotiations and others 

not? Public actors have privileged access to the top down information on the content of the EU 

trade negotiations. The EU Commission is negotiating these and knows all the details of the 

discussions with the third country. The negotiators coordinate with the member states and via 

them with regional authorities to coordinate on these trade negotiations. Quite some of the top 

down information can filter through to the regional level, regions can have access to member state 

communication channels – even in the position of transceiver. They have difficulties in receiving 

bottom-up information on economic interests, as regional, and sometimes even member state 

authorities are regularly being bypassed by lobby-actions on trade negotiations. Additionally, not 

all sectors are represented.  

Regional authorities are not contacted by the private sector on trade negotiations as this is 

not deemed necessary. Most firms that were lobbying did not know regions were active on them. 

Others gamble on regions ratifying, unless in the case of countervailing lobbying by opponents. The 

place to be is Brussels, and sometimes the Member State capital. Further, lobbying is costly, so 

resources are focused on the place where the likelihood of success is the biggest. Another reason 

why regions are not contacted is that they are not considered ‘competent’ over such an issue: actors 

are not necessarily knowledgeable when the regions do have powers (in the case of Flanders) or 

that regions are active on trade (in the case of Scotland or Hesse). Regional authorities do not know 

the specifics of a sector like associations do. Importantly and last but not least, regional authorities 

are not contacted because the players that could be considered closest to those authorities, the 

small firms (and firms) in less concentrated sectors do not engage in lobbying at all. This explains 

why the regional authorities do not obtain much of information of the bottom-up stream, in order 

to be able to couple this and translate it into a regional position. As mentioned, this is also a costly 

exercise: actors need time, energy, knowledge and resources to gain access to both streams of 

information, to monitor them all the time, and to make the translation exercise. One or two persons 

may not suffice.  
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Firms are privileged actors on bottom-up information by way of their economic activities. 

Only the large firms in highly concentrated sectors were able to obtain access to top-down 

information and translate this into a position. The smaller firms remained completely unaware of 

trade negotiations, apart from what they might have read in the media, and did not care much. 

Thus, economic interests could be in part represented by associations, although the dominant firms 

in the sector might be steering the course. It remains therefore important that government actors 

always carefully and critically consider the information brought to them by societal actors. In the 

end, the interests of the smaller firms and firms in less concentrated sectors might get lost in the 

multi-level aggregation process of preferences on EU trade negotiations.  
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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  
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