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Introduction 
The European Union (EU) has always been a peculiar political actor – it is neither an international 

organisation, nor a full global state actor like the US or China. Researchers in European affairs 

have analysed this characteristic of the EU using the concept of ‘actorness’, as the ‘capacity to 
behave actively and deliberately in relation to other actors in the international system’ (Sjöstedt 

1977). Over the past decades, researchers gradually discerned different dimensions of actorness, 

which the TRIGGER project organised in seven categories: from legal authority, autonomy and 

cohesion (internal dimensions) to recognition, attractiveness and opportunity/necessity to act 

(external dimensions) to credibility (internal and external dimensions). These seven dimensions 

provide a conceptual framework to analyse the level of EU actorness in any policy area and 

across time.  

Taking the definition and assessment of actorness as a reference point, the TRIGGER project 

moves beyond the observation of the characteristics of the EU as an actor, to identifying its 

effectiveness over time. In the TRIGGER model, effectiveness is defined as the extent to which 
the EU attains its own goals, stated or non-stated, for shaping global governance in the respective 

policy areas. Our analysis focuses on the attainment of ‘external goals’, i.e. goals at the 

international level, instead of goals purely internal to the EU. 

This report illustrates how the TRIGGER model of actorness and effectiveness can be applied to 

four key policy areas: climate policy, sustainable development goals, development policy and 

relations with Africa, as well as data protection. Each of these four ‘deep dives’ follows a common 

structure: First, EU and global governance in the respective policy area is analysed, to determine 

the internal and external governance structure in which the EU is acting. Second, each of the 

seven dimensions of actorness is analysed using a combination of qualitative and quantitative 

methods. The outcomes of these analyses are condensed in standardised expert judgements on 

the level of actorness of the EU for each dimension on a scale from low to high, to make the 
analyses comparable across topics. Moreover, the analyses are repeated for at least two time 

periods in each deep dive, enabling us to sketch the development of EU actorness over time. The 

methodological annex provides details on new experimental approaches for analysing specific 

dimensions of actorness using computational media analysis methods. Third, following the 

actorness analysis, within each policy area one or more salient cases in which the EU’s 

effectiveness can be studied are selected. In each selected case, the analysis identifies the EU’s 

own external goals and evaluates to what extent these goals have been achieved by comparing 
the goals with the outcome. Last, building on the preceding chapters, a concluding chapter will 

highlight the factors that we believe are likely to determine the EU’s actorness and effectiveness 

in the selected policy domains in the future. 
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This deliverable is not an exhaustive report on EU actorness and effectiveness, but it provides a 
practical demonstration of how actorness and effectiveness can be analysed in many different 

policy areas. It will draw conclusions on the interrelation between actorness and effectiveness, as 

well as the academic and practical potential of the TRIGGER model of actorness and 

effectiveness. 

1.1 Defining and assessing EU actorness: the TRIGGER 
conceptual model of actorness 

In academic literature, concepts such as power, agency, influence and legitimacy have been used 

to analyse the EU’s capability to act independently. The most functional of these concepts is that 

of actorness, which strives for a separation between a) the description of the features of the EU’s 

conduct and the environment in which it materialises, and b) the overall impact and effectiveness 

of EU action at the global level. At the same time, there has traditionally been no agreement 

among scholars on a shared concept and definition of actorness: most studies use or build upon 

the definition developed by Sjöstedt (1977: 16), who refers to the ‘capacity to behave actively and 

deliberately concerning other actors in the international system’.  

Recently, in the context of TRIGGER, deliverable D3.1 and D3.2 consolidated existing literature 

contributions into a comprehensive definition of actorness (see Figure 1 below), which takes into 
account a variety of internal and external factors.  

Internal factors:  

 Authority refers to both legal personality and the competence to act, as provided to the 

EU by the Treaty on the European Union (TEU) and/or secondary legislation. This 
element is directly related to governance arrangements in the EU, especially to general 

constitutional aspects, as well as differentiated integration and multilevel governance in 

various policy areas. More specifically, Article 3(6) TEU establishes that the EU may act 

within the competences conferred on it via the treaties to achieve its aims and enforce its 

principles; competences that are not conferred on the EU explicitly continue to lie within 

the authority of the Member States (Article 4(1) TEU).  

 Autonomy captures the availability of resources and the capability to act. Aside from 

human and financial resources, this dimension also covers aspects of knowledge and the 

EU’s ability to develop and use strategies, narratives and policy instruments. The 
capability aspect refers indirectly to the existence of a ‘capabilities–expectations gap’ 

affecting the EU (Hill 1993). Recent initiatives such as the EU Global Strategy (EUGS), 

the establishment of a permanent military headquarters for missions and operations 

(Military Planning and Conduct Capability – MPCC), the launch of the Permanent 

Structured Cooperation (PeSCo), the creation of a European Defence Fund and the 

initiation of the Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD) all fall into a cluster of 
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initiatives that could potentially reduce such a gap. These are still in their infancy, 
however, and must be gauged against a general, very significant rise in the expectations 

side of the equation (Martill and Sus 2019). The new 2021–27 Multiannual Financial 

Framework (MFF), especially regarding the sheer size of the budget and the allocation of 

budget resources to individual policy areas, is also related to the capabilities issue.  

 Cohesion refers to the EU’s internal ability to ‘formulate and deliver policy preferences 

consistently between the entity and its Member States’ (Pavese and Torney 2011: 127). 

It implies the EU’s ability to speak with one voice, and the degree to which the EU’s 

interests, values and goals are aligned to enable coherent political action. It can 

significantly impact the level of policy ambition, as the domain of climate policy has shown 
over the years. Here, it has become clear that cohesion not only relates to the role of 

intra-EU institutions like the European Parliament in demanding a stronger environmental 

position and external EU climate policy, but also refers to dominant interest groups of EU 

Member States such as the Visegrad group, which significantly influence the level of 

ambition of EU policies (Olgun 2017; also see Michaelowa 1998; Aidt and Greiner 2002; 

Groen and Niemann 2012; Oberthür et al. 2016).  

This, too, changes significantly across policy areas. For example, Smith (2006) analyses the 

behaviour of the EU within the UN General Assembly Third Committee and the Commission on 

Human Rights. She finds that despite evidence of increasing EU ‘output’ at the UN since the early 

1990s, ‘there are serious limits to EU unity posed by conflicting national interests and the 
persistent desire of Member States to act independently at the UN’. She adds that ‘the energy 

required to reach internal agreements restricts the EU’s influence within the wider UN system’. 

Burmester and Jankowsky (2018) acknowledge the EU’s increased capacity to speak with one 

voice in the UN General Assembly, but also provide insights into the estimated 5 % of cases in 

which vote defection still exists. Delreux (2018) analyses the EU’s cohesiveness in environmental 

policy and relates it to actorness and effectiveness. He distinguishes between ‘speaking with a 

single voice’ and ‘speaking with a single mouth’ as different modes of cohesion for the EU. The 
need for greater cohesion has emerged vividly in recent years in the context of the debate on the 

need to move to majority voting on foreign policy issues, where the application of unanimity 

creates significant challenges to the EU’s capability to act. 

 Credibility refers to the EU’s capacity to be a reliable actor and to adhere to the 

commitments it makes. It is the extent to which the EU adheres to its own objectives, 

commitments and ambitions. This dimension has, in the TRIGGER formula, both an 

internal and an external dimension. The term is widely used in the EUGS, where the 

Commission observes that ‘consistently living up to our values will determine our external 

credibility and influence’.  
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External factors:  

 Recognition refers to being recognised as an actor and a legitimate negotiation partner 
by other actors in global governance. It can safely be assumed that being recognised as 

a legitimate partner at the negotiation table is positively correlated with actorness. Sjursen 

(2018), among others, finds elements of increased recognition and legitimacy of the EU 

as a foreign policy player. At the same time, a trade-off has increasingly emerged over 

time between the expectations of stronger European actorness and continued tensions 

brought about by the desire of Member States to exercise national leadership (Aggestam 

and Johansson 2017). The TRIGGER project analyses recognition primarily as formal 

recognition in terms of membership and formal status in global governance institutions 
and arrangements.  

 Attractiveness refers to the willingness of other parties to cooperate with the actor in 
question, and could relate to both hard and soft power. The sheer size of the single market 

(still the largest integrated economy in the world), the related ‘Brussels effect’ (Bradford 

2020) on global norm-setting and the EU’s ability to stand behind its values and principles 

all raise the attractiveness of the Union from an external perspective. The ability of the 

EU to forge international coalitions and networks with like-minded countries further 

increases its attractiveness in the eyes of other international actors. Part of this is the 
EU’s commitment to norms and values such as human rights, sustainability or rule of law. 

Aligning with this agenda is attractive for other countries in the pursuit of their own or 

shared goals. Commonly used indicators in this domain focus on foreign direct 

investment, Europe’s ability to foster entrepreneurship and attract talent, other actors’ 

willingness to emulate EU policies, and Europe’s ability to comply with its own norms and 

values. In this respect, attractiveness is clearly related to credibility, recognition, authority 

and cohesion. 

 Opportunity/necessity to act refers to the degree to which the EU can, or does, take 

the opportunity to be an actor in developments and constellations in the international 
arena, including options to act when new economic or other opportunities emerge. Other 

options can arise when external events such as the global pandemic call for more 

immediate policy responses due to their effects on the global order, the economy or the 

social well-being of the EU and its citizens. 
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Figure 1 - The TRIGGER conceptual model of actorness. 

Source: Deliverable 3.1. 

 

This TRIGGER definition of actorness embeds the major dimensions highlighted in the literature. 

It provides a nuanced account of the factors that determine the EU’s actorness within the 

increasingly complex dynamics of the global governance landscape. The definition also 

contemplates possible overlaps and interdependencies between the internal and external 
determinants. For example, authority and autonomy may often be correlated, since the existence 

of specific EU competences in the treaties typically triggers the allocation of funding from the EU 

budget. Autonomy, at least the part that refers to the capability to act, may also be related to 

cohesion, and cohesion may in turn be a determinant of credibility. Similarly, for external factors, 

attractiveness is unlikely to exist in the absence of recognition. At the same time, there are 

possible interlinkages between internal and external factors: opportunity may be weakened by 

lack of capability to act, or lack of autonomy. As a result, the proposed formula for actorness 

should not be taken as a sum of internal and external factors. Rather, it should be considered a 
dynamic conceptual framework, which can help track the evolution of various determinants of 

actorness over time and, if applied consistently, can enable a meaningful comparison of actorness 

across policy areas.  

The conceptual framework illustrated in this section can, and should, also be interpreted in a 

dynamic and relative way. Actorness can change over time and is essentially a relational concept, 

in the sense that an actor does not exist in isolation, and actorness is never an absolute metric, 

but is dependent on the evolution of other players’ actorness in the specific governance space. 

Likewise, actorness appears to be closely linked to a two-dimensional set of variables: on the one 

hand, the expectations raised on the ‘possibility frontier’ of EU action; and on the other hand, the 

capacity and behaviour that the EU deploys in the policy space. As a result, as expectations of 
the EU keep expanding, past strategies may no longer be considered sufficient or adequate. The 

EU is compelled to adapt its conduct to the new reality – or new perceptions – of its potential as 

a global actor. 
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1.2 From actorness to effectiveness: towards a unifying theory? 

1.2.1 On the complementarity of existing approaches to EU actorness, 
power, influence and effectiveness 

The debate on the EU’s ability to pursue its own goals and project itself on the global order has 

been recently revived by the Von der Leyen Commission’s emphasis on the Geopolitical 

Commission, and even more on the adoption of ‘open strategic autonomy’ as a rule of 
engagement with the rest of the world. According to the European Commission’s own words, the 

concept of Open Strategic Autonomy ‘reflects the EU’s desire to chart its own course on the global 

stage, shaping the world around us through leadership and engagement while preserving our 

interests and values’. This requires assertively defending European interests, both internally and 

externally. The concept of autonomy has also been recently interpreted publicly by Thierry Breton, 

Commissioner for the Internal Market, as implying that Europe reduces its dependency on other 

actors by building European alternatives to non-European sources of supply, including 

technology. 

Our definition and assessment of actorness can be used as a reference for moving beyond the 

observation of the characteristics of the EU as an actor, to also identify the patterns of behaviour 
of the EU when participating in global governance, as well as its effectiveness over time. We are 

aware that actorness provides one possible way to approach the analysis of a complex institution 

such as the EU. As mentioned in the introduction, several other streams of literature have been 

looking at the EU from different perspectives. These include EU-specific ones (e.g. civilian or 

market power Europe), but also more general theories of international relations or international 

political economy. So far, each of these theoretical approaches has contributed to the 

understanding of the EU as a global actor, as well as its ability to exert power and influence the 

evolution of the global order through a variety of means. At the same time, each of these 
theoretical frameworks emphasises certain aspects of the EU but may leave aside others that are 

equally relevant. A theoretical framework built on the notion of actorness and effectiveness can 

provide the basis for a comprehensive, unifying theoretical approach, for the reasons explained 

below.  

While concepts such as power and influence often come with a normative as well as a relational 

connotation (the extent to which one is powerful or influential depends very much on the relative 

power and influence of other actors, as discussed below), we approach actorness without any 

underlying value judgement. In other words, scoring high or low on a dimension of actorness is 

the result of an assessment, in which high is not synonymous with good. The same can be said 

for autonomy or cohesion. In some cases a lack of internal cohesion can become a strength for 
the EU, which projects itself in the global order as a complex project that is already the result of 

compromises between diverging, strong and interrelated interests. Some Member States being 

represented in the United Nations Security Council, when the EU participated in the UN General 
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Assembly with a special status, under certain circumstances, can also provide benefits to the EU 
as a whole compared to the alternative scenario in which only the EU sits at the table.  

A multidimensional, domain-specific description of the EU as an actor of global governance can 
complement the literature on the EU as civilian or market power Europe. Once refined and 

validated, an assessment of the seven dimensions of actorness in specific policy domains can 

provide more granularity to the analysis of the extent to which the EU represents a civilian power 

or a market power. It can also be a benchmark for comparing cases where the EU managed to 

exert influence over a given global governance process, or (partly or completely) failed to do so. 

From this standpoint, the analysis of actorness can be usefully complemented by the theoretical 

achievements of other literature, and help prevent the analysis from being either too domain-

specific, or excessively binary (success/fail, influence/no influence, etc.). The literature on power 
emphasises concepts such as market size, regulatory capacity and relative rule stringency, which 

can be further textured if coupled with the seven dimensions of the TRIGGER definition of 

actorness. These provide depth with respect to individual policy domains, providing a clearer 

picture of what the EU as an actor can do in specific contexts. However, modes of influence are 

inevitably constrained by internal and external dimensions of actorness. An actor perceived as 

relatively unattractive is unlikely to be able to pursue a coalition-forging strategy, or seek 

emulation or uptake in other legal systems, but; however, coercion through power leveraging 

could still be a viable option. 

The existing literature on power and influence tends to focus on the EU as a global regulator, 

rather than providing a comprehensive view of the EU’s interests in economic and political terms. 
Throughout this vast production, as acknowledged by Young (2015), the underlying assumption 

is that the goal of the EU is essentially ‘regulatory export’, i.e. nurturing or preserving its role as a 

global standard-setter, either through regulatory competition or regulatory cooperation. TRIGGER 

takes a step backwards and tries to infer from the provisions of EU Treaties and from the language 

of official documents and speeches what actual goals the EU is pursuing in specific policy 

domains or negotiation processes. The analysis can be fruitfully complemented by the analysis 

of the conditions under which such goals may be attained. The TRIGGER approach should, 

however, allow for a better understanding of the role of regulatory co-opetition and export in the 
overall EU strategy for the attainment of these goals. In some cases it may not be advisable to 

seek the uptake of the EU legal system in a global setting: the EU may seek to adopt other 

countries’ standards, for example in exchange for economic benefit. 

A more articulate analysis of actorness can help step back from a traditional assumption in the 

literature that the EU is a regulatory superpower. Young (2015), and Newman and Posner (2015) 

highlight that the available literature is split between contributions that analyse the EU as a global 

regulatory superpower, sometimes without even questioning the assumption. More focused 

literature describes cases of failure of the EU to play its would-be, world-acclaimed role. A deeper 
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understanding of the contextual elements that determine the terrain on which the EU projects its 
actorness could also lead further, perhaps by feeding into the ‘opportunity’ dimension. This may 

mean enhanced lesson-drawing in terms of the contexts in which the EU operates, as well as on 

the potential strategies it can play according to the circumstances. The literature on ‘influence’ 

has provided very important contributions to the understanding of variability in EU’s regulatory 

influence across negotiation settings and instruments. Young (2015), among others, observes 

that the magnitude of the EU’s influence seems to be considerably less in regulatory cooperation 

than suggested by the literature on regulatory competition. 

Bridging actorness and effectiveness inevitably requires an in-depth study of the available 

settings, instruments and strategies that the EU can rely on to effectively attain its goals (however 

defined, see below). In terms of settings, a broad distinction in the literature is between regulatory 
competition and regulatory cooperation settings (Damro 2015). Young (2015) explains that the 

literature tends to exaggerate the EU’s role as a global regulatory leader by focusing only on 

regulatory competition (e.g. Bradford et al. 2019). Breaking down regulatory cooperation and 

competition settings into a more detailed list to go more in depth helps to map and locate the 

individual channels chosen by EU institutions in different policy domains (see Section 1.2.2.). 

Depending on the setting, the EU tends to play a different strategy to attain its goals. For example, 

Newman and Posner (2015) identify four major strategies, which in their analysis are more likely 

to be adopted depending on the density of international institutions in the domain at hand. This 
may also depend on the relative regulatory capacity among great powers (see Figure 2): 

regulatory export, first-mover strategies, mutual recognition and coalition-building. 

 
Figure 2 - Possible regulatory strategies. 

Source: Newman and Posner (2015). 

 

Another useful conceptual framework is provided by Young (2015), who builds a taxonomy of 

possible goals in the context of both regulatory competition and regulatory cooperation, as a 

function of the significance of the influence exerted by the EU in the specific context, as well as 
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the difficulty of the negotiation setting. Figures 3 and 4 show these possible outcomes in terms of 
influence in the context of regulatory competition and cooperation, respectively. 

 
Table 1 - Possible EU strategies in contexts of regulatory competition and cooperation.  

Source: Young (2015). 

 

 
Figure 3 - Variable influence in multilateral agreements and international standard 

settings.  
Source: Young (2015). 

As already recalled, most of the literature focuses on the diffusion of EU regulation as a goal per 

se. In TRIGGER, different types of goals are distinguished. 

 Macro goals are expected to be invariant across the policy domains, and possibly less 

variable over time. Change normally requires a new treaty, a treaty change or the 

adoption of a high-level strategy for external action, to the extent that this complements 

or clarifies treaty-defined goals. Macro goals are, in principle, related to values and 

objectives as described in the treaties, e.g. in Article 2 and Article 3 TEU. 

 Meso goals depend specifically on the policy domain considered. In the case of the 
sustainable development goals (SDGs), which are already expressed as goals, it is 
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important to identify the specific goals that the EU prioritises in its relationship with other 
global governance actors. In the case of climate policy, specific goals have been defined 

in legislation including in terms of global targets for temperature and emission reduction. 

In the case of the EU–Africa partnership, different partnerships over time have come with 

specific agreements and treaties (e.g. Cotonou), which can help identify the priorities and 

goals that the EU has adopted. For data protection, the reliance on adequacy decisions 

shows the willingness to focus on ‘policy export’ (Falkner and Mueller 2014). 

 However, deriving and analysing meso goals is unlikely to do justice to the specificity of 

goals sought by the EU when participating in global governance. This is why the EU’s 

behaviour is observed ‘on the ground’, and the specific objectives adopted by the EU in 
specific negotiation settings defined as micro goals. This allows an observation of the 

EU’s behaviour when implementing its policies and interacting with other players with a 

wide range of possible strategies and styles. In the field of climate policy, there is already 

a consolidated stream of academic literature trying to measure the extent to which the 

EU is a successful negotiator; the same, however, cannot be said for the other policy 

areas. Limited research was conducted on the effectiveness, consistency and 

completeness of the EU’s approach to adequacy decisions in data protection. There is 
an emerging stream of literature on the post-Cotonou negotiations, which may become a 

natural experiment for TRIGGER assumptions, just like COP26 in Glasgow, later in 2021. 

 
Figure 4 - From macro goals to outcomes, and back. 

Source: Authors. 

The definition of goals at different levels, besides allowing the analysis to go beyond regulatory 

diffusion as a goal, can also help spot possible inconsistencies between macro, meso and micro 

goals. This includes cases where the EU behaves in a way that is not in line with the values it 

stands for in the treaties, and cases where the EU behaves inconsistently over time. Scholars 
have identified different types of practical or policy inconsistency in EU external action, including 
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‘internal’ and ‘horizontal’ inconsistency within, between or among different policies (Gebhard 
2011).  

A unifying theory should also broaden the understanding of the relative power and influence of 
different actors in the global arena, in both general and domain-specific terms. Young (2014) 

concludes that the EU’s exercise of power may be conditioned by external or international 

contextual factors. This includes the constellation of preferences and distribution of power, 

geographical proximity and perceived push factors from third countries (Jurje and Lavenex 2014) 

and competing mandates of international organisations (Staniland 2012). In addition, Newman 

and Posner (2015) argue for the importance of the global regulatory context. However, the typical 

picture of the EU as a global regulatory superpower often downplays that the EU has for decades 

been subject to the strong influence of broad horizontal policy and regulatory frameworks from 
other superpowers, as well as from its Member States. Such double pressure ultimately penalised 

its ability to impose its values, principles and goals when operating at the global level. Key 

examples here include shareholder capitalism, deeply embedded in the Washington consensus 

and hardly consistent with the traditional approach to capitalism and the enterprise, as well as 

contract law, in continental Europe (Kalff et al. 2019). Also, the EU approach to competition policy, 

dominated until recent years by the Chicago school of economics, has only lately been subjected 

to a gradual rethink in the EU and the US (Gutiérrez and Philippon 2017). More generally, the US 

have projected their longa manus in terms of hard, soft and sharp power on many areas of the 
globe, potentially limiting the extent to which the EU can freely decode on its strategies. The 

emergence of other powers, namely China and its emphasis on standardisation and expansion 

of global reach (e.g. through the Belt and Road initiative) further constrains the options available 

to the EU. The shrinking share of the world economy held by Europe (especially over its handling 

of the COVID-19 pandemic) calls for a more cautious approach to strategy (Lavenex, Krizic and 

Serrano 2017). In this respect, the aggressive rivalry between the US and China also has 

important consequences for policy diffusion. For example, it forces China to ignore regulatory 
approaches more based on the precautionary principle, such as those cherished by European 

countries, and venture into more light-handed regulatory frameworks, for example in the case of 

artificial intelligence.  

The academic literature on actorness, power and influence has traditionally adopted rather high-

level assumptions on the settings in which the EU interacts with other global governance actors 

and institutions. TRIGGER, on the contrary, has developed an atlas of global governance and the 

EU actorness (AGGREGATOR). This is expected to enable a more precise analysis of the modes 

of EU participation in global governance, as well as specific variables that can – in principle – be 

used to enable an assessment of the EU’s chances of goal attainment.  

There is a need to better account for the time dimension in the study of the EU as an actor of 

global governance (Posner 2009). Time, here, refers to the past and present, but also the future. 
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Therefore TRIGGER has incorporated a diachronic analysis of actorness, as well as the 
development of foresight scenarios. Today, the dynamics of the post-Washington consensus, 

post-pandemic global order are fast-changing. Once a robust relation has been built between 

external and internal determinants of Europe’s actorness and effectiveness, a degree of foresight 

will be needed to inspire Europe’s future actions and strategies. In other words, the fact that a 

given strategy has worked in the past in a given policy area does not necessarily imply that it will 

be as effective in the future. The TRIGGER project has also developed scenarios on global 

governance for the long term (to 2050), which can then be translated into shorter-term scenarios 
that can inform future strategies at the EU level. The usefulness of foresight in support of 

policymaking is now officially acknowledged by the European Commission with its strategic 

foresight reports, deeply related to the better regulation agenda. This should also lead to a new 

approach in the academic literature, in which foresight is the basis for a more prospective analysis 

of the EU as actor, as well as the analysis of power, influence and effectiveness.  

1.2.2 From actorness to effectiveness (and back): a step-by-step approach 

Against this backdrop, a meaningful way to start from the analysis of actorness to arrive at an 

understanding of the effectiveness of the EU in specific domains, entails the following steps. 

Step 0: Identify the EU’s macro goals, i.e. a set of EU values, objectives and goals which define 

the EU as an integration community 

 A snapshot of the EU’s macro goals 

Pursuant to Articles 4(1) and 5(2) TEU, the European Union can act only within the limits of the 

competences conferred upon it by the Member States in the treaties to attain the objectives set 

out there. In other words, the European Union only has attributed competences. This functional 

view implies that the EU existentially depends on its goals, which in turn also define the limits 

of its operational activities in the form of conferred competences (Larik 2014).  

The EU’s goals, objectives and values are codified in the treaties. The values of the EU, listed 

under Article 2 TEU, include ‘respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule 

of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons belonging to minorities […] 

pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity, and equality between women and 

men’. Article 3 TEU lists the EU’s main general objectives which include ‘to promote peace, its 
values and the well-being of its peoples’. Further goals include ensuring free movement, 

establishing the internal market, and working for ‘sustainable development based on balanced 

economic growth and price stability, a highly competitive social market economy, aiming at full 

employment and social progress, and a high level of protection and improvement of the quality 

of the environment’ as well as the promotion of economic, social and territorial cohesion among 

many other related objectives. Externally, the EU’s goals are to ‘uphold and promote its values’ 

and ‘contribute to peace, security, the sustainable development of the Earth, solidarity and 
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mutual respect among peoples, free and fair trade, eradication of poverty and the protection of 
human rights, in particular the rights of the child, as well as to the strict observance and the 

development of international law, including respect for the principles of the United Nations 

Charter.’ Articles 3(5) and 21 TEU also stress that EU external action should be ‘guided by the 

principles which have inspired its own creation’, namely ‘democracy, the rule of law, the 

universality and indivisibility of human rights and fundamental freedoms, respect for human 

dignity, the principles of equality and solidarity, and respect for the principles of the United 

Nations Charter and international law’. The macro goals that guide EU external action are 

therefore based on these core values and some examples follow: 

 Security, defence and crisis response 

It is a core goal of the EU as a global actor to promote the prevention and resolution of conflicts 

and support peace and prosperity around the world. In its external action, the EU combines 

objectives of security, development and diplomacy to enable an integrated approach to 
conflicts and crises, and to deliver stabilisation and sustainable peace.  

 Multilateral relations 

The EU is committed to upholding effective multilateralism via engagement with the United 
Nations and other multilateral organisations. The main goals of engagement with multilateral 

organisations are to successfully respond to global crises, threats and challenges, and to 

benefit from the rules-based multilateral system for free and fair trade which the EU sees as 

an antidote to protectionism and unfair competition. The EU aims to progressively deepen its 

partnership with multilateral organisations via already existing processes (e.g. trade, maritime 

security, marine resources) and expanding areas of international cooperation to disarmament, 

arms control and criminal law.  

 Human rights and democracy 

The EU promotes and defends human rights, democracy and the rule of law both within and 

beyond its borders. The EU is committed to the universality, indivisibility and interdependence 

of human rights and believes that respect for civil, political, economic, social and cultural human 

rights are essential for tackling global challenges.  

Via the work carried out by the EU Special Representative for Human Rights, the EU aims to 

‘enhance the effectiveness, visibility and coherence of the EU’s external human rights policies 
and to bring forward a positive narrative on human rights’. The EU’s Action Plan on Human 

Rights and Democracy (2020–2024) maps the key principles, objectives and priorities of EU 

action including: (i) protecting and empowering individuals; (ii) building resilient, inclusive and 

democratic societies; (iii) promoting a global system for human rights and democracy; (iv) new 
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technologies: harnessing opportunities and addressing challenges; (v) delivering by working 
together.  

 Climate, environment and energy 

The EU aims to act as a global climate leader to tackle climate change and environmental 

degradation. The main goals of the EU in this area are to promote the EU’s approach 
worldwide, such as the Green Deal’s framework of a just transition towards sustainable, 

resource-efficient and climate neutral economies and energy systems. More specifically, via 

engagement with energy diplomacy, the EU’s main goal is to promote and accelerate the 

sustainable transition of the energy sector, promote energy security and strengthen the 

multilateral governance structures to address the geopolitical and societal consequences of 

the transition.  

 Humanitarian and emergency response 

The EU is the largest donor of humanitarian aid, and it is a core goal of the EU to help victims 

of natural and man-made disasters worldwide. The emergencies that the EU responds to 

include armed conflicts, natural disasters (e.g. wildfires, earthquakes, floods) and diseases and 

epidemics. The EU’s goals in this field include disaster prevention, risk assessment, 
preparedness and planning. The EU also prioritises refugee protection and migration. It aims 

to address and prevent the root causes of displacement, manage migration and fight trans-

border crime. The EU’s commitment to the humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, 

impartiality and independence is reflected in how humanitarian aid is distributed: without 

political considerations and regardless of nationality, gender or religion. 

 Development cooperation 

As a global actor, the EU is dedicated to eradicating poverty and promoting grounds for 

sustainable human and economic development in its partner countries. The EU is the world’s 

largest donor of development aid providing more than 50 % of assistance worldwide, and is 

committed to delivering on the goals of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. In this 

context, the EU aims to take an integrated approach: in the formulation of its policies, the EU 

takes a holistic view of necessary elements of sustainable development such as peace and 
security, good governance and human rights (including gender equality, innovation, climate 

change mitigation and fair economic relations).  

 EU enlargement and neighbourhood 

The EU is committed to supporting development and stability in its neighbouring countries with 

the long-term goal of facilitating the reforms needed in those countries to become EU members 
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one day. In the framework of the EU’s European Neighbourhood Policy, the EU aims to foster 
stability, security and prosperity in the neighbourhood.  

 Economic relations, connectivity and innovation 

As the world’s largest economic bloc, the EU is dedicated to investing in more integrated world 

markets, innovation, connectivity and an open international rules-based trade system to aid 
sustainable economic growth globally. To this end, the EU cooperates closely with multilateral 

organisations such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) as well as its partners bilaterally 

to shape an international trade environment that is good for people, the environment and 

businesses. Furthermore, the EU aims to deepen cooperation globally to use technology and 

innovation for addressing emerging challenges in an ever more interconnected world. 

 Culture 

With cultural diversity at the heart of its values, the EU aims to strengthen cultural relations with 

its partners and use cultural diplomacy as a tool to address challenges in international relations. 

More specifically, through cultural cooperation the EU aims to support culture as an engine for 

sustainable social and economic development, promote culture and intercultural dialogue for 

peaceful coexistence, and reinforce cooperation on cultural heritage.  

  

Step 1: Identify the EU’s meso goals in the policy domain being analysed 
The European Institutions often publish communications and conclusions to state their positions 

on a side range of issues. These documents provide the basis for researchers to identify the EU’s 

meso goals, which are specific to a given policy domain. Moreover, secondary literature can be 

used to deduce non-stated goals of the EU. 

Step 2: Identify the main instruments and cooperation channels for the EU in the specific policy 

domain  

The TRIGGER AGGREGATOR database contains valuable information on the interaction of the 

EU with global governance actors. Modes of participation/interaction include the following.   

 No participation: the EU simply adopts its own policies and strategies, and other countries 

and non-state actors (e.g. large multinationals) decide on the uptake.  

 Negotiations with, and rule-making in, international governmental organisations. The EU 
has a dedicated seat in some international organisations, sometimes as exclusive 

representatives of the EU Member States, sometimes together with Member States. In 

other circumstances (e.g. the UN), the EU has a special observer status, but acts through 

some or all Member States, who retain the leadership and the discretion on the best 
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possible decision to take. In other cases, specific EU institutions, such as agencies, act 
at the international level and directly contribute to global governance. 

 Cooperation with peer organisations and institutions. These include multilateral 
development banks (as counterparts to the European Investment Bank), other central 

banks, and other regional blocs (e.g. the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) and Mercado Común del Sur (MERCOSUR)).   

 Participation in regional organisations. The EU is already a patchwork of regional 

organisations, as evidenced in the literature on differentiated integration. Depending on 

the specific policy domain, regional organisations such as the the European Conference 

of Postal and Telecommunications Administrations (CEPT), the Council of Europe or the 

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), with broader membership 
than the EU, can play a very strong role. For example, in the domain of data protection 

the Council of Europe has been a trailblazer, also partly determining the success of the 

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Charting the participation of the EU in these 

organisations is useful to understand whether the EU has managed to play a stronger 

role in global governance by forging coalitions at the macro-regional level.  

 Participation in, and rule-making through, public or private standardisation bodies. Global 

rules are also shaped in private regulatory bodies, such as the International 

Electrotechnical Commission (IEC), the International Organization for Standardization 
(ISO), the Codex Alimentarius and many transnational private regulatory initiatives 

including the Global Reporting Initiative, the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and 

Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), and many others. Mapping the extent to which the 

EU interacts with these private regulators in different policy domains is important to 

understand how the EU, as an actor, seeks to achieve its goals by participating in, and 

interacting with, all relevant global governance actors.  

 Participation in plurilateral and minilateral organisations. This is the case in standard-

setting and policy debate within the OECD, or within the government procurement 

agreement in the context of the WTO. Minilateralism has been defined as bringing to the 
table ‘the smallest possible number of countries needed to have the largest possible 

impact on solving a particular problem’. Depending on the case, problem-solving and 

rule-making can rely on the G-7, the G-20 or more ad hoc groups, such as the Global 

Partnership on AI (GPAI) for artificial intelligence, or the possible coalition of ten 

democracies (D-10) reportedly advocated by the Biden-Harris administration in the US. 

Possible relevant institutions in our four policy areas are listed in Figure 5.  

 Rule-making through bilateral negotiations. The exclusive competence to negotiate trade 

agreements provides an important opportunity for the EU as an actor of global 
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governance in many domains, including the SDGs and climate change. In other domains, 
bilateral ad hoc instruments can be used to project the EU’s actorness on other actors of 

global governance: this is the case for adequacy decisions in the domain of data 

protection.   

 Other forms of international regulatory cooperation, as defined by the OECD in its 

taxonomy, for example the European Medicines Agency can rely on a dense network of 

international regulatory cooperation relationships. The same can be said in the fields of 

energy regulation, risk assessment and regulatory supervision.   

 

 
Figure 5 - Modes of international regulatory cooperation. 

Source: OECD (n.d.). 

The actual reliance of the EU on these channels is constrained by the level of authority and (to 

some extent) the autonomy of the EU in a given policy area. However, in many cases the EU also 

has a degree of discretion when it comes to selecting the best interactions to pursue, and thereby 

the best settings in which to devote its efforts as an actor in global governance. For example, the 

EU could have opted for negotiating adequacy in data protection in the context of bilateral trade 

agreements, but decided to rely on an ad hoc instrument, such as the adequacy decisions. The 
level of effort to devote to standard-setting organisations, or orchestration schemes (e.g. COVID-

19 Vaccines Global Access (COVAX)) is also often, at least partly, decided upon by the EU 

institutions. 
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Step 3: Select a limited number of cases to analyse  

Among various instruments, a limited number were selected and discussed at length as case 

studies. The selection of specific cases limits this study but allows a focus on cases in which more 

abundant information or evidence can be found. Selected cases should be sufficiently 

representative.  

Step 4: For each case study, identify the EU’s ‘micro’ goals   

Micro goals are defined as those concrete objectives that the EU aimed to achieve in each case. 

They are tangible in the sense that any attainment or non-attainment of the goals can be easily 

assessed. They could be an inclusion or exclusion of a clause in an international agreement, or 

an announcement of a joint declaration that states a common agenda. 

Step 5 – Identify and describe the strategy pursued by the EU in the specific case study  

The specific strategy pursued by the EU in a specific case could, for example, include the 

following strategies: 

 Simply rely on market forces (Bradford’s (2020) Brussels effect, Vogel’s (1997) trading-

up) – emulation, learning.  

 Actively seek the adoption of standards by multinational enterprises.  

 Coercion: impose own standard (including through ‘regime vetting’, use of conditionalities 
and externalisation).  

 Block a rival standard.  

 Support a compromise solution (only partly including an EU standard). 

 ‘Upload’ the EU regulatory system into a broader setting (e.g. multilateral, such as the 
International Labour Organization).  

 ‘Download’ international public or private standards into EU legislation to further promote 
it through its weight (e.g. the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)).  

Step 6 – Discuss to what extent the EU achieves the micro goals  

Given the tangible nature of micro goals, the assessment of their attainment requires taking the 

following steps. First, for the micro goal, what ‘complete’ goal attainment would entail in concrete 

terms is defined a priori. Then, the state of goal attainment the EU has achieved in practice is 

analysed. The conclusion on the degree of effectiveness is reached by analysing the discrepancy 

between the ideal state of complete goal attainment and the actual observed state. Along with the 

assessment, it is important to identify and discuss reasons behind any successes or failures. In 
addition, it is important to acknowledge the added complexity caused by intervening variables, 

which make it difficult to judge whether the realisation of the goal can be attributed to the actions 

of the EU.  
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1.3 Lessons learned for PERSEUS 
The deep dives have substantially benefited from the main tools developed throughout the 

TRIGGER project: the dataset repository AGGREGATOR; different data science techniques; and 

the public engagement tool Co-Creating the European Union (COCTEAU). These tools are 
essential ingredients of PERSEUS, the overarching suite of tools produced by the TRIGGER 

project. The section summarises how these tools have been used for the deep dives and what 

lessons have been learned. 

Several AGGREGATOR datasets have been used throughout the deep dives. The EurLex 

dataset collection of more than 142 000 EU laws (Laurer and Borrett 2020) and other official 

documents were used to analyse the EU’s legal authority in all four policy areas. The dataset 

enabled scalable, reproducible and comparable analyses, which would not have been possible 

with a manual search through the EU’s comprehensive legal corpus. Discussions with domain 

experts showed, however, that the (weighted) counts of secondary laws can only constitute a 

rough proxy for legal authority and do not replace, but supplement qualitative analyses.  

The EU Human Resource Dataset 2020 (Laurer 2020) on job and unit titles from more than 40 000 

EU employees was collected specifically for the deep dives. This was used to support the analysis 

of the EU’s autonomy in terms of its available personnel for specific policy areas. For each deep 
dive, the dataset was used to search for the number of employees, with topical keywords in their 

job or unit titles to approximate the EU’s human resources available per deep dive area.  

A part of deliverable D1.1, a comprehensive dataset on the main international organisations, 

government arrangements and events was collected, which informed the initial governance 

chapter of each deep dive. Fourth, a large-scale dataset of more than 17 000 news articles was 

collected covering all four deep-dive topics. The dataset could not be published via 

AGGREGATOR due to copyright restrictions, but the aggregate outcome of the analysis was 

integrated into each deep-dive chapter, and details on the methodology are available in the 

methodological annex of this deliverable. None of these datasets could replace case-specific 

qualitative analyses, but they informed and supplemented them with original data. 

Moreover, the deep dives were enriched using different experimental data science techniques 
in line with the overarching innovative vision of PERSEUS to use new technologies in the analysis 
of governance processes. An essential precondition for the creation of several AGGREGATOR 

datasets was the use of web scraping techniques. The creation of the EurLex dataset, the EU 

Human Resources Dataset as well as the news dataset was implemented through several custom 

scripts written in the programming languages Python and R. These scripts enabled the highly 

scalable crawling of official EU websites and the automated collection of large datasets. The 

project team also experimented with several innovative natural language processing techniques 

in different TRIGGER deliverables. For the deep dives, a pilot study on the use of natural 

language processing for the analysis of EU actorness is presented in the methodological annex. 
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Different techniques from simple word counts to machine learning based on named entity 
recognition and natural language inference were deployed to analyse the EU’s perceived 

recognition and trustworthiness in international media. These analyses have added unique value 

to the deep dives, although certain limitations need to be acknowledged. Natural language 

processing analyses of news articles can, for example, be not as precise as expert analyses of 

news. Experts dispose of much more contextual knowledge to judge the importance of individual 

sentences and mentions of actors such as the EU. The analysis did, however, enable a much 

more scalable, reproducible and comparable analysis. The custom Python scripts analysed more 
than 17 000 news articles and could analyse 100 000 articles without significant additional time 

investment. Furthermore, almost identical and directly comparable analyses on perceived 

recognition and trust could be produced for each of the four deep dives. Once the custom scripts 

were written and validated, the analysis could be reproduced for news articles on any topic, 

producing highly comparable results across topics. Comparability was a particularly important 

criterion for our analyses, as the aim was to compare the level of actorness across different policy 

areas.  

Finally, the TRIGGER team experimented with the public engagement tool COCTEAU, which is 

designed to collect citizen feedback and feelings on custom policy scenarios. Four distinct deep-

dive scenarios were created, each representing one potential future scenario of EU actorness 

linked to the respective deep-dive topic. Each scenario portrays an exaggerated state of EU 
actorness designed to evoke positive and critical feedback on EU actorness by EU citizens. At 

the time of writing, feedback from players on the COCTEAU platform is still being collected. The 

study team learned that engaging enough citizens to engage with the scenarios is a key 

challenge.  

The experiments with the different tools of the PERSEUS suite have demonstrated the potential 

of each of the tools for the analysis of governance processes: the collection of new datasets 

enabled original analyses beyond classical desk research; new data science methods provided 

innovative ways of measuring social science concepts such as recognition or trust; and public 

engagement tools provided the technical infrastructure to include a non-expert perspective in 

innovative ways. The TRIGGER team learned many lessons from the experiments with these 
tools, and will build on them in future research. 
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1. Global and EU governance of climate policy  
Over the past 30 years, climate policy has grown into an established policy field, which generates 

its political relevance particularly at the international level. Since the United Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) emerged from the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, 

anthropogenic climate change has become acknowledged as a multi-faceted problem that calls 

for integrated governance responses across the globe. Aside from distinctive institutions explicitly 

equipped with climate governance, climate policy has been mainstreamed into other policy arenas 
based upon the cross-cutting nature of increasing problem pressure (Guzman 2016). The 

mainstreaming has resulted in increasingly complex structures involving a variety of actors, 

interests, institutions and policy channels and instruments at different levels of governance (state 

and non-state).1 

Although fragmentation remains a key characteristic of global climate governance, a form of key 

architecture established over the past decades around which most governance evolves. This  is 

interested in making sense of this key global governance architecture and how it relates to the 

EU. The time frame for the analysis of this chapter looks at developments from the pre-Kyoto 

phase to Glasgow in 2021. The Kyoto Protocol is one of the key areas where the EU considers 

itself an ‘over-achiever’ (EC 2013). The EU's engagement around the successor of the Kyoto 
Protocol, the Paris Climate Agreement (2016) further solidified this impression and is expected to 

manifest the EU's commitment to the European Green Deal at the next conference of thepParties 

(COP) in Glasgow 2021. At the same time, Copenhagen marks a discontinuity of the EU’s self-

proclaimed image as a leader and has been heatedly debated as a case of contested EU 

leadership and actorness. Therefore, these data points were chosen to set the time frame for the 

analysis.  

Aside from the manifold volumes that have been written on global climate governance and climate 

policy in EU politics, the following chapter only briefly revisits major developments in the 

governance of climate policy (also see table 1). The chapter begins by reflecting on the need for 

climate governance at the global level. The subsequent sections look at the main elements of 
current climate governance architecture (section 1.2), its core principles (section 1.3), policy 

pathways (section 1.4) and the sectoral nature of climate policymaking (section 1.5). The paper 

proceeds to analyse EU governance of climate change (chapter 2) and how the EU has 

implemented this core architecture (section 2.1). The chapter also looks at EU focus areas in 

climate policy throughout time, key aspects of EU policymaking, instruments and policy pathways 

(section 2.2) and actors involved (section 2.3). The last section outlines major developments 

 
1 For more lengthy recent overviews of global climate governance structures see e.g. Coen et al. 2020, Biedermann et al. 
2020 and for a recent overview of EU politics see: Delreux and Ohler 2019; Wurzel and Connelly 2012. 
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regarding international regulatory cooperation (chapter 2.4). All chapter sections contain a 
dynamic element by reflecting upon how governance changed over time.  

These considerations form the backdrop for the subsequent analysis of EU actorness: How far is 
the EU in this global governance architecture acting and being recognised as an actor? We will 

reflect upon this question in chapter 3 across seven different actorness dimensions and time.  

The following table provides a timeline of selected important developments in the evolution of the 
global governance of climate policy. It also indicates the four phases into which this evolution has 

been divided for analysis in subsequent subsections. 

Timeline of significant global governance developments 
Phase Year Development 

Pre-Kyoto phase 

 

1990 IPCC First Assessment Report Warming (0.3°C increase per decade, 

business-as-usual emissions scenario) 

1991 EU Commission proposes European Carbon Tax / Community strategy to 
limit carbon dioxide (fails 1994) 

1992 Adoption of United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) 

EU signs up to UNFCCC 

Polluter Pays Principle embodied in the Maastricht Treaty 

Polluter Pays Principle becomes key principle of Porto Agreement on the 
European Economic Area 

UNFCCC opens for signature at Rio Earth Summit 

1995 IPCC Second Assessment Report 

COP1 in Berlin 

The Berlin Mandate establishes a process to negotiate strengthened 
commitments for developed countries, thus laying the groundwork for the 
Kyoto Protocol. 

Kyoto and post-

Kyoto phase 

1997 Kyoto Protocol adopted (The third Conference of the Parties achieves a 

historical milestone with adoption of the Kyoto Protocol, the world's first 

greenhouse gas emissions reduction treaty) 

1998 IPCC Task Force on National Greenhouse Gas Inventories is established to 
oversee the calculation and reporting of national GHG emissions  

2000 Green paper on EU Emission Trading, European Pollutant Emission 
Register; First European Climate Change Programme (ECCP I, 2000-2004) 

2001 IPCC Third Assessment Report 

COP6 in Bonn achieves breakthrough with governments reaching broad 
political agreement on the operational rulebook for the 1997 Kyoto Protocol 

COP7 in Marrakesh (Marrakesh Accords, setting the stage for ratification of 
the Kyoto Protocol. This would formalise agreement on operational rules for 
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international Emissions Trading, the Clean Development Mechanism and 
Joint Implementation along with a compliance regime and accounting 
procedures) 

2002 Ratification of the Kyoto Protocol by EU and MS; EU ‘Clean Air for Europe’ 
strategy; Approval of EU Emission Trading System (EU ETS) 

2004 EU develops mechanism to monitor GHG emissions and implement the 
Kyoto Protocol; promotion of biofuels in transport 

EU ETS Directive 

2005 Kyoto Protocol enters into force (when Russian Federation submitted its 
instrument of ratification) 

Official start EU ETS (first and largest emissions trading scheme in the 
world, launches as a major pillar of EU climate policy. Installations regulated 
by the scheme are collectively responsible for close to half of the EU's 

emissions of CO2); Integration of JI/CDM into EU ETS; Second European 
Climate Change Programme (ECCP II, 2005 onwards); EU Thematic 
strategy on Air Pollution 

2006 Clean Development Mechanism (key mechanism under the Kyoto Protocol) 
opens for business 

EU action plan on energy efficiency 

2007 EU Treaty of Lisbon: climate change and energy security embedded as two 
important corner stones 

IPCC Fourth Assessment Report 

EU 20-20-20 targets are decided  

2008 Art. 191 TFEU 2008: climate change an ‘explicit objective of EU 
environmental policy’ 

Joint Implementation Mechanism Starts (The Kyoto Protocol mechanism. 
This allows a country with an emission reduction or limitation commitment 
under the protocol to earn emission reduction units (ERUs) from an emission 
reduction or emission removal project in another country with similar 

commitments) 

Copenhagen 2009 2009: COP15 in Copenhagen produced the Copenhagen Accord 
(Developed countries pledge up to USD 30 billion in fast-start finance for the 

period 2010-2012; critical COP for EU actorness failure) 

EU 2020 Climate and Energy legislative package adopted; integration of 
emissions from aviation into EU ETS; legislation on emissions from 
passenger cars 

2010 COP16 results in the Cancun Agreements (comprehensive package by 
governments to assist developing nations in dealing with climate change. 
The Green Climate Fund, the Technology Mechanism and the Cancun 

Adaptation Framework are established) 
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2011 EU Climate and Energy 2050 Roadmaps published 

EU signs extension of Kyoto Protocol 

2012 COP18 in Doha (governments agree to work toward a universal climate 

change agreement by 2015 and to find ways to scale up efforts before 2020 
beyond existing pledges to curb emissions. They also adopt the Doha 
Amendment, launching a second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol) 

EU Energy Efficiency directive 

2013 EU Clean Air Policy package 

2013

-
2014 

IPCC Fifth Assessment Report 

2014 EU 2030 Climate and Energy framework 

Paris   

2014 Bilateral China–US Climate Agreement  

2015 UNFCCC Paris Agreement adopted (195 nations agreed to combat climate 

change and unleash actions and investment towards a low-carbon, resilient 
and sustainable future. The Paris Agreement for the first time brings all 
nations into a common cause based on their historic, current and future 
responsibilities) 

2016 EU and MS ratify Paris Agreement; Paris Agreement enters into force 

2017 COP23 in Bonn (first COP to be presided over by a small island developing 
state: in this case by the Presidency of Fiji) nations agree the next steps 

towards higher climate action ambition before 2020. Delegates launch the 
'Talanoa Dialogue' to help set the stage for the revising upwards of national 
climate action plans needed to put the world on track to meet pre-2020 
ambition and the long-term goals of the Paris Agreement) 

2018 IPCC SPECIAL REPORT Global Warming of 1.5 °C (confirms the need to 
maintain the strongest commitment to the Paris Agreement's aims of limiting 
global warming to stave off the worst impacts of climate change, which 

include more frequent and more severe droughts, floods and storms) 

Upward revision of targets 2030 Climate and Energy framework 

Glasgow 2020 Commission proposal for a regulation: European Climate Law 

2021 Glasgow climate summit 

2022 IPCC Sixth Assessment Report to be released 

Table 1 - Timeline of significant global and EU governance developments in climate 
policy 

Source: Gaby Umbach, together with the authors, based upon: EEA, IPCC, Umbach since 2000, UNFCCC, WMO. 
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1.1. The Need for global and EU governance  
Climate change has been described as a collective action problem involving many hands (e.g. 

Harris 2007, Van de Poel et al. 2012). At the same time, climate change presents a perfect moral 

storm due to its complex global, intergenerational and theoretical dimensions (Gardiner 2011). 
Climate governance is inherently normative, which is also reflected in the multitude of challenges 

related to the distribution of responsibility over time and across different actors, who bear different 

capacities and/or causal responsibility2. From a policy perspective, climate change has often been 

referred to as a wicked challenge due to its all-encompassing nature under uncertain conditions 

(e.g. Incropera 2016). Adapting to the adverse impacts of climate change and achieving a 1.5°C 

or ‘well below 2°C’ global temperature target cannot be achieved by insular efforts, sole bottom-

up or top-down approaches. Instead, a broad range of integrated policymaking approaches and 

international coordination is necessary. This requires a complex regime architecture, which has 
developed at the level of global governance over the years. The overarching global governance 

architecture has also been discussed and described as an instance of earth system governance 

with recent discourses focusing on policy orchestration3.  

Aside from the ever-fluid boundaries of modern government, public climate governance has 

evolved to include more and more collective efforts at the regional level. In contrast to international 

coordination at the global governance level, (also see Oberthür and Kelly 2008). Among others, 

EU governance in this field is signified by increasingly integrated policymaking, the partial 

delegation of competence from the Member States to EU level, the joint pooling of resources and 

bundling of diverse interests. Within political practice integrated approaches to public governance 

and integrated policymaking are in increasing demand due to the cross-cutting nature of overtly 
complex problems. Integrated policymaking and policy integration emerge as a potentially 

suitable answer to facilitate answers to complex policy problems, as they can enable a new logic 

for decision-making and strategic decisions, reduce inefficiencies in policymaking and strengthen 

policy coherence (e.g. Briassoulis 2004, Candel and Biesbroek 2016, Cejudo and Michel 2017, 

Candel 2021). It is against this background that global governance architectures and EU climate 

policymaking have evolved.  

1.2. Core climate governance architecture 
There is no agreed definition about what constitutes global governance architectures. Instead, 

different notions of global governance architectures persist (also see Biermann et al. 2010: 16ff.). 

Narrowly, governance architecture can be understood as an overarching system of institutions, 

 
2 For an overview of key normative issues, see e.g. Gardiner et al. (2010): Climate Ethics: Essential Readings, Oxford 
University Press, or Gupta (2015): Normative Issues in Global Environmental Governance: Connecting Climate Change, 
Water and Forests, Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics, 28(3), 413–433. doi:10.1007/s10806-014-9509-8.  
3 Earth system governance refers to the broader influence of human decision-making on planetary health and is based 
on the understanding that socio-ecological systems interact in multifaceted ways. As a result, the planet is altered, due to 
human influence (also described as ‘earth system transformation’), which requires urgent and better governance 
mechanisms. Also see Biermann 2004, Biermann et al. 2020: 3ff. Or ‘About the Project’, retrieved from 
https://www.earthsystemgovernance.org/about-the-project/  

https://www.earthsystemgovernance.org/about-the-project/
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norms, regulations and decision-making structures that interact in a given area of global 
governance (drawing from the definition of Biermann et al. 2020: 4). In that sense, architecture is 

understood as a form of meta-level governance or a ‘birds-eye view’ (Biermann et al. 2010, 2020). 

Characteristics of architectures include different degrees and types of institutional fragmentation, 

integration, polycentricity, complexity, dynamics, hierarchies, ideational and discursive structures. 

Over the years, institutional architecture has significantly advanced to a broader institutional 

setting beyond the UNFCCC (e.g. Guerra et al. 2015, Betsill et al. 2015, Biermann et al. 2020).  

Most efforts, be they part of multilateral, state-led or cross-border initiatives, relate back to them. 

Thus, the global governance regime has played a coordinating role, with several initiatives and 

governance arrangements voluntarily defining themselves in relation to it (also see Betsill et al. 

2015). In this context, the need to explore questions of linkages and theorising about different 
parts of the climate governance landscape is argued for (ibid.). This chapter aims to focus on how 

EU climate governance relates to the broader climate governance architecture at the global level. 

In this chapter, we examine four distinct elements, which we consider core building blocks and 

underlying principles that comprise the global governance architecture in the field of climate 

policy. These are: 

1. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)  

2. The United Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)  

3. The Kyoto Protocol  

4. The Paris Agreement  

In 1988, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was established by the 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Meteorological Organisation 

(WMO). As an intergovernmental body, its main aim is to provide independent scientific advice 

on issues related to climate change (see IPCC 2014), to synthesise knowledge for policymakers 

(Vasileiadou et al. 2011) and to feed scientific information into political negotiation and 

implementation processes (Siebenhüner 2003). Through assessing the relevant scientific 

literature and the state of technical and socio-economic knowledge and providing information as 

well as political advice, the IPCC has had a significant impact on the science-policy interface. Key 

reports provided by the IPCC are the comprehensive assessment reports (ARs) and special 
reports (SRs), which have significantly influenced the political process and are key inputs to the 

international negotiations (see also fig. 1). Aside from providing the latest scientific evidence on 

the most pressing problems related to climate change and supporting the political process with 

policy recommendations, the IPCC reports have also highlighted a sense of urgency for climate 

action across the globe.  

The IPCC consists of three Working Groups, a Task Force and a Task Group. Working Group I 

(WGI) examines the physical science basis, WG II is concerned with contributions regarding 

impacts, vulnerability and adaptation and WGIII examines contribution on mitigation of climate 
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change. The task force on National Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Inventories, established in 1998, 
supports countries in their calculation and reporting of national GHG emissions. The functions of 

the task groups are to address specific issues; for example the current task group on Data Support 

for Climate Change Assessments (TG-Data) or former groups such as the IPCC Gender Task 

Group to address gender-related issues within the IPCC.  

 

Figure 1 - IPCC contributions to climate science and policymaking 
Source: IPCC 2020: 3. 

 

The first assessment report (AR1) provided the basis for negotiating the UNFCCC in 1992 (also 
see table 1). Since then, the IPCC has been contributing to the work of the UNFCCC and critically 
informed the international climate negotiations aside from providing climate vulnerability 
assessments with recommendations for policymakers. Although the role of scientific intermediary 
institutions, such as the IPCC, has been proliferating in the past three decades and has come 
under intense scrutiny of late, its role, authority and global scale is unparalleled (Vasileiadou et 
al. 2011)4. Scrutiny on the one hand relates to the 2007 Fourth Assessment Report (AR4) and 
falsified predictions related to the shrinking Himalaya Glaciers, which resulted in a review of the 
IPCC in 2010. On the other hand, scientific intermediaries such as the IPCC have become the 
centre of assault from conservative movements, corporate fossil fuel companies and an 
increasing number of climate-sceptic think tanks questioning the scientific evidence and integrity 
of the IPCC (e.g. see Dunlop and Jaques 2013, Busch and Judick 2021).  

 
4 For a critique of the IPCC’s disciplinary origins and geographical differences of knowledge see Vasileiadou et al. 2011: 
1056 ff. For a critique of the strong bias of knowledge produced in western countries see e.g., Hulme and Mahoney 2010.  
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In addition to its role for political processes at various levels and scales, the impact of the IPCC 
assessment reports on scientific publications, science and policymaking is significant (e.g. 

Siebenhüner 2003, Vasileiadou et al. 2011). In this context, the IPCC has also been discussed 

as a boundary and hybrid organisation with an evolving function in the post-Paris era (Beck and 

Mahoney 2018, Livingston and Rummukainen 2020). This evolving role is not just focusing on 

how to better coincide key policy development and global stocktake, but is also looking at how 

the relationship between science and policy is changing and undergoing fundamental 

transformation (Beck and Mahoney 2018). Climate targets, for instance, have become an object 
that is co-produced by scientific and political actors alike, as discussed in the case of the IPCC’s 

1.5 °C Special Report (SR15) from 2018 (Livingston and Rummukainen 2020).  

Against the background of the IPCC becoming an increasingly important actor, the issue of 
(national) representation and knowledge politics within the IPCC has been discussed for some 

time now (e.g. Ho-Lem et al. 2011, Corbera et al. 2016). North-South inequalities and uneven co-

authoring relations persist in the authorship of the latest AR5 report aside from a rather 

insignificant participation of scholars from the humanities in contrast to traditional fields, such as 

economics, engineering or physics (see Corbera et al. 2016). The IPCC is currently in its sixth 

assessment cycle, with the next synthesis report on climate change being published in 2022. In 

the lead up to AR6, several special reports had been produced, such as the 2018 Special Report 

on Global Warming of 1.5 °C, which raised the significance of climate action and ambition (also 
see table 1). These reports have increased the scientific evidence and fundamentally raised the 

necessity to act on climate change of different global governance actors, including the EU (see 

chapter section 3.6).  

The UNFCCC (or Convention) is the main international environmental treaty and was adopted 

at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992. The Convention was the first legal agreement on addressing 

climate and entered into force in 1994 with the ultimate goal to stabilise GHG emissions and 

‘prevent dangerous anthropogenic (human-induced) interference with the climate system’ 

(UNFCCC). Both the Kyoto Protocol (1997) and the Paris Agreement (2016) were negotiated 

under the UNFCCC and include more specific obligations than the broader UNFCCC framework. 

One basic institutional arrangement on collective decision-making is the Conference of the Parties 
(COP) that takes place annually through the participation of governments that have ratified the 

UNFCCC and are known as parties to the convention (currently, these are 197). Parties to the 

UNFCCC are classified into Annex I, Annex II, non-Annex I Parties as well as Least Developed 

Countries (LDCs). The classification is based upon different degrees of industrialisation, 

economic development and assumed capacities to adapt to the effects of climate change. Thus, 

it corresponds with different obligations. These mechanisms of an institutional categorisation of 

states are based upon the idea of differentiated burden sharing, which has fundamentally 
determined the degree of contributions required. These mechanisms of (re)distribution and 

differentiated responsibility have been a strongly contested issue, continuously sparking debates 
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on whether structural inequality can be considered an inherent mechanism of the UNFCCC and 
how it must be transformed (for a most recent debate see e.g. Prys-Hansen 2020).  

The Kyoto Protocol was adopted by members of the UNFCCC in 1997 and came into effect in 
2005. The Protocol was strongly focused on mitigation, which implied an emission reduction of 

16.8 Gigatons of CO2 (GtCO2) for 38 Annex I countries during the first commitment period 2008-

2012. The special status of the United States during the negotiations, signified by George W. 

Bush’s rejection of the Kyoto Protocol ‘as fatally flawed and unfair’ to the United States, and 

George H.W. Bush early on declaring that ‘the American way of life is not up for negotiation’ has 

dominated earlier global governance processes on climate change5. The US administration has 

had a long-standing tradition of opposing legally binding commitments, rejecting a greater burden 

of industrialised countries for emission reductions and was one of the largest emitters not included 
in the Kyoto Protocol.  

The second commitment period (2013-2020) was agreed in 2012 and is known as the Doha 
Amendment to the Kyoto Protocol. It only entered into force on the last day of the second 
commitment period on 31 December 2020, following acceptance by the mandated minimum of at 

least 144 states. This included China, but not the United States.  

Flexibility and market-based mechanisms such as international Emissions Trading Schemes 
(ETS), the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) and Joint Implementation (JI) are 

considered fundamental for efforts on global emission reductions (e.g. see Kuyper et al. 2018). 

Instruments such as GHG emissions’ reporting and their diffusion are also considered critical for 

building an infrastructure for monitoring, reviewing, and verifying (MRV) (ibid.). Monitoring, 

reporting and compliance procedures on the other hand are considered essential for ensuring 

effectiveness and fairness of international agreements (OECD 2001).  

Article 12 of the Kyoto Protocol stipulates the main objective of CDM, which is to assist Annex I 

parties under the UNFCCC, and Art. 6 Joint Implementation (JI) aims to lay out how to help 

countries with binding agreements reach their targets. Aside from CDM and JI, the EU Emissions 
Trading Scheme (EU ETS) is seen as the core tool for achieving the binding annual targets of EU 

countries under the effort-sharing decision. The three core flexibility mechanisms are all firmly 

grounded on the idea of distributed responsibilities. The Kyoto Protocol stood out as an 

international treaty that was cherished for its legally binding nature, its target-oriented approach 

and the three flexibility mechanisms (ETS, CDM and JDM) it brought forward, which have been 

playing a core role in EU climate governance.  

The 15th COP(COP15) adopted the Copenhagen Accord (2009), which is considered a rather 

vague and weak agreement, lacking binding emission targets and timetables (Wurzel et al. 2011, 

 
5 See ‘A Brief History of the United States and the UN Climate Change Negotiations’, published June 2, 2017 by Demand 
Climate Justice, available at: https://worldat1c.org/a-brief-history-of-the-united-states-and-the-un-climate-change-
negotiations-bf7525d4ef13, last accessed 23 June 2021.  

https://worldat1c.org/a-brief-history-of-the-united-states-and-the-un-climate-change-
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Bäckstrand and Elgström 2013). Overall, the COP itself was characterised by a shift away from 
legally binding commitments to a pledge and review system, which ultimately resulted in the 

submission of voluntary 2020 emission reduction pledges in 2010 by more than 90 countries (also 

see Afionis 2011, Delbeke et al. 2019: 30). A common but differentiated system of ‘pledge and 

review’, involving all UNFCCC Parties to participate in emissions reductions and core element of 

the Copenhagen Accord, set the baseline for the pledge and review system under the Paris 

Agreement coupled with the submission of intended nationally determined contributions (NDCs). 

The Paris Agreement (2016) is the successor of the Kyoto Protocol and was adopted at the 21st 

COP(COP21) in 2015. It is considered to form the basis of a new era of international cooperation 

on climate change based on the legally non-binding nationally determined contributions (NDCs) 

by a majority of parties to the UNFCCC. Replacing legally binding emission targets, 187 countries 
submitted NDCs covering 98.6 % of the global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. It has been 

considered especially successful, as the former divide into Annex I and non-Annex I countries 

under the UNFCCC (developed and developing countries respectively) was effectively replaced 

with obligations of the treaty applying to all parties. The bilateral cooperation and joint statement 

between China and the United States one year ahead of COP21 is considered an important factor 

for the success of the Paris Agreement.  

The Paris Agreement is understood as a concerted effort of Annex I and non-Annex I parties, 

which did not result in a legal framework of laws but consists of several mandatory elements (see 

Duwe et al. 2020). Although Paris, like Copenhagen, constituted a departure from the top-down 

approach under the Kyoto Protocol, it was successful in adopting a bottom-up approach, allowing 
countries to put forward voluntary national reduction pledges. Discourses have focused on the 

nature of pledge and review bargaining (P&R) and whether these can be considered legally 

binding commitments (e.g. see Harstad 2020, Duwe et al. 2020). Whereas some argue that P&R 

permits result in less ambitious contributions but attract a larger number of participants (e.g. 

Keohane and Oppenheimer 2016, Harstad 2020), others focus on the transformation of climate 

diplomacy based on unconditionality and greater flexibility, with non-binding commitments 

triggering greater cooperation (Victor 2015). There seems to be consensus that there is a strong 

interrelation between the binding nature and ambition of commitments. The ambivalence between 
flexibility to encourage broader engagement of different countries, while addressing demands for 

legally binding efforts and increased ambition is a recurring theme in global and EU governance 

of climate policy. At the same time, it is also a red thread throughout the different actorness 

dimensions and debates on EU integration, interest groups within the EU and cohesion between 

Member States (see below). 

In any case, existing research up to this point finds that additional (legal) mechanisms for 

participation and target setting as well as implementation enforcement are needed. During the 

Paris Agreement too, the role of the US has been critically viewed, as it was key for ensuring that 
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the contributions are ‘nationally determined’ instead of legally binding. Yet, NDCs are subject to 
binding procedural requirements and normative expectations (Rajamani and Brunnée 2017). 

Before the US left the Paris Agreement effectively, the announcement to do so was discussed as 

weakening the very core of the Agreement (ibid.). The new Biden Administration has since re-

joined the Paris Agreement and began their time in office with a range of executive orders on 

climate change, reversing several policy efforts of his predecessor and reconvening a leaders’ 

summit on climate change in April 2021. This summit included other global governance actors 

such as China, Brazil, India and the EU, which was represented by the European Commission 
and the European Council.  

One of the core outcomes of the Paris Agreement was a fostered Loss and Damage Mechanism 
(LDM). The loss and damage discourse was initiated by Small Island States over three decades 
ago, due to their worries about sea-level-rise reaching beyond socially adaptable limits (Mechler 

et al. 2019). LDM was institutionalised by the ‘Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and 

Damage associated with Climate Change Impacts’ (WIM) in 2013 with a leading role for the 

Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) who have traditionally had less negotiation power. The 

case of AOSIS has been described as a ‘structuralist paradox’ in the negotiations, signified by 

the effectiveness of weaker parties to negotiate with stronger parties (Caliari et al. 2019). In 

contrast to earlier climate negotiations, the commitment of all countries was what made the Paris 

Agreement a success story of global governance and reinvigorated debates on a revived 
multilateralism by overcoming some of the earlier power dynamics. 

The evolution of the UNFCCC has been characterised with three shifts in approach (Kuyper 
et al. 2018a). Whereas the Kyoto Protocol was signified by a top-down architecture with little 

non-state actor inclusion, the Paris Agreement was grounded upon the idea of raising global 

ambitions through a hybrid combination of bottom-up and top-down elements. Secondly, 

earlier efforts were much focused on targeting historic emissions of industrialised countries 

through legally binding instruments, whereas recent negotiations have shifted towards inviting 

voluntary contributions (Kuyper et al. 2018a). This ultimately proliferated a broader engagement 

of non-state actors, which ultimately also led to the launch of the Non-State Actor Zone for Climate 

Governance (NAZCA) portal in 2014. Third, the broadening from a focus on mitigation to including 
adaptation and finance marks another key shift in UNFCCC orientation (ibid.). Against this 

background the Paris Agreement has also been described as an instance of hybrid multilateralism 

(Kuyper et al. 2018b). It is argued that these shifts also represent a breaking up of the binary 

institutional feature of the UNFCCC developed versus developing countries as well as states 

(parties) versus non-state actors (observer organisations) (Kuyper et al. 2018a).  
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1.3. Core principles of global climate governance  
Up until the Paris agreement, climate governance was considered a classic North-South issue 

(Gupta 2014). The North-South divide was based on the idea that developed countries have 

contributed more to the problem of climate change, have benefited most from past-time emissions 
and free riding and due to their economic development have greater capacity to deal with the 

challenge of climate change. As a result, different principles of burden sharing have constantly 

been built into environmental governance. Two early examples that reflect the normative nature 

and calls for political responsibility are the Polluter Pays Principle (1972) and the Common but 
Differentiated Responsibility (CBDR) mechanism (1992). Both mechanisms intend to address 

uneven international emissions and disproportionate burden sharing. According to the CBDR 

principle, all states used to have a responsibility to address global climate change, but the degree 

of contribution was considered to depend on a variety of factors, such as development status and 
historical pollutions. The principle had institutionalised the split between those that have a 

particular responsibility to protect the environment due to their historical contributions, financial 

as well as technological capacity, and those with special needs regarding development, funding 

and the transfer of technologies (Belis et al. 2015).  

Prior to the Paris Climate summit in 2015, CBDR was a major policy rationale used by developing 
countries or newly emerging economies such as China or India regarding their (limited) 
international responsibility for greenhouse gas (GHG) emission reductions. Shifts in the stance 
on the ‘right to emit and develop’ despite environmental pollution coupled with increasing 
international pressure, non-state actor engagement, new private public partnerships as well as 
the bilateral climate agreement between China and the United States one year prior (2014) to the 
Paris Summit are factors which led the momentum of the Paris Agreement. 

The Precautionary Principle was built into the UNFCCC in 1992 after it had been endorsed as 
part of the World Charter for Nature (1982) and Second International Conference of the North 
Sea (1987) and adopted the Montreal Protocol (1987). The principle aims to capture aspects of 
precaution and foresight in situations signified by reasonable doubt, full scientific certainty, limited 
understanding, knowledge or probability information (Gardiner et al. 2010). In these situations, , 
actions should be oriented to avoid the risk of serious and irreversible damage6. The 
Precautionary Principle emerged from the ‘Vorsorgeprinzip,’ prevalent in German environmental 
protection in 1971 and was quickly taken up at the international level in the 1980s and 1990s (see 
Tedsen and Homann 2013). Despite widespread critiques on the vagueness, many different 
connotations and self-contradictions of the principle, it has become widely accepted as a 
framework for policy and law with many different spin-offs in political practice. The Precautionary 
Principle has also been used to argue for critically acclaimed measures of geoengineering (e.g. 
see Tedsen and Homan 2013). 

 
6 The range of definitions and concepts of the precautionary principle has been analysed (and strongly critiqued) for 
instance by Sunstein 2005. The literature on the precautionary principle is voluminous, not just in the context of climate 
change. Extended works even focus on the patterns of authorship in the IPCC reports (for instance see Corbera 2016).  
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1.4. Common policy pathways: adaptation and mitigation 
Related policy efforts commonly distinguish between climate mitigation, i.e. efforts to reduce 

climate change and climate adaptation, i.e. adjusting to and preparing for a changing climate. 

This differentiation into different policy pathways is also in line with the working group division and 
assessment reports provided by the IPCC. Mitigating climate change focuses on installing less or 

no polluting energy and reducing emissions from agriculture, reducing energy demand in the 

various sectors (primarily: mobility, industry, housing) and enhancing the natural capacities to 

absorb emissions in land use. Reducing emissions has a free rider problem: The benefits of 

mitigating climate change are a common good. This is relevant not only on the international level 

and within the EU (between countries), but also between sectors, regions and households. The 

distribution of reducing emissions also entails questions of fairness: who should reduce how 

much? Reducing emissions affects many different (types of) actors, on different levels. However, 
governments are often not entitled to regulate in detail. Instead, search processes for innovation 

and/or changes of behaviour among decentralised actors need to be encouraged.  

Much of today’s policymaking continues to focus on climate mitigation. Climate adaptation used 

to be thought of as defeatist position that was considered unconstructive for building support for 

mitigation (Schipper 2006). However, in light of accelerating and more rapidly intensifying climate 

change7, adaptation has also been emerging as a new distinct policy field (Massey and Huitema 

2013)8. Multi-level problems (related to governance, sectors and actors) are also relevant in the 

case of adaptation problems. Issues of fairness are for instance relevant in adaptation problems 

when it comes to international distribution of the costs of adaptation. 

1.5. Sectoral nature of climate policymaking 
Against this background of constituting a wicked challenge and in order to be able to deal with its 

complex nature, increasing emphasis has been given to exploring new approaches to the 

governance of climate change (e.g. see Bulkeley et al. 2014). There has been a tendency to 
understand climate policy as a landscape that consists of multiple fields or policy systems (e.g. 

see Bossom 2015). Examples of policy systems include energy, transportation, water, health or 

food security. These systems are often also referred to as policy sectors and/or policy fields and 

aim to structure governmental efforts by defining clearly designated areas for policy interventions. 

In the climate policy context, they are often in line with the sectors outlined as per IPCC 

assessments. Climate policy integration has played an increasingly important role, not just to 

address policy coherence and explore synergies between different sectors, policy fields and areas 

but also to address the increasingly complex demands for systemic transformations to keep global 
warming well below 2 °C  and preferably at 1.5 °C compared to pre-industrial levels. At the same 

 
7 See for instance IPCC 2018, SR1.5.  
8 Because the paper is interested in actorness of the European Union in climate governance, and adaptation is only a 
recently emerging policy field, climate adaptation policymaking will not be reflected in greater detail as part of this paper.  
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time, national climate policymaking does not just draw from these international research reports 
and global climate regimes but is also concerned with the representation of their own interests 

during international climate negotiations in the form of commitments in multilateral and bilateral 

climate agreements (also see Bossom 2015, Siebenhüner 2003).  

Against this background, governance must address questions such as: what are the 

corresponding commitments and goals? How are the costs distributed? What is the progress of 

undertaken efforts and how can they be monitored? To address these issues, international 

agreements and implementation mechanisms are required. At the same time, any design of 

governance is embedded in the context of governance for other societal goals, in particular 

economic objectives in the field of: climate and trade, development, infrastructure, but also 

security and questions of sovereignty (e.g. are forests a global common good? Who is doing 
monitoring? etc.). Despite being embedded in broader socio-political processes, climate 

governance regimes have developed in different issue areas, which are grounded in a broader 

architecture (see e.g. Biermann et al. 2009, Van Asselt and Bößner 2016).   

1.5.1. Increasing complexity and the role of institutions 

In recent years, post-Kyoto climate governance was said to be at the ‘crossroads’ (Hoffmann 
2011), with some even stipulating a crisis of multilateralism (e.g. Lyod 2012) and multilateral 

climate governance being criticised for lagging pace and reform (e.g. Ovodenko 2016). The post-

Lima–Paris agenda experienced a major shift through the emergence of non-state actors and 

diversifying actor landscapes. Although governmental institutions at different levels 

(supranational, national, subnational) remain a central actor in the governance of climate change, 

stands out as a major characteristic of recent multilateral climate governance (e.g. Bulkeley et al. 

2014., Gupta 2010).  

Narratives of revived multilateralism based on accelerated climate action, the broad inclusion of 

different actors, expanding actor networks and new mechanisms of cooperation became 

increasingly common (e.g. Van Asselt and Bößner 2016, Bäckstrand et al. 2017, Biedermann et 
al. 2020). Research on the role of non-state actors in the form of businesses, non-governmental 

organisations and foundations began to flourish in addition to a greater emphasis of subnational 

actors and local governments. Furthermore, multi-stakeholder commitment platforms severely 

changed the landscape of global climate governance. Eventually, these were bundled into the 

NAZCA platform. NAZCA together with the bilateral climate agreement of China and the United 

States of 2015, are seen as major building stones of a new era of revived multilateralism and key 

conditions for the success of the Paris Agreement.  

This marks a major shift from great power bargaining which used to dominate multilateral 

negotiations and global climate policy governance to minilateralist approaches and smaller 

climate clubs (e.g. see Falkner 2015). In short, the global climate policy landscape diversified 
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drastically with different actor constellations at different levels of governance and an ever-dynamic 
set-up of informal negotiations. Further research points to governance through goal setting as a 

mechanism, which has become increasingly popular in the last two decades (Vijge et al. 2020). 

The mechanism is based on the joint commitment of governments to collective policy ambitions, 

which are then realised through multilaterally agreed goals and time frames. Recent examples 

include the Millennium Development Goals that were agreed upon in 2000 and the Sustainable 

Development Goals that followed in 2015.  

2. Evolution of EU governance of climate policy 
It is against the background of struggling multilateral institutions and limitations of existing climate 

governance that the EU has established itself as an international leader in global environmental 

governance (e.g. see Obertür and Kelly 2008)9. Prior to the Kyoto Protocol, the EU used to be 

perceived as a laggard in environmental policymaking (Lenschow 2005). Nevertheless, Kyoto is 

said to have tipped the needle from a series of ad hoc measures to a set of comprehensive policy 

undertakings (Burns and Carter 2012). Like the governance of sustainability (see SDG deep dive 
chapter), implementing targets agreed upon at the global level has proven to be a complex task 

for the EU. The EU has focused on specific policy domains while using distinctive policy 

instruments, which will be reflected upon in the following.  

2.1. The EU and implementation of core architecture elements  
Addressing climate change is one of the EU's major political priorities. The EU has been focusing 

its climate policy on three major aspects: 1) Emission reductions through a cap-and-trade system, 

2) renewable energy policies and 3) decoupling emissions from economic growth. The EU’s 

approach is signified by a ‘jigsaw’ of policy approaches that combines different policy instruments 

(Debelke and Vis 2016). In contrast to the EU’s long-standing experience of 25 years in mitigation 

policymaking, adaptation is a relatively new policy field. It was only in 2013 that the European 

Commission adopted an EU climate adaptation strategy. In light of rapidly intensifying climate 
change, the EU recently updated its climate adaptation efforts into a new EU strategy (2021) to 

foster international action for improved resilience. Aside from gradually mainstreaming adaptation 

in relevant policy sectors vulnerable to climate change such as agriculture and forestry, marine, 

fisheries and coastal areas, health or infrastructure, Member States have been encouraged to 

adopt national adaptation strategies. The EU has been investing greater attention into regulations 

on land use, land use change and forestry (LULUCF Regulation). This shifted focus on agriculture 

is considered a big change (also see chapter 3.7).  

 
9 For a most recent and detailed overview of Environmental Policy of the EU see Jordan, Andrea and Viviane Gravey. 
2021. Environmental Policy in the EU: Actors, Institutions and Processes. 4th Edition, Routledge. Wurzel and Connelly 
2011, put a greater focus on the EU’s external climate governance and role in international politics.  
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The EU’s internal policymaking on sustainability and climate-related concerns has become more 
differentiated throughout time with climate policy developing into an own policy domain and being 

defined as a field of shared competence between Member States and the EU, as per the Treaty 

on the European Union in 2008. This means both the EU and the Member States share the 

responsibility in terms and are both able to adopt legally binding acts (also see next chapter 

section 3.1: EU authority).  

The EU ministers and bodies have responded to IPCC assessments and gradually converged to 

close the gap between science and emission pathways (Hare and Meinshausen 2008). EU 

climate policy targets have been based on the assessment reports of the IPCC, which has not 

just provided EU MS with country-specific assessments but also offers regional advice to the 

European Union. The latest AR5 debates about Europe’ s 2030 targets sent an important 
message: EU targets cannot be based on science alone but have to be set politically, calling for 

an iterative process between science and policymaking (Knopf and Geden 2020). As a result, the 

EU has acted in congruence with the targets put forth by the UNFCCC, coming up with domestic 

measures such as ETS and renewable energy transition models. Against the big power rivalries 

of China, Indian the United States and Russia, the EU is often considered a saviour of the Kyoto 

protocol. However, EU engagement on this matter has been considered critical but not certain 

due to rivalries within the EU as well as emissions growth in the south and east (Hare 2008). 

2.1.1.  Kyoto: Implementation through effort sharing and ETS  

In 1997, the EU signed the Kyoto Protocol and deposited their instruments for ratification in 2002. 

In 2005, the agreement entered into force after 55 Annex I countries (industrialised countries) had 

ratified it, thereby fulfilling the condition set by the UNFCCC. The ratification of the Kyoto Protocol 

is seen to be a result of formally establishing differentiated responsibilities through the ‘burden 
sharing’ agreement of 1998, which redistributed the total reductions among the parties ‘taking into 

account different national circumstances’. The allocation of countries’ responsibilities is a long-

contested issue in international climate negotiations, due to a lack of clear guidelines, how to 

distribute emission limits and reduction targets under the UNFCCC (also see Marklund and 

Samakovlis 2007 and chapter 2). Thus, negotiating equity aspects through the burden sharing as 

one central tenet of the protocol amidst European agreement played a key role in passing the 

Kyoto Protocol. 

2.1.2. Copenhagen: Leadership marginalisation of the EU  

At the global level: the Copenhagen Accord is considered ‘only a political agreement’, lacking 

concrete commitments, no binding targets for emission reductions, The Copenhagen Climate 

Change Conference represents a period of EU leadership marginalisation with the EU's claimed 

leadership on climate policy issues coming into serious question, as the central outcome did not 

reflect upon core European preferences (Torney 2015). Others argue it is a case of contested EU 
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actorness and effectiveness based on internal coherence and external factors influencing the 
outcome of the summit more strongly (Groen and Niemann 2013) (also see chapter 3). During 

Copenhagen, the EU committed to a joint 20 % reduction target (1990) by 2020 and to limit 

warming to below 2 °C (see table 2).  

2.1.3. Paris  

During Paris, the EU committed to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by at least 40 % by 2030 
compared to 1990 under its 2030 climate and energy framework (also see table 2). This target 

was judged to be ‘severely outdated’ and ‘inadequate’ by climate observer and international think 

tanks (e.g. CAT). The Effort Sharing Regulation and Energy Union framework are central policy 

elements of the EU’s policy efforts. At the same time, the EU gradually adjusted its wording from 

limiting warming ‘below 2 degrees Celsius’ to ‘well below 2 degrees’ (for a more detailed 

assessments of the EU’s role during the different summits, see chapter 3 below). 

2.1.4. Glasgow 

Compared to other policy areas, the legislative foundation of EU climate policy has developed 

into a profound basis. In light of its new long-term climate target, the EU Climate Law has been 

proposed, which will also be a target for discussion during the postponed Glasgow climate summit 

in 2021. The law is considered ‘a landmark for the European Green Deal’ and aims to provide a 

core direction for making the ‘2050 climate neutrality goal binding,’ (EC 2020e). The European 
Climate Law would oblige Member States to become climate neutral by 2050 as a bloc and 

potentially require them to make significant additional policy efforts. Frans Timmermanns, the first 

Vice President of the European Commission (2019-2024), Executive Vice President for the 

European Green Deal and Third European Commissioner for Climate Action emphasises three 

points:  

‘This is a Union-wide commitment to climate neutrality, with a just transition for all. The 

target is also economy wide. All sectors must contribute – no exceptions granted. And it’s 

a domestic objective – delivered in Europe to inspire the world to follow our lead. And we 

see across the world other nations following the lead already.’10 

The main aim of the proposed climate law is to make the 2050 climate neutrality goal legally 

binding and increasing the EU’s climate ambition. This is also striking, as efforts to legally include 

long-term planning continues to be missing from most climate framework laws (Duwe et al. 2020). 

Very few climate laws to date consider long-term strategies (e.g. Denmark, Finland France, also 
see fig. 4). Aside from aiming to enhance the (long-term) reliability of EU climate policy through a 

European climate law, recent legislative changes include ETS reform as another core aspect, 

 
10 Remarks made in a European Parliament Plenary Session on the European Climate Law, 6 October 2020, see EC, last 
accessed 3 November 2020: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/timmermans/announ 
cements/opening-remarks-executive-vice-president-frans-timmermans-european-parliament-plenary-session_en.  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/timmermans/announ
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which is considered crucial for reducing carbon leakage and the number of surplus allowances. 
The European Climate law is at the heart of the European Green Deal and expected to ‘inspire a 

legislative thunderstorm’ (Politico 2020). Political contestation however, remains on how to reach 

the targets and how the burden will be allocated across Member States. June 2021 marks an 

important date, as Frans Timmermanns is expected to present legislation on this (ibid.).  

Against this background, Europe's Green New Deal and the COP26 in Glasgow (2021) are seen 

to play key roles in building up international momentum and increase climate policy ambition 

(CAN Europe 2019). Certain policy arenas are considered especially weak, for example, the 

transport sector in which greenhouse gas emissions constantly increased between 1990 and 

2017 (Delbeke and Vis 2016, EEA 2017). Europe’s Green Deal is the most recent roadmap with 

the overarching objective of reaching climate neutrality by 2050. In light of the COVID-19 
pandemic and growing economic recovery concerns, think tanks have begun to appeal to the 

benefits of the Green Deal in order to keep the momentum alive (IDRN 2020). Against the 

background of growing distributional concerns, the need for a regulatory breakthrough has been 

argued for (Miccinilli 2020). It was in fact in December 2019 already, one month before the 

pandemic would hit the news across Europe, that the European Commission vowed to ‘leave no 

one behind’ to reach the 2050 goal11.  

 

 
11 See Frederic Simon, Euractiv, The EU releases its Green Deal. Here are the key points, published 12 December 2019, 
available at: https://www.climatechangenews.com/2019/12/12/eu-releases-green-deal-key-points/, last accessed 22 
June 2020.  

https://www.climatechangenews.com/2019/12/12/eu-releases-green-deal-key-points/,
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Summit  Kyoto (COP3) 1997 Copenhagen (COP15) 2009 Paris (COP21) 2015 Glasgow (COP26) 2021 

Role of the 
summit 

1st Commitment Period (2008-
2012) 

2nd Commitment Period under 
the Kyoto Protocol (2013-2020) 

New global agreement 2020-
2030 

First ‘Global Stocktake’ (five-year 
follow-up mechanism of NDC as 
per PA) 

Proposed 
emission 
reduction target 

8 % reduction target (1990 base 
year level), 11 MS with individual 
emission reduction commitments 

Joint 20 % reduction target 
(1990) by 2020 by EU29  
Limit warming below 2 °C  

40 % by 2030 (1990) EU-27+UK 

Limit warming ‘well below 2°C’  

50-55% (1990) by 2030, carbon 
neutrality by 2050 

Limit warming to 1.5°C 

Corresponding 
policy documents 

National targets in Annex II Art. 4, 
Kyoto Protocol, Burden Sharing 
Agreement  
(Decision 2002/358/EC) 

2007 Bali action plan, 
Copenhagen Accord, 2020 
climate and energy package, 
Doha amendment (2013), ETS, 
sectors outside ETS 

2030 climate and energy 
framework, Effort Sharing 
Regulation, Energy Union 
strategy 

European Green Deal, ETS 
revision plan, circular economy 
action plan, energy taxation 
direction, Just Transitions 
Mechanism, European climate law 
roadmap and legislative proposal 

Outcome Overachieved (12.2 % average 
domestic reductions) 

Malta, Germany, Austria may 
end up with higher levels of 
emissions in second period  

Policies insufficient and 
inconsistent with ‘well below’ 
2 °C target, if all countries were 
to adopt an EU approach, 
warming would reach between 2 
and 3°C 

Drastic emission falls of 8 %, 
expected due to pandemic; even 
before the pandemic, emissions in 
all countries covered by EU ETS 
fell strongly by 9.1 % from 2018-
2019, but emissions from aviation 
continue to increase (prior to 
COVID-19) 

Table 2 - Major EU climate policy targets alongside climate summits 
Sources: European Commission, Climate Action Tracker, EC 2020c



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
51 

2.2. Policy instruments  
The EU Emissions Trading Scheme (EU ETS) is one of the key EU instruments for climate 

action aside from the Effort Sharing Regulation (ESR) and the Monitoring Mechanism 
Regulation (MMR). The EU ETS is a market-based policy instrument, which intends to set a price 
on carbon. The instrument is understood as a supplement to domestic actions (Palinkas 1998). 

ESR can be considered a complementary mechanism to the EU ETS by setting binding national 

targets for each of the 27 Member States (MS) for policy sectors not covered by the ETS, such 

as agriculture, buildings and transport. Targets are differentiated according to the Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) per capita.  

The MMR is a mechanism for monitoring and reporting greenhouse gas emissions, which was 

established in 201312. The MMR is a statistical information system that is based on annual 

comprehensive reports of Member States on their greenhouse gas emissions across different 

economic sectors. Thereby, the EU and its MS attend to their responsibilities as parties to the 

UNFCCC and its Kyoto Protocol. MMR is considered a well-developed tool and an essential 
foundation for EU climate policy (Debelke and Vis 2016: 9). 

On a procedural level, principles of fairness and flexibility mechanisms are inbuilt across all 

instruments, intending to support countries with different capacities. Flexible mechanisms 
introduced by Kyoto were the Joint Implementation and Clean Development mechanisms with the 

aim to promote investment in clean energy production. Effort sharing and country-specific 

reduction targets have become key aspects in the EU’s multilateral decision-making on climate 

policy. The distributional aspect of addressing risks is considered a fundamental principle aside 

from relying on voluntary agreements but flexible legislation. Cross-sectoralism is another 

important aspect of EU climate policy, which is not a stand-alone policy field but has been 

incorporated into many other policy domains. 

Aside from principles of fairness, the EU is said to have distinctive capabilities when it comes to 

negotiating and reconvening different groups and actors. The EU is considered strong in process 

governance but weak in policy efficiency (Termini 2009). The EU gradually changed from having 
a top-down approach of environmental policymaking prevalent in the early 1990s to process 

governance with joint responsibilities and differentiated obligations based on an increased 

emphasis on partnership working and multilevel leadership enforcement. 

2.3. Key actors 
The following section reflects upon main actor groups and constellations in EU climate 

policymaking. Due to the vast amount of literature on this issue, this section will only provide a 

brief insight of actor constellations over time with relevant references to existing literature (for 

 
12 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013R0525&from=EN 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013R0525&from=EN
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further information on key EU actors and dynamics in this policy field, see e.g. Jordan 2005, 
Hirsch 2016, Jordan and Gravey 2021). Roughly divided, actors within the EU split up into three 

groups 1) formal EU actors, which consist of the main policy and decision-making bodies, 2) 

environmental interest groups and regional actor alliances, 3) consultation stakeholders and lobby 

organisations and 4) social movements. Nation states and their interest representation can be 

considered an own interest group; they will only be examined quickly as part of the formal 

structures.  

Over the past 20 years, environmental interest groups and regional actor alliances have become 

increasingly important due to difficulties of multilateral institutions in delivering results. As part of 

this development, the differentiation between environmental interest groups and other 

consultation stakeholders that mainly operate outside the environmental sphere has become 
increasingly difficult. Policymaking in the climate change sector has become increasingly 

complex, characterised by intertwined policymaking groups of different sectors and cross-sectoral 

actor alliances.  

2.3.1. Formal EU actors 

In the EU, there are three main policymaking bodies across the different levels of government, 
which are involved in the governance of climate change. The executive consists of the European 
Council, the European Commission and national governments (see fig. 2). The central 

policymaking body in the executive is the European Commission, which has gradually expanded 

its competence to negotiate on behalf of the Member States on matters related to climate 

change13. The Commission can formally initiate policy and is responsible for implemeting policy 

and ensuring that EU law is properly applied by all EU countries (Barnes 2011). In early 1992, it 

was the Commission that proposed an EU-wide CO2/energy tax, which was vetoed by Britain 
(also see Wurzel and Connelly 2011: 7ff.). Instead, three other proposals from the Commission 

were adopted by the Council: A Framework Directive on energy efficiency measures, a Decision 

on renewable energy and a Decision to monitor CO2 emissions. Post-Kyoto, the Commission 

seized the opportunity to propose an EU-wide ETS (ibid.). The failure to propose a carbon tax is 

considered an important precursor for the Commission to take a more active role and establis a 

leading role in climate policy through the EU ETS (Convery 2009).  

The legislative is comprised of the European Parliament, the Council of the EU (consisting of 
Member State ministries) and national parliaments (also see Averchenkova et al. 2016: 23). The 
European Parliament (EP) has gained tremendous decision-making power over the years. The 
EP is an equal partner of the Council and works through a co-decision procedure to adopt EU 
legislation. The EP is considered the greenest of PM bodies and works to enhance control both 

 
13 For an overview of the architecture of the EU see the most recent book by Geralds, Carsten and Wolfgang Wessels. 
2020. Jahrbuch der Europäischen Integration 2020. Nomos. doi.org/10.5771/9783748908432-469, for a climate change-
focused analysis of EU actor architecture see Part II: EU institutions in Wurzel and Connelly 2011: 41ff.  
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in Brussels and on the ground in the respective countries (Lenschow 2005). The EP is often held 
more accountable for decisional failure. The EP is said to be trying to systematically limit the 
discretion of national authorities while attempting to increase the policy autonomy of the 
Commission (Franchino 2007).  

Both the Commission and the European Council take charge and reiterate the leading and 
normative role of the European Union in climate policymaking (Wurzel and Connelly 2012). Both 
institutions adopt legislation on, but not exclusive to environmental matters. Climate change as 
an issue has been enjoying high levels of popular support not just among European citizens, but 
also within EU instiutions .  

 
Figure 2 - Role of main EU bodies and institutions 

Source: Averchenkova et al. 2016: 38. 

The European Commission is present throughout the policy cycle, and has primary power in the 
policy formulation phase based on its ‘power of initiative’ (Lenschow 2005: 312). Because climate 
policy is an area of ‘mixed competence’, the EU, represented by the EC, and its Member States 
are both parties to the UNFCCC. The Commission fulfils multiple roles: it is an important agenda 
setter and has the formal right to initiate legislation (see fig. 3). The Commission also intervenes 
and mediates during decision-making processes and ensures implementation of EU law. It is also 
responsible for facilitating the execution of certain tasks brought forward by the EU legislation 
sectoral organisation of the Commission into Directorate-Generals. Here, it is worthwhile 
mentioning three Directorate-Generals:  
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● Directorate-General for the Environment (DG ENV) (2013) 

● Directorate-General for Climate Action (DG Clima) (2010) 

● Directorate-General of the Joint Research Centre (DG JRC) 

The Directorate-Generals are dependent on national expertise and opinions of ‘real’ implementers 

to judge Commission policy proposals. National governments and respective environmental 

ministries are perceived as the ‘real implementers’ (Lenschow 2005). The role of the Commission 

is limited, however where Council ministers do not share the same objectives, they have fallen 
back to rely on the Commission (Franchino 2007). The Commission has become more 

bureaucratic and has become more and more politicised in order to build consensus of between 

the Member States (Barnes 2011: 43). 

 
Figure 3 - Policymaking within the EU 

Source: Barnes 2012: 43. 

The judiciary consists of the European Court of Justice (ECJ), which as of late has had an 
overlooked role. In general, it ensures compliance with EU law by looking at the implementation 

and enforcement of existing EU laws. The ECJ can impose pecuniary sanctions in case of poor 

or non-compliance. So far, several states were fined, because they did not comply with 

regulations as set forth by the Commission. All in all, the EJC is in charge of developing legal 

norms. National courts can also seek guidance from the ECJ. The EJC has long been hailed as 

an independent motor of European integration, while being conditioned by Member States’ 

preferences. The problem of over-constitutionalisation of EU law has been pointed out and has 

certain political detriments on the EU and as well as policymaking of Member States (Blauberger 
und Schmidt 2017). It is expected to play a greater role in the future regarding public climate 

cases. 



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
55 

The European Environmental Agency has an advisory function in terms of providing 
independent research and reports information on how to develop, adopt implement and evaluate 

environmental policy (for more information on the EU’s increasing capacity in terms of actors, 

knowledge bodies and institutions, see chapter 3.2 on autonomy).  

2.3.2. Member states constellations and interest groups  

At Member State level, constellations of conflicts emerged at an early stage (also see Fischer 
and Torgensen 2020 and Schild 2020). The Council is characterised by segmentation, and 

powerful state alliances consisting of different constellations14. One alliance consists of northern 

countries such as Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark, who often take a lead in the 

Council. ‘Laggards’ consists of poorer southern countries (e.g. Greece, Spain, Portugal) and new 

Member States from Eastern Europe. The UK used to have a somewhat insular location and was 

long considered ‘the dirty man’ of Europe, which changed after the 1990s (Jordan 2002, 

Lenschow 2005: 314). Before the UK exited the EU, it was also discussed as a ‘paradoxical 
leader’ in EU climate policy, characterised by entrepreneurial and cognitive leadership, especially 

at the international level (Rayner and Jordan 2011). Cognitive leadership for instance was 

exhibited through the UK’s sponsorship of major scientific events and ongoing efforts of reframing 

climate change as a coSamplex endeavour that reaches beyond environmental spheres (ibid.).  

Another important interest group is the Visegrád Group, also known as V4, consisting of Poland, 

Slovakia, Czech Republic and Hungary (see Schild 2020). The Visegrád Group has played an 

active role in Brussels in terms of hampering a more ambitious EU climate policy. Another 

alliance, the Baltic Council consists of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Under the guidance of 

Poland, these two interest groups have reconvened in the past in light of similar interests and 

ultimately watered down the climate and clean energy package of the EU in 2008 (see Jankowska 
2011).  

These different objectives and interest groups within the Council are also a reflection of different 

degrees of industrialisation, development demands as well as historic alliances and path 
dependencies in terms of European integration. Climate change has increasingly fulfilled an 

important role as part of EU enlargement processes. The EU’s formal institutional structure and 

accession of the 10 Central and Eastern European Countries (CEECs) in 2004 was guided by 

the EU’s environmental foreign policy (EFP) coupled with intense negotiations over the 

environmental chapter and implementation of the so-called Acquis Communautaire (hereinafter 

the acquis), the accumulated legal basis of the European community. Aside from core legislation, 

the acquis consists of principles, policies and objectives – many of which relate to environmental 

protection standards and intended to approximate the environmental laws of CEEC countries to 

 
14 For an overview of the role that different countries have taken, see Wurzel and Connelly 2011: 95ff (Part III: The EU 
and its Member States).  



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
56 

European standards. EU enlargement processes have expanded the horizontal extension of the 
(geographical) scope of EU authority. To what extent, the extension of EU authority also brought 

forward a shift of responsibility from Member State level to the EU. The EU acquis has however 

been criticised for not providing sufficient guidance to render national climate laws obsolete 

(Duwe 2020).  

In addition to these Member State-based interest groups and constellations, countries are 

coordinating at the bilateral level. It has been pointed out that the potential for tension between 

Member States of different sizes, which is inherent in all federal structures, remains rather latent in 

the EU (see Schild 2020).  

2.3.3. Environmental interest groups and regional actor alliances 

In terms of actor alliances and civil society, the actor landscape is manifold. Environmental 
interest groups are said to act as pressure groups in the policy formulation phase, mobilise the 
general public and offer expertise as think tanks (Lenschow 2005: 318). One earlier example is 
the ‘Gang of four’ or G4 a parody of the G7 meetings, consisting of different environmental NGOs 
(ENGOs) that is, the European Environmental Protection Bureau (EEPB)15, Friends of the Earth, 
the World Wide Fund for Nature, and Greenpeace International. The EEPB was long considered 
the only major environmental non-governmental organisation (Wurzel et al. 2016). These ENGOs 
have had an influence on climate and environmental policymaking of the EU and gradually grew 
into the ‘Gang of seven’, including the European Federation for Transport and Environment (T&E), 
Climate Network Europe and BirdLifeIn (Lenschow 2005) and later the G10 with more than 20 
million people (see Wurzel et al. 2016). In the subsequent years, the landscape proliferated 
further, with CAN Europe (former Climate Network Europe) becoming an important international 
network of NGOs on matters specifically related to climate change issues. Today, it consists of 
over 170 member organisations in 38 countries, over 1 700 NGOs and ‘more than 40 million 
citizens’.16  

These ENGOs have not just played an important role in calling for greater policy ambition and 
keeping the pressure on politics high, they were also important in terms of framing the public 
debate about climate and energy issues. They too, have emphasised the need for greater 
inclusion of non-state actors into formal decision-making processes, improved transparency and 
openness of the EU (Wurzel and Connelly 2011: 215). Wurzel et al. (2016) have examined the 
recent role environmental NGOs play in EU climate politics, that is: pushing for EU leadership. At 
the same time, they have played an increasing role during the Copenhagen Climate Conference 
(COP15) and Paris Summit (COP21) by setting up much larger ad hoc alliances. Figure 4 
provides an overview of the most important ENGOs, non-environmental NGOs think tanks and 
research institutes active in Brussels and the EU.  

 
15 The European Environmental Protection Bureau was founded 1972 and is itself a federation of 160 member 
organisations (2020) from many different EU countries.  
16 See: ‘Members directory’, CAN Europe website, accessed June 20, 2021 at https://caneurope.org/members/.  

https://caneurope.org/members/.
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Figure 4 - NGOs, research institutes, funders and networks active on EU climate change 

issues. 
Source: Wurzel et al. 2016: 223. 

Further actor alliances such as transnational municipal networks have played an increasing role 

in global and EU climate governance. These alliances include organisations such as ICLEI, 

EUROCITIES, CEMR or the Covenant of Mayors (also see Bäckstrand 2008, Kern et al. 2009, 

Kern 2012).  

The active demand and push of ENGOs for the EU to take a leadership role and lobbying the EU 

in light of this key concern are met by a strong position of business actors and private 

organisations exercising structural power deriving from their economic strength (Grant 2011). 

These include consultation stakeholders and representatives from different sectors such as 

agricultural and rural development, aviation lobbies or the automobile industry (e.g. European 

Automobile Manufacturers' Association). There has been a growing dominance of regional actor 

alliances and multi-stakeholder initiatives, as well as formation of informal networks for different 

aspects of climate policymaking. One prominent example includes the German energy industry 

in the case of the Renewable Energy Directive17.  

 
17 The manifold companies, consultation stakeholders an interest groups of the private sector that impact the EU climate 
governance landscape are beyond the scope of this chapter. For an example of lobbying efforts in the energy sector, see 
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2.4. International regulatory cooperation and climate policy 
International regulatory cooperation is seen as a means to tackle cross-border issues, account 

for externalities and reconvene diverging policy directives of different actors and key international 

players (Golberg 2019). Its goal is to eliminate unnecessary regulatory divergences between 

domestic jurisdictions and regional / supranational governance entities, such as the EU (OECD 

2013). Its core field are trade agreements, and their original purpose is to remove non-tariff 

barriers to trade. The OECD (2013) has developed a typology of International Regulatory 

Cooperation (IRC) consisting of 11 different categories of IRC mechanisms (see fig. 5). Regional 

agreements with regulatory provisions such as regional trade agreements or economic 

cooperation are one example. In the climate change context, trade agreements such as CETA 

and TTIP stand potentially in conflict with climate policy targets and run the risk of eroding 

environmental protection (also see Trew 2019). Another IRC mechanism includes Mutual 

Recognition Agreements as principle of international law, which recognise and conform with legal 

decisions taken by other authorities. Another type of IRC is regulatory partnerships between 

countries to cooperate on better regulation and minimise regulatory divergences (OECD).  

 
Figure 5 - Revisiting the 11 dimensions of OECD International Regulatory Cooperation 

Source: OECD 2013; 2018: 5. 

 
Inga Margarete Ydersbond. 2012. ‘Multi-level lobbying in the EU: The case of the Renewables Directive and the German 
energy industry.’ Published with the Fridtjof Nanens Institutt, September 2012.  
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To this end, in pluralistic trade agreements such as CETA or TTIP, bodies for regulatory 
cooperation are set up. The partners to the agreements (1) inform each other on planned 

regulation with the potential impact on trade (2) conduct impact assessments on these regulations 

and (3) run programmes on existing regulation to remove or harmonise these for enabling trade. 

Such mechanisms have been criticised by environmental NGOs (and trade unions on issues of 

social protection) for bearing the risks to lower the standards for the sake of trade. As a reaction, 

sustainability chapters of varying concreteness and bindingness have been integrated in trade 

agreements, and non-governmental actors are invited to participate in the bodies on regulatory 
cooperation.  

3. EU actorness in climate policy across dimensions 
The EU is often seen as a prominent actor that played a key role in the ratification of the Kyoto 

agreement based upon strong EU cohesion and flexibility agreements (e.g. see Pavese and 

Torney 2012). During the Copenhagen Climate Summit (2009), EU actorness has been openly 

questioned as it failed to forge bridge-building coalitions and only played a subordinate role in 
reaching the political agreement of the Copenhagen Accord (e.g. see Bäckstrand and Elgström 

2013). In contrast, the high level of EU goal achievement in Paris and the EU’s key role in the 

creation of a High-Ambition Coalition was emphasised (e.g. Oberthür and Groen 2017). Looking 

ahead, Glasgow is seen as a particularly crucial moment for climate action based on the 

expectations to finish the work of COP25 in Madrid (2019) and manifesting the long-term target 

of climate neutrality by 2050 in form of a (revised) European Climate Law. The summit originally 

came at a particularly significant moment in time shortly after the US presidential elections. Due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, the summit was postponed to 2021 leaving more time for shaping 
the EU’s strategy and designing a post COVID-19 recovery plan that also focuses on the climate 

agenda. Because these four climate summits are in some form central to the evolution of EU 

actorness in climate policy and have been discussed as such, the following chapter takes a closer 

look at the dynamic of EU actorness by examining the different actorness dimensions around 

Kyoto (1997), Copenhagen (2009), Paris (2015) and where case data were available, providing 

a glimpse towards the Glasgow summit.  

Climate policy is a multi-faceted problem that calls for integrated policy responses in different 

policy sectors such as agriculture, energy, infrastructure, research and transportation. As a result 

of its cross-cutting character, climate policies need to reconcile different sectoral interests (also 

see Lüpke and Well 2019). The following chapter will reflect upon the evolution of EU actorness 
in climate policy across time and policy sectors related to climate policy. Overall, EU actorness 

has increased across time and dimensions, but across some dimensions more than others. 

Throughout time, EU actorness was particularly stable and has become especially strong in the 

authority, autonomy, attractiveness and opportunity dimensions (see figure 6). The recognition 

dimension has suffered some setbacks in Copenhagen but is strong overall today. Dimensions 
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where the EU is lacking behind are cohesion and credibility. The following chapter will examine 
why this is the case.  

Phase Kyoto Copenhagen Paris pre-Glasgow 

Period 1998 2009 2015 2020/21 

Authority         

Autonomy         

Cohesion         

Recognition         

Attractiveness         

Opportunity/Necessity 
to Act         

Credibility         

Legend 

Low   

Low/ medium   

Medium   

Medium/    high   

High   

Figure 6 - Evolution of EU actorness in climate policy across dimensions and time 
 

3.1. Authority    
This section lays out the formal legal competence that the EU has in climate policy. Climate policy 

is a field of shared competence between Member States and the EU, as defined by Article 4 (2e) 

of the Treaty on the European Union. This means both the EU and the Member States may adopt 
legally binding acts. Against the background of limited supranational authority, the EU’s legal 

competence in climate policy significantly increased over time, measured through the amount of 

(binding) legal mandates in the form of primary laws (treaties) and secondary laws (regulations, 

directives and decisions) and means to enforce them18. The definition focuses on the de jure 

authority, the authority the EU has over Member States against the background of increasing 

legal competence at the global governance level.  

 

 
18 For a definition of different types of legal acts, refer to European Union, ‘EU Law’, accessible at 
https://europa.eu/european-union/eu-law/legal-acts_en. 

https://europa.eu/european-union/eu-law/legal-acts_en.
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Phase Assessm
ent (low 
to high) 

Comment 

post-Kyoto  
 

Moderate 
to low  

Compared to other EU laws, low share of climate laws but burden sharing 
agreement and ETS are put into place, increasing external EU authority over 
then 15 Member States 
As an area of shared competence, EU has increasing external authority over 
environmental policy, climate change appears as a theme  
Post-1997: Establishment of EU ETS places the Union as an authority 
between the national and international level  
As part of the EU ETS Directive 2003, the Commission can start 
infringement proceedings and impose sanctions against Member States if 
government legislation is not properly implemented 

Copenhagen 
2009 

Moderate Ahead of Copenhagen climate change appears as an explicit objective of 
EU environmental policy in the Treaty of Lisbon (2008) 
Aside from increasing its legal competence in terms of the number of legal 
acts, the authority of the EU over its Member States remains moderate in 
term of climate being a shared legal competence 
Phase II of ETS: the penalty for non-compliance of EU Member States is 
increased 
Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS) is put into place, with it the CCS 
Directive, which establishes a legal framework for the safe storage of CO2, 
which applies to the territory of the Member States, as environmentally safe 
storage cannot be sufficiently achieved by Member States individually. The 
directive regulates the amount of storage of EU Member States, but Member 
States retain the right to determine the areas within their territory from which 
storage sites may be selected. 

Paris  
2015 

Moderate  Staggering number of legal acts post-2000, peaking particularly after 2015, 
leading to an EU long-term strategy (2020). This long-term strategy also 
relates to Regulation 2018/1999, which stipulates that the target for 
renewable energy for 2030 of at least 32 % is binding not just at EU level 
but will need to be fulfilled through Member States and is up for review by 
2023. Aside from increasing legal competence the authority of the EU over 
its Member States remains moderate in terms of climate being a shared 
legal competence. 

Glasgow 
2021 

Outlook: 
Moderate 
to high 

European Climate Law proposed to manifest climate neutrality by 2050 for 
the first time enshrining a long-term goal, expected to inspire a ‘legislative 
firestorm’, yet continued lack of efficient enforcement mechanisms and 
stringent policy monitoring. The proposal to amend Regulation (EU) 
2018/1999 (European Climate Law) would require EU institutions and 
Member States to build upon their climate measures, to issue 
recommendations to Member States for corrective action if their efforts are 
inconsistent with the emissions trajectory.  
In 2019, the EU experienced the greatest number of infringement cases 
(327) related to the environment, with the European Commission taking 
legal action against delinquent Member States.  

The EU has moderate to high actorness regarding EU authority over its Member States, which continues 
to be an area of shared competence. When it comes to legal competence in terms of the amount of primary 
and secondary laws, EU authority has been consistently increasing throughout the years; EU provisions 
are strong regarding EU emissions monitoring but low enforcement opportunities over national progress 
persist, with only limited effectiveness of existing liability mechanisms for implementation by Member 
States. The EU ETS Directive of 2003 is one example of a long-term target (decarbonisation by 2050) 
which is currently not included in EU law but proposed. The proposed regulation could however only softly 
increase EU authority over its Member States through recommendations. Besides the possible future 
climate law, the EU has important responsibilities for climate relevant policy areas e.g. in product regulation 
(eco-design directive), provision of subsidies, agricultural policies, trade policies, etc.  

Table 3 - Authority assessment table 
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3.1.1. Changes over time: Shifting authority from Member States to the EU 

The EU’s climate policy aims were gradually enshrined in the treaties (see fig. 1). The Treaty on 

the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) was consolidated by Article 191 in 2008, which 

makes combating climate change an ‘explicit objective of EU environmental policy’19. In the 

broader context of environmental protection, it has been argued that the constitutional setting has 

been continuously strengthened as an environmental right as per Article 11 of the TFEU (Nowag 

2018). Article 11 TFEU states: ‘Environmental protection requirements must be integrated into 

the definition and implementation of the Union's policies and activities, in particular with a view to 

promoting sustainable development,’ (ibid.: 1). Article 11 is not just emblematic of the growing 

political weight of environmental concerns (ibid.) but has also structured environmental legislation 

by EU Member States and environmental action of individuals as well as NGOs. Although Art. 11 

is not a self-standing right but relies on the enabling function of pre-existing rights to advance a legal 

claim, Article 11 TFEU binds national courts when Member States are applying EU law (ibid. 11ff.).  

Beyond Article 191, the EU Reform Treaty, also known as the Treaty of Lisbon (2007), had several 

important implications for EU climate change governance and policy through embedding climate 

change and energy security as two important cornerstones, further centralising related policy tasks 

away from Member States. The treaty changes are seen as a helpful progression for embedding 

environmental ‘rules of the game’ into EU policymaking (also see Benson and Jordan 2010).  

 

Figure 7 - The EU’s accumulated legal authority from 1990-2019 related to climate policy, 
environmental protection and energy. 

Data Source: Key Word Search in Eurlex, Key Words Used: Climate Change, Climate Change Policy, Climate 
Mitigation, Climate Change Adaptation 

 
19 See EUR-LEX, original Article 191, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CEL 
EX:12008E191:EN:HTML  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CEL
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3.1.1.1 EU ETS Directive 2003 

The initial ‘burden sharing’ agreement laid the groundwork for the adoption of the ETS Directive 

in 2003, manifested in Article 17 of the protocol. On the one hand, the ETS is seen as a 

precondition for the EU to ratify the Kyoto Protocol in 2002 and for reaching the European Kyoto 
Targets (Klepper and Peterson 2006, Benson and Jordan 2010). On the other hand, the EU ETS 

Directive is exemplary of increasing EU authority over its Member States. Before phases I (2005-

2007) and II (2008-2012) of the EU ETS were launched, each country decided on the allocation 

of their emission allowances (EUAs) through National Allocation Plans (NAPs). This process was 

guided through the Commission and was politically sensitive, as there were only broad criteria for 

Member States on how to establish their allocation plans. The beginning of the EU ETS marked 

a period of testing, with greater flexibility, interpretability and less authority of the EU. Thus, the 

initial phase was marked by a loose framework and total Member State freedom (Convery 2009). 
In the subsequent phases however, the Commission began to limit this freedom to the extent that 

harmonised allocations will be achieved (ibid. 394). 

Before the system of NAPs was replaced in the third ETS phase (2013-2020), the EU had the 

authority to reject NAPs and ask Member States for changes, e.g. to reduce national caps 

because they were not in line with the country’s Kyoto targets. Once the NAPs were approved by 

the Commission, installations, as set forth by the country-wide reduction targets in the NAPs, 

received permits that could be traded (also see Bayer and Aklin 2020). If installations ran short of 

permits to cover emissions, they were punishable by EUR 40 from 2005 to 2007 and EUR 100 

since 2008 per tonne of carbon (tCO2) (ibid., EC 2015: 80ff.). This compliance procedure is based 

on a penalty and enforcement structure and concerns companies failing to surrender the 
allowances owed (EC 2015). In addition to punishment if of failure to surrender the required 

number of allowances, EU Member States can be penalised ifthey breach the EU ETS Directive’s 

requirements as stipulated in Article 16 (1). Another important aspect of increasing EU authority 

in the context of EU ETS is the qualified majority mechanisms, which means that decisions can 

be taken without unanimity (Convery 2009).  

The ETS itself is divided into four phases (see fig. 8). The initial ETS directive was extended to 

include aviation in the second commitment phase of the Kyoto Protocol. As part of the climate 

change and energy package, five directives covered the extension of ETS. The EU ETS is well 

anchored in European law and has changed over time (see fig. 8). 

Phase of 
ETS  

I: 2005-2007 II: 2008-2012 III: 2013-2020 IV: 2021-2028 

Important 
changes in 
legislation 

EP passes ETS 
law (2003) 
regulating the 
1st and 2nd 
trading phase 

Tighter 
emissions cap 
imposed  

ETS scheme 
expanded to 
include aviation  

Modification of 
allocation method 
supervised by EU ETS 
Auctioning Regulation 
and EU ETS Directive 
instructing new criteria 
like transparency 

Legislative proposal for 
Market Stability 
Reserve (MSR) aiming 
to reduce the amount 
of surplus allowances 
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Infrastructure 
for MRV is set 
up 

Penalty for non-
compliance 
relatively low  

Carbon Capture 
and Storage 
(CSS) regulation 

Penalty for non-
compliance is 
increased  

predictability, cost-
efficiency, fair access 
to auctions, etc. of the 
EU over its Member 
States  

Better rules to address 
carbon leakage 

Full review of ETS 
Directive planned by 
2026 

Revision of free 
allowance scheme, 
more flexible rules 

Table 4 - Important changes in ETS legislation over time 
Sources: Climate policy info hub, European Commission, Council of the European Union. 

3.1.1.2 Post-Kyoto: The effort sharing scheme evolves  

Subsequently, the sharing of emission allowances became a legally binding part of the EU’s 

instrument of ratification of the Kyoto Protocol and core instrument for subsequent climate policy 

efforts at EU and the global level. The burden sharing agreement was further revised and became 

known as the effort sharing scheme post-2008. Since then, the scheme has grown into a more 

profound effort sharing legislation, which consists of an Effort Sharing Decision (ESD) and Effort 
Sharing Regulation (ESR)20. The ESD is part of the EU’s 2020 Climate and Energy policy 

package, which came into effect in 2009 and one of the core legislative pieces aiming to ensure 

the EU reaches its energy targets for 202021. The ESD sets annual emission reduction targets of 

10 % for 2020. The decision is central to defining legally binding emissions’ trajectories for 

Member States between 2013 and 2020 by requiring countries to perform annual monitoring and 

compliance checks. The ESD is considered a ‘flexible emissions ceiling’, as it offers some 

flexibility of annual emissions allocations between the years, the use of different instruments and 

focus on different sectors to reach the targets (EC 2016). An evaluation of the ESD finds that it 
has been partially effective in stimulating new policies at the national level of some Member 

States, but that there is only insufficient evidence to quantify the overall impact of the ESD on 

GHG emissions (EC 2016: vi).  

As the EU has pointed out, many EU policy instruments related to GHG mitigation are directives 

and therefore have to be implemented by Member States and are likely to be implemented in very 

different ways. Climate policy monitoring varies considerably, as the European Commission does 

not provide clear technical guidance on what ‘policy’ and ‘measure’ refers to (Schoenefeld et al. 

2019). Reporting obligations of the Member States to the EU level are regulated under the 

Monitoring Mechanism Regulation (MMR) a subsequent mechanism for the implementation of the 

Kyoto Protocol (based upon Decision No 280/2004/EC) which came into force in 2013. Before 
that, the EU had developed a legal base of Member State monitoring through systematising 

Member State practices and creating a monitoring mechanism for national GHG emissions. In 

 
20 For more details on the Effort Sharing Regulation see European Commission, ‘Effort sharing: Member States' emission 
targets,’ last accessed 3 November 2020 via https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/effort_en.  
21 See EUR-Lex, ‘2020 climate and energy package,’ last accessed November 3, 2020 via https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/summary/EN/legissum:2001_8.  

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/effort_en.
https://eur-
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contrast to policy monitoring, national GHG emissions reporting is described as a relatively 
stringent system (Schoenefeld et al. 2019). Policy monitoring is an important aspect of policy 

evaluation and implies the process of collecting data to determine the merit and impact of public 

policy. It is considered important for measuring effectiveness and transparency (e.g. Schoenefeld 

et al. 2019, Aldy 2018, also see chapter 4). Up to this point, policy monitoring in the EU is not 

mandatory and stands out by its low level of standardisation, resulting in challenges to use 

available policy monitoring data. The preliminary evaluation of the ESD reports that the impacts 

of EU-wide policies could not be fully assessed, due to inconsistent reporting by Member States 
(ibid. vii). Policy monitoring provisions are expected to be strengthened as part of the emerging 

Energy Union and as an outcome of the Paris Agreement. However, to date the main focus has 

been on the effectiveness of EU ETS.  

3.1.1.3 Copenhagen: EU ETS regulation evolves but Member States retain core authority 

Authority in the sense of delegating responsibility from Member States to the EU and being flexible 

in deviating from the negotiation position was low in Copenhagen (also see Groen and Niemann 
2013). The EU had only a very limited ability to overcome diverging Member States preferences 

and solve disagreements, as it was obliged to act within the constraints of the negotiation position. 

As a result, the EU must comply with concrete points of the negotiation position that was 

anonymously approved by the Member States (ibid.).  

This was counterbalanced by an important regulation which was brought forward at the time of 

Copenhagen providing for differentiated effort-sharing targets to reduce emissions in policy 

sectors not covered by EU ETS (e.g. transport, housing, agriculture) and a directive for a new 

phase of ETS, extending trading to a third phase (2013 to 2020) (Burns et al. 2012, Rayner and 

Jordan 2016). Beyond that, and surprising to common perception, several important legislative 

measures were initiated during Copenhagen, including the first legal framework for safe carbon 
capture and storage (CCS) and a regulation on limiting CO2 emissions from cars, replacing a 

voluntary agreement with the automobile industry (for a full list of core legislative pieces, see 

Burns et al. 2012: 61). Another important development as part of EU ETS regulation was the 

introduction of an annually declining cap for the whole EU, and the phasing in of auctioning to 

allocate allowances. The CCS Directive establishes a legal framework for the safe storage of CO2, 

which applies to the territory of the Member States, as environmentally safe storage cannot be 

sufficiently achieved by Member States individually. The directive regulates the amount of storage 

of EU Member States but Member States retain the right to determine the areas within their 
territory from which storage sites may be selected. 

3.1.1.4  Paris: Advancing EU legislation and national climate laws, but missing guidance on long-term 

strategies 

Like Kyoto, the Paris Agreement and EU efforts in this context are understood as an impulse, 

which triggered national climate laws across Europe (also see Duwe et al. 2020). Today, the 
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majority of EU countries have adopted an overarching climate protection law or are in the process 
of doing so (see fig. 9). In terms of authority, current EU legislation commits Member States to 

obligations beyond the Paris Agreement, but there is no substantial guidance through EU rules, 

which ensures the connection between long-term and short-term targets, and ensuring that the 

targets are actually met (compare Duwe et al. 2020: 11ff.) 

Another important post-Paris regulation regards the Governance of the Energy Union (GR), which 

was proposed in November 2016. The GR responded to long-term perspectives and goals as 

enshrined in the Paris Agreement  but is said to lack detail on the content of long-term strategies 

and lacking a guiding document for Member States (Duwe et al. 2017). As a major innovation, the 

regulation adapted MMR practice by requiring Member States to adopt National Energy and Climate 

Change Plans (NECPs).  

 
Figure 8 - Geographic overview of the status quo of climate laws across Europe  

Source: Duwe et al. 2020: 9. 
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3.1.1.5 Post-Paris: Reforming effort sharing and increasing EU authority through stronger compliance 

rules 

The ESR was adopted in 2018 in the EU’s commitment to ‘building an Energy Union with a 

forward-looking climate policy’ and implementing the Paris Agreement22. The regulation covers 

all GHG emissions which are covered neither by the EU ETS (see below), nor by the LULUCF 

regulation. The main ambition under the ESR is to reduce non-ETS emissions by at least 30 % 

by 2030 (2005 levels)23. The ESR established two key liability mechanisms for EU Member 
States: 1) financial sanctions for non-compliance of Member States related to national reduction 

obligations in the non-ETS sector and 2) infringement procedure. A preliminary ESR ‘Inception 

impact assessment’ points to the need for adapted compliance rules with ‘stronger ex ante 

incentives for compliance’ (EC 2020b: 3). The Effort Sharing Regulation is currently under review 

with the Commission considering the expansion of emissions trading to existing effort sharing 

sectors, defining new targets, flexibilities and compliance rules as well as potential impacts of the 

COVID-19 crisis (ibid.). The problem definition of the ESR impact assessment acknowledges that 

the ESR emissions reduction target of 30 % is inconsistent with the 2050 climate neutrality target 
under the European Green Deal. 

3.1.2. Outlook: EU climate law could softly increase EU authority 

In 2019 (pre-Glasgow), the EU experienced the greatest number of infringement cases (327) 

related to the environment, which is the highest number of any area (EC SG 2020). For instance, 

the EU launched infringement procedures against 17 Member States to improve implementation 
of the EU Environmental Impact Assessment Directive. Aside from a stable number of open 

cases, the number of new cases increased by 20 %. This means that the EU Commission has 

increasingly filled its authority to take action against delinquent Member States. This high number 

of cases against Member States for breaking environmental rules is also indicative of (lacking) 

cohesion (see below). 

Despite the high expectations of increasing EU authority over its Member States, the proposed 

Climate Law of the EU to manifest climate neutrality by 2050 has been criticised for letting 

Member States off the hook too easily, as they do not have to reach climate neutrality on their 

own and recommendations put forward by the climate law are non-legally binding, with the EU 

having very little authority to punish its Member States (Donnerer 2020). Yet, the proposal to 
amend Regulation (EU) 2018/1999 (European Climate Law), as set out in the European Green 

Deal, would require EU institutions and Member States to build upon their climate measures and 

 
22 See EUR-Lex, ‘Regulation (Eu) 2018/842 Of The European Parliament And Of The Council,’ last accessed November 
3, 2020 via: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32018R0842.   
23 For more information, see European Commission, Effort Sharing, Member States’ emission targets, accessed October 
21, 2020 at: https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/effort_en.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32018R0842.
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/effort_en.


D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
68 

could issue recommendations to Member States for corrective action if their efforts are 
inconsistent with the emissions trajectory. This could softly increase EU authority.  

3.2. Autonomy  
Aside from climate policy expansion at the legal level, cross-sectoral policy integration also 
occurred in terms of (new)institutional arrangements, increasing the EU’s ability to set priorities 

and determine agendas related to climate change. Capacities are examined in terms of the EU’s 

internal institutional set-ups (intra-EU organisations), climate policy mainstreaming as part of EU 

budgets (‘climate proofing’)24. but also in terms of increasing the EU’s knowledge base and 

monitoring capacity.  

Phase Assessment 
(low to high) 

Comment 

Kyoto  
1997 

Low to moderate Limited institutions working on climate policy as a distinctive 
policy field, climate change policy subsumed in areas of 
environmental policy, absence of consistent and coherent 
monitoring of climate objectives and inputs. 

Copenhagen 
2009 

Moderate Pre-Copenhagen: Evolution of a comprehensive EU climate 
policy, increasing capacity with intra-EU organisations related to 
climate policy gradually being built. 
Post-Copenhagen: DG CLIMA splits from DG ENV, growing 
salience of climate policy backed up with new institutional set-
ups. 

Paris  
2015 

Moderate to high Climate mainstreaming in EU budget on agricultural policy, 
cohesion and structural policy, research and innovation. 

Glasgow 
2020-21 

Moderate to high Climate budget will increase by a small margin (5-10 %), 
research and knowledge competence is strong, budget reaches 
an ever-time high, additional COVID-19 recovery package 
focuses on a green recovery, reform of EU budgeting will be 
central in addition to improved coordination mechanisms and 
reporting & monitoring mechanisms, potential to improve 
capacity for policy evaluation and citizen participation. 

The EU has moderate to high actorness when it comes to autonomy illustrated by a significant 
increase of formal capacity in terms of financial and human resources as well as knowledge and 
expertise related to climate policy over time. Climate mainstreaming has occurred in key policy areas 
with considerable spending programmes such as the common agricultural policy and cohesion and 
structural policy. As part of these efforts, climate budgeting has become the key policy instrument for 
increased EU climate efforts. Another core aspect of increased EU autonomy lies in the research 
activities of the EU Framework Programmes, which have increasingly diverted resources to climate-
related issues. The European Commission has built up considerable capacities for policy assessment, 
including the evaluation of climate policies of the Member States. At the same time, the EU has 
doubled its funds and role of climate finance to support developing countries since 2013. The EU has 
only moderate autonomy when it comes to meaningful mechanisms for coordination, budgeting 
authority, coherent monitoring and reporting mechanisms. Aside from improved coordination and 
monitoring mechanisms, new governance arrangements for the increased participation of civil society 
actors will be key for the EU to increase its autonomy in climate policy further.  

Table 5 - Autonomy assessment table 

 
24 Due to a lack of continuous data on staff, budget and limited scope time, these quantitative aspects could not be 
measured relative to the individual Member States. 
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3.2.1. Changes over time: Significant increase of EU autonomy 

Autonomy has increased through institutional capacity building in intra-EU organisations. At the 

same time, mainstreaming of climate policy occurred as part of EU budgeting in the three fields 

of agriculture, cohesion and structural policy, and research and innovation. Climate proofing the 

EU budget is a distinctive policy instrument used by the EU, which increased its autonomy (on 

climate proofing as an instrument see Medarova-Bergstrom 2011).  

3.2.1.1 Intra-EU organisations: Making climate policy more explicit in Directorate-Generals 

Not only limited to climate policy, the European Commission is seen as a dominant agenda setter 

that has developed into a quasi ‘normalised executive,’ characterised by distinct organisational 

and behavioural patterns commonly associated with national governments (Wille 2013, Hustedt 

and Seyfried 2017). The Commission is organised in the form of Directorates-General (DGs), 
which are considered policy departments that are charged with developing, implementing and 

managing EU policy, law and funding programmes25. In line with the process of centralisation 

within the Commission based on the formation of a European Administrative Centre (Trondal 

2012, Hustedt and Seyfried 2017), the relationship between the Commissioner’s Cabinets and 

DGs has become denationalised, signified by great degrees of cooperation, substantial policy 

expertise and internal ‘position formation’ of the DGs (Hustedt and Seyfried 2017: 368).  

Although the EU has been a prominent player in international climate change politics since the 

beginning, a comprehensive EU climate policy did not take off until the 2000s with the ratification 

of the Kyoto Protocol and launch of the European Climate Change Programme (also see Damro 

et al. 2008, Delbeke and Vis 2016). The 5th Environmental Action Programme (EAP) (1993) 

included climate change as a ‘theme’ and the 6th EAP (2002-2012) mentioned climate change 
as one of its four priority areas (Damro et al. 2008, Orlando 2014). The EU’s complex internal 

design and institutional capacity related to climate change policymaking has been evolving 

against this background. Previously, climate policy started off as part of environmental policy, with 

EU institutions taking a broader focus on environmental protection and sustainability rather than 

on climate policy as a distinctive policy field (for an overview of the evolution of autonomy related 

to sustainability, see the SDGs Deep Dive). Until climate policy evolved rapidly into a 

distinguished field with separate institutions, it had been considered an aspect of EU 
environmental policy. With growing prominence and autonomy, climate policy progressively 

detached from environmental policy through the creation of its own Directorate-General Climate 

(DG CLIMA) in 2010 (ibid.).  

Previously, many climate policy efforts, such as the 2008 revision of the ETS, were anchored in 

the Directorate-General (DG) of the Environment (DG ENV) that was created in 1981. The spin-

off into an own DG Clima has been argued as a special case for environmental policy 

 
25 See European Commission, ‘how the Commission is organised,’ last accessed 5 November 2020 via 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/organisational-structure/how-commission-organised_en.  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/organisational-structure/how-commission-organised_en.
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coordination, with a greater focus on making climate change issues more explicit and also 
reflecting a shift in policy priorities from classical environmental policies towards a more salient 

climate policy (Lenschow 2020). Yet, research is needed on whether the spin-off of DG CLIMA 

also led to a weakening of DG ENV. Further intra-institutional changes post-Copenhagen, include 

changes in the set-up of other DGs that relate to climate policy: DG Energy was split from DG 

Transport in 2010 and DG Enterprise and Industry was established in 2015. These intra-

institutional developments speak to a clearer differentiation of more articulate policy fields and 

growing (institutional) competence.  

Within the Commission, six Directorates-General (DGs) today hold competences related to 

climate policy. These are: the DG for Climate Action (CLIMA), DG for Energy (ENER), DG for 

Enterprise and Industry (ENTR), DG for Environment (ENV), DG for Maritime Affairs and 
Fisheries (MARE) and DG for Regional Policy (REGIO). Although the relationship between the 

27 Member State Commissioners and the DGs has become more cooperative than earlier, DGs 

hold different interests and are characterised by sectoral conflict patterns (Hustedt and Seyfried 

2017). 

In 2020, the European Commission had a total of 32 847 employees (EC 2020c). Of these, 259 

had ‘climate’ in their job title26. This relatively low number can be partially explained with the 

overlap between climate policy and other policy fields such as sustainability and environmental 

protection and distinctive policy sectors that are of relevance for climate policy (such as DG 

AGRI). Furthermore, climate policy is mostly a regulatory policy, while the more staff intensive 

policies are spending programmes. Therefore, the number and share of staff provides little insight 
to the EU autonomy.  

3.2.1.2 Budgets: Mainstreaming of climate policy in key policy areas  

The EU budget is understood as a mechanism for increasing EU capacity through pooling 

resources. The Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) is the main instrument and sets an overall 

budget ceiling for the EU’s expenditures and in that sense forms an ‘overarching framework for 

the negotiations between the Commission, the Council, and the Parliament on the annual budgets 
for the duration of the financial framework’ (Medarova-Bergstrom et al. 2011: 16). The 

Commission is in a strategic agenda-setting position and proposes the main priorities, which are 

formulated along broad policy areas (‘headings’) (see the table below). The draft budget is then 

approved by the Member States in the Council and the directly elected members in the European 

Parliament. Both entities form the budgetary authority and amend the draft budget. The budgeting 

procedures changed significantly throughout the years with 13 new Member States joining since 

2004 and efforts on climate change taking a more prominent role (also see EC 2019: 5, The 

Evolution of the EU budget). With the entry into force of TFEU, the European Parliament was 
granted greater leeway and is now on par with the Council (for more detailed information see 

 
26 [Reference TRIGGER data source and limitations]. 
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Medarova-Bergstrom et al. 2011). Due to the progressive stance of the EP on climate-related 
issues, the climate proofing strategy of the EU may benefit from its enhanced role.  

The EU budget is significantly different from national budgets, in that it is primarily used for 
investment, comprises a fraction of the combined national budgets of the EU Member States (2 % 

in 2020), and does not finance social protection, primary education or national defence (see EC 

2019: 6, EC 2020a). Because expenditure of the MFFs is grouped under different thematic 

priorities, and definitions of expenditure are not clear and transparent, it is difficult to determine 

what is actually spent on climate change (Medarova-Bergstrom et al. 2011).  

Member States handle their contributions to the EU budget in their national budgets very 

differently (EU 2014). It is commonly stressed that the competence of EU-formal political 

institutions (such as the EU acquis, EU rules) are not yet well-suited for providing guidance for 

national governments (e.g. Duwe et al. 2020), as they only provide very general guidelines and 

definitions, and this is true also for the budgeting system (OECD 2017). Budgeting is 

characterised by an own resources (OR) system, according to which Member States contribute 
mainly through VAT- and GNI-based own resources, with true resources losing importance 

(Krenek and Schratzenstaller 2019). The OR system is based upon the subsidiarity principle, 

according to which Member States can decide autonomously about the sources financing their 

contributions (ibid.). Although the OR system provides steady and reliable revenues, it is 

considered an opaque, distorted mechanism lacking transparency and a direct link between EU 

revenues and citizens (EU 2014, OECD 2017, Krenek and Schratzenstaller 2019).  

 

Multiannual 
Financial 
Frameworks 
(MFFs) 

Period of 
time 

Main focus / Main headings  Percentage 
spent on 
climate 
change 

2nd MFF so-called 
Delors II package) 

1993-1999 Focused on social and cohesion policy 
and the introduction of the euro. 

No data  

3rd MFF (so-called 
Agenda 2000) 

2000-2006 Focused on establishing the Single 
Market and consolidating the 
multiannual framework programme for 
research and development. 

No data 

4th MFF 2007-2013 1. Sustainable growth 
2. Preservation and management of 
natural resources 
3. Administration 
4. The EU as a global actor 
5. Freedom, security, justice and 
citizenship. 

Limited data: 
direct 
spending of 
EUR 269 
million under 
LIFE+ 
Programme 
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5th MFF 
(EUR 1 033 billion) 

2014-2020 1a. Competitiveness for growth and jobs 
1b. Economic, social and territorial 
cohesion 
2. CAP: Market related expenditure and 
direct payments 
2. CAP: Rural development and direct 
payments 
2. Fisheries and others 
3. Security and citizenship 
4. Global Europe 
5. Administration 
6. Compensations. 

20 % 
 

6th MFF (combined 
with temporary 
recovery instrument 
NextGenerationEU) 
 
(EUR 1 074 billion) 

2021-2027 1. Single Market, Innovation and Digital 
2. Cohesion, Resilience and Values 
3. Natural Resources and Environment 
4. Migration and Border Management 
5. Security and Defence 
6. Neighbourhood and the World 
7. European Public Administration. 

25-30 %  

Table 6 - Overview of European Multi-annual Financial Frameworks 
Source: EC 2010, Medarova-Bergstrom et al. 2011, EC 2014, EC 2018b, EC 2020a, EP 2020b. 

 

In addition to direct climate spending through climate-focused funding programmes such as 

LIFE+ and mainstreaming distinctive policy targets and/or climate policy into (new) institutional 

settings, mainstreaming of climate policy has also occurred as part of EU budgeting for the period 
of 2014 to 2020. The corresponding policy instrument ‘climate proofing’, refers to the notion of 

‘turning the EU budget into an instrument to support the fight against climate change’ (Adelle et 

al. 2008: 1). The methodology for estimating expenditure on climate change for the last budget 

cycle (2014-2020) tracks expenditure in the sense of efforts, whose primary purpose it is to meet 

climate mitigation and climate adaptation targets (EP 2020b)27. Accordingly, the 5th MFF was 

spending roughly 20 % on climate-related policy efforts, which was increased to 25-30 % for the 

6th MFF (2021-2027) (see table above). 

The battles over other elements of the budget will be mainly fought in two policy areas: (1) the 

Common Agricultural Policy and (2) the Cohesion Policy28. Climate spending has been 

mainstreamed especially into these two policy areas since the 5th MFF (2014-2020). 

 
27 However, the EP uses caution to describe its most recent methodology (p.14): It is similarly not accurate to think of 
20 % (or, for the next MFF, 25 %) being spent ‘on’ climate, and the remaining EU budget being spent ‘on’ other things 
adding up to the remaining 80 % (or 75 %) of the total. Delivery of climate objectives overlaps with the delivery of other 
objectives.’ Retrieved 12 February 2021 at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/654 
166/IPOL_STU(2020)654166_EN.pdf  
28 For more information on the pre-dominance of net balanced logic and the path-dependent nature of EU budget 
negotiations, see: Andrew Sherriff. (2019). INVESTING IN EUROPE’S GLOBAL ROLE. The must-have guide for the 
negotiations of the Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-2027. The European Centre for Development Policy 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/654
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3.2.1.3 Climate mainstreaming in common agricultural policy 

Climate mainstreaming into the common agricultural policy (CAP) marks an important turning 

point for EU capacity building related to climate change. The share of climate change finance as 

part of the CAP has almost doubled from 2014 to 2015 and has overall increased in the last couple 
of years (see fig. 9).  

 
Figure 9 - Overview of share of climate finance in CAP from 2014-2020. 

Source: Matthews 2020 

3.2.1.4  Climate mainstreaming in cohesion and structural policy  

Climate policy was also formally mainstreamed into the EU’s cohesion policy during the 

programme period 2014 to 202029. The EU’s cohesion policy is a central policy area of the 

European Union with growing importance for integration policy (Becker 2020). It is argued that 

European cohesion policy today is one of the largest expenditures, and most visible signs for 

European solidarity (ibid.). The term ‘cohesion policy’ has gradually replaced former terms such 

as ‘structural policy’ or ‘regional policy’. In this specific context, the term ‘cohesion’ is less thought 

of as shared values, interests and principles, and rather as an all-encompassing term for pursuing 
politics holistically, reaching beyond sectoral or horizontal funding policies. At the same time, the 

multisectoral funding of activities in areas such as the environment, climate change, education 

and employment is expected to diminish regional disparities and strengthen EU cohesion. This is 

also manifested in Article 174 of the Working Methods of the European Union (see cohesion 

dimension). 

 
Management (ECDPM), 2019. Retrieved 12 February 12021. https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/Europe-global-
role_multiannual-financial-framework-2021-2027-must-have-guide-negotiations-ECDPM-April-2019.pdf  
29 See the Directorate-General for Internal Policies, ‘Policy Department B, Structural and Cohesion Policies’, retrieved 2 
June 2021 at: https://ieep.eu/uploads/articles/attachments/c6717f0c-98bc-4ede-a662-
edd0ce418a8b/Cohesion%20Policy%20and 
%20Paris%20Agreement%20targets%20report.pdf?v=63667241874  

https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/Europe-global-
https://ieep.eu/uploads/articles/attachments/c6717f0c-98bc-4ede-a662-
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3.2.1.5 Increase of climate change finance 

Aside from mainstreaming climate policy into different policy areas, the budget for climate change 

finance has been continuously increasing during the last budget cycle (2014-2020), dedicating 

almost one fifth of the budget to climate action and renewable energy (see fig. 12). The increasing 
role of climate change finance is an outcome of the Paris Agreement, in order to support 

developing countries to deal with climate change. In this capacity, the EU, its Member States and 

the European Investment Bank have been the biggest contributor of public climate finance to 

developing countries30.  

 
Figure 10 - Draft of the last budget cycle and estimates. 
 Source: Draft budget 2018, Statement of Estimates, page 101 onwards. 

3.2.1.6 Increasing knowledge base but limited power for monitoring and enforcement 

In addition to EU policy sector specific competence as part of the Directorate-Generals, important 

EU competence lies in the Framework Programmes for Research and Innovation (FPs), which 

gained traction in the 1980s with the creation of multi-annual research and technological 

development framework programmes. Throughout the years, the FPs have become the central 

EU instrument in research and technology policy (van Vught 2009). They are considered a major 

tool for the European Research Area and seen as an increasing opportunity for collaboration 

(Must 2010), which as they evolved ‘have enabled better coordination of research between the 
European Commission and national governments’ (EU 2015: 4).  

The FPs are administered by the DG for Research and Innovation. The DG for Research and 
Innovation is part of DG Environment and responsible for the EU’s research and innovation 

programmes usually set up as framework programmes (FPs) for 6 years. The FPs are also 

perceived to have increased European autonomy, as expressed by Dr Walter Möning, Chairman 

of the Board of Governors of the EU’s Joint Research Centre:  

‘I think that Member States have accepted that, in some areas, the lead should be at the 

level of the EU.’ (EU 2015: 4). 

The research activities are bundled into a single framework programme, which is also considered 

a major achievement that enabled different stakeholders to get together and ‘negotiate an ever-

growing share of the EU budget,’ (EU 2015). When the EU started its First Framework Programme 

(1984-1987), the budget was rather low (EUR 3.3 billion) (also see milestones on EU research, 

 
30 For more details see: EC ‘The EU: a leader in global climate finance’, retrieved 15 February 2021 
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/docs/climate_finance_leaflet_en.pdf.  

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/docs/climate_finance_leaflet_en.pdf.
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EU: 2015: 6). The latest, Eighth Framework Programme has an EUR 80 billion budget, a multiple 
of the first FPP(see table below). In addition to this dramatic increase in budget, the FPs have 

increasingly incorporated research on climate policy concerns (see table below).  

Framework 
programme 

Budget (€)  Focus 

FP1  
(1984-1987) 

3.3 billion Aim of research: making industry more competitive 
Basic research on industrial technologies and advanced 
materials 

FP5  
(1995-2001) 

14.9 billion Aim of research: Foster an innovative Europe 
Build a more efficient research infrastructure, increasing focus 
on energy research (1 bn) 

FP6  
(2002-2006) 

19.3 billion New procedural elements of FP created bringing together 
industry, public authorities and technology users, focus on 
emerging but disruptive technologies. 

FP7  
(2007-2013) 

55.9 billion ‘Environment, including climate change’ is one of the 10 
proposed themes, Environment primarily designed to support 
and coordinate cooperation in environmental and climate 
change research’ (EC 2014) 

FP 8  
(2014-2020) 

80 billion Clean and efficient energy (6 bn) 
Creation of an ad hoc expert group, providing a Roadmap for 
Climate Services (2015),  

Table 7 - Changes of research focuses of the latest EU Framework Programmes 1995-
2020 and compared to FP1 (1984-1987) 

Sources: EU 2015, EC 2014. 

Currently in the 8th cycle, the Framework Programmes are considered ‘the most important tool’ 
to implement the European Research Area (ERA) (EU 2015: 25).  

The EU has developed a strong competence in building a solid knowledge base reflected in the 
EU’s Joint Research Centre (JRC), knowledge and foresight units, the European Research Area 

(ERA) and data provision through the European Environmental Agency (EEA). 

The Joint Research Centre is the European Commission’s independent in-house science and 
knowledge research service. JRC was established as a Directorate-General independent from 

the Research DG in 1996 (EC 2007). Member States are involved in the JRC through a board of 

governors. Knowledge and foresight units related to climate change play a role in determining 

future trends and engaging in anticipatory policy planning. Foresight and horizon scanning are 

important elements of the JRC and reflected in the European Foresight Platform (EFP) (2009-

2012), the former Forward Visions on the European Research Area (VERA Project) (2012-2015), 

or the most recent MIDAS consortium (Meaningful Integration of Data, Analytics and Services). 

The MIDAS partnership brings together different authorities from EU countries, scientists, actors 
from industry, legal experts, NGOs. As part of these initiatives, the EU has been growing particular 

capacity in integrated data analysis and partnerships for data collaboration.  
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Additionally, the European Research Area (ERA) was launched in 2000 to overcome the jigsaw 
of different European research efforts through improved coordination. The ERA was included in 

Art. 179 of the Treaty of Lisbon in 2007 with the intention ‘to help the EU to strengthen its scientific 

and technological bases’ and become ‘a single market’ for research and researchers (EU 2015: 

25). From an EU perspective, increasing research cooperation and coordination through 

centralised platforms are considered an important element, which has led to greater convergence 

of objectives within the EU (EU 2015). The coordination of national research and disburdening of 

the Member States by pooling resources are key beneficial aspects outlined for the function of 
the ERA (EU 2015). The growth of the knowledge sector is seen as essential and overlaps with 

the legal expertise of the EU.  

Knowledge competence has also been fostered through the European Environmental Agency 
(EEA), which is a non-regulatory information-gathering agency that was born as part of an effort 

to develop an own Environmental Protection Agency in 1990, and which began operations in 1993 

(also see Moy 1994, Martens 2010, Bosch 2002). All 27 EU countries are members of the EEA 

in addition to Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, Switzerland, the UK, Turkey and the cooperating 

countries of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia and 

Serbia. The latter countries are primarily candidate countries that are currently in the process of 

integrating EU legislation into national law.  

In the earlier years, the EEA focused on building a European information and observation 
network, to enable the European Community and its Member States to gather and access 
objective, independent and reliable data for environmental protection measures (see Ladeur 
1996, Moy 1994). The EEA is equipped with the mandate to help the community and member 
countries make informed decisions on questions related to the environment, sustainability and 
climate change. Thus, monitoring through environmental impact assessments became a core 
task of the EEA. Aside from its cooperation with member countries, the EEA produces 
environment-related information and knowledge for intra-EU institutions such as the European 
Parliament in the form of briefings and upon request attending environment-related hearings, for 
the Council of the European Union and for the European Commission. Here, the EEA contributes 
to DG ENV, DG CLIMA and also collaborates with the DG for Research and Innovation (DG RTD), 
the Joint Research Centre (JRC) and Eurostat (EEA 2020). 

Throughout the years, the role adjusted slightly with a greater focus on assessments of the EU’s 
progress in the context of sustainable development and tailoring the assessments to specific 
policy contexts (Bosch 2002). The EEA gradually transformed from a legal advisory body of the 
Commission to a living entity, which has grown increasingly autonomous within the EU (Martens 
2010). Although the EEA was created to improve the EU’s capacity for monitoring and 
enforcement (Rechtschaffen 2007) and has been described as an agent of EU governance and 
learning, that distinctively influences EU policy performance (Zito 2009), it continues to have only 
limited power (Rechtschaffen 2007).  
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3.2.2. Current status: Continued increase but lacking structures for public 
support 

In terms of its formal autonomy, the EU has managed to continuously increase its financial, 
institutional and knowledge resources related to climate change. The EU has, however, been 

criticised regarding its lack of structures for public support, stakeholder engagement and 

deliberative citizen participation. As per Art. 10 and 11 of the Governance Regulation, Member 

States are required to involve stakeholders such as local and regional authorities (LRAs) and civil 

society organisations (CSOs) and the broader public in two ways. Yet, access has been tricky 

with a greater need for structural reform.  

The participation of civil society has not just been a keen area of interest of EU researchers and 

political decision-makers more broadly (e.g. Heidbreder 2012, EC SWD 2017) but the necessity 

for advancing new governance arrangements for policy innovation has been emphasised 

especially in the field of EU climate policymaking (e.g. Şekercioğlu 2018.). Within political 
practice, this topic has also been growing in importance as of late with the European Economic 

and Social Committee putting forth several studies on EU Member State consultation with civil 

society matters and the future evolution of civil society in the European Union by 2030 (Chabanet 

and Trechsel 2011, Divjak and Forbici 2018). 

Compared to the growing climate policy competence as part of intra-EU institutions, climate 

mainstreaming in the EU’s budget, and solid knowledge base, the EU’s capacity for monitoring 

and compliance has been relatively weak. Once new legislative measures are passed at EU level, 

each Member State is responsible for implementation, which is shaped by a combination of 

political will and ability (Vandeever 2015). Although the EEA has the potential to play a stronger 

role for policy implementation through policy monitoring, it has become clear that Member States 
only have limited willingness to be evaluated by the EEA. The EEA currently compiles monitoring 

data from the Member States and submits them to the European Commission (Schoenefeld et al. 

2018).  

3.2.2.1 Budget 

Because of the COVID-19 situation, the Commission, at the request of the European Parliament 

and of the Council in revising its MFF, proposed a stronger EU budget (‘An emergency Next 
Generation EU instrument’ (NGEU) of EUR 750 billion. The main aim is to address the immediate 

economic and social effects and to foster sustainable and resilient growth. The proposal was 

published in May 2020 and is closely interlinked with the broader goals under the Commission’s 

Green Deal. A large part of the proposed budget in the form of the Recovery and Resilience 

Facility (EUR 560 billion) is targeted to support Member State's investment and recovery in line 

with the green transition, national energy and climate plans as well as Just Transitions plans31. In 

 
31 European Commission, ‘Questions and Answers on the MFF and Next Generation EU’, 27 May 22020, last accessed 
5 November 2020 via: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_935.  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_935.
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total, one quarter of the proposed COVID-19 recovery fund is intended for climate action. The 
budget was granted through the Council, further cementing climate policy-related efforts and 

green recovery efforts as the only option: ‘EU expenditure should be consistent with Paris 

Agreement objectives and the “do no harm” principle of the European Green Deal,’ (EUCO 10/20). 

In this context, a European tax has been proposed (e.g. Le Cacheux 2018) and recently been 

reflected in the budget proposal of the most recent cycle of the European Commission and tax-

based own resources backed by the European Parliament (Krenek and Schratzenstaller 2019). 

This is expected to be strengthened through an EU climate law.  

 

 
Figure 11 - Overview of climate mainstreaming of the next EU budget across policy 

sectors. 
Source: CAN Europe 

 

The EU’s long-term budget of the next cycle under the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 

(2021-2027) is of particular importance, as it assumes a critical role as policy instrument due to 

its being considered the last budget cycle to change course to reach the 2030 targets, support 

the EU’s long-term agenda of decarbonisation by 2050 and improve the EU’s overall climate 

performance (Runkel et al. 2019). Although the European Commission proposed an increase 

from 20 to 25 % for the budget to foster climate mainstreaming across all EU programmes (see 

fig. 12), CAN Europe argues its full potential to catalyse the clean energy transformation is 

untapped, due to competing priorities, incoherent implementation, and the continued support of 
fossil fuels (CAN Europe 2020). 
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3.2.2.2 Monitoring  

Regarding the procedural aspects such as monitoring capacities, the EU still depends on the 

goodwill of Member States to engage in reporting but has gradually adjusted its soft governance 

practices to include harder mechanisms for climate policy monitoring in light of the Paris 
Agreement and reaching an Energy Union (Schoenefeld and Jordan 2020). This includes greater 

legal provisions, more external publicity and more concrete links to other policy processes (ibid.).  

3.3. Cohesion 
Within the debates of EU actorness on climate policy, cohesion and coherence have played a 

particularly important role (e.g. see Groenleer and Van Schaik 2007, Heidener 2011, Groen and 

Niemann 2012). As part of the debate, different types of cohesion have been discussed, such as 

preference cohesion, procedural-tactical cohesion and output cohesion (see Groen and Niemann 

2012). This paper duly takes note of this differentiated assessments of EU cohesion in climate 

policy but for now adopts a simplistic view that focuses on two levels of cohesion in terms of the 

constellation of interests of EU Member States and its internal EU bodies (Parliament, 

Commission, Council). Cohesion is understood as a way of doing things together, which suggests 
there is some form of congruence with a basic EU order.  

Intra-EU community cohesion has been a long-debated issue as part of EU expansion, especially 
when it comes to enlargement processes to eastern and southern Europe. Aside from the most 

recent Brexit developments, EU enlargement has widened the EU’s internal diversity and 

heterogeneity of interests, which can complicate decision-making on climate policy. Regional 

disparities in terms of economic development, political liberalisation, national-state sovereignty 

demands, country-specific expectations and cooperation dynamics are inbuilt characteristics of a 

heterogeneous Europe that need to be considered, when reflecting upon intra-EU cohesion in 

specific policy arenas. It is against the background of distributed responsibilities as well as 

context-specific interests of Member States and different obligations of intra-EU bodies that EU 
cohesion must be looked at.  

At the same time, the hegemony of certain countries within the EU, such as Germany and France, 
is controversially discussed as part of discourses on EU integration (Schöneberger 2012, Link 
2012), but also within climate policy-related reflections (Benson and Jordan 2010, Schild 2020). 
In this context, climate policy has been referred to as a driver of and saviour for EU integration 
(e.g. see Oberthür and Kelly 2008, Van Schaik 2010, Lessenski 2017). A joint European vision of 
climate governance cannot just enhance the Europeanisation of the policy area but might also 
foster internal cohesion (also see: Oberthür and Kelly 2008). We hypothesise that this dimension 
is one of the strongest determinants for EU actorness and significantly impacts all other 
dimensions. Further we hypothesise that cohesion significantly correlates with policy 
effectiveness, e.g. high levels of EU cohesion are likely to lead to greater policy effectiveness. 
Examining the degree to which cohesion and effectiveness correlate, is an area of further 
research.   
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Phase Assessment 
(low to high) 

Comment 

Post-Kyoto 
1997 

Moderate No coherent strategy regarding climate change existed before 
the climate summit but principles upon which a strategy could 
be built were articulated. 
EU appears as largely unified actor during the Kyoto process 
although several internal differences persist. 
Cohesion is institutionalised in the burden sharing agreement 
(1998) but Member States refused to transfer more 
competence to the EU level as part of the negotiation process. 

Copenhagen
2009 

Low to 
moderate 

Limited cohesion of EU MS in terms of preference and high 
degree of politicisation constrain the EU’s ability to negotiate 
and attain common goals, no common negotiation position 
exists. 
Post-Copenhagen: Poland veto 2012 on EU climate policy. 
But, relatively high intra-EU cohesion between Commission, 
Parliament.  

Paris 
2015 

Moderate to 
high 

During Paris: Coherent and harmonised EU position during the 
negotiations, strong EU MS alignment to build actor alliances, 
strong-intra-EU cohesion, strong EP support, workable 
division of labour.  

Glasgow 
2020-21 

Moderate Continued opposition / different priorities by Visegrád Group, 
Poland and Hungary both block to strengthen 2030 target, 
Poland refuses to sign the EU’s 2050 target, reluctance of 
other Eastern countries persists, Hungary and Poland refuse 
to sign EU budget target, which could impact climate policy, 
free riding behaviour of select Member States threatens EU 
cohesion on climate policy. 

The cohesion of the EU is signified by moderate actorness, based on a mixed alignment of 
EU Member States within the negotiations and across different political issues related to the 
contribution of emission reductions, increase of ambition in the Commission, the EU Climate 
Law EU as well as Energy Union. There continues to be considerable fraction and different 
priorities by the Visegrád Group, which led to a decline of EU cohesion from Paris to Glasgow. 
This decline also goes hand in hand with the rise of populist movements. 

Table 8 - Cohesion assessment table 

3.3.1. Changes over time: The precarious nature of EU cohesion 

3.3.1.1 Kyoto: EU is a united block but internal differences of Member States 

When it comes to cohesion, key differences can be observed over time especially when looking 

at how the EU performed in key negotiations. The EU appeared as a largely united bloc during 

the Kyoto Summit, which has been argued as a core condition for convincing other countries to 
join the protocol despite US opposition (e.g. Groenleer and Van Schaik 2007). However, during 

Kyoto, internal differences between Member States existed with southern countries – with 

Portugal, Spain and Greece not being very enthusiastic about limiting GHG emissions (Oberthür 

and Ott 1999). The burden sharing agreement gave cohesion Member States (Spain, Portugal, 

Iceland and Greece) a lighter burden regarding their emission reductions and was fundamental 



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
81 

for EU cohesion among Member States. The US withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol apparently 
also led to a reinvigorated EU unity under the Kyoto regime (this also marks a significant 

interrelation with the external opportunity structure and dimension).  

Prior to Kyoto, the EU held a climate policy workshop called ‘Towards a European Consensus’ 

(September 1996) (also see Harris 2007: 98). Although the European Commission requested to 

be endowed with negotiating authority it was not granted that during Kyoto, nevertheless, the EU 

managed to build intra-EU cohesion and fill the vacuum the US had left. This external condition, 

the withdrawal of the US from the Kyoto Protocol, has been argued to have led to a strengthened 

EU unity (also see Oberthür and Kelly 2008). 

3.3.1.2 Copenhagen: Strong cohesion division 

Conversely, although there appeared to be considerable agreement on the EU’s normative 

aspirations regarding its pursuit of an ambitious climate policy during the Copenhagen summit in 

terms of some intra-EU institutions (Parliament, Commission), significant disagreement persisted 

on the preferences of Member States until the end of the Copenhagen negotiations (see Groen 

and Niemann 2011). A memo published by the European Commission shortly before COP15 

points to the frictions at the global governance landscape and a rather vaguely formulated EU 

goal:  

‘Given the slow progress made in the negotiations to date, and a lack of consensus about 

the shape of the eventual agreement, it is now unlikely that the treaty can be finalised in 
Copenhagen as originally planned. The EU's goal at the conference is therefore to make 

as much progress as possible towards a full treaty and to reach an ambitious and 

comprehensive political agreement covering all its key elements as well as a “fast start” 

deal.’ (EC 2009) 

Like Kyoto, the EU wanted the final agreement of Copenhagen to be a comprehensive and legally 

binding treaty. Aside from different constellations and interests of global governance actors such 

as the US or the newly institutionalising BASIC countries (Brazil, South Africa, India, China), the 

preferences of EU Member States were so diverse, that a common negotiating position could de 

facto not be detected (Groen and Niemann 2012a). During COP15, the EU was represented by 

the Swedish EU Council presidency and two EU negotiation teams ‘consisting of lead negotiators 
and issue leaders from both the EU Member States and the European Commission, at the 

negotiator level, and by the Swedish EU Council presidency and the EU troika’ (Groen and 

Niemann 2012b: 317). Like in Kyoto, Member States retained competence to negotiate, letting 

the Council presidency present the EU position rather than the Commission, yet the increased 

role of the troika implied that the EU had increased informal authority to represent externally (Kelly 

and Oberthür 2008, Heidener 2011). The low degree of flexibility of the mandate and unanimity 

requirement nevertheless constrained the EU mandate (Groen and Niemann 2012a).  
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The divided nature of EU positions manifested as part of the EU’s commitment to a CO2-emission 
reduction goal of 30 % compared to 1990 levels by 2020, the EU’s position on LULUCF and the 

financial contributions for developing countries (ibid.). Although the EU was initially presented as 

a leader in the negotiation processes, this external perception shifted strongly due to the disunity 

among EU Member States. 

3.3.1.3 Paris: EU reunited? 

For the COP21 Paris Summit, a coherent and harmonised EU position was developed and 
maintained during the negotiations. EU institutions and Member States were strongly aligned to 

build actor alliances, a strong-intra-EU cohesion prevailed. The support of the European 

Parliament was strong and a workable division of labour between EU institutions and EU Member 

States was found. However, there was still a lack of agreement between Member States on the 

increase of ambition, with 10 Member States refusing to make concrete concessions on a more 

ambitious agenda. Against this backdrop, EU cohesion on internal and external climate policy 

continues to be a precarious issue and important driver for changes in global climate governance. 
In this context, the reunited EU is often discussed as a recovery of EU leadership and credibility.  

3.3.2. Current status: Continued opposition by Visegrád Group  

EU cohesion on internal and external climate policy continues to be a precarious issue and an 

important driver for changes in global climate governance. In the lead up to Glasgow, a joint 

statement (2019) was signed by Belgium, Denmark, France, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Portugal, 
Spain, and Sweden and a proposal to spend 25 % of the EU budget on climate change. This was 

initially met by opposition from the Visegrád Group of Czechia, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia. 

The continued opposition is signified by different priorities with Poland and Hungary both blocking 

strengthening of the 2030 target, and Poland refusing to sign the EU’s 2050 target. The reluctance 

of other Eastern countries persists and Hungary and Poland both refuse to sign the EU budget 

target, which could impact climate policy. This free-riding behaviour of selected Member States 

threatens EU cohesion on climate policy.  

Although the latest president of the Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, has been focusing her 

mandate on six headline issues out of which the European Green Deal has become the dominant 

narrative32, the EU has been confronted with limitations in building a system of shared norms and 
as a result is weaker when regarding its strategic autonomy.  

 
32 Aside from the European Green Deal the other headline issues are: a Europe fit for the digital age, an economy that 
works for people, a stronger Europe in the world, promoting our European way of life, a new push for European 
democracy, European Commission, the Commissioners, Ursula Von der Leyen, last accessed 5 November 2020 via 
https://ec.europa.eu/ 
commission/commissioners/2019-2024/president_en. 

https://ec.europa.eu/
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3.3.2.1 Intra-EU organisations: Changing role of the secretariat 

Institutions for coordination are important for convening different bodies and steering internal 

decision-making related to climate change. Institutional arrangements for policy coordination are 

a critical capacity for climate policy, especially since it is a cross-cutting issue. Against the 
background of sectoral responsibilities of the DGs, the changing role of the Secretariat General 

(SecGen) for internal coordination in the Commission has been gaining traction recently. The 

SecGen has long been viewed as a weak actor for steering internal decision-making, its political 

authority, bureaucratic roles and relevance have been changing towards providing a home for the 

coordination of EU environmental policy (Damro et al. 2008, Hustedt and Seyfried 2017).  

The consensual adoption of ideas of Member States and arriving at a position rely on mediation 

capacity. The EU and its capacities for participative discourse as well as regular meetings from 

the Member States and representatives of the Commission are considered a key capacity for the 

EU to coordinate Member States efforts. Furthermore, intra-EU bodies working on climate policy 

is key for the EU’s autonomy. Aside from the importance of coordinating different actors within 
the EU, Directorate-Generals and between Member States, the lack of specifying the relationship 

of relevant legislation and policy has been criticised but is considered important to facilitate 

coordination of national policies, and fostering regional cooperation within the EU (Meyer-

Ohlendorf et al. 2015) 

3.3.2.2 Changing role of the EP: Evolving leadership? 

The European Parliament is an interesting example of how the (lack of) cohesion between EU 
Member States and intra-EU institutions interrelate. Within the EU, the European Parliament can 

be considered an intra-organisational ratcheting-up mechanism, with the EP often amending, 

consolidating and strengthening EU standards on the international stage (Burns et al. 2012).  

3.4. Recognition 
There is a long-standing debate about whether the EU can be considered a leader in international 

climate politics, which determinants constitute good leadership and whether the EU’s self-

perception matches that of external actors (e.g. see Parker 2012, Bäckstrand and Elgström 2012, 

Parker et al. 2017). Recognition is one important condition of being an actor, yet, the interrelation 

between actorness and leadership will only be touched upon as part of the following analysis.  

The dimension captures the formal aspects such as the EU’s regulatory recognition or formal 

negotiation power, as illustrated in its formal legal status as a party to agreements, conventions 

and its representation within multilateral organisations. This dimension partially reflects upon 

international recognition of the EU in the area of climate policy through key global governance 
actors such as dominant national actors (e.g. Australia, China, India, United States), non-state 

actors (NGOs, private sector), as well as multilateral organisations (e.g. WTO, ASEAN, UNFCCC) 

(for an overview of key global governance actors in climate policy also see chapter 2).  
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The first part of the analysis is based on a quantitative examination of media articles by looking 
at how often the EU is mentioned in media articles, compared to other actors. Because this set 

of quantitative data that only offers incidental insights of English-based media sources and how 

the EU scores relative to other entities such as G7 and BRICS countries, the analysis of 

statements and speeches has valuable insights to offer how foreign leaders or representatives of 

International Organisations (IOs) refer to the EU and whether the EU is recognised as a 

(legitimate) negotiation partner by other actors in the international system, it was complemented 

by a qualitative assessment.  

The second part looks at how the EU is mentioned within joint strategy documents and policy 

initiatives, speeches and public statements from the above-mentioned actor groups. The analysis 

is complemented by scientific assessments. 

Phase Assessment 
(low to high) 

Comment 

Kyoto 
1997 

Low to 
moderate 

Strong ambivalence: On the one hand: the EU position in the 
negotiations is debated as an important factor that shaped the 
outcome of the Kyoto Protocol (western perception), esp. by 
other industrialised countries. On the other hand, the EU is 
seen to have had comparatively limited impact on the 
architecture of the KP, emerging and developing countries 
perceive the EU as the killer of the Protocol. 

Copenhagen

2009 

Low Perceived as unsuccessful in achieving its aims in the 
negotiations (strong international agreement with binding 
targets, timetable and robust enforcement mechanisms), EU 
often ‘not in the room’, other leaders (US, Brazil, South Africa, 
India, and China) perceived to have decisively shaped the final 
outcome, NGOs severely disappointed by EU efforts. 
Internal division between the EU and its Member States lead 
other negotiating parties to be confused about the EU's role, 
as the position and negotiation power is sidelined by its own 
MS. 

Paris 2015 Moderate to 
high 

Unified negotiation position is viewed positively by global 
governance actors, EU perceived as responsible for building 
‘high ambition coalition’, post-Copenhagen participation in 
Cartagena Group/Dialogue for Progressive Action as 
important precondition, EU is viewed to speak with one voice, 
strong French COP presidency adds to the recognition of the 
EU as a strong actor, improved transparency and the EU 
welcoming the engagement of non-state actors, involvement 
of civil society groups adds to the EU being recognised very 
positively. 
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Glasgow 
2020-21 

Moderate to 
high 

When it comes to climate diplomacy, strong recognition of the 
EU (and China) in staying on board, EU Parliament viewed as 
an important intra-EU actor for increasing ambition, but think 
tanks and NGOs pointing out ambition is not enough, budget 
not in line with carbon deficit and historical responsibilities.  
Recognition likely to hinge on how MS agree on sharing the 
proposed emissions target post-June 2021. 
Contested issues related to recognition: the EU’s Common 
Agricultural Policy, the Just Transitions Fund, slow energy 
transition efforts in some MS.  

Overall, the EU has moderate to high actorness when it comes to external recognition of the 
EU by other global governance actors. Recognition was mixed regarding the EU’s efforts during 
Kyoto with developing and emerging countries even perceiving the EU as a ‘killer of the Kyoto 
Protocol’ and the EU only having limited impact in shaping the architecture of the Protocol. 
Recognition was low during Copenhagen, based on the lack of a common negotiation position 
and internal frictions. In contrast, the EU was recognised as a strong actor during Paris based 
on its role of building a High-Ambition coalition and presenting a unified negotiation position. 
The EU’s continued engagement, together with China and in light of an absent and only recently 
returning US has been recognised positively. Yet, the outcome for Glasgow for this dimension 
hinges upon how Member States agree on sharing the proposed emissions target. 

Table 9 - Recognition assessment table 

3.4.1. Changes over time: Significant dips but increasingly recognized as 
actor 

Since the negotiations began, the EU and its Member States have been Annex I parties to the 

UNFCCC that was established in 1992. The formal legal recognition of the EU is reflected in this 

membership, in addition to the individual membership of EU countries. In this capacity, the EU is 

granted a negotiation mandate, which implies that the EU submits a Climate action plan and/or 
related policy framework as part of their nationally determined contributions (NDCs). The EU’s 

NDC can be understood as a headline target that corresponds with domestic targets regulated 

by the Effort Sharing Mechanism.  

The EU has also been contributing to global climate negotiations in the form of establishing 

common COP negotiation positions among its Member States, proposing EU internal policy 

targets such as emission cuts, and by negotiating with different actors and networks in front of 

and behind the scenes. Throughout the years, the EU has been increasingly recognised as a 

unique actor in the global climate negotiations, with considerable leadership improvement with a 

core function as ‘international agenda setter’ (e.g. Damro 2006, Oberthür and Kelly 2008, 

Schreurs and Tiberghien 2007). Other views examine the paradoxical features of EU climate 
policy, such as the ‘lopsided nature of policy development’ and strong emphasis on mitigation as 

opposed to adaptation, the lack of a coordinated position within EU institutions and tension 

between aspirational targets, high policy ambition and constrained policy instruments and 
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implementation mechanisms throughout the years (e.g. Jordan et al. 2012). These views 
concentrate on aspects related to the actual implementation and impact of EU climate policy that 

will not be covered in this chapter. The following analysis concentrates on the functional and soft 

power such as strategies of persuasion and coalition building and externally perceived recognition 

of the EU through external actors’ eyes.  

In addition to NDCs, and required under the Kyoto Protocol, the EU, like its Member States, 

submits national communications (NCs) to the UNFCCC, which outline information on national 

circumstances relevant to GHG emissions and removals, GHG inventory information, policies and 

measures as well as projections33. National communications are central to reporting climate policy 

strategies and offer some insights of policy convergence between the EU and its Member States 

(Albrecht and Arts 2005). EU Member States delegate sovereignty for certain matters to EU 
institutions, while each national government is represented in the Council and European 

Parliament.  

3.4.1.1 Post-Kyoto: The EU as killer of the Kyoto Protocol 

Within academic debates, the role of the EU for the Kyoto Protocol (KP) is intensely debated, but 

there is some consensus on the limited ability of the EU to shape the international process and 

architecture of the Kyoto Protocol (e.g. Oberthür and Kelly 2008, Torney 2013). Developing or 
emerging countries like China and India even viewed the EU’s negotiating position during Kyoto 

as an attempt to ‘kill’ the Kyoto Protocol based on the EU’s preference for a single legal instrument 

in contradiction to the common but differentiated responsibilities (CBDR) principle and for Annex 

I parties having to take the lead in meeting the obligations under the KP (also see Torney 2013: 

15 ff.). The EU is nevertheless perceived to have taken a vital role in securing the agreement and 

being instrumental in the Protocol’s entry into force (also see Damro 2006) under a soft leadership 

strategy signified by soft power resources (Oberthür and Kelly 2008). Accordingly, the EU was 
able to develop a flexible system of EU coordination and representation as early as 1980, which 

enabled the EU to speak with one voice and develop negotiating positions (ibid.).  

3.4.1.2 Copenhagen: Mixed picture: Failure of EU diplomacy and coherence, but high ambition 

As regards Copenhagen, the EU was perceived as unsuccessful in achieving its aims in the 

negotiations (strong international agreement with binding targets, timetable and robust 

enforcement mechanisms). Internal division between the EU and its Member States led other 
negotiating parties to be confused about the EU's role, as the position and negotiation power was 

sidelined by its own Member States. Copenhagen is considered a particularly low point for EU 

climate diplomacy. The EU maintained its negotiating position regarding a top-down legal 

agreement but often did not speak with a unified voice. Prior to Copenhagen, the EU had been 

viewed as a protagonist to the United States by other global governance actors (Vogler and 

 
33 See the latest, seventh communication of the European Union to the UNFCCC, last accessed 4 November 2020, via 
https://unfccc.int/documents/198246.  

https://unfccc.int/documents/198246.
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Bretherton 2006). Post-Copenhagen, the leadership of the EU had been openly questioned (e.g. 
Wurzel et al. 2017), with some even postulating the end of EU climate leadership (e.g. Bals et al. 

2013). Compared to other actors such as China and the US, the leadership recognition of the EU 

took a serious dip (see fig. 13).  

 
Figure 12 - Recognition of global governance climate change leadership. 

Source: Liu and Wu 2017 based upon Parker et al. 2017 

3.4.1.3 Paris: EU perceived as instrumental for reaching the Paris Agreement  

The situation improved significantly in Paris, with the EU’s unified negotiation position viewed 

positively by global governance actors. The EU was now viewed as speaking with one voice. This 

marks a strong overlap between the external recognition and internal cohesion dimensions. Since 

then, and also in view of Glasgow COP26, the EU is highly recognised in the context of climate 

diplomacy, in particular by other actors such as China: however, civil society organisations point 

out that the EU’s ambition is not enough, that its budget is not in line with carbon deficit and that 

the EU also has historical responsibilities that developing and emerging countries do not have.  

Overall, Paris has been viewed as a great success for EU diplomacy (Parker et al. 2015) and was 

considered ‘far away from Copenhagen’s blow to the EU’s self-image as a global leader’ (ibid.). 

The underlying theme of the external perception of the EU has been in line with a statement by 
then Commissioner for Climate Action and Energy Miguel Arias Cañete, who emphasised the 

instrumental role the EU played in reaching the Paris Agreement:  

‘In Europe, and working united as Europeans, we have reached a balanced deal on the 
rules to turn the Paris Agreement into action. The EU played an instrumental role in 

reaching this outcome, working with allies from both developed and developing countries 

and with major economies, in particular China, to raise ambition and strengthen global 

efforts to fight climate change.’ (EC 2018)  
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The discussion and data on leadership recognition is huge in this context often equating ‘being 
recognised as an actor’ with ‘being a leader’ or at least qualifying as a leader in global governance 

(e.g. see: Oberthür and Dupont 2021, Oberthür and Groen 2017). Aside from the difficulty of 

differentiating an actor from leadership and from leadership aspirations of an actor, multilateral 

settings are said to provide an especially difficult context for achieving universal leadership, as 

there may be more than one leader (Parker et al. 2017). Aside from playing an important 

functional role, EU officials have been keen to construct the EU as a climate leader. This was 

illustrated by a statement from Jean-Claude Juncker, who said: 

‘Take the Paris agreement. We Europeans are the world leaders on climate action. It was 

Europe that brokered the first-ever legally binding, global climate deal. It was Europe that 

built the coalition of ambition that made agreement in Paris possible.’ 

However, the EU’s self-conception as a climate leader has come under question. A recent survey 
examined to what extent the EU is actually recognised as a leader in comparison to other 
leadership candidates such as China, the G77 or the US. According to survey data retrieved from 
Copenhagen (COP14) to Paris (COP21) between 2008 and 2015, the trend of EU leadership is 
negative in contrast to China and the United States (see figure 14). The EU’s high self-conception 
of itself as a leader is different from the perception of other actors. This phenomenon has been 
described as an instance of a fragmented leadership landscape being detected, one in which the 
EU must adjust its strategies to exert its influence in relation to other powerful actors such as China 
and the United States (Parker et al. 2017). 

 
Figure 13 - Leadership recognition 2008–2015, general trend for main actors 

(percentages). 
Source: Parker et al. 2017: 256 

3.4.2. Current status: Recognition hinging on Member States cohesion  

The recognition of the EU in COP26 is likely to hinge on how Member States will agree on sharing 
the proposed emissions target post-June 2021, and on how the EU will handle key dossiers such 
as the Common Agricultural Policy and the Just Transition Fund. With the United States’ exit of 
the Paris Agreement coming into effect in November 2020, the EU and China were considered to 
play especially important roles for global climate policy, which they manifested as part of a 
bilateral agreement. With the return of the US to the Paris Agreement under the Biden 
Administration, the tide has turned, as the US is regaining a more active role in global governance 
and seeking to re-establish leadership. These developments have not just affected the external 
opportunity structure of the EU (see also section 3.6) but likewise how the EU is perceived on the 
global stage. 
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3.4.2.1 Approximating recognition through media analysis perception 

Aside from formal recognition, we also analysed recognition in broader terms by considering 

international media mentions of the EU as a proxy for recognition (see fig. 10). Media mentions 

do shape awareness of the public about actors and are therefore more likely to contribute to 
perceiving someone as an actor. Yet, this does not imply any normative connotation, whether 

someone for instance is a good or effective actor. We analysed recognition through counting how 

often an actor is mentioned compared to other countries, be it positively or negatively. As part of 

a media scraping exercise, a dataset of 17 887 news articles from 69 international media from 

the 12 BRICS and G7 countries was compiled for the years 2010 to 2020. The table below ranks 

media mentions of all G7+BRICS countries and the EU. It includes both English and non-English 

media sources. The dataset does not include other relevant COPparties, such as Small Island 

States and therefore marks a data limitation.34 Out of the dataset, 5111 media articles on climate 
policy could be detected. The EU is prominently featured in international media articles on climate 

policy. In these media articles on climate policy, the EU represents a weighted 1.8 % mentions of 

all entities. Compared to the G7 and BRICS countries, the EU is the third most mentioned 

actor. Yet, what also stands out is the US – despite the political developments under the Trump 

Administration and exiting the Paris agreement. The period also only covers the period after the 

Copenhagen summit.  

The score in the rightmost column scales the percentages to a scale from 2 to 5 for the deep dive 

scoring. Note that the scale starts at 2 and not 1, because even the least mentioned country is still 

mentioned much more than many other actors which are present in the dataset, but not in the table.  

 

Climate Change 

Rank Actors Share of mentions 
(weighted) 

Total count of 
mentions 

Share of mentions 
(scaled) 

1 USA* 5.7% 6183 5 
2 China* 1.9 % 2084 2.9 
3 EU* 1.8 % 1108 2.9 
4 France* 1.6 % 1719 2.8 
5 UK* 1.0 % 1047 2.5 
6 India* 0.9 % 968 2.4 
7 Germany* 0.8 % 763 2.3 
8 Russia* 0.6 % 673 2.2 
9 Canada* 0.4 % 447 2.1 
10 Japan* 0.4 % 359 2.1 

 
34 For a more detailed description of the underlying data set, methodology and limitations, see chapter 2.4.2 of the SDG 
Deep Dive and the methodological annex. 
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11 Brazil* 0.3 % 325 2.1 
12 Italy* 0.2 % 268 2 

13 
South 
Africa* 0.2 % 170 2 

Table 10 - Counting key actors in articles related to climate policy
Source: Authors’ elaboration. 

3.5. Attractiveness 
Under which conditions is it attractive for other countries to join forces with the EU in international 

climate politics? The question firstly entails a comparative perspective: Is it more attractive to 
cooperate with the EU as compared to other countries or regions? Secondly it includes the 

question of the source of motivation to cooperate. Is this because of shared norms and values? 

Or because of economic considerations?  

This dimension is closely related with the recognition dimension as it relates to how global 

governance actors view the EU. The attractiveness dimension goes a step further and analyses 

the functional recognition of EU actorness, aspects of conditionality and instrumental 

attractiveness, i.e. what is the gain of following the EU’s lead? Is it attractive to align with the EU 

compared to other countries to pursue its interests (in political, economic terms)? Attractiveness 

has an implicit normative connotation in the sense that the way the EU does something has a 

desirable character and as a consequence should be followed. It refers to the EU in terms of 
setting the ‘rules of the game’ whether in economic or political terms. Accordingly, this dimension 

looks at the attractiveness of the EU in economic terms and how the EU shapes the rules of other 

markets. It also examines the EU’s political attractiveness in terms of partnerships, i.e. being an 

attractive discussion partner, but also considering the emulation of policy and knowledge. This 

dimension has a strong relational component by looking at the inclination of other entities to copy 

e.g. knowledge, policy instruments, technologies as well as rules. The paper has only limited

capacity to examine the extent to which other countries have actually emulated certain EU efforts,

but offers insights as to whether the EU has motivated other actors in the global governance
landscape to follow its lead. In addition to its strong interrelation with recognition, the perception

of EU cohesion has a direct impact on how other entities view EU attractiveness.
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Phase Assessment 
(low to high) 

Comment 

Kyoto 
1997 

Low to 
moderate 

Political: The EU has been attractive in terms of setting rules 
for ETS-based markets (China) and attractive as a discussion 
partner illustrated by increased partnerships with China, 
Japan, and the US early on.  
Economic: Regulations on the access to European markets 
were not related to climate issues. JI and CDM provided 
incentives for developing countries and emerging economies 
to become engaged in climate policies.  

Copenhagen

2009 

Moderate Political: Although the EU fails to follow through with its 
interests and a dominant BASIC bloc forms (US, Brazil, South 
Africa, India and China) and attractiveness to cooperate with 
the US, China and emerging economies is higher than 
strengthening cooperation with the EU. The EU manages to 
stay attractive as a coalition partner.  
Policy emulation of EU ETS rules / global carbon trading 
systems. 
Economic: Introduction of market barriers e.g. CO2 limit values 
for cars and eco-design directive for energy using products. 

Paris 2015 Moderate/low Political: EU one important partner of high-emitting countries, 
policy emulation further increases, Market Stability Reserve 
System is adopted but rules are considered too complex. 
Economic: Introduction of the GCF. Ongoing discussion on the 
extension of CDM/JI. Tightening and extension of product 
standards in relation to climate (cars, implementation of eco-
design directive).  

Glasgow 
2020-21 

Moderate to 
high 

Political: EU takes leadership in announcing a decarbonisation 
until 2050 and underpinning this with measures, other 
countries follow.  
Economic: Announcement of border tax adjustment for energy 
intensive products.  

Moderate to high actorness. The EU has become increasingly attractive throughout the years 
in political and economic terms. It has not just shaped market rules related to key technologies 
in the climate policy arena, but also established a set of normative rules for e.g. ETS-based 
markets. Bilateral partnership agreements on climate change between the EU and other 
negotiations partners have been evolving throughout the years. Attractiveness is likely to 
increase with an integration of climate issues into trade policies. 

Table 11 - Attractiveness assessment table 

In the domain of climate policy, there are good examples of the normative attractiveness of the 

EU, in particular when it comes to the Emissions Trading Systems (ETS). Depending on the 
domestic conditions and political circumstances, specific properties of the EU ETS emerged in 

carbon markets of Australia, California, China, Kazakhstan, Japan, New Zealand, South Korea, 

Switzerland. Design characteristics that evolved globally include, but are not limited to, the type 

of system (baseline-and-credit system vis-à-vis cap and trade), the ambition level and timing of 
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setting a common cap, sectors, gases and emissions covered, allocation mechanisms or 
monitoring, reporting, verification (MRV) and enforcement. During and after the Copenhagen 

summit and later, with Paris COP21, the attractiveness of the EU in terms of political power seems 

to have gradually diminished, perhaps also due to the growing complexity of the EU ETS, but also 

to the fact that the system has proven to provide insufficiently stringent price signals.  

3.5.1. Changes over time: Increasing economic and political attractiveness 

3.5.1.1 Economic attractiveness 

As for the economic considerations, someone has to distinguish between an economic 

attractiveness for firms because of the size of the European market and the economic 
attractiveness for governments. For example, for producers of Solar Panels the European market, 

its feed-in tariffs is attractive, as the policies grant high prices for solar panels. However, this does 

not necessarily imply that the governments of these countries have incentives to cooperate.  

This is different when Europe enacts regulations on access to European markets. In this case, 

governments from other countries that seek to avoid non-tariff trade barriers adopt similar 

regulation. This has been described as the California effect (Vogel 1997). The exhaust gas 

standards for automobiles enacted in California provided an incentive for other countries to 

implement similar regulations in order to prepare their domestic industry for the Californian 

market. Similar effects can be observed for Europe e.g. European regulation on chemicals was 

emulated in other regions of the world (Jacob and Volkery 2005). European regulations on 
energy-using products, e.g. in the eco-design regulation or the limit values for CO2 from cars 

impose similar barriers in the access to European markets and because of this they are emulated 

elsewhere (Jacob et al. 2005).  

Another economic incentive emerges from resources provided by the European Union as part of 

development cooperation. In the field of climate policy, the instruments of Joint Implementation 

and Clean Development Mechanisms were of particular importance in this regard during the 

Kyoto protocol. By means of investments in technologies applied in developing countries and 

emerging economies, European firms were provided credits for emission reductions. As part of 

the Kyoto process, methodologies and processes were developed to ensure the quality of the 

emission reduction abroad. The transition of the CDM to the Paris Agreement is not yet resolved.  

Although CDM and JI projects are not formally conditional in exchange for cooperation with the 

EU in international negotiations, the instruments accounted for substantial incentives for 

developing countries and emerging economies to become engaged in international climate 
policies. The instruments compensate for additional costs for emission reduction respectively low 

carbon technologies. As part of the Paris agreement, the GCF was set up as another mechanism 

to provide development aid. Developed countries provide financial resources which are 
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distributed by the GCF. How did these two economic mechanisms (regulations on market access 
and provision of development cooperation) evolve over time?  

 

 Market access with relevance to climate  Development cooperation  

Kyoto Not relevant: free trade was dominant 
paradigm. e.g. limit values for CO2 emissions 
from cars based on voluntary agreement.  

Introduction of Clean 
Development Mechanisms 
and Joint Implementation.  

Copenhagen  Regulatory measures for cars and energy 
consuming products. 

 

Paris  Introducing tariffs on solar panels.  Introduction of the GCF.  

Glasgow  Announcement of border tax adjustments.   

Table 12 - Evolution of economic mechanisms over time 

Source: Authors’ elaboration. 

 

3.5.1.2  Increasing political attractiveness as illustrated by policy emulation related to ETS 

The EU has been attractive in terms of setting rules for ETS-based markets (China) and attractive 

as a discussion partner illustrated by increased partnerships with China, Japan, and the US early 

on. Over the years, several policy instruments that are central to EU climate governance became 
attractive and diffused into other countries. Among them are several aspects of the EU ETS 

carbon trading model, which over time has seen a lot of interaction and interlinkages with other 

carbon trading systems worldwide (see Gulbrandsen and Wettestand 2018). Depending on the 

domestic conditions and political circumstances, specific properties of the EU ETS emerged in 

carbon markets of Australia, California, China, Kazakhstan, Japan, New Zealand, South Korea, 

Switzerland (ibid.). Design characteristics that evolved globally include but are not limited to the 

type of system (baseline-and-credit system vis-à-vis cap and trade), the ambition level and timing 
of setting a common cap, sectors, gases and emissions covered, allocation mechanisms or 

monitoring, reporting, verification (MRV) and enforcement (for a full list see ibid. 3ff). The idea of 

flexibility mechanisms was not a genuine idea of the EU but became a central aspect of the EU 

ETS, handing power to Member States through national allowances, using CDM credits from 

2004 onwards and JI credits from 2008. The ETS was divided into four phases and characterised 

by a strongly decentralised design (see above). 

During Copenhagen, the EU became less attractive in terms of political partnerships, as it failed 

to follow through with its interests, because it was an incoherent and divided actor (also see 

chapters 3.3 Cohesion and 3.4 Recognition). At the same time a BASIC bloc formed (US, Brazil, 
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South Africa, India and China), which had significant political leeway. Thus, the attractiveness to 
cooperate with China, the US and emerging economies was apparently significantly higher than 

fostering cooperation with the EU. Yet, despite the EU’s shortcoming, the EU has managed to 

remain attractive as a coalition partner with shared interests with least developed countries, 

AOSIS and others (also see Van Schaik 2012) 

3.5.1.3 Overtly complex rules of the Market Stability Reserve System  

Around the Paris Agreement, the European Commission adopted a market stability reserve 
(MSR), which addresses the surplus of allowances and is a central reform of the EU ETS. MSR 

is a rule-based mechanism that seeks to provide carbon-price stability for the EU ETS. MSR was 

incorporated as part of the Green Deal but is argued to have rules that are too complex (Pahle 

and Quemin 2020). As carbon prices are a core concern for Chinese authorities and other carbon 

markets, the coherent review of the MSR in 2021 is not just central to the future of the EU ETS, 

but also in terms of the mechanism being introduced elsewhere. 

The MSR was incorporated into the European Green Deal and is argued to have rules that are 

too complex, and may have to be revised if the EU is to remain an attractive model for other 

countries. Overall, the ‘moderate/low’ attractiveness level attributed to the EU during the Kyoto 

phase becomes less negative (‘moderate’) around the Copenhagen summit, which marks a failure 
of the EU’s ‘soft power’ and perhaps also ‘normative power’. The emergence of the BASIC bloc 

(US, Brazil, South Africa, India and China) leads to a situation in which it is more attractive to 

cooperate with the US, China and emerging economies than strengthening cooperation with the 

EU. The fact that the Dieselgate scandal explodes more or less around the same years further 

depresses the EU’s image of a leading standard-setter at the global level. Later, the situation only 

marginally improves, particulalry since the targets proposed by the EU in the Paris Summit appear 

to be insufficiently ambitious.  

3.5.2.  Outlook: European Green Deal  

In preparation for the COPin Glasgow with the obligation to submit increased ambitions, the EGD 

set a standard for a commitment for de-carbonisation until 2050, underpinned with concrete 

measures. This serves as a model and point of reference for other countries, including the US 

which takes a similar approach and China which announced its own plans for decarbonisation 
until 2060. More specifically, the EU triggered the debate on the role of LULUCF in the context of 

its ambitions, and the role of carbon pricing. The EU proposes a global minimum price for carbon 

emissions.  

In support of this ambition the EU is developing proposals to introduce border tax adjustments. 

This should level out possible disadvantages for European producers of energy-intensive goods 

and introduce tariffs for non-taxed goods of this kind. By doing this, the EU is likely to gain 

economic attractiveness in order to maintain access to its markets. However, EU MS are divided 
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as to how far trade should be limited, respectively additional price tags, which bear the risk of 
reducing economic welfare.  

Against this background we scored the level of EU attractiveness anyway as ‘moderate/high’ in 
the run-up to the Glasgow COP26 meeting. 

3.6. Opportunity and necessity to act  
This dimension examines the EU’s opportunities to act to (unforeseen) events and (proactively) 

shape windows of opportunity. It refers to trends, and events in the international system, that open 
up windows of opportunity to act in relation to core climate summits. As a result, the Conference 

of the Parties (COPs) are themselves considered an opportunity to act. This dimension is strongly 

deep dive specific, as the external environment to policy fields is constituted very differently and 

not comparable. The external environment of the policy field has an impact on the EU’s 

engagement in specific policy arenas. It is related to how other global actors shape global 

governance processes, such as the United States and China, but also grasps larger global trends 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic (2019-ongoing), the humanitarian crisis of the EU’s response 
to incoming refugees (2015-ongoing) or Brexit (2017-2020). These aspects can only be analysed 

to a limited extent as part of this chapter. They must however be thought of as important structural 

conditions against which the climate summits and EU action unfold.  

In addition to the structuring conditions of climate summits and external factors that determine 

the EU’s opportunity to act, EU efforts have been unfolding against the background of intensifying 

climate change and growing scientific evidence, that climate change will occur more rapidly than 

expected (IPCC 2018). The reports provided by the IPCC, both the comprehensive assessment 

reports as well as special reports provide the most recent scientific background and evidence for 

informed policymaking and have underlined the necessity to act. Thus, this dimension does not 

just cover the question of where joint action is taken in light of COPopportunities but also reflects 
upon them against the ever-increasing necessity to act. 

 Opportunity to Act Necessity to Act  

Kyoto (1997)  Moderate to high: Opportunity 
structure favourable for the EU: 
opportunity to step into an 
increased international leadership 
role, because of the US reluctance 
to make binding agreements and 
non-ratification of the KP, EU 
seizes the opportunity to push 
forward on EU ETS. 

High: US did not ratify the Protocol, 
nor did China.  
The second IPCC assessment report 
is published 2 years prior to the 
summit. 
The IPCC Special Report on the 
Regional Impacts of Climate Change: 
An Assessment of Vulnerability is 
published ahead of Kyoto, examining 
the potential regional effects of climate 
change.  
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Copenhagen 
(2009) 

Low: EU limits its own opportunity, 
wants a more ambitious 
agreement, but misses to see that 
others are not ready for a single, 
legally binding treatment.  
Unfavourable external actor 
constellations with strong 
involvement of other actors with 
rather different positions, namely 
the United States (US) and the 
BASIC countries (Brazil, South 
Africa, India, and China). 
Lack of EU cohesion, different 
Member States’ preferences. 
Changes in the external 
opportunity structure of EU 
policymaking: with the Treaty of 
Lisbon the European Parliament 
(EP) has the power to veto 
decisions, but is environmentally 
favourable. 

High: New commitment period after 
Kyoto is needed, strong pressure from 
NGO sector, no common negotiation 
position of the EU and friction across 
Member States, strong return of the 
US to the negotiation table.  
 

Paris (2015)  Moderate to high: EU seizes the 
opportunity to become one of the 
key players in the initiation of 
bottom-up efforts, yet the US-
China bilateral agreement was 
also core in setting the stage. 

Medium to high: growing evidence 
and pressure from Small Island 
Development States and AOISIS; 
Target of 1.5°C coming to the forefront, 
China–US engagement as potential 
motivator for the EU to sit at the 
geopolitical climate table 
The findings from the Fifth 
Assessment Report feed into the 
increasing necessity to act. 

Glasgow (2021) Moderate to High: EU uses 
COVID-19 as opportunity for 
policy linking, presents Green 
Recovery Investment Plans, 
combining climate policy with 
pandemic recovery. 
The EU uses the absence of the 
US as an opportunity to strengthen 
its ties with China and being a 
major actor in climate geopolitics. 
US rejoins the Paris Agreement.  
The ratcheting-up mechanism of 
the Paris Agreement comes into 
force and obliges the parties to 
present more ambitious plans and 
contributions.  

High: Growing evidence that climate 
change will occur more rapidly than 
expected as outlined per Special 
Report on 1.5 °C by the IPCC in 2018, 
increasing pressure due to COVID-19, 
temporary drop out of the US from the 
Paris Agreement 
 
 

Table 13 - Opportunity & necessity to act assessment table 
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3.6.1. Changes over time: On average: moderate external opportunity 
structures 

3.6.1.1 Favourable opportunity structures in Kyoto 

Kyoto provided favourable opportunity structures for the EU based upon good actor 

constellations, which were strongly characterised by the diminishing role of the US as an 

environmental leader (Chasek 2001, Vogler and Bretherton 2006, Groen and Niemann 2013). 
However, the external conditions were not just signified by a progressive distancing of the United 

States, but the end of the Cold War, which ‘had enormous overall significance for the development 

of the EU’s external roles’ (Vogler and Bretherton 2006: 8). The reluctance of the US to make 

binding agreements and ultimate non-ratification of the Kyoto Protocol provided an opportunity 

void that the EU was able to fill. The development of the EU ETS presents an instance of policy 

transfer from the US and relied on the exchange of information with American experts on earlier 

experience with permit trading in the acid rain programme (Damro and Mendez 2003, Vogler and 

Bretherton 2006). Although the US actively pushed for a greenhouse gas emissions trading 
system as a new environmental policy instrument (NEPI) and the EU initially lacked confidence 

in a market-based mechanism while being unfamiliar with ETS, a reversal of approaches to 

climate change occurred that has been described as ‘Kyoto Flip Flop’ (Damro and Mendez 2003). 

With the US rejecting Kyoto, the EU committed to implementing its own variant of a domestic 

emissions trading scheme signified by a mix of market-based solutions and regulations.  

The political dynamics of climate policy were only under development (for greater details on the 

Kyoto process, see Oberthür and Ott 1999). Thus, frictions as part of negotiation dynamics were 

not yet cemented and EU countries were keen to play an active role as part of the Kyoto process. 

At the same time, cohesion between Member States did not yet play such a strong role. 

3.6.1.2 Unfavourable opportunity structures due to actor constellations and lack of EU cohesion  

The necessity structure of Copenhagen was in favour with the EU’s demands: Beforehand, the 

Alliance of Small Island Developing States (AOSIS) had put forth a Declaration on Climate 

Change to express their grave concerns about the threat climate change already poses for 

vulnerable countries and disappointment over the lack of apparent ambition, urging ‘progress 

towards a fair and meaningful Copenhagen outcome’35. Expectations to ‘seal a deal’ for a follow-

up agreement to the Kyoto Protocol were also especially high from diverse governmental actors 
and international organisations. Throughout the summit, the strong pressure from non-state 

actors was prevalent. COP15 had the most attendees ever with close to 115 world leaders 

 
35 AOSIS, ‘Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) Declaration on Climate Change 2009’, accessed 10 February 2021, 
via: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/1566AOSISSummitDeclarationSept21FINAL.pdf.  

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/1566AOSISSummitDeclarationSept21FINAL.pdf.
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attending the summit and more than 40 000 people representing governments, NGOs, 
intergovernmental organisations, faith-based organisations and media36.  

The EU wanted a single, legally binding and more ambitious agreement but failed to come up 
with a common negotiation position due to a lack of EU cohesion and Member State division (also 

see chapters 3.3 Cohesion and 3.4 Recognition). The external opportunity structure was 

characterised by unfavourable actor constellations (Groen and Niemann 2012a). The US had just 

returned to the negotiation table and entered into a strong actor alliance with other actors. 

Simultaneously, a lack of trust in the presidency and secret bilateral negotiations sidelined the 

process of the UNFCCC, adding to the problem of COP15 being perceived as non-transparent 

and exclusive (also see Högl 2018).  

At the same time, the EU experienced changes in the external opportunity structure of EU 

policymaking: the Treaty of Lisbon entered into force in 2009, with the EP obtaining power to veto 

future international agreements and having to inform all stages of the negotiation process. Due 

to the EP’s pro-environmental stance, this change was reluctantly welcomed to potentially 
contribute positively to international climate negotiations (Groen et al. 2012c). Further, the Treaty 

mandated the EC to represent the EU externally. These changes, however, did not affect the EU 

during the Copenhagen negotiations (ibid.).  

3.6.1.3 Seizing opportunities in Paris:  

In contrast to Copenhagen, the French presidency of the Paris Summit managed to build trust 
and a very different setting with the non-state actor commitment platform (also see Högel 2018). 

COP21 provided a context for reciprocal relations between developing and developed countries 

for deepening and maintaining corporations (ibid.). The external opportunity structure for the EU 

in Paris was also determined by the existential threat to Small Island Developing States (SIDS) 

and their leading role of advocating for strong climate action through AOSIS (Ourbak and Magnan 

2018). During the Paris Agreement, the EU was cherished for seizing the opportunity of becoming 

a key player in initiating bottom-up climate policy (Schoenefeld 2015). The opportunity structure 

for the EU unfolds against the perceived necessity based on increasing evidence and growing 
problem pressure from small island development states and developing countries. In addition, the 

necessity to act was particularly high, due to the widespread perception of EU failure and its 

diminishing role during Copenhagen (see chapter 3.4 recognition and Liu and Wu 2018).  

3.6.2. Current status: From Beijing-Washington to Beijing-Brussels? 

During the past years, the absence of the US in global climate policy presented an opportunity 
for the EU to expand its influence and enlarge its role in climate geopolitics. The laggard position 

 
36 See UNFCCC ‘Conference Copenhagen Climate Change Conference - December 2009’, accessed 7 February 2021 
via: https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/conferences/past-conferences/copenhagen-climate-change-conference-
december-2009/copenhagen-climate-change-conference-december-2009-  

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/conferences/past-conferences/copenhagen-climate-change-conference-


D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
99 

of the US has even been described as an ‘opportunity momentum’ for the EU (Mathiesen 2021). 
It is against this background that the renewed climate engagement between China and the EU 

must also be understood. The core narrative put forth in public media in this context has been 

that of China and the EU as leading the way in backing the Paris Agreement (Boffey and Neslen 

2017, Charveriat 2017, Xinhua 2019, Craw 2020). One major concern had been that other 

countries, such as Russia, Turkey or Saudi Arabia would become renegades and leave the Paris 

Agreement as well (Charveriat 2017). The narrative of China and the EU as ‘saviour’ of the Paris 

Agreement has not just been pushed by public media, but also policy analysts and government 
officials in both countries.  

Strategically, China and the EU solidified their commitment towards each other and the Paris 

Agreement during the EU-China summit in 2018. Both actors agreed to strengthen their bilateral 
cooperation through different efforts, such as long-term low greenhouse gas emission 

development strategies, energy efficiency, clean energy or low-emission transport37. At the core 

of the ‘EU-China Climate Change Partnership’ stands ‘the enhanced cooperation of the World’s 

largest Emissions Trading Partners’ as expressed in the signed Memorandum of Understanding 

in 2018 (EC 2018). The cooperation was further solidified through green cooperation in post-

pandemic recovery and the planned set-up of a High-Level Environment and Climate Dialogue 

(EURACTIV 2020). 

Before Joe Biden’s inauguration in January 2021, policy analysts early on pointed to the likelihood 

of the US returning to the Paris Agreement but analysts also noted that the US would continue 

an ‘America First’ Strategy focusing on national energy markets. Policy analysts also point out: 
‘Europe’s priority is to avoid a return to the days when climate geopolitics were driven by deals 

between Washington and Beijing; after years of careful relationship building with China, the EU 

wants to stay at climate’s top table. Pushing China to do more to cut its emissions at home is a 

key goal for the COP26 UN climate talks this November.’ (Oroschakoff and Mathiesen 2021). 

In addition to seizing opportunities of solidified EU climate policy, the EU Commission used 

COVID-19 as an opportunity to establish green growth and carbon neutrality as core pillars of a 

new EU growth strategy in 2020. In this context, the EU Commission has often acted as a policy 

entrepreneur. This has been occurring against the background of an absent climate-active United 

States.  

In summary, European climate diplomacy was seriously strengthened as of late with COVID-19 

and an absent US constituting both a necessity, as well as an opportunity to act. 

 
37 See European Commission ‘Cooperation with non-EU countries & regions, China’, available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/cooperation/china_en, last accessed 7 February 2021 

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/cooperation/china_en,
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3.7. Credibility  
This dimension covers how other global governance actors find the EU to be a credible actor, i.e. 

believing the EU will do what it commits to do. Perceived credibility can be specific to policy 

instruments (such as the EU ETS), policy targets (such as the EU’s 2030 carbon neutrality target) 
or specific policy actors (e.g. individual Cabinet members, Directorate-Generals) and can be 

affected by specific events (e.g. COVID-19 pandemic). This section has only limited capacity to 

reflect upon such a fine granular differentiation of credibility. Instead, it tries to offer the most 

dominant readings of the EU’s credibility over time as presented in the academic literature and 

as perceived by different global governance actors as well as the EU itself. In the context of 

credibility, most of the research has focused on the EU’s role in breaking with CO2 pathways that 

are not in line with a 2 °C or 1.5 °C temperature limit. This debate reveals the close relation of 

credibility and policy effectiveness. At the same time, and in addition to a common analysis of EU 
emission gaps, policy ambitions are often at the forefront of discourses on EU credibility. 

Simultaneously, EU credibility in climate policy has a strong relational component, i.e. what the 

EU does in comparison with other global governance players. These debates strongly overlap 

with research on EU leadership and recognition.  

Weak institutions are an important factor for the ability of countries to effectively delegate and 

carry out the implementation of announced policy targets. Despite being a subjective quality, 

resource availability, (dis)unity and cohesion strongly impact credibility (Elkström 2015). At the 

same time, credibility is also considered an outcome of policy and legislation (Averchenkova and 

Bassi 2016). These different notions of credibility demonstrate that this dimension is closely 

interlinked with authority, autonomy and cohesion.  

At the same time, this dimension is interlinked with the effectiveness of the EU (history of 

compliance and goal attainment), its reputation, institutional performance and ambitions of efforts, 
e.g. setting a timetable for emission reduction efforts, engaging in other ambitious agreements, 

implementing promised efforts and having enforcement mechanisms (and the willingness) to do 

so. Ambition can relate to the internal/autonomous commitment (degree of self-imposed 

commitment such as legally binding emission reduction targets), external commitment of EU 

policymakers (EU commitment towards other governments, e.g. in terms of transboundary 

emissions) and how the EU commitment binds others.  

In a nutshell and following from the analysis, the EU as a credible actor has the following 

characteristic: it is unified (e.g. Parker et al. 2017), it achieves what it said it would, it is ambitious, 

not just in comparison to others but it takes leadership and consolidates its role in global climate 

policy (see Liu und Wu 2018), also because of its continued high emissions and historical 

responsibilities.  
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Phase Assessment 
(low to high) 

Comment 

Kyoto (1997) Low to 
moderate 

Credibility gap between international targets and domestic 
implementation, gradually reduced through the availability 
of policy and legislation (e.g. ETS, ESR and Renewable 
Energy Directive), but technological advances are seen to 
be the major factor for the EU in reaching its Kyoto targets. 
BASIC countries point to the historical emissions deficits of 
the EU. 

Copenhagen 
(2009) 

Low Credibility suffers severely, due to disunity of the EU at the 
negotiations and weakening of the EU’s normative 
legitimacy, NGOs severely disappointed at EU targets, 
continued view from BASIC countries: US and EU as 
biggest carbon deficit countries. 

Paris (2015) Moderate In the run-up to Paris: EU targets significantly higher than 
at COP15 but not compliant with 1.5 °C degree target, lack 
of agreement of Member States on ambition increase, 10 
Member States refuse to make concrete concessions on 
ambition progression, disunity resulting in credibility gap. 
During Paris: harmonised negotiation decision but 
underpromising targets, postponement of important 
decisions and absence of LULUCF accounting framework 
but progress on the EU’s commitment to mobilise support 
for other nations through substantial pledges to the Green 
Climate Fund.  

Glasgow (2021) Moderate Emission deficits continue to play a role, climate targets are 
not in line with a 1.5 °C degree warming ambition and the 
EU’s self-image of being a leader in climate policy. EU 
Member States cannot agree on raising mitigation ambition 
and disunity persists regarding becoming the first carbon-
neutral economy. But the EU is committed to the new EU 
climate law and setting a long-term target, thereby 
increasing ambition. Success and improved credibility will 
rely on some Member States receiving greater support in 
reaching their targets, thereby lowering disunity and friction 
within the EU.  

The EU has moderate actorness related to climate credibility and presents a very mixed 
signal. The weak pricing signal of the EU ETS infringes the EU’s credibility. At the same time 
EU credibility has increased from Kyoto to Glasgow when looking at resources legislation and 
institutional capacity dedicated to climate governance, but policy targets also continue to be 
reached through other means such as technological advances. Simultaneously, some global 
governance actors (BASIC countries; NGOs) consider the EU targets not ambitious enough 
and not keeping track with the EU’s historic responsibility. Continued Member State division on 
raising mitigation ambition persists, and an EU pattern of ‘underpromising’ continues to infringe 
EU credibility.  

Table 14 - Credibility assessment table 
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3.7.1. Changes over time: Moderately increasing credibility 

3.7.1.1 Credibility gap during Kyoto due to lowered ambitions, flexible instruments and implementation 

deficits 

In the 1990s, the slow progress of effective domestic climate policies in contrast to the EU’s 
international commitments have been described as a ‘credibility gap’ (Oberthür and Kelly 2008: 

39). Although the EU reached its 8 % reduction target under the Kyoto Protocol, it has been 

pointed out that the EU initially proposed more ambitious reductions, which did not come through 

and ultimately agreed to lower its targets. Although the EU was successful in keeping its emission 

reduction targets as set forward by the first commitment period under the Kyoto Protocol, it has 

been argued that it was also external factors such as wall-fall profits in light of economic 

restructuring in Eastern Germany, Central and Eastern Europe, as well as the financial crisis 

which were responsible for the outcome (also see Böhringer 2003, EC 2004, EEA 2010).  

At the same time, there has long been debate regarding the trade-offs between flexibility and 

commitment of the EU, especially in climate policy (e.g. see Brunner et al. 2012). Credible 

policies, goals, institutions and actual policy performance are key to building trust and support for 
more ambitious climate policymaking of EU institutions. The CO2 limits set by the ETS are 

considered important elements post-Kyoto that led to a shrinking credibility gap. Yet, deficits in 

the implementation of existing policies such as the Renewable Energy Directive left the emission 

reduction potential under-exploited. Apart from increasing the ambition of the policy targets, the 

implementation of the targets through different legislative proposals such as the ESR or a new 

directive on renewable energy or the ETS were key for the improved credibility of the EU in the 

2000s, helping to reduce the credibility gap (Oberthür and Kelly 2008). 

From a perspective of developing and newly industrialised (BASIC) countries, the historical 

carbon deficit has been heatedly debated. In this context, the EU and other Annex I countries 

have been discussed as notorious over-shooters of CO2 emissions and together with the US the 
biggest deficit countries when it comes to the total carbon budget (1990-2050) and the historical 

emissions (1900 to 1999) (BASIC expert group 2011). These observations result in several 

implications for the EU, that if not met, run the risk of resulting in an even greater credibility gap 

of its policy aspirations.  

3.7.1.2 Weakening Copenhagen 

Different viewpoints postulate a severely low point of EU credibility during and after the 
Copenhagen Climate Summit in 2009. The disunity of the EU at the negotiations and weakening 

of the EU’s normative legitimacy based on the embrace of a new universal framework that would 

bind all major emitters, and potentially weaken the legal status of industrialised countries’ 

commitments further infringed EU credibility (also see Sterk et al. 2010). Aside from NGOs being 

severely disappointed with EU targets, non-Annex I countries point to the neglect of the historical 

responsibility of the EU and the United States, despite severe disappointment at an exclusive 
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drafting process, that excluded the majority of countries (Phillips 2009, Sterk et al. 2010). This 
blow to the EU’s self-image of a global leader severely eroded the EU’s external credibility as part 

of the international climate negotiations (also see Sohn 2016). The debates around Copenhagen 

disclose that EU credibility is often linked to the EU taking the lead, setting ambitious targets and 

acting as a unified actor that is counterbalanced by other increasingly global governance figures 

such as China.  

Post-Copenhagen, and despite low prices, the EU ETS, reduced CO2 emissions by 1.2 billion 

tonnes between 2008 and 2016, which is almost half of what the EU promised to reduce under 

the second and bits of the third commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol (Bayer and Aklin 2020). 

Yet, the low pricing signals also led to observers being sceptical about the EU ETS, as they are 

considered to undermine the proper functioning of carbon markets (ibid.). The reliance of market-
based instruments is another contested factor for EU credibility.  

3.7.1.3 Undermined EU credibility during Paris because of under promising targets 

Before the Paris Summit took place, NGOs had criticised the EU Paris pledges for lacking 

‘ambition and clarity on crucial policy issues’, thereby undermining EU credibility (CAN Europe 

2015, Pashley 2015). The Paris Agreement brought forward a five-yearly stocktaking cycle to 

increase ambition, which will begin in 2023. The ‘ratchet-up’ mechanism calls upon all members 
of the Paris Agreement to present progression in ambition as part of the consecutive NDCs. This 

provision will require the EU to update its NDCs and overall ambition, in addition to the due review 

of the ESR in 2024. Because the EU was one of the parties which called for the inclusion of the 

‘ratchet-up’ mechanism as part of the Paris Agreement, failing to enhance the EU NDC can lead 

to a loss of credibility (Marcu et al. 2019).  

Although the EU targets for the Paris Agreement as set forth in the EU’s INDC were considered 

to rely on the latest science, and largely in line with the 2 °C target, NGOs were disappointed, 

and for instance postulated that the commitment was ‘thin on details and ambition’ (WWF 2015). 

The expectations by non-state actors and policy advisers had been high in terms of the EU going 

much further than a ‘solid commitment’ (CAT 2015, E3G 2015, WRI 2015, WWF 2015a, also see 
Evans 2015). The EU later adjusted its initial draft proposal to include emissions from land use, 

land use change and forestry (LULUCF), which was noticed positively, but still lacking clarification 

as to how LULUCF will be concretely approached (Fransen and Blumenthal 2015).  

As part of its submitted NDC, the EU has been accused of using lower policy targets to ‘drive by 

sight’ and using under promising as a deliberate strategy to be able to progress in ambition later 

(E3G 2015). The critique of the EU’s ambition was echoed by other environmental organisations, 

who view the EU as a key actor of climate diplomacy attributed to ‘leading by example’ and 

implementing ambitious climate action domestically (Astuccia 2019). The EU did not lead by 

example regarding the ambition of its targets, which were not in line with the more ambitious 

1.5 °C target. Instead, the EU’s habit in ‘over-delivering and under promising’ was called into 
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question while pointing out its role for setting global expectations for the Kyoto successor, (e.g. 
E3G 2015, Evans 2015). 

Although the EU targets were ambitious in relative terms, i.e. when compared to other Member 
States under the UNFCCC, and its congruence with the 2 °C target, the limited credibility was not 

just a result of unambitious targets as submitted per INDC, but also a result of diminished 

cohesion between EU Member States. The lack of consensus within the EU and Member State 

divide on the progression of ambition stands in correlation with lower policy targets. In this context, 

the divided engagement of the EU and resistance of some Member States regarding the increase 

of the EU’s 2030 mitigation ambition as part of the five-year review has been heatedly debated. 

A bloc of 10 countries (Bulgaria, Czechia, Croatia, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Lithuania, Malta, 

Poland and Romania) had blocked efforts to include more explicit language on the progression 
of ambition (also see Morgan 2019).  

Another core critique of EU credibility evolved around the high number of surplus emissions 

credits and policies related to deforestation and land change. The removal of surplus emission 
credits (also referred to as EU allowances or climate credits) from the EU ETS is considered an 

important measure for reaching the EU’s overall reduction targets and has been central in the 

long-standing debate on EU ETS reform. During Paris, NGOs and climate think tanks argued that 

the failure to remove surplus credits from the EU ETS can weaken its 40 % reduction target aside 

from uncertainty of accounting from the land use, land use change, and forestry (LULUCF) sector 

(e.g. CAN Europe 2015; 2016, CAT 2015). Although global expectations for increased mitigation 

potential from the LULUCF sector and an effective LULUCF accounting system are high, (e.g. 
see Pozzi 2017) accounting and reporting rules under the Paris Agreement left countries a larger 

degree of freedom to develop their own accounting system in contrast to accounting rules under 

the Kyoto Protocol, which were strictly defined (Nabuurs et al. 2018). The EU INDC deferred the 

decision on how to include LULUCF into its 2030 target to ‘as soon as technical conditions allow 

and in any case before 2020’ (EU LV 2015).  

3.7.1.4 Higher pledges and the EU’s role in high-ambition coalition contribute to increased EU credibility 

Aside from arguments that the EU’s targets were under promising, its pledges were substantially 

higher than at COP15 in Copenhagen and convincing enough to generate support from other 

countries. This instance has been argued to positively contribute to EU credibility, underpinned 

by substantial pledges to the Green Climate Fund and financial commitments under the European 

Development Fund Intra-ACP strategy, pledging to allocate EUR 475 million to support climate 

action and resilience in ACP countries (Sohn 2016). Furthermore, it has been pointed out that the 

EU played a key role in forming the High-Ambition coalition as part of the Cartagena Dialogue. 

The coalition itself was considered credible, because there were coherent policy demands that 
reflected the main interests of the alliance members (Hirsch 2016). The Paris Agreement and the 
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alliance with developing countries has been argued as an instance of resurrected EU credibility 
(Sohn 2016).  

The swift ratification of the Paris Agreement was welcomed by the NGO sector (e.g. Oxfam 2016). 
The alignment of all future EU policies with the Paris Agreement was even considered a ‘credibility 

test’ (ibid.). Within the European Commission, former President Jean-Claude Juncker 

emphasised that ‘slow delivery on promises made is a phenomenon that more and more risks 

undermining the Union’s credibility’ (EC 2016). At the same time, the EU’s post-Paris emission 

reduction pledges postulate the highest credibility based on policy and legislation for the EU, 

Korea and Mexico (Averchenkova and Bassi 2016). Although the EU is internally concerned about 

fair and ambitious targets, and allocating responsibility fairly, the need to address the historical 

emission surplus emissions has been pointed out. In this context, EU engagement in international 
climate finance has been welcomed, positively influencing its credibility.  

3.7.2. Current status: Continued moderate credibility  

The temporary US exit from the Paris Agreement was considered by many ‘an opportunity to 

consolidate its role in climate change diplomacy, which may yield benefits in terms of improved 

image and credibility for the EU,’ (e.g. see Liu and Wu 2018: 10). Against the background of 
internal economic and political challenges such as Brexit, leadership in climate policy is 

considered a more broadly defined indicator for credibility (ibid.). When looking at credibility 

related to climate policy itself, balancing the ambivalence of increased policy ambition and 

effective implementation has become a litmus test for the EU’s credibility.  

A recent study examined the national climate policies of the seven largest emitting economies for 

which national models were available to evaluate the implementation of the Paris Agreement (see 

Roelfsema et al. 2020, fig. 16). The results show a significant implementation gap or ambition 

gap for all countries, i.e. Brazil, China, the European Union, India, Japan, Russian Federation 

and the United States (ibid.: 6). Collectively, they fall short of meeting the objectives set forth by 

the Paris Agreement to stay well below 2 °C and even fail to meet their ambition as prescribed 
per the NDCs. The results are presented in a multi-model scenario analysis (See fig.14) which 

shows that the implementation of current policies leaves a median emissions gap of 22.4 to 28.2 

Gigaton CO2 equivalent (GtCO2eq) by 2030 for the 2 °C emission pathway and the 1.5° pathway 

respectively. China, India, Japan and the Russian Federation are close to achieving their NDC, 

while this is not the case for the EU (ibid.:2).  
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Figure 14 - Absolute (GtCO2eq) and percentage impact of policy implementation relative 
to no new policies scenario, and implementation gap with NDC scenario for the world, 

China, United States, India, EU, Japan, Brazil and Russian Federation (median value and 
10). 

 

Aside from the EU’s recent emission gaps, the European Parliament had called on the 

Commission and EU Member States to increase ambitions in the lead up to the Glasgow summit 
and called into question the EU commitments in advance of COP26: 

‘In its communication on the European Green Deal, the Commission promised to assess 
the feasibility of a 50-55 % goal by the summer of 2020. It has come to the MEPs’ 

attention that the Commission is considering postponing its assessment until the autumn, 

which would mean that the EU would enter into diplomatic exchanges and the preliminary 

COP26 negotiations without having made any commitments of its own. This could 

seriously jeopardise its chances of agreeing on ambitious measures with its international 

partners. Moreover, it would undermine the EU’s credibility and its status as a leader in 

both global and domestic climate policy.’  

(EP 2020a). 

The target of becoming the first climate neutral economy by 2050 and leading by example has 

been blocked by Eastern European countries and thereby drastically affected the EU’s credibility 

in the lead up to the Glasgow summit. This, once again, brings forward the close entanglement 

of credibility with other issues such as policy effectiveness, EU cohesion, historical responsibility, 

ambition and leadership, which, combined, matter for the EU being considered a credible actor. 
Against the background of the EU’s self-proclaimed image of being a strong actor in climate 

policy, the issue of EU leadership is especially prominent in debates on EU credibility.  
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4. EU Effectiveness in climate policy  
4.1. Introduction 
The previous chapter examined the EU’s actorness in climate policy over time. This chapter asks 

how effective the EU has been in this area. Against the background of globally rising 

anthropogenic GHG emissions and more rapidly intensifying climate impacts, the need for 

improved climate policy effectiveness has been discussed from a variety of angles. Recent 

viewpoints have analysed the role of international treaties themselves in curbing GHG emissions 

such as the Kyoto Protocol or the Paris Agreement (e.g. Dimitrov 2019 et al. 2019, Kim et al. 

2020, Raiser et al. 2020). These articles focus on the correlative aspects of global climate change 

frameworks and sustainable development and further distinguish different aspects of 
effectiveness, such as institutional and environmental effectiveness (Dimitrov et al. 2019, Raiser 

et al. 2020) or economic and environmental effectiveness (Kim et al. 2020). Other angles examine 

the role the EU plays in reducing global GHG emissions (e.g. Wettestad 2000, Oberthür and Kelly 

2008, Böhringer 2014). Focusing on the EU’s internal effectiveness, further research has 

analysed the EU’s role for EU climate policy development, reaching its own targets and to varying 

degrees looking at Member State compliance and/or national policy development (e.g. Delreux 

and Ohler 2019, Schoenfeld and Jordan 2020). In line with examinations of the EU’s internal 

policy coordination, development and effectiveness, a recent briefing by the European 
Environmental Agency (EEA) provides an overview of reported and planned national climate 

policies in Europe. Despite Member States doing better reporting and providing more complete 

information about their climate policies, evidence of actually achieved emission cuts and costs of 

policies are reported to be insufficient (EEA 2019a, b). Below the line, the need for information on 

policy effectiveness is pointed out to help identify successes and failures and provide an informed 

basis for future policy decisions (EEA 2019b).  

4.1.1. Effectiveness as external goal achievement 

In this chapter, effectiveness is understood as external goal attainment. Goal attainment is 

contextualised in the sense of actorness, which relates to the EU’s external impact at the global 

governance level38. As a result, EU effectiveness is analysed from the perspective of the EU as 

an actor that can impact global climate governance (and set global goals). One recent volume 

has examined what conditions of the EU’s internal cohesiveness determine its external 
effectiveness in global governance (Conceição-Heldt and Meunier 2015). The authors generally 

 
38 Different notions of ‘global governance’ exist: The International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences (2001) 
defines global governance as activities that transcend national boundaries at different levels, such as international, 
transnational, and regional levels, and also refers to activities in the public and private sectors. Deree-Birkbeck (2009) 
goes a step further by pointing to global governance as the ‘processes, traditions, institutional arrangements and legal 
regimes through which authority is exercised, and decisions taken and implemented at the global level,’ (p. 1173). These 
can be formal (as among governments) and also informal (involving a range of stakeholders with or without direct 
government engagement. This chapter considers only the formal aspects by looking at negotiations under the UNFCCC 
and not reflecting upon informal processes with non-state actors.  
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find that an internally cohesive EU is more effective in the international context. They also find 
that diversity (in terms of different actors and interests) does not automatically hinder the EU in 

international negotiations.  

The aspect of ‘speaking with a single voice’ relates to one internal actorness dimension of the 

TRIGGER actorness model, that is cohesion (see chapter 3). Cohesion is one out of seven 

dimensions that comprises the actorness model, which to our understanding all impact the EU’s 

external effectiveness to varying degrees. Of great relevance for the TRIGGER project is the 

finding that low internal cohesiveness can co-exist with high, medium or low effectiveness 

depending on the policy areas and the bargaining configuration (ibid.). Thus, high cohesiveness 

can even be associated with low effectiveness and cohesiveness is a necessary but not sufficient 

condition for external effectiveness. In the context of international environmental negotiations, it 
is even found that cohesiveness can even be counterproductive for effectiveness, when the 

relative bargaining power is high (Delreux 2014). In addition, internal competition could help in 

developing solutions that work on the global level as well. This mechanism is well known for 

technological innovation but could work for policy innovation as well (Jacob et al. 2005). Put 

simply, having a single voice of the EU in global governance can have different outcomes. Before 

evaluating the role of actorness as a whole, the chapter firstly identifies some core goals that the 

EU pursued at the global governance level and what policy instruments the EU used to push 

these goals. Based on this, some (only preliminary) insights are generated at the end on some of 
the correlative aspects of actorness and effectiveness. A subsequent study would need to 

examine in greater detail, how each of the actorness dimensions interrelate and matter for the 

EU’s external effectiveness.  

When looking at the relationship of different goal types, it is assumed that goals set at micro levels 

condition goal attainment at the meso (global) level. Micro-level goals can be understood as the 

more granular objectives the EU adopts in certain settings (see D7.6 introduction). In this sense, 

micro and meso levels are understood as instrumental for macro-level goal attainment, but are 

also a result of goals set at the global level. The EU's internal climate policy goals are closely 

related to the global targets, which the EU helped to set. Aside from assuming an interrelation 

between actorness and policy effectiveness, the chapter assumes that the effectiveness of global 
climate governance impacts the EU’s internal effectiveness and vice versa.  

4.1.2. Structure of the chapter 

First, core EU goals in the climate policy domain are identified and reflected throughout time 

(chapter section 4.2). These goals are understood as meso-level goals, which are specific to this 

policy domain, and where the EU was effective, were later on endorsed at the global governance 
level. The related research questions are: What aspects in the global governance regime 

originated in the EU? Which EU goals were endorsed at UNFCCC level? The goals, which will be 

examined in greater detail are: 1) the goal of a 2 °C degree warming target (and potentially raising 
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ambition to reach it), 2) setting binding reduction targets as a design element of global governance 
architecture, and 3) promoting acceptance for CBDR principles. These goals correspond with EU 

macro-level goals and norms. The macro level is defined as the overarching values of the EU as 

an actor in global governance.  

Chapter section 4.3 briefly examines the main policy instruments and how the EU sought the 

attainment of these goals over time. Chapter section 4.4 takes a closer look at one specific case 

study at the micro level and examines whether the identified goal was reached or not. The micro 

level is understood as the individual level and specific points of time in the negotiation process at 

which the EU is setting concrete goals that have external significance (e.g. COP specific strategic 

missions or concrete emission reduction targets). The goal that will be looked at is a variant of 

the meso goal (promoting acceptance for differentiated responsibility) but at a specific moment in 
time: How the EU pushed a dynamic interpretation of the CBDR principles in the lead up to Paris. 

The CBDR framework not only has distinctive significance for the EU’s internal goal attainment 

and its Member States in terms of setting norms for jointly sharing responsibility, but also impacts 

EU leadership in international climate governance (also see chapter 2 and Oberthür 2008). 

Promoting differentiated responsibility relates to the ‘external’ aspects of effectiveness, that is, 

the ability of the EU to attain its targets and potentially shape those of the global governance 

arena. Chapter section 4.5 summarises some of the main findings and discusses them by 

formulating preliminary observations.  

4.2. Identification of EU goals in Climate Policy  
To identify goals in this domain, conclusions from Environmental Council meetings were 

examined, as the Environmental Council can be considered a central player in EU decision-
making (see chapter 2 on global climate governance). Three points in time were selected: ahead 

of, during and after the three summits (Kyoto, Copenhagen and Paris) and examined (please see 

chapter 1 why these phases were chosen). Apparently, the identified goals remain valid for the 

upcoming Glasgow summit, but for obvious reasons, the effectiveness of the EU cannot yet be 

analysed.  

The Environmental Council is made up of ministers responsible for matters related to climate 

change and the environment. It considers itself a ‘key policymaker’ on climate policy and is also 

in charge of preparing EU positions for international conferences and climate change 

negotiations39. 

The environmental ministers of EU Member States formally meet two times per year plus two 

informal meetings (March, June, October and December) as part of the Environmental Council 

and in order to make decisions on key climate policy concerns and strategies. In addition to these 

 
39 ‘Environmental Council configuration (ENVI),’ European Council, retrieved 20 April 2021: https://www.consilium. 
europa.eu/en/council-eu/configurations/env/.  

https://www.consilium.
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meetings, another informal meeting of environmental ministers takes place to discuss a particular 
topic related to the Council configuration in the host country of the Council presidency (Council 

2020).  

In addition, the identification of goals was also informed by an analysis of secondary academic 

literature in this domain. Three core goals were identified: 1) the 2 °C  temperature target and 

joint goal setting as a means for global climate governance, 2) the EU’s push for using binding, 

quantifiable emission targets as a design element for global governance and 3) the EU’s efforts 

to trigger greater acceptance for differentiated responsibilities. It becomes visible that the goals 

strongly interrelate and that they have a strong relational component, i.e. what goals do other 

global governance actors set and how.  

4.2.1. The 2 °C degree temperature target: Global governance through joint 
goal setting 

The EU was the first entity, wanting to limit the pre-industrial level to 2 °C of global warming in 
comparison to the pre-industrial level (Geden 2013, Morseletto et al. 2017, Fischer and Geden 

2020). Targets and common goal setting have become an increasingly important policy tool for 

global governance (Morseletto et al. 2017, Vijge et al. 2020). As of late, global goal setting and 

collectively articulated policy ambitions have also been discussed in the context of sustainable 

development, where hybrid forms of governance and multi-stakeholdership have emerged (Vijge 

et al. 2020). Here, goal-based governance is also debated as a way to address democratic deficits 

by ensuring more deliberative inputs and inclusiveness, which not only present a more reflexive 

way of governance but can also enhance greater output legitimacy and hence improve 
governance results (ibid. 261).  

In the recent climate context, the Paris Agreement was considered remarkable, because the 
international treaty ‘establishes for the first time a global goal with the aim to enhance capacity, 

climate resilience and reduce climate vulnerability,’ (EC 2016). The goal referred to is the global 

warming target ‘to well below 2, preferably to 1.5 degrees Celsius’ (PA 2015). The 2 °C warming 

target has a long history in global climate governance: It has become one of the most well-known 

global governance targets, which underwent several phases. Morseletto and colleagues (2017) 

have identified four phases for the evolution of the 2 °C target (see fig. 15). The initial phase (1988 

to 1996) focused on the political development and framing of the target, using it as a heuristic and 

scientifically informed rationale to guide policy. The quantified target was scientifically informed 
and a largely consensual boundary object in the initial phase. The EU was keen to establish the 

2 degrees target as a global benchmark as well as EU-internal orientation for policymaking. 

During Kyoto and in close cooperation with the IPCC, the EU first established the 2 degrees target 

as an own EU goal, but also as an instrument to guide global efforts: 
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‘Given the serious risk of such an increase and particularly the very high rate of change, 
the Council believes that global average temperatures should not exceed 2 degrees 

above pre-industrial level and that therefore concentration levels lower than 550 ppm 

CO2 should guide global limitation and reduction efforts.’ (EC 1996) 

In the second phase (1997 to 2009), the target diffused to the global governance level (Morseletto 

et al. 2017). The Kyoto Protocol now for the first time included quantified global emission reduction 

targets for industrialised countries. This incident marks an interesting overlap of goals that the EU 

helped to set, which is pushing for legally binding emission reduction targets as part of the climate 

negotiations and an evidence-based narrative of a quantified temperature limit. Aside from the 

EU’s engagement and that of political leaders in shaping the 2 °C target, consolidation occurred 

through the increasing consideration by non-governmental actors and approval in different 
contexts, such as economic forums (ibid.). During Copenhagen, the EU still stuck to its 

formulation that global warming ‘ought not to exceed 2 °C above the pre-industrial level’ and 

endorsed a step-by-step approach, to respect ‘the environmental integrity and the 2 °C objective’ 

(EC 2009). Copenhagen coincides with the third phase (2009-2010), a time at which the target 

enjoyed significant recognition by a majority of countries and diplomatic success (Morseletto et 

al. 2017). Here again, the EU played a significant role in pushing its vision of 2 degrees as an 

accepted goal for global governance (ibid.). In the subsequent years, the EU’s wording was 

slightly adjusted to an intended warming target of ‘well below 2°C’. The EU’s position in 
preparation for the Paris Agreement expresses:  

‘[The Council of the European Union] STRESSES that, consistent with recent IPCC 
findings, in order to stay below 2°C, global greenhouse gas emissions need to peak by 

2020 at the latest, be reduced by at least 50% by 2050 compared to 1990[1] and be near 

zero or below by 2100.’  

(Council 2015). 

The time ahead of Paris has also been described as the fourth phase of ‘disembeddedness’ 
(2011-2015), signified by the target taking a mobilising role but lacking specifications to make it 

more effective, thereby fulfilling a largely declarative function (Morseletto et al. 2017). The shift to 

an ever more symbolic function became clear with the EU’s NDC submitted to the UNFCCC later 

on which stated a temperature target of ‘well below 2°C’. The Paris Agreement contained a critical 

readjustment of the global temperature target After the Paris Summit, the European Commission 

reflected on the 1.5 °C temperature target as an ‘aspirational goal’ to ‘drive greater ambition [and] 

to highlight the concerns of the most vulnerable countries that are already experiencing the 

impacts of climate change.’ In the same communication to the European Parliament and 
Environmental Council, the European Commission points to the shortcomings and potentially the 

need to develop an established method for successful implementation:  
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‘A clear understanding of the specific policy implications of a 1.5 °C goal needs to be 
developed. The 5th Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) was inconclusive on this aspect due to sparse scientific analysis.’ (EC 

2016) 

The way the EU understood the 1.5 degrees target was as a symbolic instrument, to send a ‘clear 

signal to all stakeholders’ and ‘moving from action by a few to action by all’ (ibid.). At the same 

time, the EU perceived the target as a ‘dynamic mechanism to take stock and strengthen ambition 

over time’ (ibid.). It has also been described as aspirational to highlight the concerns of the most 

vulnerable countries. Below the line it can be observed that the EU pushed a distinctive narrative 

and goal as a governance instrument and was successful to the extent that it gained momentum 

throughout the years and was ultimately adopted as part of the Paris Agreement. Throughout the 
process, the EU slightly adjusted its own framing. Contention persists as to whether the target 

was useful in actually coordinating different interests and actions in climate governance 

(Morseletto et al. 2017) and which other factors in addition to the EU were responsible for the 

target gaining traction.  

 
Figure 15 - The 2 degrees target phases, Source: Adjusted from Marsoletto et al. 2016: 

669. 
 

4.2.2. Binding, quantifiable emission targets as design element for global 
governance  

Binding emission reduction targets have been a bedrock of  EU climate policymaking (Meyer-

Ohlendorf and Bart 2020). They have also been considered an important element in the global 
governance of climate change. On 1 December 1997, the immediate UN press release during the 

Kyoto Summit contained binding reduction targets for developed countries as core governance 
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elements for climate change (UN ENV/DEV/453 1997). Annex B of the ultimate Kyoto Protocol 
ended up including a list of 37 industrialised countries and economies in transition and their 

quantified emission limitation or reduction commitment (UNFCCC 1997). Beforehand, a Council 

meeting of the Member States and the European Commission in June 1996 emphasised the need 

to set binding and quantified targets: 

‘[...] the Council believes it is essential that each of the Annex I parties - it being 

understood that the Community is treated as one Party - agrees to set quantified 

objectives for significant overall reductions of greenhouse gas emissions after the year 

2000 below 1990 levels, within specified timeframes, not simply to limit the growth of total 

emissions. [...] If it appears that the strategy would not be effective enough, the 

Commission will study additional measures including the effectiveness of binding CO2-
emission limit values, and, if appropriate, present relevant proposals to the Council.’ (EC 

1996) 

The EU’s goal before Copenhagen was to come up with a legally binding post-Kyoto commitment 
agreement. In the process, having a legally binding target was adjusted to ‘have an outcome that 

is as ambitious as possible.’ Further, in their Conclusions on the EU position for the Copenhagen 

Climate Conference, the Council of the European Union:  

‘REITERATES that at least all Parties listed in Annex I to the UNFCCC and all current 
EU Member States, EU candidate countries and potential candidate countries that are 
not included in Annex I to the UNFCCC should commit to ambitious binding quantified 
emission limitation or reduction commitments; CALLS UPON other non-Annex I parties 
that are at levels of development and GDP/capita comparable to those of the group of 
developed countries, notably OECD member countries and candidates for membership 
thereof, to consider making similar commitments commensurate with their 
responsibilities, capabilities and national circumstances. [...] EMPHASISES the need for 
a legally binding agreement for the period starting 1 January 2013 that builds on the Kyoto 
Protocol and incorporates all its essentials, as an outcome from Copenhagen in 
December 2009. CONSIDERS that a single legally binding instrument would provide the 
best basis for enhancing the implementation and ensuring consistency in the application 
of the international climate regime post-2012 and facilitating ratification by Parties and 
entry into force of the agreement.’ (EC 2009)  

Ahead of the Paris Summit, Jean-Claude-Juncker, then president of the European Commission, 
in his State of the Union Speech reemphasised the EU’s main priority: ‘Let me be very clear to 
our international partners: the EU will not just sign any deal. My priority, Europe’s priority, is to 
adopt an ambitious, robust and binding global climate deal,’ (EC 2015). The calls for a legally 
binding agreement significantly interrelate with CBDR principles and differentiated commitments, 
not just regarding global governance actors but also taking into account the different economic 
contexts of EU Member States. When looking at the EU’s policy targets throughout time regarding 
their emission reduction targets and ambitions, the corresponding responsibilities became more 
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differentiated throughout time (see table 15). Whereas the general ambition to return to 1990 
levels related to all 15 EU Member States in the post-Kyoto time, the post-Copenhagen time 
already aimed at a redistribution of responsibilities with the help of the internal burden-sharing 
mechanism and an internal differentiation into national binding targets for non-ETS sectors.  

 
Table 15 - The evolution of binding, quantified EU targets  

Source: Climate Policy Hub, Ecologic 2014. 

Back at the global level, the EU continued to focus on regulation but also learned from 

Copenhagen, by partially giving up its command-and-control approach, which was characterised 

by a strong focus on binding measures coupled with policy ambition. This was still reflected in the 

EU’s strategic documents ahead of Paris, in which the Environmental Council points to the 

combination of legally binding instrumentation, for all parties:  

‘[The Council of the European Union] EMPHASISES the importance of agreeing at the 

Paris Conference: i) an ambitious and durable legally binding agreement under the 

UNFCCC (‘the Paris Agreement’) applicable to all Parties and addressing in a balanced 

and cost-effective manner mitigation, adaptation, finance, technology development and 
transfer, capacity building and transparency of action and support and containing 

ambitious nationally determined mitigation commitments [...],’ (EC 2015). 

Aside from growing into a major regulatory regime when it comes to EU climate governance (see 
chapter 3), and besides the EU’s strong desire for legally binding commitments, recent 

developments at the global governance level suggest a shift away from regulatory target setting 

to more flexible instruments. This shift from top-down regulatory policy instruments to softer 

instruments and bottom-up approaches has been noticed by a variety of researchers and policy 

practitioners (e.g. Pickering et al. 2019, Coen et al. 2020). Instead, more flexible instrumentation 
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was considered post-Paris. This mix of harder and softer policy instruments is also well reflected 
in the Paris Agreement itself, which has also been described as a ‘Crème Brûlée approach’, 

combining harder procedural commitments with softer provisions (Pickering et al. 2019). At the 

same time, the EU continues to use legally binding agreements and quantifiable emission targets 

internally to build strategic EU positions, as the most recent ‘at least 55%’ by 2030 of the 

European Climate Law demonstrates (also see Simon and Taylor 2021).  

4.2.3. Acceptance of different responsibilities  

In contrast to other countries, such as the United States, the EU has actively been pushing for 

the acceptance of different responsibilities of industrialised countries in light of their historical 

responsibility (EC 1991, Carlarne 2010, von Lucke 2019). Seen from today’s perspective it seems 

quite surprising that the US was in favour of CBDR principles under the UNFCCC in the initial 

days of the climate negotiations: Then US Vice President Al Gore had decided to sign the Berlin 

Mandate with the Clinton Administration supporting legally binding obligations of developed 
countries at the global governance level. However, at home, the administration was facing 

growing problems to get support in Congress and thus became more and more divided on the 

matter with rising tensions between the legislative and the executive emerging from the mid-

1990s onwards (Carlarne 2010). The Byrd-Hagel Resolution put forth by the US Senate in 1997 

ultimately postulated that the US government ‘should not be a signatory to any protocol to, or 

other agreement regarding, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change of 

1992 at negotiations in Kyoto in December 1997, or thereafter, which would (a) mandate new 

commitments to limit or reduce greenhouse gas emissions for the Annex I Parties, unless the 
protocol or other agreement also mandates new specific scheduled commitments to limit or 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions for Developing Country Parties within the same compliance 

period, or (b) would result in serious harm to the economy of the United States [...],’ (S. Res. 98 

1997). Subsequently, the US demands contradicted the CBDR principle as enshrined in the 

UNFCCC by insisting that developing countries should make ‘meaningful’ contributions to future 

greenhouse gas emissions’ efforts (Harris 2019).  

The EU early on pushed the idea of differentiated responsibilities between industrialised, Annex 

I and non-Annex I countries, which are commonly referred to as developing countries, Least 

Developed Countries (LDCs) and Small Island Development States (SIDSs). Throughout time 

however, the EU’s position on how to differentiate responsibilities between countries and 
UNFCCC parties became more refined by calling upon commitments by developing country 

parties. The EU articulated the importance of involving all countries and full participation to meet 

global challenges related to climate change since the early days of the negotiations. 

Simultaneously, the EU called for the acceptance of differentiated responsibilities and stronger 

commitments by developed countries, as outlined ahead of COP3 by the EU Council of 

Environmental Ministers (Council) in Kyoto:  
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‘[…] beside the strengthened commitments of developed countries it is important that the 
developing countries play their part in producing and using more energy-efficient and 

lower carbon-emitting technologies and products [...],’ (EC 1996). 

As a result, the EU differentiated between Annex I and non-Annex I countries, requiring the former 

to commit to ‘policies and measures, as well as quantified emission limitation and reduction 

objectives within specified time frames,’ (ibid.). Further, the Council pushed for ‘no regrets 

solutions’, and for action beyond that at Annex I parties level. The Council initially did not 

differentiate too much but understood Annex I parties as one Community to be ‘treated as one 

Party’ and called upon this community ‘to set quantified objectives for significant overall 

reductions of greenhouse gas emissions after the year 2000 to below 1990 levels, within specified 

timeframes [...], (EC 1996). The process of affirming CBDR principles also became known as the 
Berlin Mandate, according to which developed countries were to act first in implementing the 

Climate Convention and were obliged to draft a Protocol that included additional commitments for 

industrialised countries (Harris 2007, Carlarne 2010). This outcome of COP1 reflected 

widespread political support of CBDR principles and established the parameters for legally 

binding emissions reductions obligations for developed countries (also see Carlarne 2010).  

Although the EU affirmed early on, that all countries have a common responsibility to address 

climate change, developed countries were perceived to have a greater ‘differentiated 

responsibility to do so’ (ibid.: 11). In that regard, the demands set forth by the EU were different 

from those of other industrialised countries. The United States wanted to extend the commitment 

principle to countries within the non-annex I (developing countries) group (Harris 2019). This 
divide into non-Annex and Annex I countries however had led to some forms of governance 

colonialism with certain countries being excluded in decision-making processes and non-Annex I 

countries dominating the negotiations, thereby furthering global governance divides. Aside from 

the increasingly obvious divide in political practice, the North/South lens has also been 

increasingly problematised in critical discourses on geopolitics and global climate justice. Some 

of the critique focuses on the Global South imagery including the widespread practice of (self)-

identifying victim countries and viewing states as monolithic, non-dynamic entities, thereby 

disregarding disparities within states (see Joshi 2021).  

Going back to political practice and looking at the stance of the United States, it is argued that 

the Bush Administration implicitly recognised the CBDR principle during the early days of the 
climate negotiations by ratifying the UNFCCC in 1992 (and thereby ratifying CBDR as set forth in 

paragraph 3.1 of the agreement, also see Blanchard 2003 and chapter 1 on global climate 

governance). US policymakers usually presented a hardliner position, not accepting that large 

emitters have different responsibilities, defending the American way of life under George W. Bush 

and calling for meaningful participation of developed countries during the Clinton Administration 

(also see Harris 2007: 349ff., Parker et al. 2011, Pauw et al. 2014, Harris 2019).  
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Looking at internal EU governance, the EU was quite concerned with coming up with an 
architecture, that is a smart combination of targets and policy instruments that were differentiated 

‘to reflect fairness and solidarity’ (Debelke and Vis 2016: 19, also see chapter 1). The EU’s 

position stands in contrast to the position of the US which wanted the CBDR principle to be 

extended to countries within the non-Annex I (developing countries) group (Harris 2007). China 

and India were initially still regarded within the group of developing countries. Together with other 

countries such as Mexico and Brazil, they advocated for equity and development concerns but 

had distinctly other demands than least developed countries (Schunz 2014). They argued that 
developed countries should take the lead. Ahead of Kyoto, Japan had no clear stance on the 

differentiation of commitments. Its general attitude was a mixture of ‘impact-scepticism’ and 

‘techno-optimism’ (ibid.). Its position evolved considerably after hosting the Kyoto summit. The 

stance of countries in the JUSSCANNZ bloc, which consisted of different industrialised countries 

such as Australia, Canada, Norway, New Zealand and Switzerland, was less clear (ibid.). 

In preparation for the Copenhagen summit, the EU underlined that the Environmental Council 

and its Member States would develop strategies and plans in accordance with CBDR principles 

and its energy and climate package. Aside from calling up other states for accepting different 

responsibilities of the EU and enabling a country-owned low carbon development, it had once 

again clarified that all countries, except LDCs, should commit to preparing ambitious, credible 

strategies/growth plans (EC 2009). The EU’s approach to a differentiated understanding of 
responsibility became once again visible, characterised by all countries committing, but to 

different degrees. This approach of outlining a subset of countries has been referred to as ‘subtle 

differentiation’ in contrast to the rigid differentiation of Annex I and non-Annex I countries (Mbeva 

and Pauw 2016).  

This EU goal for greater acceptance of differentiated responsibilities interrelates with the 

perception of equity and fairness, which stands in contrast with some historic contributors and 

industrialised economies such as the United States or Japan. The EU communicated principles 

of fairness throughout time; for example internal concerns of fairness when allocating its own 

emissions and distributing responsibilities between Member States, relate to EU macro-level 

goals (see chapter 1.2.2). At the same time EU considerations also had an external character 
regarding fairness for other non-EU countries when allocating emissions.  

During the climate negotiations in 2009, the EU was aiming to enter into a new globally binding 
agreement and shifting some of the functioning parts of the Kyoto Protocol, which some countries 

perceived as demolishing CBDR principles (see Pauw et al. 2014). In preparation for the 

Copenhagen summit, the EU had emphasised its intention of taking a fair share for reaching a 

global and comprehensive agreement and called upon everyone to make ‘appropriate and 

adequate contributions’ (EC 2009). During Paris, the EU reemphasised this stance and combined 
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it with several policy mechanisms to support developing countries and scaling up the mobilisation 
of international climate finance, which will be examined in the following.  

4.3. How has the EU sought the attainment of these goals over 
time?  

This section lays out some of the policies, strategies and initiatives the EU has put in place over 

the observed period to achieve the identified goals in the global governance context. The literature 

on policy instruments has long differentiated instruments along a hard-soft-continuum, that is: 
obligatory and legally binding instruments vis-à-vis voluntary and non-binding instruments. 

Studies on policy instruments have become more nuanced, questioning the hard-soft paradigm 

and arguing for the need to look at how the context of different governance styles, in terms of 

different policy instrument mixes, is matched with varying sectoral and national circumstances 

(Zehavi 2012).  

Because governance often sits at the nexus of different instruments and goes beyond a hard-soft 

logic, the Vedung trichotomy of carrots, sticks and sermons was used to conceptualise EU policy 

instruments in the global governance context. Carrots are considered policy instruments that 

provide incentives and disincentives and are often financial, such as monetary rewards to 

encourage or discourage certain action. REDD+ or the 100 billion heavy climate finance fund are 
prominent examples fostered by the EU, to mobilise action on deforestation or climate action 

more broadly through offering financial support and for coordinating the collection of resources.  

 Sticks are defined as legal injunctions that demand or prohibit certain actions (Zehavi 2012). In 
the context of global governance, entities such as the UNFCCC or the EU have only limited 

authority to regulate states, or to impose bans. Instead, countries can be ‘punished’ in different 

ways, either through imposing financial sanctions or economically disadvantaging them. When 

looking at stick approaches of the EU at the global governance level, sanctioning mechanisms 

such as trade sanctions or border tax adjustments stand out (see table 16). Border tax 

adjustments have been frequently proposed by the EU but more rarely implemented (Mehling et 

al. 2017). Border tax adjustments, also known as carbon or CO2 border adjustments, are an 

instrument that puts a price on carbon to reduce emission heavy imports and avoid carbon 
leakage. This policy instrument has been discussed by the EU throughout the years, e.g. in the 

form of a Carbon Inclusion Mechanism in 2009 or a Border Adjustment Proposal for the Cement 

Sector in 2016, that would have regulated imported cement from countries without adequate 

mitigation measures by pricing the carbon content in equivalence to the EU (for an overview of 

the different types of use of this policy instrument see Mehling et al. 2017: 10). Most recently, the 

EU proposed to introduce a ‘carbon border adjustment mechanism’ from 2023 as part of the 

European Green Deal. The mechanism would charge imported goods according to the CO2 they 
emitted (for a detailed discussion of the mechanism see Dröge 2020).  
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 Sermons refer to different modes of discourse and strategies related to persuasion, negotiation, 
or propaganda such as media campaigns (Zehavi 2012). At the global governance level, a 

popular example is the IPCC’s Special Report on 1.5 °C form 2018, which was an important 

milestone to demonstrate the urgency of climate action by presenting the most recent scientific 

evidence of already occurring climate change. This document has commonly been used to raise 

the global level of climate ambition and adjusting (national) policy frameworks accordingly. At the 

EU level, environmental impact assessments and climate assessments also contain important 

strategic targets, narratives and policy objectives. Further strategic documents for instance 
include the ‘EU 2030 Climate and Energy Policy Framework’. Certain narratives and (symbolic) 

targets such as the 2 °C warming target are used as (global) governance instruments in addition 

to the repetition of certain frames such as ‘appropriate and adequate contributions’, ‘the EU as a 

global leader,’ or pushing the idea of a ‘just and fair transition’. Setting up bilateral climate talks, 

stakeholder alliances and corporations to actively negotiate in a smaller circle of countries are 

further examples40. 

 Sticks Carrots Sermons 

Definition Legal injunctions to 
prohibit certain 
action, coercion. In 
the context of 
global governance: 
sanctioning 
mechanisms 

Incentives (mainly 
financial 
instruments) 

Different modes of discourse: 
persuasion, negotiation, 
propaganda 

Examples Border tax 
adjustments  
Emissions 
monitoring through 
regulations 

100 billion climate 
finance fund 
REDD+ 
 

EU environmental impact 
assessments and climate 
assessments, the EU 2030 
Climate and Energy Policy 
framework, negotiation 
documents and communications, 
key EU narratives and frames: 
e.g. ‘appropriate and adequate 
contributions’, ‘Energy Union’, 
CO2 framings, 2 degrees target, 
‘Just and fair transition’ 

Continuum Hard  Softer  

Table 16 - Trichotomy of carrots, sticks and sermons as policy instruments  
Source: FUB, based upon Zehavi’s Trichotomy (2012). 

 
40 For a more detailed discussion on EU policy instruments see e.g., Harris 2007, Wurzel and Connelly 2011, Ecologic 
2014, Debelke and Vis 2016. In their 2018 article on ‘Environmental and Climate Diplomacy: Building Coalitions Through 
Persuasion,’ Diarmuid Torney and Mai’a K. Davis Cross more explicitly focus on policy instruments that relate to the 
sermons category.  
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4.3.1. Governance towards the 2 °C target: Primarily sermons 

The EU is seen as relatively successful in extending its own vision of the 2 °C target as an 

accepted global system boundary during and post-Copenhagen (Morseletto et al. 2017). Yet, the 

target's approval at the highest political level of the UN also resulted in a reduced influence of 

Europe, as new political powers emerged, opening up the debate and consequences of the target 

(ibid.). In the lead up to Paris, other global governance actors took over the discourse, actively 

shaping the narrative of a 1.5° C pathway. Actors that were active in building a common 

diplomatic discourse around this issue and influencing key strategic processes on the matter 

include the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), Small Island Developing States (SIDS), as 

well as a range of sub-state and non-state actors (also see Ourbak and Magnan 2018, Hsu and 

Rauber 2021). Aside from the strategic narrative of limiting global warming to 1.5° C, these actors 

managed to interlink the temperature target with the complex debate on loss and damage. 

In the context of the EU, Morseletto et al. (2017) argue, the target became a disembedded object, 

which proves incapable of promoting effective coordination among relevant actors (also see figure 

15). When looking at policy instruments employed at global governance and EU level, they 

strongly relate to the sermons category in the trichotomy, by focusing on practices of active 

framing, persuasion and socialisation. These include scientific studies and reports, such as the 

prominent example of and reference to the IPCC’s flagship report ‘Global Warming of 1.5°C’, 

strategic documents, policy package proposals and communications before and during the 

negotiations; In 2007, for instance, the communication ‘Limiting Global Climate Change to 2 

degrees Celsius: The way ahead for 2020 and beyond was published by the Commission and 

directed to the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee 

and the Committee of Regions. This makes it clear that the EU was not just lobbying global 

governance actors but was also lobbying internally within the European Union. The inclusion of 

scientific advice and knowledge co-production between scientists and politicians was an 

important element (also see Gippner 2014). At the same time, the target itself and governing by 

(joint) goal setting is being discussed as a policy instrument for framing responses to 

environmental problems (e.g. see Morseletto et al. 2017). 

4.3.2. Binding targets as design element: Mix of sticks, carrots and 
sermons 

The main goal of the EU, to establish binding targets as a major design element in global climate 

governance, ended up being adjusted during Paris. It has been widely argued in the literature that 

Paris marks a transition from former regulatory approaches to a more hybrid system that 

combines voluntary and binding governance elements. This rise of a ‘soft law approach’ has also 

been discussed as an instance of incantatory governance (Aykut et al. 2021). The notion of 
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‘incantation’ aims to emphasise the iterative nature of global governance as a ritualised and 

repetitive practice with an increasing recognition for communicative and symbolic devices as core 

governance instruments (ibid.). Accordingly, it is argued that the inflationary use of communicative 

practices and weakening of legal and regulatory frameworks have become a new business culture 

in global governance, which builds more strongly upon the facilitation of policy iteration.  

That being said, legally binding targets were not entirely off the table for Paris. The ‘ratchet-up’ 

mechanism is legally binding to the extent that countries have to engage in, what is also known 

as ‘global stocktaking’, and every five years have to evaluate the adequacy of their national 

efforts, which requires them to revise their emission targets. The modest approach of the Paris 

Agreement and focus on legally binding obligations of conduct instead of results has been widely 

discussed in the literature (e.g. Brodansky 2016, Aykut et al. 2021).  

Overall, Paris is considered to be more flexible legally. Going back to EU policy instrumentation, 

a mix of different instruments was employed such as joint communications during the 

negotiations, market-based instruments, persuasive strategies such as lobbying of other 

countries, but also binding targets, lawfare and increasing legislation within the EU. At the global 

governance level, the EU learned, especially during Copenhagen, that the proposal of a stick 

approach has its limitations. But, going back to the earlier statement by Jean-Claude-Juncker, it 

also becomes clear that different actors within the EU employ different practices and put different 

emphasis on calling for a binding agreement. For Paris, the EU ended up adopting a policy mix 

of different instruments, which is also an extension of the internal and at times ambivalent 

dynamics of the EU as a non-monolithic actor.  

4.4. EU in action: Pushing for a dynamic interpretation of CBDR 
during Paris 

This section explores one distinctive case study at the micro level, which is the EU’s goal of 

promoting a dynamic interpretation of the CBDR principle during Paris, that commits all countries 
but is differentiated according to capacity principles. It examines whether the EU was successful 

in achieving this goal in the global governance context and what policies, strategies, and initiatives 

the EU put in place to do so. In line with the previous chapter the instruments are differentiated 

across the trichotomy of carrots, sticks and sermons.  

4.4.1. Acceptance of a dynamic interpretation of differentiated 
responsibilities during Paris  

In preparation of the Paris Agreement, the EU has actively pushed for a reinterpretation and called 

for acceptance of the adjusted CBDR principle (also see Petri and Biedenkopf 2020). Two months 

ahead of the Paris Summit, the European Council had proposed that the Paris Agreement should 
contain ‘fair, ambitious and quantifiable mitigation commitments by all Parties, [...] in light of 
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different national circumstances and evolving economic realities and capabilities.’ Further, it 
states that ‘the 2015 agreement should fully respect the principles of the convention and parties’ 

common but differentiated responsibilities and their specific circumstances. Yet, each party 

should make commitments to limit or reduce its emissions,’ (EC 2015). 

By calling upon all UNFCCC parties to commit, but according to their respective circumstances, 

the EU’s position is in accordance with other industrialised states (Winkler and Rajamani 2013, 

Pauw et al. 2014). However, compared to earlier efforts during Kyoto and Copenhagen and global 

governance actors, the EU is seen as particularly successful in accommodating its role and 

building bridges considering the continued and hard contestations by other countries during Paris 

(Petri and Biedenkopf 2020). The EU early on demanded that a post-2020 climate regime should 

be based on a more differentiated interpretation of Common But Differentiated Responsibilities 
and Respective Capabilities (CBDR-RC). Hence, it expected developing countries with large 

amounts of emissions to implement mitigation measures (Torney 2013, Pauw et al. 2014). The 

‘applicable to all’ phrase was intensely debated during Durban due to the implicit expectation of 

greater symmetry of commitments undertaken by all parties of the UNFCCC (Winkler and 

Rajamani 2013). Ahead of and during Paris, the EU was particularly effective as an actor to shift 

the reinterpretation of CBDR principles and be a negotiator within the UNFCCC realm (for a more 

detailed discussion see Petri and Biedenkopf 2020). The principle had been enshrined in the 

Convention in 1992 under Art. 3 Principles already, but now gained new prominence as part of 
the Paris Agreement 24 years later. Thus, the adjusted principle of Common but Differentiated 

Responsibilities and Respective Capabilities (CBDR-RC) was ultimately adopted in the Paris 

Agreement. Paragraph 3 reads:  

‘The Parties to this Agreement [...] In pursuit of the objective of the Convention, and being 

guided by its principles, including the principle of equity and common but differentiated 

responsibilities and respective capabilities, in light of different national circumstances, [...] 

have agreed as follows: This Agreement will be implemented to reflect equity and the 

principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in the 

light of different national circumstances.’ (UNFCCC 2016) 

This transition from the earlier division of Annex I and non-Annex I countries has been widely 

discussed in the literature and was cherished for ‘putting equity into action’ and operationalising 

the CBDR principle (e.g. Raman and Ling 2016). The EU was core in building momentum for this 
dynamic understanding and was overall successful in reaching its goal of a dynamic interpretation 

of CBDR, which was enshrined in the Paris Agreement. This resulted in the North/South and 

Annex I-non-Annex I dichotomy being partially lifted. 
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4.4.2. Instruments and mechanisms for implementation: Sermons and 
carrots 

The EU’s approach was based on a mixed sermons and carrots characterised by strategies of 
bridge-building, deliberation and persuasion, coupled with financial incentives. The EU was very 

active in mobilising climate finance, not just through an EU internal allocation of funds but also 

through their support and substantial contribution to the Green Climate Fund and the 100 million 

goal. Thus, the EU called upon other countries to ‘come forward with fair and ambitious INDCs 

as soon as possible in the coming few weeks’ to aggregate efforts ‘towards the below 2 °C 

objective’ (EC 2015). At the same time, it reaffirmed its own very concrete contributions by stating: 

‘the EU and its Member States have and remain committed to scaling up the mobilisation 

of climate finance in the context of meaningful mitigation actions and transparency of 

implementation, in order to contribute their share of the developed countries' goal to 

jointly mobilise USD 100 billion per year by 2020 from a wide variety of sources public 
and private, bilateral and multilateral, including alternative sources of finance; in this 

context, RECALLS its conclusions on climate finance of 7 November 2014; REITERATES 

its strong support for the Green Climate Fund and LOOKS FORWARD to early allocation 

of initial funding; UNDERLINES that the Paris Agreement's provisions on climate finance 

need to be dynamic and able to adapt to changing realities and needs by reflecting 

Parties' evolving capabilities and responsibilities; furthermore, REFERS to its forthcoming 

conclusions on climate finance.’ (EC 2015) 

In terms of bridge-building, the EU made concessions and positioned itself in a more 

accommodating role by taking a less vocal role in the process and reaching out to more vulnerable 

countries (Petri and Biedenkopf 2020). Simultaneously, the EU’s commitment was also closely 
related to (internal) principles of ‘transparency, economic efficiency and cost-effectiveness, as 

well as fairness and solidarity in the distribution of efforts between Member States,’ (EC 2015). 

This relates to EU macro-level goals and its commitment to the fundamental norm of equity and 

fairness. In addition to pushing a dynamic reinterpretation through the provision of financial 

incentives, strategies of EU climate diplomacy, bridge-building and persuasion, the enhanced 

transparency framework as part of the procedural rules of the Paris Agreement has been argued 

to have enabled the operationalisation of the dynamic CBDR interpretation (Wang and Gao 2018). 

The transparency framework made it possible to show a common ground between developed 
and developing countries by requesting each party to the UNFCCC to provide certain information 

such as GHG inventories, NDC progress (ibid.). The commitment to a dynamic understanding of 

responsibilities and commitment by all parties, supported by climate finance, was reaffirmed post-

Paris:  

‘In terms of climate finance, the EU and its Member States are committed to scaling up 

the mobilisation of climate finance in the context of meaningful mitigation actions and 
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transparency of implementation, in order to contribute their share of the developed 
countries' goal to jointly mobilise USD 100 billion per year by 2020 from a wide variety of 

sources, public and private, bilateral and multilateral, including alternative sources of 

finance. Current trajectories for EU development assistance will substantially contribute 

to reaching the EU's share of the USD 100 billion goal.’ (EC 2016) 

Simultaneously, strategies of framing were built upon earlier language used in the Rio Declaration 

of 1992 (Pauw et al. 2014), as well as the China–US Agreement, thereby potentially winning over 

former hardliners. If one looks back at earlier policy instrumentation, the EU early on investigated 

differentiated principles as part of its internal governance. The EU established a joint responsibility 

for emissions reductions through the burden sharing mechanism during Kyoto, which came into 

effect in 2002 when the Kyoto Protocol was ratified (also see chapter 1 on global governance). 
The core goal of the EU was to get as many Member States around the table:  

‘The Council confirms that equitable sharing of any emission reduction objective by the 

Community as a whole, i.e. the burden differentiation among Community Member States, 
is a fundamental element of the Community. In further elaborating this issue, the ad hoc 

Group is requested to assess the limitation/reduction potential and the cost of policies 

and measures at Community level, in addition to those taken or envisaged at national 

level, as an approach to the equitable sharing of the burden.’ (EC 1996) 

Internally the EU further adopted policy strategies, such as the EU 2030 climate and energy 

framework, and a reform of the Effort Sharing Regulation to ensure fair and cost-effective 

achievement of targets. The market-based ETS itself became an instrument for fairness, based 

on the EU’s goals to deliberately construct it in an inclusive manner (also see chapter 3, Eckes 

and Kochenov 2013). The ongoing reform of the Effort Sharing Regulation relates to internal EU 

instrumentation to generate support from its Member States. Guaranteeing EU internal principles 
of fairness has been playing an important role not just for the EU’s internal governance of climate 

policy, but also how it interrelates with a common position on global questions of climate justice. 

This goal achievement of pushing for and actually seeing a dynamic interpretation of the CBDR 

principle implemented had broad implications: It fundamentally relates to broader principles of 

fairness at the external and internal level of governance and long-standing debates of global 

climate justice.  

4.5. Summary  
This chapter has examined the EU’s external global governance goals. These are 1) pushing the 

idea of a 2 °C degree temperature target, 2) setting binding, quantifiable emission targets as a 

design element for global governance and pushing 3) global acceptance of different 

responsibilities. The goals were identified based on analysis of Environmental Council meetings 
and secondary literature. Due to scope, the EU’s external effectiveness could not be examined in 
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greater detail for all goals. A preliminary analysis was conducted for the third goal by looking at 
the question of to what extent the EU was successful in pushing a dynamic understanding of the 

CBDR principle. Although the EU’s differentiated approach has been around for a while, it was 

only in the lead up and during Paris, when the dynamic interpretation gained traction and different 

policy instruments more well-suited to achieve this goal were used. And although this was in line 

with other industrialised countries, the EU was especially successful in pushing this goal in the 

global governance landscape through a combined approach of carrots and sermons. While the 

EU used persuasive strategies (sermons) by holding bilateral talks, setting up corporations with 
different countries and acting as a bridge builder of different positions, it also made use of financial 

incentives, by mobilising and coordinating climate finance and putting (financial) resources behind 

its own aspirations. After years of a global governance divide between developing and developed 

countries, the division was lifted. 

Although a detailed analysis was not conducted, a few careful observations can be made for the 

other two goals nevertheless: They present a slightly different picture in terms of the EU’s external 

effectiveness. The adoption of the 2 °C target became firmly established in global governance 

structures, also because of the EU, but then diffused and the idea of a temperature pathway was 

taken up by different actors. The engagement of more vulnerable countries such as small island 

development states; combined with strong efforts from non-state actors; already intensifying 

climate change and more recent scientific evidence, the target and global governance vision was 
adjusted to a 1.5 °C pathway (and ‘well below 2°C). To a certain extent, one might be inclined to 

argue that the EU lost leadership and power of interpretation of the parameters of the temperature 

target. Yet, this argument would fall short of taking into consideration the global governance 

dynamic and importance of accounting for more urgent scientific evidence, as well as matching 

this with political circumstances and demands at home. The governance landscape is always 

changing, which includes (new) actor constellations, constantly evolving evidence, and requires 

the adjustment of policy goals and responses. The increasing need for policy iteration and policy 
experimentation points to the importance of considering the global dynamics when evaluating the 

EU’s external goal attainment. 

Looking at the second goal and the EU’s initial desire to come up with a legally binding Paris 
Agreement, the EU eventually gave up its command-and-control approach. Learning from 

Copenhagen, the EU adjusted its strategy by opening up to more flexible instrumentation and 

deliberation. Both of these goals may be discussed as instances of limited external EU 

effectiveness. This point of view, however, neglects the role policy iteration and adjustment play 

in the policy process and progressing collectively at the global governance landscape.  

From this preliminary analysis, we hypothesise that certain actorness dimensions more strongly 

impact policy effectiveness. In the examined case study, the external opportunity structure and 

what other states, such as the United States and China, were doing mattered significantly for the 
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EU’s external effectiveness in pushing through with a dynamic interpretation of the CBDR 
principle. Breaking the prevailing global governance division through an enhanced CBDR 

mechanism was a front-and-centre concern by many countries and the moment was ripe for 

breaking with the historic pattern of a developed-vis-à-vis-developing countries dichotomy. There 

was a general openness to discuss the matter, both in light of the bilateral agreement between 

China and the United States and with regard to the engagement with developing country alliances 

such as AOSIS and Small Island Developing States. To successfully set these up, the actors 

must have had some positive perception (and recognition) of the EU as an actor to trust the 
process. Furthermore, in terms of persuasion strategies and setting up actor alliances, the EU’s 

capability to reconvene different actors and articulate convincing strategies points to the 

importance of the autonomy dimension of the TRIGGER actorness model. Goals are always 

relational and what the EU does, stands in direct connection with what other global governance 

actors are doing.  

This preliminary observation on the importance of the external opportunity structure supports 

earlier findings of Carbone (2008), who investigated the link between EU actorness and aid 

effectiveness. Carbone considers two criteria as most important for actorness –  these are 

cohesion and autonomy. Regarding the latter, the findings support the idea that the EU’s ability 

to act independent of national interests and to be recognisable as a separate unit in the 

international area is an important indicator for EU effectiveness regarding the dynamic 
interpretation of the CBDR principle.  

When assessing the EU’s external effectiveness, certain limitations stand out. First and foremost, 
it is difficult to causally attribute successful goal attainment to the EU alone, as its goals cannot 

be dissected from the overall governance dynamics. Assessing the effectiveness of the EU as an 

actor only, is an inadequate reflection of the different interests and actor dynamics within the EU. 

The EU is not a monolithic actor, and there are ambivalent voices within EU institutions, which 

could not be adequately reflected as part of this chapter. Lastly, we recognise the difficulty of 

implicitly versus explicitly stated goals: Some goals that were chosen for the analysis of this 

chapter were only implicitly stated by the EU. This makes it more challenging in terms of finding 

evidence and data to measure goal attainment. The findings of this chapter must be considered 
exploratory research, from which preliminary hypotheses may be dissected upon which further 

research can be built.  

4.6. Conclusions 
The EU is a relevant player in the global governance landscape and effectively pursues its goals. 

As part of the EU’s external efforts and reaching its goals, soft instruments predominate. When 

looking at the EU goals themselves, they are also the result of internal debates and competition 

within the EU, therefore pre-tested and signified by greater international compatibility. At the same 

time, the EU – like other actors in the global governance landscape – is not a monolithic actor but 
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persists in high dynamism characterised by different actor constellations and interests, which can 
ultimately also enhance policy innovation. Precisely because of that, cohesion is not the only thing 

to be considered but actorness must be viewed as a whole. The EU’s desire for engaging harder 

instruments in global governance becomes visible in Glasgow. The inability to use harder 

instruments externally has been argued as being a result of international law, and the limited 

legitimacy any actor has to impose rules and regulate other global governance actors. But what 

if the use of harder instruments has proven especially difficult less as a result of international law 

but more so because of EU-internal contestations? Is it because the EU itself is not willing to 
propose harder instruments globally, because they may not stand up to the EU’s internal scrutiny 

and debate, that these instruments are more unlikely? Because of the absence of harder 

instruments, the effectiveness of the EU is limited. However, once proposals for hard instruments 

have passed the internal debate within the EU and its diverging views, it is more likely that they 

will find acceptance in the international arena as well. At the same time, the use of hard 

instruments (as they are understood here) and (implementation of domestic) climate change 

regulation are also constrained by WTO rules. Adjusting global trade governance and changing 

related institutions can both enhance the EU’s external effectiveness and create (new) space for 
climate policy globally. However, what needs to be considered in this context is that the use of 

hard instruments may stand in conflict with CBDR principles: For instance, although 

environmental provisions in preferential trade barriers can increase green exports from 

developing countries and thereby have a positive effect (Brandi et al. 2020), when introduced for 

developing countries, they may violate the Paris Agreement as they run the risk of 

disproportionately burdening these countries and not adequately considering CBDR principles 

(Brandi 2019). Subsequently, related measures must pay attention to accompanying assistance 

measures for developing and least developed countries when designing policy responses. 

5. Conclusion: opportunities and challenges 
What conclusions can be drawn from the presented insights on global governance, EU actorness 

and effectiveness in climate protection? The global governance of climate policy has developed 

since the early 1990s, both within the EU and globally. One of the key insights here was that 

climate policy has grown into an established policy field, which generates its political relevance 

particularly at the international level. Over the past three decades, a complex global governance 
architecture has evolved and climate policy has been mainstreamed into many different policy 

areas because of its cross-cutting nature. As a result, this complex architecture involves a variety 

of actors, interests, institutions and policy channels and instruments at different levels of 

governance. Four distinct elements, which we consider core building blocks and underlying 

principles that comprise the global governance architecture in the field of climate policy were 

discussed. These are: 
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1. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)  
2. The United Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)  
3. The Kyoto Protocol  
4. The Paris Agreement  

 

In addition to these building blocks, the first chapter also discussed core principles of global 

governance such as the Polluter Pays Principles or Common but Differentiated Responsibilities 

(CBDR). The strong emphasis on these principles as part of global climate governance 

discourses is exemplary for the long-standing debates around the North-South divide and historic 

responsibilities of industrialised countries to take active leadership on climate policy ambition. At 
the same time, climate change has tested modern governments in its ability to address complex 

action problems that exceed national borders, span across different governance levels and 

involve many hands. Against ever-fluid boundaries of government, collective efforts have 

increased at the regional level.  

The EU is one such example; the EU’s efforts in climate policy against the background of core 

architecture elements were discussed in the second chapter. The chapter discussed formal EU 

actors and main policymaking bodies – such as the Commission – and the sectoral organisation 

into different Directorate-Generals. We also looked at the main constellations of interests and 

conflicts between Member States, which emerged early on. Examples are state alliances of 

northern countries, such as Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden, who often take a 
lead in the Council, or the Visegrád countries Poland, Slovakia, Czechia and Hungary. In light of 

historic processes of European integration, this group has long been considered to play an active 

role in hampering EU climate policy ambition. The different backgrounds of EU Member States, 

their interests, different degrees of industrialisation as well as historic alliances must be 

considered when reflecting upon the EU’s climate policy. Hampered EU climate policy ambition 

of some countries is countered by a colourful landscape of environmental interest groups, 

organisations and NGOs. Environmental NGOs have actively pushed for EU leadership in climate 

policy and impacted public debates about climate and energy issues.  

 In the third chapter, we assessed the ‘actorness’ of the EU, using the TRIGGER project’s seven-

dimension model of actorness to illuminate the ways in which the EU has been able to influence 
the global governance landscape. Our analysis indicates a steady increase in EU actorness since 

the late 1990s. This reflects the deepening of the EU’s legal competence in terms of the ever-

increasing amount of primary and secondary laws, and increasing EU authority over its Member 

States, as captured by the authority dimension of actorness. This also includes a significant 

increase of formal capacity over time in terms of financial and human resources as well as 

knowledge and expertise related to climate policy. Climate mainstreaming has occurred in key 

policy areas such as the common agricultural policy. At the same time, the Commission has built 

considerable capacities for policy assessments. These aspects are all covered under the 
autonomy dimension. The steady increase in EU actorness also reflects the external, and often 
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positive recognition of other global governance actors of the EU. Here however, it makes sense 
to more clearly delineate the analysis into different types of global governance actors. Aside from 

the perception of big players, such as China, India and the United States, taking a look at the 

perception of developing countries and least developed countries, as well as NGOs may offer a 

more differentiated view of this dimension. In terms of the EU’s economic and political 

attractiveness, EU actorness has increased too through shaping market rules related to key 

technologies, such as ETS-based markets. When it comes to seizing opportunities and perceiving 

of the necessity to act, the external opportunity structure has played quite an important role for 
EU actorness, with the EU acting as a real policy entrepreneur since Paris through the initiation 

of bottom-up efforts or using COVID-19 for policy linking by presenting Green Recovery 

Investment Plans.  

This dimension however strongly points to the relational aspects of EU actorness – what other 

actors do in the global governance landscape matters significantly for the opening and using of 

policy windows. Without these external ‘forces’ and favourable conditions such as the bilateral 

China–US climate agreement ahead of the Paris summit, the EU might have been less likely to 

fully inflate its actorness in the global governance landscape.  

Cohesion and credibility are the two dimensions where EU actorness is only moderate. Looking 

at cohesion, in our assessment, the EU’s actorness even dipped from Paris to Glasgow – due to 

continued opposition of Visegrád countries on core political issues such as the EU climate law 

and signing of the EU budget. When it comes to credibility, the EU’s strategy of ‘underpromising’ 

and reaching policy targets through others means / or failing to comply with a 2 °C pathway 
significantly impacts how actors within the EU and global governance view the credibility of the 

EU. The increase of authority and growing policy capacity have positively impacted EU credibility. 

Yet, this dimension reveals the close interconnection of EU credibility and its policy effectiveness. 

The more successful the EU is in reaching its external and internal goals, the more likely it will be 

perceived as a credible actor.  

In the fourth chapter, we examined the EU’s external effectiveness – in other words, whether the 

EU is a relevant player in global governance and can leverage its actorness to achieve its (global) 

climate policy goals. Our analysis finds that the EU has significantly impacted global goals related 

to climate policy, such as 1) pushing the idea of a 2 °C degree temperature target, 2) setting 

binding, quantifiable emission targets as a design element for global governance and pushing 3) 
global acceptance of different responsibilities. Often, these goals are more implicitly stated. It 

became obvious that the EU’s effectiveness is highly goal-specific and that goals are dynamic: 

they change and adjust throughout time. This implies that different actors as well as interests 

related to global goals must be coordinated and can change. For instance, the EU was relatively 

prominent in the initial phases of the 2 °C warming target and a dominant actor in terms of framing, 

consolidating and diffusing the idea of this target. Later, the narrative shifted to 1.5 °C and the 
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discourse was taken over by other actors, such as Small Island Developing States. This points to 
the significance of considering the changing dynamics within the EU and the global governance 

landscape when designing strategies and setting up policy goals. 

We considered one case study, where we examined the EU's goal of promoting a dynamic 

interpretation of the CBDR principle during Paris, that commits all countries, but is differentiated 

according to capacity principles. The adjusted principle and dynamic interpretation were ultimately 

adopted as part of the Paris Agreement. The EU has played a significant role in this by using a 

mix of policy instruments, that is sermons and carrots – strategies of bridge-building, deliberation 

and persuasion, coupled with financial incentives. This resulted in the partial lifting of the long-

standing Annex I vis-à-vis non-Annex I country divide. However, it must also be said that 

attributing this only to the EU’s external effectiveness is too short-sighted. Again, what other 
actors in the global governance landscape do matters tremendously when evaluating the EU’s 

effectiveness. 

This concluding chapter is built on the preceding chapters to highlight a number of factors that we 
believe are likely to determine the EU’s actorness and effectiveness in the climate policy domain 

in the future. We elaborate these from the perspective of legitimacy. Legitimacy is a concept that 

sits at the nexus of EU’s efforts in the global governance landscape 

In total we identify several broad areas where we suggest the EU should focus if it wishes to 

enhance its actorness and effectiveness in the climate policy domain. These strategic priorities 

present the EU with both opportunities and challenges. They are: procedures, participation, 

knowledge and the representation of core EU values. coordination and policy ambivalence, 

burden sharing, participation of civil society and local actors, monitoring and reporting 

mechanisms, and trade.  

5.1. The EU as a legitimate actor?  
The EU is functionally important: climate policy is occurring without distortions of competition in a 

common market, which in turn is embedded in the global economy. The EU is an essential level 

of governance for key policy areas: Agriculture, innovation, subsidies, product regulation, trade, 
etc. Our analysis suggests that the EU as an actor has internal and external dimensions. In both 

respects, legitimacy is a central variable. How can legitimacy be created and thereby the EU’s 

climate policy strengthened? We identify some priority areas along the lines of:  

1. Procedures: In terms of democratic processes, rules, competition and institutionalisation 

2. Participation: Enhance role of citizens and local actors 

3. Knowledge (and the capacities required for it)  

4. Representation of values  
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5.1.1. Procedures 

Legitimacy is a prerequisite not only for actor quality, but also for the use of more far-reaching 

instruments that have a greater depth of impact. So far, there has been no success in establishing 

a global price for CO2 or strict and demanding regulations internationally. On the contrary: in 

recent years, the global governance landscape and policy ambition has been even weakened by 

autocratic political leaders such as Donald Trump. Internally, the EU has several shortcomings, 
amongst others: the EU is not yet on a 2 °C pathway, even if the Green Deal goes in that direction.  

5.1.1.1 Enhanced role of trade and tougher instruments 

Tougher instruments internally as well as externally, externally so far mainly trade. but possibly 

also further, tough instruments: International Court of Justice for climate issues or regulatory 

cooperation with mechanisms for levelling up. Attractiveness is likely to increase with an 
integration of climate issues into trade policies. Trade policy has the potential to significantly 

enhance the EU’s ambition and leadership on climate policy. In this context, climate clubs provide 

one gateway for potentially more effective climate cooperation (also see Hovi et al. 2014).  

5.1.1.2 Improved coordination and policy ambivalence 

With regard to the EU’s cohesion, fragmentation between intra-EU bodies such as the 

Commission and Parliament, between the different Directorate-Generals and Member States 
persist. The previous chapter argued that different interests and preferences are not necessarily 

a bad thing, as they can foster dialogue and policy innovation. However, unabated, new blogs of 

conflict are looming. Against this background, meaningful mechanisms for coordination and 

deliberation could not just enhance the EU’s autonomy further, but also strengthen the EU’s policy 

coherence of different Directorate-Generals.  

5.1.2. Participation of civil society and local actors in EU decision-making 

Although the EU has significantly enhanced the participation of civil society actors, access to 

decision-making has been limited in some areas. New governance arrangements for the 

increased participation of civil society actors will be key for the EU to increase its autonomy in 

climate policy further. In line with improved procedures, setting up spaces for policy 

experimentation and policy co-creation with the public as part of current decision-making 

processes and EU institutions is one important avenue, which can enhance EU legitimacy. 

Further chances lie in intra-EU cooperation at the local level with cities for instance. Here, the 
EU’s recent engagement with the relatively new policy field of climate adaptation provides an 

opportunity for local cooperation and strategising. Processes on carbon border tax adjustments 

might be another field where participatory processes could be enhanced.  
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5.1.3. Knowledge  

The EU has continuously advanced its knowledge capacity which is an important stepping stone 

for evidence-based policymaking. Yet, despite Member States doing better reporting and 

providing more complete information about their climate policies, evidence of actually achieved 

emission cuts and costs of policies are reported to be insufficient (see chapter 4.1).  

5.1.3.1 Improved monitoring and reporting mechanisms  

The EU is strong in policy implementation and has a strong focus on producing policy output. This 

is also valued by other state actors in the global governance landscape. The EU has a relatively 

stringent system of GHG reporting but could do better when it comes to monitoring climate policies 

(also see Schoenefeld et al. 2019). Improving coherent monitoring and reporting mechanisms is 

important and could likely enhance its credibility. 

5.1.3.2 Evidence-based policymaking 

Evidence also suggests that the EU is currently not on track with a 2 °C pathway and that there 

is an ever-increasing necessity to act, especially regarding Small Island Developing States and 

least developed countries. The role of the knowledge sector and importance of actors such as 

the EEA must be outlined in this context (also see ch. 3.2.1). Increasing the EU’s knowledge base 

of and committing to using scientific evidence to inform decision-making will continue to be an 
important source of legitimacy in the future and necessary to improve EU policymaking regarding 

climate change. 

5.1.4. Representation of values: Burden sharing 

Differentiated burden sharing has played an important role as part of the global governance 

landscape and within the EU. Principles of burden sharing have continuously advanced. Despite 
ongoing reforms of the Effort Sharing Regulation, political contestation remains on how to reach 

the targets of the Green Deal and how the burden will be allocated across Member States. Fair 

burden sharing is a core element for increasing the EU’s climate policy ambition and having the 

EU pull in the same direction on the global governance stage. When expanding emissions trading 

to new sectors, such as transportation, buildings and agriculture, flexibility and fairness 

mechanisms play an important role as do financial incentives for countries with differentiated 

capacities Visegrád countries. The ‘Social Climate Fund’ of the ‘Fit for 55’ package is an important 

step into the right direction and for ensuring a socially fair transition.  
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Introduction 
Sustainable development is an essential precondition for the flourishing and long-term survival of 

human life on earth. While pessimistic analysts of the past century of human economic activity 

can point to a long history of environmental destruction and short-termist behaviour, optimistic 

observers can point to a growing framework of governance arrangements and policy initiatives 

designed to foster sustainable development. This chapter analyses the governance of sustainable 

development and focuses on the EU's capability to act and be effective in this domain. 

Our analysis of sustainable development proceeds in four interrelated sections. First, we provide 

an overview of the main global and EU governance arrangements. At the global level, the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide 

a crucial institutional framework for the global fight against poverty and for sustainability. 

International bodies like the UN and the World Bank, supranational organisations like the EU, 

private corporations and civil society all play an important role in working towards achieving these 

goals. At the EU level, the EU's political action for sustainable development is determined by a 

complex interplay between the different EU Member States in the Council as well as the 

supranational institutions such as the European Commission or the Parliament.  

Second, we analyse the EU's actorness in sustainable development policy. Using the TRIGGER 

actorness model outlined in the introduction to this deliverable, the second section analyses the 

level of EU actorness across the seven dimensions of actorness during two phases: The 'MDG 

phase' after 2000 and the 'SDG phase' after 2015. The analysis is summarised with a quantified 
expert judgement on the level of actorness for each dimension. We conclude that EU actorness 

was increased when it comes to legal authority, autonomy, external recognition and 

attractiveness; it remained stagnant regarding the EU’s credibility and opportunity to act; and it 

was reduced when it comes to internal cohesion. 

Third, we analyse the EU's effectiveness in sustainable development policy. Defining 

effectiveness as goal attainment, we start by outlining the main goals and instruments of the EU 

when it comes to promoting sustainable development. We then dive deeper into two case studies 

on the CETA trade agreement and standards for sustainability reporting to analyse the degree of 

goal attainment in these two cases. We conclude that the EU has attained its goal of integrating 

sustainability provisions in trade agreements, but their enforceability remains unclear. Regarding 
sustainability reporting, the EU was not the main standard setter in the past decades, but recent 

legislative initiatives could lead to a higher degree of effectiveness.  

Lastly, we conclude our chapter by outlining the main challenges and opportunities lying ahead 

of the EU. Meaningful action for sustainable development is both urgent and possible, even in the 

wake of past and future catastrophes like the COVID-19 pandemic.  



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
158 

1. Global and EU governance of the sustainable 
development goals 

Only six years ago, the global community was at the peak of its optimism. In 2015, both the Paris 

Agreement on climate change and the agreement on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

were reached. These were two historic moments, which were hailed as a shift towards building a 
better, more sustainable world. The role of the European Union in this process has been 

important, but also features peaks and lows of commitment. Speaking in Paris on the occasion of 

COP21, Jean-Claude Juncker stated that ‘we cannot tell future generations that we did not know 

because we are aware today of the risks that lie in store for us tomorrow. We know the threats; 

we know the risks and we can prevent them. Today, after one and a half year of COVID-19 

pandemic, these words sound less evocative than they did at the time, and the ongoing 

fragmentation of global governance and the emergence of new tensions among countries calls 

for a strong actor in the development domain. 

The problem is real, and urgent. Over the past few decades, recognition of the unsustainability of 

human activities, including in particular the neoclassical economics approach to GDP growth, led 
scholars to gradually realise the need to transition towards a more multi-dimensional, long-term 

framework for global governance. In fact, sustainability challenged the traditional approach to 

governance: the complexity of the endeavour, i.e., reconciling the economic, social and 

environmental dimensions within a common framework for people, planet and prosperity, led to 

new ways of orchestrating multi-stakeholder dialogue, as well as combining traditional top-down, 

hierarchical governance modes with bottom-up market-oriented governance, and later more 

comprehensive network governance. This required a flexible, goal-oriented, polycentric approach 

that scholars have termed ‘metagovernance’ (Meuleman 2018) to indicate the new imperative of 
blending different forms of governance to calibrate the ever-changing balance between local 

empowerment and global goal setting.  

 
Figure 1 - Phases and paradigms in development policy 

Source: OECD (2019). 
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Nowhere has this been more evident than in the quest for common sustainable development 
goals. From the Millennium Development Goals framework, still very mono-dimensional, to the 

current Sustainable Development Goals, the world has learnt a lot about governance. The need 

for a broader involvement of all stakeholders was firmly stated already in the UN Rio Earth Summit 

in 1992, and found a real operationalisation over the years, especially with the adoption of the 

Open Working Group method in the UN. Today, designing a sustainable development strategy 

without the use of all three main governance modes (hierarchies, markets, networks) appears 

hardly conceivable: as a matter of fact, the role of the private sector and the empowerment of 
local communities have become much more salient and important in the debate on sustainable 

development in the past years.  

At the same time, communicating and practising sustainable development and using the SDGs 
as litmus test for the viability of public policies has proven to be extremely complex. The more 

countries face emergency situations, as well as growing inequality, the less immediate is a 

political message that looks beyond the short term. The difficulty of bringing the vision of 

sustainable development into action is also intimately related to the need to change both the 

vocabulary and the toolkit of public decision-makers, in a way that is more consistent with the 

SDGs. There can be no effective sustainable development strategy if the global community 

continues to measure and reward progress only by GDP. There can be no organic, 

comprehensive sustainable development policy if new laws and standards are gauged through 
the use of neoclassical cost-benefit analysis, often coupled with high inter-temporal discount rates 

and the tendency to attach very low values to non-market benefits such as social and 

environmental impacts. There can be no sustainable development if the private sector continues 

to be run for the sole and exclusive benefit of company shareholders, and lawmakers fail to 

provide incentives for businesses to align with the social good.  

Meuleman and Niestroy (2015) analyse the complexity of the resulting governance framework by 

representing the complexity of assembling multi-level governance, different modes of 

governance, and operational constraints such as balancing goal setting and step-by-step 

operationalisation of the reforms needed to reorient the economy towards sustainability.  

Needless to say, humanity’s quest for sustainability is hampered, if not completely jeopardised, 

by the gradual deterioration of the global order. The rise of administrations with limited or no 

sensitivity to sustainable development, such as the Trump administration in the US and the 
Bolsonaro one in Brazil, did not help the already daunting task of coordinating levels of 

government in a common, but differentiated governance effort. The emerging rivalry between the 

US and China, even more after the COVID-19 pandemic, were further obstacles to a global 

consensus on sustainable development.  
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Figure 2 - Common but differentiated governance – a ‘mind map’ 
Source: Meuleman and Niestroy (2015). 

 

Even in the EU, an institution traditionally oriented towards sustainability, reaching consensus 

has proven to be an uphill battle. The lack of policy coherence (Ashford and Renda 2016; 

European Commission EIR 2017), the difficult empowerment of all levels of government, and the 

lack of EU competence in specific social, environmental and governance domains have become 

enemies of sustainable development, giving oxygen to the arguments of the populists and short-
termists. After significant progress during the Juncker Commission years (2014-2019), the von 

der Leyen Commission has promised continuity and an even more ambitious agenda, with a 

stronger commitment on good governance (i.e. with the creation of DG REFORM); and gradual 

reorientation of the European Semester and the Better Regulation Agenda towards the SDGs; 

and the launch of an ambitious European Green Deal, presented as the new growth strategy of 

the EU, nested in the twin transition (green and digital). The European Commission 

Communication on better regulation published in 2021 makes some clear references to the 
Commission’s ambition to ‘Mainstream the United Nations’ sustainable development goals’ 

(European Commission 2021a: 1). The actual implementation of the ambition remains to be seen 

in practice.  

All this leaves the EU, a laboratory par excellence for metagovernance, in a unique position to 

lead the world in the quest for sustainable development, but with very few allies. Is the European 

Union willing and able to play this leading role? Would such a strategy have a chance to succeed, 
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in the absence of support from other large(r) superpowers? To answer these questions, in this 
report we look at the evolution of the EU’s role in the governance of sustainability. Section 1 below 

introduces the notion of governance and its specific meaning in the context of sustainability. 

Section 2 discusses the global process of mainstreaming development goals, from the Millennium 

Development Goals in 2000 to the SDGs and describes the current pillars of the governance of 

SDGs. Section 3 analyses EU governance arrangements for the achievement of the MDGs and 

the SDGs.  

1.1. The global governance of sustainability: an overview 
The first traces of a global consensus on sustainable development are found in the early 1970s, 

with the creation of the Club of Rome and the 1972 Conference on Human Environment in 

Stockholm, marked by the Russian boycott and the emerging hostility between the United States 

and China. A decade later, the UN General Assembly welcomed the establishment of a special 
commission that would prepare a report on the environment towards the year 2000 and beyond, 

including proposed strategies for sustainable development. The commission was later named 

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED). The WCED report in 1987 (so-

called Brundtland Report) introduced the concept of sustainable development and explored the 

causes of environmental degradation, attempted to understand the interconnections between 

social equity, economic growth, and environmental problems, and developed policy solutions that 

integrated all three areas. The Brundtland Report defined sustainable development as: 
‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs.’  

The Brundtland Report laid the foundations for the Rio Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, 
which then ultimately led to the creation of the UN Commission on Sustainable Development that 

same year. At the Earth Summit, 178 governments signed three new agreements: the Rio 

Declaration on Environment and Development, which set out 27 principles to guide the behaviour 

of nations toward more environmentally sustainable patterns of development; a voluntary action 

plan called Agenda 21, aimed at providing an agenda for local, national, regional, and global 

action into the 21st century; and a ’non-legally binding authoritative statement of principles for a 

global consensus on the management, conservation, and sustainable development of all types of 
forests’. These agreements were accompanied by two international conventions, each of which 

attracted signatures of representatives of more than 150 countries: a Framework Convention on 

Climate Change, and a Framework Convention on Biological Diversity. 
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Figure 3 - The gradual integration of the economic, social and environmental dimensions 
in global governance, 1970-2015 

Source: SDG Help Desk E-Learning (https://imgur.com/PXJSGzd)  

1.1.1. The Millennium Development Goals 

In September 2000, leaders of 189 countries gathered at the United Nations headquarters and 

signed the Millennium Declaration, in which they committed to achieving a set of eight measurable 

goals that range from halving extreme poverty and hunger to promoting gender equality and 

reducing child mortality, by the target date of 2015 (as officially stated by the Sustainable 

Development Goals Fund website).  

 

Figure 4 - The Millennium Development Goals 
Source: United Nations (2000) 

https://imgur.com/PXJSGzd)
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The MDGs were a path-breaking initiative, which created one common framework for evaluating 
development, allowing for clearer measurement of progress and communication of the 
development aims. There is widespread agreement that the relative simplicity of MDGs made 
them easy to communicate and contributed to raising awareness about global poverty. 
Additionally, the concrete, time-bound and quantitative standards set in the Millennium 
Declaration became widely accepted by the main stakeholders such as national governments, 
international agencies, activists, politicians etc (Fukuda-Parr and McNeill 2019). However, critics 
were moved to the perceived excessive simplification of the concept of development, an 
inherently complex process; this created concerns related to the establishment of an incomplete 
framework, which would concentrate attempts on tackling the development in a narrow and non-
comprehensive manner and carried an excessive focus on targets (Fakuda-Parr et al. 2013). 

Firstly, the process which led to the creation of the Millennium Development Goals raised 
widespread objections to its bias towards the representation of interests of the global North. 
Several papers present the shortcomings in the design of the MDGs in measuring progress, which 
resulted in bias against some parts of the South, especially African countries (Easterly 2009). 
According to Richard et al. (2011), the reductionist approach, resulting from a process, which 
included few stakeholders and inadequate involvement of developing countries, favoured a 
narrow understanding of development and focused on problems encountered mostly in 
developing countries, undermining universal development challenges, beyond meeting basic 
needs. 

Secondly, considerable criticism has been voiced in relation to the measurement methodology. 
The MDGs (as well as the SDGs, which will be examined in the following section) follow a goal-
target-indicator approach: a statement of social and political priority (goal), a time-bound 
quantitative outcome to be achieved that sets benchmarks of performance (target) and a 
measurement tool to monitor progress (indicator).  

Although quantitative measurements facilitate identification and communication of progress, it can 
also lead to shifting attention from issues, which are outside of the measurement framework 
(Fukuda-Parr and McNeill 2019). Considering that the measurement framework defines the 
understanding of the concepts at hand, its framing is subject to a political game, often used by 
dominant organisations and states to exert power to influence policy agendas of other 
stakeholders. 

The MDGs were a first attempt to present an internationally agreed framework addressing issues 
of global development. During their implementation, it became clear that the global development 
agenda could not be comprehensively addressed without taking into account broader issues of, 
for example, energy, governance, food security or systemic inequalities, and activating efforts and 
resources universally all over the globe (Caballero 2016). Researchers are divided on the impact 
of the MDGs on social standards, and particularly on whether improvements in the social 
conditions between 1990 and 2015 can be attributed to the MDGs (Fukuda-Parr 2010; Friedman 
2013). 
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1.1.2. The Sustainable Development Goals 

At the 2010 High-Level Plenary Meeting of the UN General Assembly (MDG+10 Summit), which 

was aimed at reviewing the progress towards achieving the MDGs, governments decided to 

launch a process of intergovernmental negotiations with the goal to advance the development 

agenda beyond 2015 (HLPF 2014). Several initiatives have been taken as a result, from a UN 

System Task Team, performing multi-stakeholder consultations on national, regional and local 
levels; a High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons, which makes recommendations for the new 

agenda; to appointing a Special Advisor on Post-2015 Development Planning. Next to this ‘Post-

2015’ development agenda led by the UN Secretary General (SG), a parallel process was 

launched during the Rio+20 Conference on the Environment and Development (Rio+20), the 

follow-up summit of the 1992 Earth Summit. The latter adopted a commitment to develop a set of 

goals that would incorporate a wider development agenda, focusing on environmental, social and 

economic priorities while keeping them limited in number, aspirational, and easy to communicate. 
Its work was coordinated by an intergovernmental open working group (OWG).  

According to Fukuda-Parr and McNeill (2019), these two processes were different in their 

histories, actors, engaged communities and political dynamics. The Post-2015 agenda focused 
on creating a follow-up to the existing MDGs framework with development conceptualised in a 

similar way and based on the standard process structured around regional voting blocs, the 

western groups as well as G-77 and China. The Rio+20 on the other hand, already took on the 

challenge of creating a more ambitious agenda at its onset, which would address a broader set 

of development challenges and seek a structural change (Fukuda-Parr and McNeill 2019). 

Additionally, the OWG was mandated to use an innovative, constituency-based system of 

representation that was new to the limited membership bodies of the General Assembly (GA). As 
a result, the OWG comprised 30 seats, some of which were shared by up to 4 countries and was 

consequently led by Member States (UN Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform n.d.a). 

Various stakeholders were invited to participate in the discussions and the participation of ‘Major 

Groups’41 was institutionalised. According to Caballero (2016), the new negotiations’ set-up 

allowed to break out of the usual processes led by the UN secretariat and agencies, balance the 

disproportionate influence of the North (notably, Colombia initiated the idea of the SDGs, while 

Brazil hosted the Summit) and allow for more input from civil society, academia and business 

(Fukuda-Parr and McNeill 2019). 

 
41 Since the first United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in 1992 – known as the Earth Summit, it 
was recognised that achieving sustainable development would require the active participation of all sectors of society and 
all types of people. Agenda 21, adopted at the Earth Summit, drew upon this sentiment, and formalised nine sectors of 
society as the main channels through which broad participation would be facilitated in UN activities related to sustainable 
development. These are officially called ‘Major Groups’ and include the following sectors: 
Women, Children and Youth, Indigenous Peoples, Non-Governmental Organisations, Local Authorities, Workers and 
Trade Unions, Business and Industry, Scientific and Technological Community, Farmers. 
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In January 2015, the GA began the negotiation process on the post-2015 development agenda 
with input from the OWG. The process culminated in the subsequent adoption of the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development, with 17 SDGs at its core, at the UN Sustainable Development 

Summit in September 2015. 

 
Figure 5 - The Sustainable Development Goals 

Source: United Nations (2015) 

 

Despite the open and transparent structures, intense consultations and departure from the usual 

negotiating blocs, compromises had to be made to ensure an agreement between the UN 

Member States. Five years after the agreement on the 2030 Agenda, literature has identified 

some shortcomings in the chosen indicators and the persisting insufficiency of ambition on 

environmental goals in relation to the economic goals. Overall, there was widespread agreement 
that progress has been made since the MDGs and that the SDGs allowed for a more ambitious 

and comprehensive development agenda. A remaining question, which continues to be widely 

discussed and is of utmost importance in the quest to ensure a global transformation towards 

sustainability, is the means of implementation of the agreed targets. The following section gives 

a brief overview of partnerships, which were defined in Agenda 2030 as an essential tool for 

realising the SDGs. 

1.1.3. Implementing the SDGs: partnerships 
Learning from the experiences with the MDGs, the international community has recognised the 

limits of top-down technocratic interventions and the essential role of people as agents of change. 

In this respect, a door has been opened for a more organised way of engaging in governance 

realised through voluntary multi-stakeholder initiatives, public-private partnerships, or cross-

sector collaborations (Florini and Pauli 2018).  

In particular, the 17 goals incorporate one goal dedicated to the governance of SDGs, which is a 

significant innovation compared to the MDGs, for which the governance was less clearly 
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embedded in the process. Target 17, which deals with ‘Partnerships for the Goals’, lays out two 
targets related to multi-stakeholder partnerships:  

17.1 Enhance global partnership for sustainable development, complemented by multi-

stakeholder partnerships that mobilise and share knowledge, expertise, technology and financial 

resources, to support the achievement of the sustainable development goals in all countries, in 

particular developing countries. 

17.2 Encourage and promote effective public, public-private and civil society partnerships, 

building on the experience and resourcing strategies of partnerships. 

Next to the Global Partnerships for Development, led by governments, an important 

complementary role is therefore given to actors, working in collaboration with, or even without 

governments. They have a significant role in mobilising and pooling the various resources of a 

wide variety of actors and therefore in contributing to the funding of the SDGs, next to tax 

revenues, public borrowing or public development funds (Florini and Pauli 2018).  

Cross-sector collaborations are not new to the SDGs and were already in place in the MDGs 

agenda. However, studies have shown that many of the registered partnerships were not as 

effective as expected. According to a study by Pattberg and Widerberg (2016), over one third of 

partnerships have shown low levels or no measurable outputs and almost half of the partnerships 

where some measurable output was recorded did not respond to the stated goals and ambitions. 

Additionally, according to the authors, global agreements (mostly in the climate domain) proved 
elusive for a long time; and inequitable trade agreements contribute to the distrust of societies 

over engagement in the achievement of the SDGs. Most stakeholders and academics agree that 

the creation of numerous partnerships is inevitable for the achievement of the SDGs, but also that 

many of the current partnerships have been falling short of achieving their objectives. The 

question on how to design a system, which would ensure more effective partnerships, remains 

on the agenda of academics and various groups involved in monitoring the SDGs progress. 

While discussing the approach towards partnerships, two different perspectives should be 

highlighted. The first one is represented by some parts of civil society organisations, which voice 

their scepticism towards partnership with private organisations, seeing them as inherently profit-

seeking, market-driven organisations, whose aims do not necessarily match the interests of the 
general public and the attainment of sustainable development. The second, represented by the 

business sector, sees opportunities related to stronger engagement in partnerships but argues 

against too much bureaucracy and regulation, which might hinder flexibility and innovation and 

therefore impact the effectiveness of partnerships. As is often the case, the answer seems to lie 

in striking the right balance between the two positions. This is also supported by the general 

opinion of stakeholders, which favour well-drafted rules and framework conditions tailored to the 

needs of specific types of partnerships and sectors (Beisheim and Ellersiek 2017). 
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As mentioned, it is difficult to imagine the implementation of a wide range of transformative 
changes without the involvement of private actors. First of all, it will be simply impossible to 

perform such a change without the use of resources available to the private sector (Florini and 

Pauli 2018). Additionally, smaller and less powerful groups, such as domestic civil society 

organisations in developing countries, may lack the capacity to fully engage in agenda-setting or 

consultation activities and therefore fail to shape the landscape of non-state action (Ponte and 

Chenys 2013). According to the Business and Sustainable Development Commission (2017), the 

private sector itself seems to be aware of the positive impact of involvement, linked to both public 
pressure to contribute to social welfare through business models aimed at the public good (so-

called corporate social responsibility), and the promise of high profits. Studies have shown, 

however, that the lack of sufficient regulation and oversight over multi-stakeholder partnerships 

can result in undesired results of partnerships such as dominance of private interest over public 

interests, introduction of short-term solutions rather than transformative change, or misallocation 

of funds, which all hinder progress towards the SDGs and lead to further erosion of trust in the 

commitment towards the goals (Florini and Pauli 2018). The effectiveness of multi-stakeholder 

partnerships, while dependent on many factors, is strongly linked to their ability to manage and 
share knowledge and expertise about processes and solutions (UNDESA 2015). Large private 

collaborations and their requirements for success will be addressed in more detail in Section 

1.1.4.3.  

Several studies call for giving a more central role to ‘orchestrators’, responsible for initiating and 

supporting individual partnerships. In fact, orchestration is already widely used in governance of 

sustainable development as, thanks to its soft and indirect power approach, it creates less 

resistance from actors. The role of orchestrator can be taken by international institutions, 

government departments or professional orchestrators, who support the management of 

successful projects with their experience and knowledge (Horan 2019). Orchestrators can 

contribute in a variety of ways, from financing and standard setting to sharing of knowledge and 
improving linkages between projects both on domestic and global levels. To ensure successful 

partnerships for SDGs, correct implementation and the establishment of linkages is not sufficient, 

however, and should be accompanied by a contribution towards the transition to a more 

sustainable system. Orchestration schemes should therefore be built to support not only 

successful implementation and cooperation but also to deliver on the transition element. In theory, 

governments might be especially well suited for this role due to their access to public resources, 

policy capabilities, legitimacy and longer-term horizon (Horan 2019). In practice however, the 

willingness of governments to safeguard long-term benefits of partnerships and provide the 
desired counterbalance to a typically more short-term gain approach of private organisations, is 

often limited and varies significantly between countries. 

An important stream in the literature tries to respond to gaps in effectiveness of partnerships. 

While dependent on many factors, it is strongly linked to the partnerships’ ability to manage and 
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share knowledge and expertise about processes and solutions in a transformative, inclusive and 
accountable manner (UNDESA 2015). To achieve this aim, a better meta-governance system 

aimed at providing a set of rules and overarching principles intended to guide, accompany and 

evaluate the work of partnerships is needed (Beisheim and Ellersiek 2017). Meta-governance can 

be carried out on national and international levels by state, inter-governmental and non-state 

actors with state actors standing out for having regulatory measures and sanctions available 

(Beisheim and Ellersiek 2017). 

1.1.3.1 United Nations framework for partnerships 

At the UN level various attempts have been made over the years to introduce a framework for 

collaboration with non-state actors. Despite providing some guiding principles, they did not result 

in a comprehensive meta-governance framework that would be widely applicable. Instead, a 

fragmented system exists which lacks a coherent implementation process. 

Many initiatives taken at the UN level can be named, such as the ‘Bali Guiding Principles’, adopted 

in 2003 by the UN Commission on Sustainable Development (UNCSD), the ‘Guidelines on 

Cooperation between the United Nations and the Business Community’, introduced in 2015 by 

the SG, the ‘Partnerships for SDGs online platforms’ adopted by the United Nations Department 

of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) in 2016, or the Economic and Social Council 
(ECOSOC) Partnership Forum held since 2015. Despite some valid attempts at introducing a soft 

law framework for partnerships and work on creating a platform which would enable easier 

monitoring and reporting, none of the bodies was able to create an effective and widely used 

scheme. Problems relate mostly to the lack of agreement between member states on 

implementation or verification mechanisms and lack of resources on the side of UN agencies, 

which would allow for comprehensive screening (Beisheim and Ellersiek 2017). Due to the 

voluntary nature of the schemes and lack of oversight, implementation ultimately depends on the 
good will of the partnership leadership.  

According to the UNSG’s Special Adviser on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the 

UN should primarily support member states in building and accompanying partnerships. This is 
linked to the fact that partnerships should primarily respond to local needs and be streamlined 

with the local development plans to ensure their integration with existing initiatives and priorities. 

Unfortunately, not all governments give the SDGs the priority they deserve, and sometimes they 

are the ones unwilling to support democratic and inclusive processes and therefore even hinder 

attempts to reach higher levels of inclusiveness in creation and implementation. Other problems 

may arise out of competition between the state and the partnerships. As legitimate governments 

have a strong interest in advertising their actions, they might fear that partnerships which are too 

successful might damage their reputation. Nevertheless, ideally, they would be well positioned to 
serve as actors providing the needed framework for monitoring partnerships. 
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In addition to the instruments mentioned above, the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) should 
also be considered. Established in 2012 at the UN Conference on Sustainable Development, it is 

the main UN platform on sustainable development. The HLPF has a comprehensive and 

challenging mandate encompassing tasks such as the setting of the sustainable development 

agenda; enhancing integration, coordination and coherence across the UN system; and following 

up all sustainable development goals and commitments (UN Sustainable Development 

Knowledge Platform n.d.a). Despite its rather impressive mandate, the HLPF does not have 

authority to directly control actors such as states, international organisations or private 
organisations nor does it have the required resources to fully act on its mandate. It seems to be 

well positioned however and likely purposely designed to provide voluntary guidance and support 

to other actors (Abbott et al. 2015). In other words, the role of the HLPF can be described as 

having ambitious governance goals but moderate governance capacity (Abbott et al. 2015). In its 

acting as a ‘global orchestrator for SDGs’, the HLPF requires significant financial resources and 

the ability to provide incentives, which arguably have not been fully granted to the forum, therefore 

limiting the effective exercise even of its soft power mandate. While looking at the practical 

capabilities of the forum, it seems clear that the member states were aiming at keeping control 
over their progress on the SDGs, as well as their sovereignty and resources, and have deployed 

to forum as an advisory body. Despite its limitations, the forum could offer a unified and 

independent voice for sustainable development, which previously was lacking within the UN 

system (Abbott et al. 2015). It remains, however, greatly dependent on the intermediaries’ 

willingness to cooperate and has arguably created insufficient results over the past years (Hege 

2018). 

1.1.4.  Who are the main actors in the governance of SDGs? 

The preamble of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015) mentions that: ‘all 

countries and all stakeholders, acting in collaborative partnership, will implement this plan’. 

Indeed, the ambitious and overarching agenda for the SDGs will likely be doomed to failure 

without the involvement of all stakeholders. Two main types of actors (understood as 

stakeholders) can be identified. According to Monkelbaan (2019), the first one operates typically 
on a specific geographical or jurisdictional scale (local and national governments, international 

organisation), while the second one operates in a non-traditional, ‘multilevel mode’ (e.g., networks 

and corporations). Both types of actors will be examined in the following sub-sections. 

1.1.4.1 National governments – the cases of the US and China 

National governments cannot be treated as a uniform category, as their capabilities but also 

priorities and challenges vary largely from country to country. Typically, however, all national 
governments are expected to provide public goods and play a significant role acting as regulators, 

monitors or coordinators of collective action. For this reason, systemic transformations such as 

the energy transition cannot avoid relying on the action of national governments. Despite a high 
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level of public disappointment on national governments, studies seem to suggest that the national 
level remains the key policymaking lever for delivering public goods (Karlsson and Jollands 2013). 

In their decision-making capacity, governments are, however, often influenced by vested interests 

of private companies as well as their own interest embedded in the existing arrangements. To 

give an example, most fossil fuel reserves are held by state-owned enterprises, which strongly 

affects some governments’ willingness to reform the sector as such reforms would imply loss of 

government revenues (Monkelbaan 2019). 

While the detailed examination of different national approaches to SDGs does not lie within the 

scope of this section, the approaches represented by the United States and China will be looked 

at closer. The following sub-sections will examine in greater detail the European Union’s approach 

to the SDGs. 

1.1.4.1.1 The United States 

Despite being known as the country with the highest GDP in the world, the US is far from being a 

top performer in sustainable development. According to the Sustainable Development Report of 

the Bertelsmann Foundation, the US ranks 35th in the world (Sachs et al. 2019). Five years since 

the adoption of the SDGs, the US is the only OECD and G-20 country, which has not volunteered 

to report on its progress towards achieving the SDGs. Since President Trump took office in 
January 2017, the US government has consistently deprioritised multilateral development 

agencies and bodies, which was reaffirmed with the decision to withdraw from the Paris 

Agreement on Climate Change. Despite some clear signs of weakening commitment towards the 

goals, the US is officially still participating in international forums and discussions on the topic. In 

the ‘2030 Agenda Talking Points’ memo the official line of the US government has been 

presented, clarifying that the US recognised the SDGs as a set of specific goals but will not 

individually endorse the specific goals (Igoe 2019).  

While the federal government clearly distances itself from commitment towards the SDGs, some 

parts of the country’s cities, states, universities, philanthropies, NGOs, and corporations, remain 

committed to supporting the agenda through more decentralised and local action. For example, 
the City of New York was the first to commit to submitting a voluntary review of its contributions 

toward the SDGs to the HLPF. This initiative has started a movement of Voluntary Local Reviews 

with over 20 local and regional governments who have participated in the reviews to date (UN 

Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform n.d.b). Since there is no universally accepted set 

of locally adapted targets based on the SDGs, nor official indicators or metrics, there is a great 

deal of flexibility in undertaking such an assessment. In this context, US universities also stepped 

up and developed a prototype handbook for city officials interested in performing the review 

(Deininger et al. 2019). In turn, USAID, the US international development agency and (with its 
USD 27 billion budget) one of the largest official aid agencies in the world, retains its commitment 

to international development aid but does not directly refer in its strategy to the SDGs. Instead, it 
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mentions the journey to self-reliance, which aims at working with host country governments and 
other partners to achieve locally sustained results (USAID n.d.). While the ‘self-reliance journey’ 

seems to be broadly aligned with the 2030 Agenda, USAID seems to have restrained from the 

opportunity to further mainstream the SDGs in its strategy (USAID n.d.). 

Joe Biden’s election as President of the US seems to reacquire some of the lost credibility as an 

actor engaged in the SDG Agenda. President Biden joined the Paris Agreement on Climate 

Change, declaring his engagement in the fight against climate change. In addition, the US is 

willing to respond to the profound crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in a way to ‘build 

back better’ and contribute to a more sustainable and resilient society. For example, President 

Biden is planning to build modern and sustainable infrastructure for a clean energy economy and 

stimulate sustainable investment. 

1.1.4.1.2 China and the SDGs 

While the US, traditionally a leading actor in global governance, distances itself from the SDGs, 

China seems to recognise the opportunity to establish its position as an internationally recognised 

actor committed to the global, cooperative effort. According to China’s Progress Report on 

Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the country puts special 

emphasis on three key areas of the sustainable development agenda: eradicating extreme 
poverty, building an ‘ecological civilisation’, and contributing to global climate and sustainability 

governance (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 2019).  

It should be acknowledged that China has been extremely successful in its domestic efforts to 

reduce poverty and is currently increasing the amount of its bilateral investments abroad. As many 

as 700 million people in China have moved out of poverty with the country’s economic boom, with 

significant progress also in relation to child mortality and narrowing gaps between different regions 

in terms of infrastructure such as roads and internet connection. Some progress has also been 

made in relation to climate policies (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 

2019). Despite some efforts and enshrining the concept of an ‘ecological civilization’ in the 

constitution, China remains by far the most polluting country in the world. In just five provinces, 
which host most of the heavy industries, more carbon dioxide is emitted than in any other country 

in the world. By focusing on poverty eradication or questions of connectivity and technological 

solutions, China likely also aims at shaping the development agenda away from a broader 

understanding of development, also encompassing societal questions related to human rights 

violations or access to justice (Goal 16).  

China has become one of the key actors in the international development landscape in recent 

years, most recently through the prominent Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), an enormously 

ambitious agenda which could reach up to 70 % of the world’s population (Gu et al. 2019). The 

BRI has now been integrated into Agenda 2030 to achieve the SDGs (Renwick, Gu and Gong 
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2018), after pressure by the United Nations. Furthermore, the companion ‘Digital Silk Road’ 
initiative is in principle aligned with the 2030 Agenda.  

However, the SDGs also contain targets on social policy and good governance that China is 
hardly equipped to represent. As a non-democratic country, China’s commitment towards 

sustainable development appears more oriented towards the achievement of economic 

expansion, rather than a genuine commitment towards sustainability. For over a decade now, 

China has invested massively in developing countries globally, mostly through bilateral 

investment schemes. Additionally, the country has become increasingly more involved in 

multilateral development banks. As traditionally their shareholding in existing institutions was 

limited, China’s strategy includes a focus on creating new multilateral institutions like the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), which grant greater governance powers to China 
(Goodman et al. 2017). Through increasing its role in development institutions China hopes to 

gain a more significant role in global development policy overall and increase its presence in 

developing countries. At the moment, China’s assistance is linked largely to infrastructure-related 

loans and equity investments, with a significantly lower share of investment in grant-based 

assistance, commonly used in western foreign assistance programmes.  

China’s approach to development aid is based on the idea that its trade, investment, and lending 

produce economic development opportunities for both China and its developing country partners. 

However, countries in Africa, South America, or Asia, start questioning whether the alleged win-

win set-up is indeed beneficial for them. Countries with significant own resources such as Brazil 

express concern over their relationships with China simply repeating historical cycles of 
commodity dependency (Ferchen 2020). Additionally, cases such as the Hambantota deal, where 

Sri Lanka was forced to sell its port to China in order to pay off the debt accumulated in the 

process of building it, raises doubt as to the mutually beneficial relationship claimed by China 

(Abi-Habib 2020). In 2018, China established the China International Development Cooperation 

Agency (CIDCA), which acts as the main body responsible for the strategic planning and overall 

coordination of the country’s foreign aid. For the moment there is no proof to believe that this 

agency will change the expansive and often self-serving approach to development, based on 

loans, and shift to development assistance given to the beneficiaries directly (Ferchen 2020). 

1.1.4.2  Subnational governments 

The MDGs process did not entail any official role for subnational governments in their 

achievement, although over the years it became clear that their involvement is crucial. In the 2030 

Agenda, the importance of all levels of government is highlighted in Goal 16 and special attention 

to the importance of sustainable cities is given in Goal 11. Next to the 2030 Agenda, local and 

regional governments are also acknowledged in the Paris Agreement, the New Urban Agenda by 
UN-Habitat, the UN summit for Refugees and Migrants and the European Consensus on 

Development (OECD 2020a).  
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Research on governance for sustainable development widely emphasises that the subnational 
level with its unique competences in the provision of basic services, territorial planning, 

infrastructure and more, plays a key role in implementing sustainable development policies 

(Saner et al. 2014). Regardless of the varying levels of decentralisation, in most cases local 

governments are responsible for managing services such as water, sanitation, infrastructure or 

land-use decisions. According to a study from 2015, up to 65 % of the SDG targets could be at 

risk should local urban stakeholders not be assigned a clear mandate and role in the transition 

towards sustainable development (Cities Alliance 2015). Due to its close proximity with citizens 
and local businesses the role of local level governments is especially important for building 

successful partnerships as well as in the attempts to gather data for progress monitoring.  

Several initiatives have emerged aimed at emphasising the role of cities and regions, including 
the Local and Regional Governments Forum (LRGF), which met in 2018 as part of the HLPF, the 

OECD Roundtable on Cities and Regions for the SDGs, which serves as a knowledge and 

experience sharing platform, or the Seville Commitment where governments of all levels, the UN, 

as well as citizens’ associations and private businesses commit to recognising and supporting 

subnational governments in implementing the SDGs (OECD 2020a). Despite some significant 

progress in giving subnational governments a more prominent role, data show that at the national 

level, local and regional governments are often excluded from the policy debate, monitoring and 

implementation. According to a study performed by United Cities and Local Governments 
(UCLG), only 34 % of countries that reported to the HLPF between 2016 and 2019 have engaged 

local and regional governments in national coordination mechanisms. For all other countries, such 

engagement is either very weak (15 %) or non-existent (43 %) (UCLG 2019). To avoid a situation 

of lack of policy coherence on national and subnational levels, it seems desirable to strengthen 

the dialogue between the different governance levels and create clearer national SDG strategies, 

with a defined role for local and regional government (OECD 2020a). In addition, on the 

subnational side, some work also still remains to be done. Studies performed with European 
respondents show that the 2030 Agenda is often seen as an externally imposed burden, which is 

not linked to local policies (European Union 2014). Additionally, lack of financial and personnel 

resources, as well as time, is mentioned as hindering efforts towards the SDGs, especially by 

small- and mid-sized municipalities (OECD 2020a). 

While local level governments can certainly still be significantly more involved in implementing 

the SDG agenda, some positive attempts should be highlighted. In Germany, the federal 

government provides technical and financial support to implement the SDGs through a multilevel 

government framework. The project ‘Municipalities for Global Sustainability’ involves all levels of 

government and connects them with the international framework established by the UN. So far, 

several cities and regions in Germany have managed to build up a clear plan for addressing local 
sustainability challenges thanks to the support of the project. In Argentina in turn, the national 

body responsible for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, provides provinces with guidance 



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
174 

on effective planning for the achievement of the goals. It also helps provinces prepare to 
participate in voluntary Provinces Reports, aimed at monitoring progress. For adopting a more 

holistic approach to the SDGs, the Flemish government in Belgium serves as an especially good 

example. The Flemish government bases its approach on a few fundamental pillars involving 

system innovation, a long-term perspective to development, involving stakeholders through 

partnerships, engaging in co-creation and learning from experiments. The aim of the long-term 

Flemish agenda is to move away from a top-down approach and to establish a network of 

stakeholders, through which multi-stakeholder partners can more easily connect and align 
priorities with local authorities (OECD 2020a). 

The role of local and regional governments has become increasingly recognised as essential for 

the achievement of the 2030 Agenda. Furthermore, the subnational governments themselves 
have begun to seize the potential of the SDGs, especially in some parts of the world such as 

Germany, Belgium, or Japan. Continuing on this path and spreading the trend in other parts of 

the world, might allow for improvement in the use of the SDG framework in local agendas. 

1.1.4.3 Large private sector coalitions 

National authorities, world powers, as well as subnational governments, without doubt play a 

crucial role in the implementation of the SDGs, however, without the support of the private sector 
they are unlikely to meet the enormous challenges of the day. To evaluate the potential impact of 

large private coalitions, we will provide some examples of successful initiatives and examine the 

factors for success, which can be found in the literature. Despite the positive examples which are 

highlighted in this section, it should be mentioned that a partnership agenda, which relies heavily 

on private contributions, creates wariness from many developing countries and non-governmental 

organisations. Concerns are raised over replacement of official development assistance by 

voluntary private partnerships, which might also further obscure governments’ role in regulating 
the policy framework within which private companies operate. A legitimate concern is raised that 

through increasing its reliance on the private sector, governments will be less likely to regulate for 

their disadvantage and to maintain its supervisory role.  

Private-sector collaborations in different forms started emerging already in the 1990s. Since then, 

a plethora of different initiatives has been rolled out, some with significant impact, others failing 

to achieve their objectives. One of the most known and successful partnerships involving private-

sector companies is the Gavi Alliance, which is a partnership of UNICEF, WHO, World Bank, 

donors, recipient countries, civil society, the pharmaceutical industry and other private sector 

companies. Gavi coordinates and aggregates the collective demand for vaccines in 73 countries, 

providing long-term and predictable demand for producers and, through its purchasing power, 

significantly cheaper and high-quality vaccines for receivers. In 2001 Gavi started out with 5 
vaccine manufacturers in 5 countries, and by 2015 had already grown its network to 16 

manufacturers in 11 countries (Taylor et al. 2017). Gavi’s key strength is the ability to align the 
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incentives of various involved partners through a collaborative decision-making model. 
Additionally, Gavi works based on a five-year strategy, with clear indicators for measuring its own 

performance (Gavi, The Vaccine Alliance n.d.).  

Another initiative that should be looked at is the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), which aims at 

adopting more (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2017) 

environmentally, socially, and economically sustainable production practices for cotton. BCI 

engages companies across the value chains, from farmers to fashion and textile brands, including 

widely known companies such as Levi Strauss, H&M and Adidas (BCI 2017). The potential market 

impact can be significant, as cotton is used in 40 % of all global textiles and over 300 million 

farmers rely on it for their livelihood (Fairtrade Foundation n.d.). Training programmes for farmers 

organised by BCI have led to a significant reduction in the use of pesticides and increased profits 
for local farmers, as chemicals can account for a significant part of farming costs (BCI n.d.). 

Additionally, through further training and support in building more efficient irrigation channels, 

significant reduction in water use can be observed. Unlike the Fairtrade initiative, BCI does not 

offer direct premiums to farmers, which despite raising some criticism, allows potentially for a 

larger upscaling of the project, as product cost for consumers does not increase (Confino 2011). 

Researchers have tried to address the question of why some initiatives seem to be able to bring 

about the desired change while others fail to achieve their objective. One of the elements, which 

plays a significant role is the market-driven approach to partnerships. It has been long understood 

that market forces on their own will lead to an unsustainable growth model, however, working 

against the market power and competitive factors, which motivate companies, is likely to impede 
a scalable and economically sustainable solution. According to a study performed by BSR and 

the Rockefeller Foundation, the most cited motivations for corporate participation and 

collaboration include: co-investing in new market opportunities, building resilient supply chains, 

risk-sharing, overcoming of regulatory barriers, accessing information and knowledge or 

influencing policy or enhancing brand value and reputation (Enright et al. 2018). It is crucial for 

the achievement of long-standing projects that each partnering organisation has a defined 

purpose for participating in the partnership, both in terms of achieving progress towards 

sustainable development and in terms of benefits for the business. As can be seen in the example 
of the Gavi Alliance, a clear, transparent, and functional structure of governance is another crucial 

factor for the success of a private partnership. Combined with building on the individual strengths 

of partners, it significantly increases chances for success. The actions of the Gavi Alliance are 

overseen by a board composed of representatives of the different partner organisations, with 

publicly available minutes and a transparent structure. The organisation additionally builds on 

WHO’s scientific expertise, UNICEF’s procurement system, the financial know-how of the World 

Bank and the market knowledge of the vaccine industry (Gavi, The Vacine Alliance n.d.). Large 
partnerships such as Gavi or the BCI require dedicated staff and resources to ensure its 

functioning, while smaller partnerships, which lack the resources to establish their own 
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secretariat, should be able to rely on the help of partnership platforms, which can support them 
with administrative issues, knowledge sharing or creating wider networks (Florini and Pauli 2018). 

Lastly and perhaps most importantly, accountability is a crucial factor, which ensures that 

collaborations serve their purpose and indeed contribute to a more sustainable economy. As has 

been mentioned, private companies often choose to participate in partnerships primarily for 

business reasons such achieving short-term profit or securing its supply-chains. Without a 

properly set-up accountability scheme, which ensures transparency over actions and the use of 

resources, as well as a legitimate reporting mechanism, partnerships are likely to compromise on 
their purpose (Beisheim and Ellersiek 2017).  

 

Figure 6 - Design of successful private partnerships 
Source: BSR Private-Sector Collaboration for Sustainable Development (n.d.) 

 

To conclude, large scale collaborations involving the private sector offer significant promises in 

mainstreaming the sustainable development approach in our economies. However, private 

partnerships need to overcome several key challenges, which include reaching the scale required 

for a successful transformation of economies, as well as ensuring the accountability of the 

numerous initiatives. 
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1.2. EU governance arrangements for the achievement of the MDGs 
and the SDGs 

1.2.1. The EU and sustainable development: before the SDGs 

Sustainable development has been at the heart of the European project since the beginning, 
understood as it was defined in the Brundtland Report (1987) ‘Sustainable development means 

that the needs of the present generation should be met without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs’. EU treaties recognise its three dimensions, namely 

economic efficiency, social inclusion and environmental responsibility, together with the need to 

ensure a life of dignity for all within the planet's limits.  

Sustainable development has been one of the fundamental objectives of the European Union. 

References to sustainable development have been included in the treaties (i.e. the Treaty of 

Amsterdam and the Treaty of the European Union) as an overarching objective of EU policies 

and provisions to mainstream it into EU policies and legislation, via several strategies such as the 

EU Sustainable Development strategy or the EU 2020 strategy, have been introduced. In addition, 

to ensure a successful and widespread implementation, a high level of engagement at different 
stages of the society has been fostered. 

Before the adoption of Agenda 2030 in 2015, the EU participated in important world conferences 
related to sustainable development, briefly listed in the table below: 

1987 Brundtland Report 
1992 Rio Earth Summit 
1994 Programme of Action of ICPD 
1995 World Summit for Social Development 
1995 Beijing Platform for Action 
2000 Millennium Declaration 
2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development 
2005 World Summit 
2012 Rio +20 

Table 1 - EU participation at conferences related to sustainable development  
Source: Author’s elaboration 

 

1.2.1.1 Europe and the MDGs 

From 2000 to 2015 the European Union and its Member States have been committed to the 

MDGs and delivered encouraging results. Together, they have been the world’s largest donor of 

official development assistance (ODA). The MDGs were primarily focused on addressing the 

needs of the most disadvantaged in a ‘one-way street’ style delivery. Indeed, the EU and the 
Member States have adapted or shifted their development aid policies to focus on achieving the 
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MDGs. They have massively contributed to development aid and introduced measures to 
increase the impact and quality of aid, notably through improved coordination and harmonisation. 

Furthermore, the EU has placed development at the heart of its policies at multilateral and 

regional level, giving particular attention to the least developed countries and other vulnerable 

small economies. The EU has been active in improving living conditions in sub-Saharan Africa, 

in particular by proposing initiatives in the following areas: (i) improving Africa’s governance, (ii) 

interconnecting Africa’s networks and trade, (iii) striving towards equitable societies, access to 

services, decent work and environmental sustainability. 

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 
The EU is one of the biggest contributors to sustainable agriculture and food security for development. 
Worldwide, the EU supports more than 60 countries in their efforts to improve food and nutrition 
security and promote sustainable agriculture and food systems, alleviate hunger, support economic 
growth and ensure political stability. 
Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education 
The EU supports governments in over 40 countries to provide quality education and learning 
opportunities for all. Half of these countries are fragile and affected by conflict. The EU also works 
with the Global Partnership for Education, UNICEF, UNESCO, multilateral and bilateral agencies, and 
the civil society to deliver on education. 
Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women 
Since 2004 the EU contribution has helped 300 000 new female students to enrol in secondary 
education. In addition, over 18 000 female higher education students have taken part in EU mobility 
schemes such as Erasmus Mundus, which provides scholarships to students from developing 
countries to study in Europe. 
Goal 4: Reduce child mortality 
EU support and external aid have helped to protect children against many of the major causes of child 
mortality, but pneumonia, diarrhoea and malaria continue to be the main killers of under-fives and in 
2013 caused about one third of all under-five deaths. Globally nearly half of under-five deaths are 
attributable to under-nutrition. The EU has worked closely with beneficiary countries and other 
development partners to address health system weaknesses and has supported the health sectors 
of 39 developing countries, with child health as primary target. It also contributes through financial 
support to the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Malaria, Tuberculosis (GFATM), and to the Global Alliance 
for Vaccines and Immunisations (GAVI). Thanks to EU support, at least 20 million more children were 
vaccinated against measles between 2004 and 2014. In 2004-2012 the EU helped build or renovate 
more than 8 500 health facilities worldwide. 
Goal 5: Improve Maternal Health 
The EU supports governments in more than 30 countries to develop and implement national health 
policies and strategies and strengthen health systems to improve access and uptake of life-saving 
maternal health services and reach universal access to quality and affordable reproductive and sexual 
health services and information. Thanks to EU support, over 7.5 million births were attended by skilled 
health personnel between 2004 and 2012 and almost 17 million consultations on reproductive health 
took place. 
Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases 
The EU provides substantial financial resources to fight diseases through country programmes, via 
the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, and through research programmes such 
as the European & Developing Countries Clinical Trials Partnership. Thanks to EU support 
22.6 million insecticide-treated bed nets were distributed between 2000 and 2014. In addition, 
570 000 people with advanced HIV infection have received anti-retroviral combination therapy over 
the same period. 
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Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability 
The EU supports partner countries to promote the sustainable management of natural resources, 
particularly land, forest, coastal zones and fisheries to protect ecosystems and to combat 
desertification. In 2007, the EU launched the Global Climate Change Alliance (GCCA) in order to 
strengthen international cooperation on climate change, committing EUR 316.5 million. The EU 
currently supports 51 programmes in 38 countries. Since 2004, EU assistance has provided access 
to clean water for more than 74 million people and sanitation to over 27 million people. 
Goal 8: Develop a global partnership for development 
The EU continues to be the biggest donor in the world, collectively providing more official development 
assistance (ODA) than all other donors combined (EUR 58.2 billion in 2014). It is committed to 
achieving the UN target of mobilising a level of ODA that represents 0.7 % of the Gross National 
Income (GNI) within the time frame of the 2030 Agenda. 

Table 2 - European Union contributions to SDGs 
 

However, global progress on the MDGs has been rather uneven, with huge and persistent 
disparities between sub-regions and countries, as well as between geographical areas and 
population groups within nations, leaving significant gaps. As concluded by the final MDGs Report 
(2015a), despite many successes, millions of people have been left behind, especially the poorest 
and those disadvantaged because of their sex, age, disability, ethnicity or geographic location. 
The report identified the following unmet goals: (i) gender inequalities persist, (ii) big gaps exist 
between the poorest and richest households, and between rural and urban areas, (iii) climate 
change and environmental degradation undermine progress achieved, and poor people suffer the 
most, (iv) conflicts remain the biggest threat to human development, (v) millions of poor people 
still live in poverty and hunger, without access to basic services. 

The implementation of the MDGs across countries has been quite complex, especially in areas 
where social services were considerably developed and the number of people facing extreme 
deprivations was low, although not negligible – such as middle-income economies of Europe and 
Central Asia (United Nations 2015a). When governments recognised that the MDGs addressed 
central issues for the welfare of their population, they implemented a nationalisation of the MDGs 
by adapting the global agenda – addressed to the world’s most disadvantaged – to a national 
programme – addressed to the country’s most disadvantaged. The adaptation of the MDGs to the 
respective development situations of a country was difficult and brought some data gaps, 
discrepancies, reporting delays and deficiencies in data collection. 

1.2.1.2 The sustainable development strategy  

In 2001, the European Council adopted in Goteborg the first EU Sustainable Development 
strategy (EU SDS), then renewed in 2006 and in 2009. The overall stated aim of the EU SDS is 

to: ‘identify and develop actions to enable the EU to achieve a continuous long-term improvement 

of quality of life through the creation of sustainable communities able to manage and use 

resources efficiently, able to tap the ecological and social innovation potential of the economy and 

in the end able to ensure prosperity, environmental protection and social cohesion’.  
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The European Commission Communication ‘A sustainable Europe for a better world: A European 
strategy for Sustainable Development’ (2001) shed light on the need to go towards a sustainable 
European Union, where economic growth, social cohesion and environmental protection are 
identified as elements that must go hand in hand in a long-term strategy vision. The European 
Commission identified major problems posing severe or irreversible threats to the future well-
being of European society: global warming, antibiotic resistance, use of chemicals and food 
safety, poverty and social exclusion, the ageing of the population, loss of biodiversity, waste 
volumes and soil loss, transport congestions and EU regional imbalances. Urgent actions, strong 
political leadership, new approaches to policymaking, widespread participation and international 
responsibility are identified as key elements needed to address these unsustainable trends.  

Despite some important achievements, these unsustainable trends persisted. In 2006, the 
European Commission published a renewed EU SDS. In this renewed strategy, the EU sets out 
a single, coherent strategy to live up the commitments to meet the challenges of sustainable 
development in a more effective way. It recognised the need to gradually change unsustainable 
consumption and production patterns and move towards a better integrated approach to 
policymaking. It reaffirmed the need for global solidarity and recognised the importance of 
strengthening work with partners outside the EU, including those rapidly developing countries 
which will have a significant impact on global sustainable development. The following table 
illustrates the key challenges (main priorities) and objectives of the strategy (Council of the 
European Union 2006). 

Key challenges Overall objectives 
Climate Change and 
clean energy 

To limit climate change and its costs and negative effects on 
society and the environment 

Sustainable Transport To ensure that our transport systems meet society’s 
economic, social and environmental needs while minimising 
their undesirable impacts on the economy, society and the 
environment 

Sustainable consumption 
and production 

To promote sustainable consumption and production patterns 

Conservation and 
management of natural 
resources 

To improve management and avoid overexploitation of 
natural resources, recognising the value of ecosystem 
services 

Public Health To promote good public health on equal conditions and 
improve protection against health threats 

Social inclusion, 
demography and 
migration 

To create a socially inclusive society by taking into account 
solidarity between and within generations and to secure and 
increase the quality of life of citizens as a precondition for 
lasting individual well-being 

Global poverty and 
sustainable development 
challenges 

To actively promote sustainable development worldwide and 
ensure that the European Union’s internal and external 
policies are consistent with global sustainable development 
and its international commitments 

Table 3 - Key challenges and overall objectives of the EU SDS 
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To make the strategy applicable for the whole EU, some mechanisms for improving coordination 
with other levels of governments have been proposed, such as voluntary peer reviews of national 

sustainable development strategies (NSDS). In order to ensure implementation in society, 

business, NGOs and citizens have been invited to become actively involved in working for 

sustainable development. The recognised weakness of the EU SDS was the absence of time-

bound and quantified targets.  

1.2.1.3 The sustainable development indicators 

‘You cannot manage what you don’t measure’ are the words of Frans Timmermans, the First Vice-

President of the European Commission, that make clear the importance of having good statistical 

indicators to monitor progress towards sustainable development. The sustainable development 

indicators (SDIs) are part of the monitoring system of progress towards sustainable development 

objectives. Indeed, every two years Eurostat publishes a monitoring report which provides an 

objective, statistical picture of progress towards the goals and objectives of the EU Sustainable 

Development Strategies. The indicators have been constantly improved and developed further in 
cooperation with the Member States. 

The indicators used by Eurostat are divided into 10 themes, as follows: socio-economic 

development, sustainable consumption and production, social inclusion, demographic changes, 
public health, climate change and energy, sustainable transport, natural resources, global 

partnership and good governance.  

1.2.1.4 From the Lisbon strategy to Europe 2020: embracing sustainability through a comprehensive, 

multi-dimensional agenda 

The Lisbon strategy is a ten-year strategy adopted in 2000 to make the European Union ‘the most 

competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable 

economic growth, with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion’. The main goal of the 

Lisbon strategy was to increase competitiveness and economic growth while enhancing job 

creation. It was then complemented by an environment and sustainable development dimension 
one year later at the European Council in Gothenburg with the EU SDS. This showed a 

commitment to reach an overarching goal: bring about economic, social and environmental 

renewal in the EU.  

Unfortunately, the Lisbon strategy has been found to be largely ineffective. As a follow-up, the 

Commission Presidency of José Manuel Barroso adopted in 2010 a new strategy: Europe 2020 

‘A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth’. It has been presented as a European exit 

strategy from the global economic and financial crises, and similar to its predecessor Lisbon 

strategy (2000-2010), it focuses on the EU's competitiveness, while sustainable development is 

not considered as a central issue to tackle in the strategy.  
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The ambitious goal of the strategy was to overcome the structural weaknesses of the EU’s 
economy and turn it into a smart, sustainable and inclusive economy by supporting innovation 

and development of knowledge, resource efficiency, competitiveness and environmental 

protection while increasing employment, social and territorial cohesion. The European 

Commission proposed seven flagship initiatives to catalyse the progress of the strategy under its 

priorities. The strategy was accompanied by several monitoring and implementation processes, 

including the European Semester, that, thanks to the Europe 2020 strategy, acquired a stronger 

governance.  

The Europe 2020 strategy could be considered as a tool that could have helped the EU to 

complete its transition from austerity to prosperity, proposing a new vision oriented towards 

growth, rather than austerity, by stimulating demand through investment and expansionist policy. 
However, the mid-term review of the strategy planned for March 2015 has not been able to restore 

the centrality of Europe 2020 as a growth-oriented strategy (Renda 2014). 

Europe 2020 was adopted in a period of big transformation: the financial crisis wiped out years of 
economic and social progress and exposed structural weaknesses in the EU’s economy, in the 

meanwhile the world was moving fast and long-term challenges – globalisation, pressure on 

resources, ageing – intensified. The strategy has demonstrated to be not ambitious enough to 

achieve sustainable development: it neither included global policies nor addressed how social, 

economic and environmental policies could be interlinked, being merely a ‘jobs and growth 

strategy’.  

1.2.2. The EU in the SDGs process  

As discussed in Section 1.1.2, in September 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted 

the 2030 Agenda on Sustainable Development, including at its core 17 sustainable development 

goals (SDGs). During negotiation of the Agenda 2030, the EU played an important leadership role 

in the UN processes being one of the largest groups of countries which regularly and consistently 

voted as a block (ECDPM 2016). The formal leading role within the European Commission was 
with DG ENV (environment) and DG DEVCO (development). To avoid regional blocs in the UN 

negotiation process, a new form of negotiations was proposed in which there were only 70 seats 

and countries should cooperate in ‘troikas’ (Kamphof 2018). As a result, EU Member States were 

divided in troikas together with countries that are not part of the European Union. At the same 

time, to ensure EU unity and the ability to ‘speak with one voice’, EU Member States were working 

in joint working groups internally and were delivering annual Communications. 

Since 2015, the EU has designed itself fully committed to be a frontrunner in the implementation 

of the SDGs, but in practice the EU is not yet fully delivering the level of actions it committed to, 

both internally and externally. According to the global 2019 SDG Index prepared by the 

Bertelsmann Stiftung and the Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN), all 10 
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countries closest to achieving the SDGs are in the EU, yet, as the EU SDG Index and Dashboards 
shows, no European country is on track towards achieving the goals. 

The 2019 Europe Sustainable Development Report (ESDR) shows that the EU and its Member 
States face the greatest challenges on goals related to climate, biodiversity, and the circular 

economy, as well as in strengthening the convergence in living standards, across countries and 

regions. In particular, countries need to accelerate progress towards climate change (SDG 13), 

sustainable consumption and production (SDG 12), protection and conservation of biodiversity 

(SDGs 14 and 15), and sustainable agriculture and food systems (SDG 2). Furthermore, 

according to the Sustainable Development Report (2019), many countries are falling back on 

‘leave no one behind’, so the EU’s SDG strategy must place emphasis on strengthening social 

inclusion for all people living in its territory. The same report also offers practical recommendations 
for how the EU, and its Member States specifically, can achieve the SDGs with a focus on three 

broad areas:  

 

 Internal SDG priorities for the EU and Member States 

 European diplomacy and development cooperation for the SDGs  

 Tackling international spillovers 

 

According to the first recommendation proposed, the EU should focus on implementing the 

European Green Deal for energy decarbonisation, the circular economy, and sustainable land 
use and food systems, on increasing investments in sustainable infrastructure through the 

Sustainable Europe Investment Plan, and on increasing investments in education, job skills, and 

R&D through EU Education Area and Horizon Europe 2030. In pursuing these objectives, the 

right level of ambition and policy coherence must be ensured. The report identifies three 

cornerstones: aligning the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 2021-2027 with the SDGs, 

strengthening SDG measurement and indicators, and putting the SDGs at the core of the 

European Semester. The second recommendation proposed builds on the fact that the SDGs 
represent EU values, so the EU should use them as part of its external action. Indeed, a critical 

part of the EU’s role in achieving the SDGs includes global leadership through diplomacy and 

international economic relations. Furthermore, since the EU is one of the world’s biggest donors 

and contributors to development cooperation, it now needs to align development cooperation 

actions with the SDGs to serve the needs of emerging economies and poor countries. Finally, the 

third recommendation sheds light on the negative spillovers generated by EU actions that 

undermine other countries’ ability to achieve the SDGs.  
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1.2.3. After 2015: EU’s internal governance and external participation in 
Agenda 2030 

The conclusion of the negotiation phase and the launch of Agenda 2030 and its SDGs was 
applauded worldwide, and governments committed to take action and ownership for achievement 

of the SDGs by 2030. Each government is supposed to develop its own strategy towards 

sustainable development, accounting for their domestic context. Before discussing the actions 

taken by the EU for the implementation of the SDGs, it should be recalled that the implementation 

of the SDGs is a responsibility of the UN Member States. While the EU Member States are 

members of the UN, the EU is an observer with enhanced status: it can speak on behalf of the 

EU and its Member States in the UN and can present common positions, make interventions or 
present proposals. This means that, on the one hand, the EU Member States have the 

responsibility to set their national targets, guided by the global agenda, and incorporate the targets 

set by Agenda 2030 into national policies; on the other hand, the EU has a responsibility which 

derives by the subsidiarity principle and by its self-obligation (‘the EU is fully committed’). In this 

context, the role of the EU mainly consists in aggregating the collective efforts of the EU Member 

States by facilitating, strengthening, and creating synergies and coherence between these efforts, 

in order to introduce an added value. The task of the EU is close to the ‘orchestrator’ discussed 

in Section 1.1.3, that is defined as: ‘an indirect and soft mode of governance in which an actor (or 
a set of actors) as an orchestrator, works through another actor (or set of actors) as 

intermediaries, to govern a third actor (or set of actors), the target’ (Abbott et al. 2012; Bernstein 

et al. 2014).  

In addition, it is clear that not only governments should participate in the implementation of the 

SDGs, but close cooperation of all stakeholders is needed: civil society and private actors should 

engage with EU regulatory authorities in the domain of sustainability. This means that, in general, 

the role of the state in regulating the SDGs is closer to that of a facilitator or coordinator: the state 

should engage with several actors that voluntarily participate in the regulatory process in order to 

address a target in the pursuit of public goals (Partiti 2017). Indeed, all stakeholders, public 

governance, businesses, civil society, individuals, are supposed to play an active role in the 
sustainability transition. The SDGs are designed to be indivisible, and most SDGs cover several 

policy areas. Therefore, better cooperation across administrations needs to be accompanied by 

better coherence across different policy areas that are related: for this reason, the implementation 

of the SDGs envisage the so-called nexus approach to address interlinkages and ensure that 

progress in one area is not made at the expense of another one.  

1.2.3.1 The EU within its borders: solidarity, cooperation and austerity 

The first response of the EU to the SDGs came in November 2016 with the adoption of the 

Communication ‘Next Steps for a Sustainable European Future: European action for 

Sustainability’. In this document, the European Commission announced, firstly, a full integration 
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of the SDGs into the European policy framework and the Commission’s priorities and, secondly, 
a reflection on further developing the EU’s longer-term vision after 2020. In addition, the European 

Communication launched the multi-stakeholder platform on SDGs and established a mechanism 

to monitor the SDGs through the establishment of EU SDG indicators, under the leadership of 

Eurostat, briefly discussed in Section 1.2.1.3. However, at the end of 2018, as reported by a study 

of the European Parliament: ‘the Commission has not yet developed any specific and measurable 

SDG implementation strategy; there have been no systematic steps taken to mainstream the 

SDGs in all EU policies, as announced November 2016, and there is no mechanism that ensures 
sustainability in the work of all Commission services’ (Niestroy et al. 2019). Stakeholders from 

different sectors agreed on the importance of having a ‘EU strategy to 2030’ as an implementation 

for the SDGs, which despite the pressure, was not published. Later, in January 2019, the 

European Commission published the Reflection Paper ‘Towards a Sustainable Europe by 2030’, 

in which it reaffirms its commitment to deliver on the United Nations 2030 Agenda and the SDGs 

implementation, by showing itself at the frontline for a sustainable transaction. The action taken 

to move towards a sustainable EU encompasses a transition to a circular economy, to a 

sustainable food system, to clean energy for buildings and mobility and the promotion of social 
rights and well-being for all. 

However, despite the EU’s ambitious statements that followed the adoption of the 2030 Agenda 

in September 2015, a lot of criticism regarding EU’s performance in implementing the SDGs can 
be identified in the discrepancies between words in support of sustainable development and the 

practical actions undertaken. Overall, the EU has been found to be not very active in the 

implementation of the goals – within and outside of the EU. Being one of the wealthiest regions 

in the world and one of the world’s biggest consumers and trading blocs, the EU is well positioned 

to show leadership in sustainable development. Therefore, the initial approach of the EU 

represented a missed opportunity to show itself externally as a global leader and internally as a 

mechanism able to generate an added value for policymaking at EU, Member States and local 
level. In particular, the EU could have exploited its competitive advantages such as strong welfare 

systems, considerable investment in research and innovation, and very high social, health and 

environmental standards (Eurostat 2020). 

The EU’s internal work on the SDGs and its external projection are two sides of the same coin. 

The EU could contribute with internal and external policies to the achievement of SDGs globally 

thanks to the spillover effects, positive or negative, that EU policies are able to generate. These 

policies are those which govern the production and consumption of goods and services in the EU 

and policies for external action and trade, such as EU FTAs with third countries. Indeed, trade-

offs, synergies and unintended consequences should be investigated: it would be important to 

consider spillover effects when analysing the implementation of the SDGs with the support of 
specific indicators able to capture them. For example, there could be negative environmental 
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spillover effects associated with trade, but also positive effects related to poverty reduction and 
number and quality of jobs created.  

In 2017, a new European Consensus on Development (2017) was adopted as a strong 
governance mechanism to respond to the UN SDGs reaffirming poverty eradication as the EU's 

primary development objective, but also integrating the economic, social and environmental 

dimensions of sustainable development. The consensus is structured around the 5Ps (People, 

Planet, Prosperity, Peace, Partnership) that frame the 2030 Agenda. Furthermore, it obliges all 

EU policy areas, both internal and external, to be compatible with the achievement of the SDGs 

and it is the first framework for development cooperation applied to both the EU Member States 

and its institutions, which are committed to work in synergy. Through the consensus, the EU and 

its Member States are committed to apply the principle of policy coherence for development 
(PCD), which requires that all EU policies contribute to, or at least do not hamper, the objectives 

of development cooperation and the SDGs. The PCD principle is considered as a crucial element 

to achieve the SDGs. Policy coherence does not only apply at the internal level, but also to the 

impact of internal policies on the external dimension, and vice versa. In fact, EU spillovers could 

also generate a boomerang effect in the EU economy. According to the SDG Index and 

Dashboard Reports by the Bertelsmann Foundation and the UN Sustainable Development 

Solution Network, the EU is not on track to negate spillover effects and certain EU Member States 

have high SDG scores for the implementation of the SDGs domestically, but they come with high 
costs for other countries and ultimately for the planet (Kloke-Lesch 2018). 

In the years that followed the adoption of the SDGs framework, the EU did not react quickly to 
make the SDGs a roadmap for the EU across all domestic and international policies, even if the 

EU’s most pressing socio-economic priorities and challenges are covered under the SDGs (Kloke-

Lesch 2018). The EU made some steps to incorporate the SDGs into the institutional landscape 

by establishing a Working Party on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and a High-

Level Multi-Stakeholder Platform on SDGs. The working party regularly follows up, monitors and 

reviews the EU internal and external implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development across policy sectors at the EU level and provides a forum for information exchange 

about implementation at Member State level. The platform brings together stakeholders from civil 
society, non-governmental organisations, and the private and corporate sector in regular 

meetings to support and advise the European Commission on the implementation of SDGs at EU 

level.  

However, more actions were envisaged to implement the SDGs. Monitoring activities by Eurostat 

on the SDGs at EU level are insufficient to provide information about where the EU stands globally 

and how it can improve towards the achievement of the SDGs. For this reason, different 

stakeholders pushed for the integration of monitoring and assessment of progress on the SDGs 

in the European Semester. It was only in May 2020 that the European Commission proposed 
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country-specific recommendations (CSRs) to provide economic guidance and a coordinated 
approach to all Member States facing the socio-economic impacts of the coronavirus pandemic. 

The recommendations cover the four dimensions of competitive sustainability (stability, fairness, 

environmental sustainability and competitiveness) and also place a specific emphasis on health. 

For the first time, the country reports included a chapter on environmental sustainability, 

integrated SDGs in the various other sections, and a dedicated annex reporting on Member 

States’ overall SDG performance. In addition to the European Semester, other steps could help 

to move forward the implementation of the SDGs, such as mainstreaming the SDGs in all policies, 
in particular through the Better Regulation tool (European Commission 2021a),or adjusting the 

2021-2027 Multi-Annual Financial Framework (MFF) to mainstream sustainable development into 

the EU budget and make investment in sustainable development a priority.  

Despite the substantial barriers and challenges for the implementation of the SDGs as well as 

structural impediments like silo-thinking, short-termism, power relations, the EU still needs to 

grasp the opportunity to exert global leadership and influence in implementing the SDGs by 

shaping an EU strategy based on the 2030 Agenda and make the SDGs one of the EU’s priorities 

while ensuring its domestic agenda, its value and its global interests. The SDGs are therefore an 

opportunity to make progress in many European debates (such as the MFF or the CAP) and more 

generally in the identification of EU policies (Demailly and Hege 2018). 

1.2.3.2 The EU’s commitment to the SDGs after COVID-19 

The COVID-19 pandemic brought a deep economic and social crisis worldwide. The primary cost 

of the pandemic, namely the loss of human lives, is distressing, but the secondary effects on the 

global economy, on livelihoods and on sustainable development prospects are also very worrying. 

UN institutions affirmed that the SDGs are even more relevant today, after this global pandemic 

gave a clear example of the disruptive common challenges that the world faces. The pandemic 
has exacerbated existing inequalities even further and sometimes it reversed the progress made 

on certain goals. The urgent need for global action to meet people’s basic needs, to save the 

planet and to build a fairer and more secure world is in line with the objectives of the SDGs, 

therefore responses to the pandemic should be aligned to the actions needed to deliver the SDGs. 

Acknowledging that less than 10 years are left to deliver the SDGs, the UN is trying to speed up 

the implementation process and launched the so-called ‘Decade of Action on the SDGs’ in 

January 2020. 

The SDG Progress Report 2020 of the UN Economic and Social Committee contains a first 

assessment of the impacts and implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on all 17 goals. The 

effects of the pandemic and the measures taken to mitigate its impact overwhelmed health 

systems globally, caused businesses and factories to shut down, kept students out of schools, 
disrupted global value chains and the supply of products. Furthermore, it is expected that tens of 

millions of people will be pushed back into to extreme poverty and hunger. Indeed, the poorest 
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and the most vulnerable people and countries are affected disproportionately by the pandemic. 
The crisis is thus jeopardising the progress towards the SDGs, but it is also clear that global action 

towards the SDGs is even more urgent and necessary than before. The COVID-19 pandemic 

generated negative effects on the vast majority of SDGs.  

 

Goal 1.  The COVID-19 pandemic is pushing tens of millions of people back into extreme 
poverty, putting years of progress at risk. 

Goal 2.  
 

Due to the pandemic, some 370 million school children are missing the free school 
meals they rely on. Measures to strengthen food production and distribution systems 
must be taken immediately to mitigate and minimise the impacts of the pandemic. 

Goal 3. The COVID-19 pandemic is devastating health systems globally and threatens 
already achieved health outcomes. 

Goal 4.  School closures to stop the spread of COVID-19 are having an adverse impact on 
learning outcomes and social and behavioural development of children and youth. 
The digital divide will widen existing education equality gaps. 

Goal 5.  The current pandemic is hitting women and girls hard (globally, women make up 
three quarters of medical doctors and nursing personnel, spend three times as many 
hours on unpaid care work at home as men, school closures require women to care 
more for children and facilitate their learning at home, domestic violence against 
women and children is also rising during the global lockdown). 

Goal 6.  Billions of people around the world still lack access to safely managed water and 
sanitation services and to basic handwashing facilities (WASH) at home – critical to 
prevent COVID-19 spreading. 

Goal 7.  The COVID-19 pandemic spotlights the need for reliable and affordable electricity 
to health centres. In some developing countries lack of reliable electricity deeply 
affected the capacity to deliver essential health services.  

Goal 8.  The COVID-19 pandemic has abruptly and profoundly disrupted the global 
economy, pushing the world into a recession. Small and medium enterprises, 
workers in informal employment, the self-employed, daily wage earners, and 
workers in sectors at highest risk of disruption are hit the hardest. 

Goal 9.  The pandemic is hitting manufacturing industries hard and causing disruptions in 
global value chains and the supply of products. 

Goal 10. The COVID-19 crisis is hitting the poorest and most vulnerable people hardest and 
threatens to have a particularly damaging impact on the poorest countries. It is 
laying bare the profound inequalities that exist within and among countries and is 
exacerbating these inequalities. 

Goal 11. The COVID-19 pandemic will hit hardest the more than one billion slum dwellers 
worldwide. 

Goal 16. The COVID-19 pandemic is potentially leading to an increase in social unrest and 
violence. 

Goal 17. The pandemic is adding more hardships to the implementation of the SDGs. As 
COVID-19 continues to spread, global financial markets have experienced great 
losses and intense volatility and world trade is expected to plunge between 13 % 
and 32 % in 2020 

Table 4 - Negative effects of COVID-19 on SDGs 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has generated some positive temporary impacts that should be grasped 
to stimulate the transition towards sustainability in the global environmental agenda.  

Goal 12. The COVID-19 pandemic offers countries an opportunity to build a recovery plan 
that will push our consumption and production patterns towards a sustainable 
future. 

Goal 13. The COVID-19 pandemic brought temporary improvements in air quality and drop 
of greenhouse gas emissions. Governments and businesses should accelerate the 
transitions needed to combat climate change. 

Source: Authors 

Indeed, the EU is committed to implementing an economic response to the coronavirus that can 

recover the economy and at the same time ensure sustainability. The EU already has many tools 

that could be used to ensure a sustainable recovery from the crisis. As an example, the 

Sustainable Finance Toolbox, which includes a taxonomy to help investors identify what 

investments will result in avoidance of climate risks, could help governments invest in an 
economic recovery that considers climate impacts (Climate Kic 2020). The figure below shows 

the different SDGs that have been impacted by COVID-19.  

 

Figure 7 - Negative effects of Covid-19 
Source: UN SDSN, 2020, Outcomes from European Sustainable Development Report Webinar, May 2020. 

https://www.unsdsn.org/outcomes-from-european-sustainable-development-report 

https://www.unsdsn.org/outcomes-from-european-sustainable-development-report
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The European Green Deal and the European Semester are identified as tools to implement and 
meet the SDGs, notwithstanding the global pandemic. Both are key to the short and long-term 

recovery plan of the EU. In addition, with a view to ‘building back better’, the Recovery and 

Resilience Facility (RRF) was presented in February 2021 as the EU’s response to the COVID-

19 crisis, aligning the recovery and resilience plan to the achievement of sustainable 

development.  

1.2.4. EU governance and sustainable development: a long and winding 
road 

As indicated by the European Commission in the Communication ‘Next Steps for a Sustainable 

European future - European Action for Sustainability’: ‘ultimately, sustainable development is an 
issue of governance’. However, governance has been a big problem for the sustainable 

development strategies introduced by the EU over time. In 2004, the Lisbon Agenda was 

described as a failure in its mid-term review (the Kok Report) because of its overloaded agenda, 

poor coordination, conflicting priorities and a lack of political action. The Europe 2020 Strategy 

tried to fix some problems, but it emerged to be ineffective due to the lack of incentives for Member 

States to align their policies to the strategy, showing again poor EU governance. A greater sense 

of ownership of Europe 2020 came up among regional and local administrations once its territorial 

dimension and its internal multi-level governance emerged (Renda 2014). 

Indeed, governance mechanisms are crucial for achieving sustainable development and this 

relation has been already addressed in 1987 in the Brundtland Report. Since the nature and the 

objectives of sustainable development pose significant interdependent and integrated challenges 
for government bodies, comprehensive approaches and wide participation are needed. Given the 

relevance of governance in effectively implementing sustainability, the European sustainable 

development strategies have explicitly tackled governance processes. Firstly, the EU SDS 

addresses good governance in various sections, namely in the sections on policy guiding 

principles, better policymaking, and financing and economic instruments. Secondly, the Europe 

2020 strategy includes a chapter on ‘stronger governance’ for delivering results: apart from 

designing a governance mechanism for streamlining policy objectives, it describes a multilevel 
governance system and identifies responsible institutions that need to be involved in policy 

delivery, including the main EU institutions (Council, Commission and Parliament), national, 

regional and local governments, stakeholders and civil society (Eurostat 2015). Furthermore, in 

the external action contest, the new European Consensus on Development (2017) fully aligns 

European development actions with Agenda 2030 integrating the economic, social and 

environmental dimensions of sustainable development. Here, good governance is presented as 

a requirement to achieve sustainable development. The same emphasis on good governance 

has been already presented in the older Communication ‘Agenda for change’ (2011).  
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The SDGs are a form of goal-based governance where governance is implemented through 
goals, as defined in Biermann and Kanie (2017), and in this contest, governance is not about a 

single action or policy but a continuous cycle of policy. In addition, there is not a single 

implementing authority, but implementation involves several actors at different levels. In this 

contest, the EU is then well positioned to perform orchestration, which is a soft mode of indirect 

governance that has already been tackled in previous sections. Governance for sustainable 

development involves some important steering requirements and the challenges are linked to 

uncertain and ambivalent objectives, the long-term, multiple levels, multiple sectors and wide 
participation. Given the nature of the SDGs, it is now becoming clear which type of governance 

could lead to greater potential for sustainable progress and to accelerate SDGs implementation. 

The governance for the implementation of the SDGs should be (i) multi-sector, involving the 

economic, social and environmental sectors and then requires policy coherence and a ‘nexus’ 

approach; (ii) multi-level, involving local, subnational, national, supranational levels and then 

requires cooperation at every level that leads to the ability to solve problems not in silos; (iii) multi-

actor, involving policymaker, stakeholders, businesses, civil society and then requires wide 

stakeholders participation to create ownership. In addition, given the nature of sustainable 
development, a long-term governance perspective – rather than a short-term perspective linked 

to election cycles – is also essential (Niestroy et al. 2019). Indeed, in the Reflection Paper (2019) 

it is acknowledged that all the interlinkages between the different sustainability challenges and 

opportunities should be considered and coherence between different policy areas, sectors and 

levels of decision-making should be supported, by having all stakeholders on board. 

The EU proposed some governance mechanisms in its sustainable development strategies. In 

the contest of the EU SDS, in order to improve vertical integration and stakeholder participation, 

the European Commission introduced the requirement to produce a progress report every two 

years about the implementation of the strategy at the EU and Member States’ level. This report 

will then be the basis for discussion at the European Council which gives guidance to the next 
steps in implementation (Pisano et al. 2011). The theme of monitoring good governance is rather 

interesting, in fact the 2015 Monitoring report of the EU SDS notes that there was no indicator 

considered to be sufficiently robust and policy-relevant to provide a proper overview. Good 

governance indicators would facilitate an assessment of the type of governance. Also, the 

European Semester is a tool through which the EU exercises its governance. Indeed, ‘it enables 

the EU member countries to coordinate their economic policies throughout the year and address 

the economic challenges facing the EU’. It was created to monitor the implementation of the 

Europe 2020 Strategy but then it became rather narrow and focused on macroeconomic aspects. 
Numerous attempts have been put in place to widen its scope, and nowadays it also covers the 

monitoring of the implementation of the SDGs. Furthermore, as of 2017 the Commission provides 

regular reporting of the EU’s progress towards the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.  
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The first response to Agenda 2030 by the European Commission is included in the 
Communication ‘Next steps for a sustainable European future’ where the Junker Commission 

affirms that the SDGs are already being pursued through many of the EU’s policies and integrated 

in all the Commission’s 10 priorities42. The Commission presented a full overview of how 

European policies and actions contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals, within the EU 

and through the EU's external action, to show that the EU policies are already addressing the 17 

goals. Indeed, the aim was to make clear the existence of the most relevant synergies between 

the SDGs and the highest 10 priorities of the Juncker Commission to ensure strong political 
ownership and avoid that implementation of the SDGs takes place in a political vacuum. 

 
EU policies  Related SDG 
Priority 1. A new boost for jobs, growth and investment 
Investment Plan for Europe – European Fund for Strategic Investments 
(EFSI) 
Circular economy  
Reduce global marine pollution 
Promote safe reuse of treated wastewater 
EU Platform on Food Losses and Food Waste 

SDG 4, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 
13, 14, 15 
 

Priority 3. A resilient Energy Union with a forward-looking climate 
change policy 
Energy Union 
Paris Agreement  

SDG 7, 13 

Priority 4. A deeper and fairer internal market with a strengthened 
Industrial base 
Capital Markets Union 
Sustainable finance 

SDG 8, 9, 13, 14 ,15 

Priority 5. A deeper and fairer Economic and Monetary Union 
European Pillar of Social Rights 
Corporate Social Responsibility & Responsible Business Conduct 

SDG 1, 3, 8, 10 

Priority 7. An area of justice and fundamental rights based on mutual 
trust 
European Semester 
Strategic Engagement for Gender Equality 2016-2019 

SDG 5, 16 

Priority 8. Towards a new policy on migration 
European Agenda on Migration 
New Partnership Framework with Third Countries 

SDG 1, 10 

Table 5 - Commission priorities and relation to SDGs 
Source: Authors 

 
42 The ten priorities are: 1. A new boost for jobs, growth and investment; 2. A connected digital single market; 3. A resilient 
energy union with a forward-looking climate change policy; 4. A deeper and fairer internal market with a strengthened 
industrial base; 5. A deeper and fairer economic and monetary union; 6. A balanced and progressive trade policy to 
harness globalisation; 7. An area of justice and fundamental rights based on mutual trust; 8. Towards a new policy on 
migration; 9. A stronger global actor; 10. A union of democratic change 
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Finally, European Commission President von der Leyen presented sustainability as a 
fundamental pillar in her agenda and in the political guidelines. As can be seen in the figure below, 

the six European Commission priorities reflect all the SDGs.  

 
Figure 8 - European Commission's priorities 

Source: Commission Staff Working Document, Delivering on the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals – A 

comprehensive approach, 18.11.2020. 

 

The European Commission recently introduced a number of instruments centred on sustainable 

development, such as a strategy for green financing, the Sustainable Europe investment plan, 

the Biodiversity strategy, the new Farm to fork strategy on sustainable food, the new Circular 

economy action plan, a new legislation on the use of plastics, the integration of the SDGs in the 

European Semester. The European Commission’s strategy put the European Green Deal as an 
integral part for the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda and the SDGs. In this way, 

sustainability and the well-being of citizens seem to be pushed to the heart of EU policymaking. 

In addition, the Annual sustainable growth strategy 2020, published in December 2019, stated 

the importance of refocusing the European Semester to make it an instrument to deliver the 

SDGs. 
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2. EU actorness and sustainable development 
Sustainable development is an essential precondition for the survival and flourishing of human 

life on earth. At the same time, sustainable development has become one of the important 

objectives of the European Community since it was included in the Treaty of Maastricht (1992) as 

an overarching objective of EU internal and external policies. A few years later, the Treaty of 

Amsterdam stipulated that sustainable development should be integrated in all EU policies. But 

to what extent is the EU capable of contributing to this goal? While the preceding section outlined 
global and EU governance of sustainable development, this section dives deeper into the EU's 

capacity to actively and deliberately contribute to sustainable development – the EU's actorness. 

This analysis follows the common deep dive structure and definition of actorness explained in 

D1.6. This analysis on sustainable development compares the actorness of the EU across two 

phases: a phase after the adoption of the Millennium Development Goals in 2000 (the ‘MDG 

phase’)43 and a phase after 2015 when the Sustainable Development Goals were agreed upon 

(the ‘SDG phase’)44. We therefore adopt a broad understanding of sustainable development in 

terms of environmental, social and economic sustainability, instead of focusing only on the SDGs 

or individual goals. At the same time, due to the breadth of the concept of sustainable 

development, the analyses of individual dimensions of actorness focus on selected aspects of 
sustainable development.  

In sum, our analysis finds that the EU's legal authority to legislate and act in the domains of 

sustainable development is moderate. The treaties contain general principles supporting the 
values of sustainable development and the legal competence to legislate strongly depends on the 

policy area. The EU's legal authority increased with the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, leading to a 

moderate/high level of authority.  

The EU's autonomy started relatively low, but increased over the years. Around the year 2000, 

ambitious political strategies and policies were introduced at the EU level, but a lack of concrete 

EU measures brought the autonomy of the EU institutions into question, as the Member States 

conduct an important part of, for example, their development policy at the national, bilateral 

level45. The von der Leyen Commission (2019) adopted a more comprehensive strategy to 

implement the SDGs and introduced several budgetary and policy instruments, therefore 

demonstrating more autonomous action. Moreover, the budgetary resources dedicated to 
sustainable development have increased in the Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-2027 and 

the NextGenerationEU instrument, but remain moderate. 

 
43 This can include relevant events during the run-up to the MDGs in the 1990s. 
44 The analysis for this phase focuses on the years following the adoption of the SDGs in 2015, but can also include the 
preparatory phase for the SDGs in the early 2010s if it was relevant for the respective dimension of actorness.   
45 See also the deep dive on development aid and the EU-Africa partnership. 
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The EU demonstrated a moderate level of cohesion throughout the years. During the follow-up 
to the MDGs the EU managed to speak with a single voice and presented itself as a normative 

leader, but competing budgetary priorities limited the coherence of common programmes and the 

level of development aid varied widely. In practice, most Member States are not near the agreed 

thresholds for development aid. With the introduction of the SDGs, finding common narratives 

became more challenging because the SDGs expanded the development agenda to several 

politically sensitive policy fields. There is an increased effort to introduce harmonised policies, 

which might result in a higher level of cohesion in the medium term. 

The EU has become increasingly recognised over the years. Compared to key states like the 

US or China, the EU clearly enjoys less formal recognition in international organisations, 

negotiations and regional organisations, for example in terms of membership or voting rights. At 
the same time, the EU is the only non-state party to several treaties under the auspice of the UN, 

leading to a moderate level of recognition. Since the 2010s, the EU has gradually become a more 

important negotiation partner, for example, through the European External Action Service (EEAS) 

and an observer in some regional organisations or a partner through institutions like the European 

Investment Bank. Moreover, the EU is widely perceived as an actor in the international press 

when it comes to sustainable development. 

The EU has increased both its normative and instrumental attractiveness over the past decades. 

While clear cases of policy emulation are hard to identify in the MDG phase, the attractiveness of 

the EU has increased due to changes in the EU neighbourhood policy and the several 

partnerships established over the years, due to the EU’s sheer size of development aid and to its 
normative appeal. In recent years particularly, the EU could establish some best practices related 

to sustainable development, such as the EU Taxonomy Regulation, which sets standards for 

sustainable finance; but also, its firm commitment to promote the protection of fundamental rights, 

as well as its adoption of ambitious CO2 emission reduction targets. In addition, the increase in 

investment motivated by environmental, social and governance factors besides pure financial 

gains, also indicates an increase in the instrumental attractiveness of the EU's regulatory system 

when it comes to sustainability. 

The EU is perceived to be moderately credible both internally and externally when it comes to 

sustainable development. In the 2000s, the EU was perceived positively by EU citizens in some 

policy areas related to sustainable development and has gained some external credibility as one 
of the largest donors of development aid. With the introduction of the SDGs, Eurostat also started 

measuring the internal progress towards the SDGs indicating at least a degree of credible 

monitoring. Critics note, however, that more concrete measures are lacking and the negative 

effects of the European lifestyle and trade practices reduce the credibility of the EU in the domain 

of sustainable development. This moderate perception of the EU is also reflected in our media 
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analysis, which ranks the EU in 9th place compared to the G7 and BRICS in terms of the number 
of positively oriented sentences in international media. 

The opportunity and necessity to act dimension was heavily affected by external and internal 
events over the past decades. On the one hand, opportunities were reduced due to the emerging 

power of new actors like the BRICS countries and internal events like Brexit. At the same time, 

the opportunity and necessity for leadership increased with the unilateral turn of US politics and 

the increased urgency of the climate crisis, leading to a moderate level of opportunity. The 

necessity to act has become stronger and stronger over the years, in particular due to the 

increased awareness of the urgency of solving the climate emergency, and also since the COVID-

19 pandemic has highlighted the issue of inequality and poverty, and access to healthcare.  

The table below aggregates our analysis of EU actorness across the seven dimensions. The 

colours are based on expert judgements, summarising the level of actorness per dimension and 

per time period. We find that, overall, the EU exhibited a moderate level of actorness during the 

MDG phase which increased to moderate/high during the SDG phase. 

 

 

 

 
Table 6 - EU actorness and sustainable development 

  

Phase MDG phase SDG phase 

Period 
2000-2015 2015-2020 

Authority     

Autonomy     

Cohesion     

Recognition     

Attractiveness     

Opportunity/Necessity 
to Act     

Credibility     

Legend 

Low   

Low/ 
moderate   

Moderate   

Moderate/ 
high   

High   
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2.1. Authority 
 

Sub-dimension MDG phase: 2000-2015 SDG phase: 2015-present 

Primary law Sub-level: Moderate/High 

 Sustainable development has 
become one of the important 
objectives of the European 
Community since it was included in 
the Treaty of Maastricht (1992) as an 
overarching objective of EU internal 
and external policies. A few years 
later, the Treaty of Amsterdam 
stipulated that sustainable 
development should be integrated in 
all EU policies. 

 In the Treaty of Lisbon (2007) 
sustainable development continues 
to be framed as a general objective 
of the EU, however the way in which 
it should be promoted internally and 
externally has been deepened. 
However, a formal definition of 
sustainable development is still 
lacking. 

 The concrete competence of the EU 
to adopt legally binding acts in policy 
areas linked to sustainable 
development strongly depends on 
the policy area and increased with 
the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty.  

Sub-level: Moderate/High 

 The competence of the EU to 
adopt legally binding acts in policy 
areas linked to the SDGs 
remained as established in the 
Lisbon Treaty (2007). The degree 
of competence continues to 
strongly depend on the policy 
area. 

Secondary law Sub-level: Low/Moderate 

 An analysis of secondary legislation 
from 2000 to 2015 provides a rough 
indication that legislation on 
sustainable development was still 
scarce at the beginning of the year 
2000 but there was a steep growth 
from 2004 to 2015 (during the 
Barroso Commission).  

Sub-level: Moderate/High 

 An analysis of secondary 
legislation from 2015 onwards 
provides a rough indication that 
EU authority continued to 
increase.  

Table 7 - Authority by sub-dimension and phase 
Source: Authors 

 

This section analyses the legal authority of the EU institutions vis-à-vis the Member States in 

sustainable development by looking at EU Treaties and secondary legislation, namely 

regulations, directives, decisions. EU’s authority is defined as the formal legal competences of 
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the EU, providing it with the right to act around sustainable development. The attribution of the 
level of actorness of the EU’s authority in sustainable development is purely descriptive – 

answering the question which are the formal competences derived from the treaties in the area 

of sustainable development? – without intention to judge the EU’s actions or the extent to which 

the EU exercises its competences. In addition, the analysis shows the evolution of the EU’s 

authority over time. 

2.1.1. Primary law and sustainable development 

While sustainable development was first a general concept as part of academic papers, policy 

papers and soft law, it gradually evolved into a legal rule in the treaties of the European Union 

(Declaris 2000). The table below provides an overview of the evolution of sustainable 

development in the EU treaties. Analysing the EU treaties is crucial to determine the level of 

authority, as the treaties form the legal basis on which MS act.  

 

  Treaty of Maastricht 
(1992) 

Treaty of Amsterdam 
(1997) 

Treaty of Lisbon 
(2007) 

Recital / 
preamble 

  Determined to promote 
economic and social 
progress for their 
peoples, taking into 
account the principle of 
sustainable 
development[...] (Treaty of 
Amsterdam, Part I, Art 1 §2). 

Determined to promote 
economic and social 
progress for their 
peoples, taking into 
account the principle 
of sustainable 
development[...] (TEU, 
Preamble). 

EU’s 
Objective 

The Union shall set itself 
the following objectives: 
- to promote economic 
and social progress 
which is balanced and 
sustainable[...] (Treaty 
of Maastricht, Title I: Art. 
B). 

The Union shall set itself 
the following objectives: to 
promote economic and 
social progress and a high 
level of employment and to 
achieve balanced and 
sustainable 
development[...] (Treaty of 
Amsterdam, Part I, Art 1 §5). 

  

Internal 
action 

The Community shall 
have as its task, [...], to 
promote throughout 
the Community a 
harmonious and 
balanced development 
of economic activities, 
sustainable and non-
inflationary growth 
respecting the 
environment, [...] 

The Community shall have 
as its task, [...], to promote 
throughout the 
Community a 
harmonious, balanced 
and sustainable 
development of economic 
activities, [...] (Treaty of 
Amsterdam, Part I, Art 2 §2). 

The Union shall 
establish an internal 
market. It shall work for 
the sustainable 
development of 
Europe, [...] (TEU, Art. 
3§3). 
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(Treaty of Maastricht, 
Title II: Art. G B 2). 

External 
action 

Community policy in the 
sphere of development 
cooperation, [...], shall 
foster: – the 
sustainable economic 
and social 
development of the 
developing countries, 
and more particularly the 
most disadvantaged 
among them (Treaty of 
Maastricht, Title XVII: 
Art 130u §1). 

  In its relations with the 
wider world, the 
Union[...]shall contribute 
to[...] the sustainable 
development of the 
Earth, [...] (TEU, Art. 
3(5)). 
The Union shall 
establish and pursue 
common policies and 
actions, and shall work 
for a high degree of 
cooperation in all fields 
of international relations, 
to:  
 foster the 

sustainable 
economic, social 
and environmental 
development of 
developing countries, 
with the primary aim 
of eradicating poverty 
(TEU, Art. 21 d). 

 help develop 
international 
measures [...] to 
ensure sustainable 
development (TEU, 
Art. 21 f). 

Integration 
clause  

  Environmental protection 
requirements must be 
integrated into the 
definition and 
implementation of the 
Community policies and 
activities referred to in 
Article 3, in particular with a 
view to promoting 
sustainable development 
(Treaty of Amsterdam, Part 
I, Art. 2 §4). 

Environmental 
protection requirements 
must be integrated into 
the definition and 
implementation of the 
Union's policies and 
activities, in particular 
with a view to 
promoting sustainable 
development (TFEU, 
Art. 11). 

Table 8 - The evolution of sustainable development in EU primary law  
Source: Authors 
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The Treaty of Maastricht (1992) refers to the concept of sustainability, even if the term ‘sustainable 
development’ does not explicitly appear in the treaty articles (see the table above). The promotion 
of an ‘economic and social progress that is balanced and sustainable’ is stated as one of the 
objectives of the Union. ‘Sustainable growth’ is one of the tasks that the Community should 
accomplish internally, while externally development cooperation policies should foster the 
‘sustainable economic and social development of the developing countries’.  

The Treaty of Amsterdam (1997) has clarified the legal regime of sustainable development. As 
shown in Table 8 above, the term ‘sustainable development’ appears explicitly in the treaty 
articles: in the recital, as one of the objectives of the Union and as an internal task of the 
Community. Importantly, this treaty has introduced the ‘integration clause’ which sets 
environmental protection as a requirement to be integrated in EU policies and actions, with a view 
to promoting sustainable development. 

With the Treaty of Lisbon (2007) and the subsequent consolidated version (2012) of the Treaty 
on European Union (TEU) and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), the 
EU primary law continues to refer to the concept of sustainable development as one of the EU’s 
objectives that should be promoted both internally and externally and integrated in the 
policymaking process. More specifically in the TEU, sustainable development is mentioned as an 
internal and external goal that EU actions should promote for the first time, the notion of 
‘sustainable development of Europe’ and ‘sustainable development of Earth’ have been 
introduced. Furthermore, sustainable development is considered as an outcome that should be 
achieved in the EU’s external action. In addition, Article 4(3) TEU introduces the involvement of 
the Member States in a spirit of sincere cooperation with the EU in the achievement of the 
objectives set in the treaties, which implicitly also include sustainable development. 

Apart from clearly being a general objective of the European Union set by the treaties, Article 11 
TFEU (already introduced in the Treaty of Amsterdam) sets environmental protection as a 
requirement to be integrated in all EU policies and actions, with a view to promoting sustainable 
development. Not only should the environmental dimension of sustainable development be 
integrated in EU policies, but Article 9 TFEU accounts for the social and economic dimensions of 
sustainable development. In a more general note, Article 7 TFEU codifies that the EU should take 
into account all its objectives (then including sustainable development) in defining and 
implementing its policies and activities. These integration clauses are an essential tool for 
sustainable development, since they impose a legal obligation that sustainability principles are 
integrated in European public policies. Similarly, also Article 37 of the EU Charter of Fundamental 
Rights states that the EU should promote sustainable development and take it into account in the 
policymaking processes.  

The analysis above shows that before the introduction of the MDGs in the year 2000, the 
European Community had already formally recognised sustainable development: i) as an internal 
and external objective with provisions that encourage the implementation of common policies and 
activities aimed at promoting sustainable development; ii) as an element to be integrated in EU 
policies. When the Treaty of Lisbon entered into force in 2007, it expanded references about 
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sustainable development as an internal and external objective, while the provision that imposes 
that sustainable development is included in the EU’s policies has remained the same.  

Although sustainable development is clearly mentioned as a general objective of the European 
Union, the lack of a definition of sustainable development in the treaties, introduces difficulties in 
operationalising the concept. Indeed, apart from being a general objective in the treaties, for its 
implementation and operationalisation concrete acts are needed. In this regard, given the 
dynamic nature of sustainable development, there is a need for more dynamic tools to concretely 
foster sustainable development, such as strategies, action plans or secondary law.  

In conclusion, having provisions in the treaties that set sustainable development as a general 
objective of the EU's internal and external action and foster the penetration of sustainable 
development into all public policies are evidence of a moderate/high level of authority. As stated 
above, the provisions which foster the penetration of sustainable development into all public 
policies and the harmonisation of the policies with a view to protecting natural, cultural and social 
resources (integration clause) is clear evidence of increasing authority of the EU: there is an 
obligation of integrating sustainable development in all EU policies.  

As will be analysed in the following section, despite the general objective and the integration 
clause which states that sustainable development should be integrated in EU policies, the treaties 
also codify the legal competences of the EU (exclusive, shared, supporting) to act across the 
different areas that contribute to sustainable development.  

2.1.2. Competences and secondary law 

Beyond the broad principles laid down in the treaties, a key factor determining the EU’s legal 
authority is its competence to adopt binding legal acts. The EU has a varying degree of legal 
competence ranging from exclusive, to shared, to supporting – depending on the policy area 
(EurLex 2016). 

The EU has exclusive competences for example in common commercial policies (Article 3 
TFEU): indeed, the EU is taking steps to include sustainable development in trade policies and 
using trade tools to support sustainable development. In particular, sustainable development is 
part of the commercial policies because it is a principle and an objective of the EU’s external 
action (Article 207 TFEU). The EU tries to use trade policy to promote universal values regarding 
environmental, social and labour protection and fundamental rights. Since 1999, the Commission 
has been carrying out Sustainability Impact Assessments (SIAs) in all negotiated trade 
agreements, assessing the economic, social, environmental and human rights impacts of trade 
agreements. Moreover, since 2006, the EU has aimed to include Trade and Sustainable 
Development (TSD) chapters in trade agreements.46 

 
46 In addition, in all the areas in which the EU does not have exclusive competences, the action of the EU should be 
subject to the principle of subsidiarity laid down in Article 5 TFEU, meaning that the EU can take action if it is more effective 
than the action taken at national, regional or local level. 
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The EU has shared competence in most of the areas covered by the SDGs, such as social 
policy, agriculture and fisheries, environment, consumer protection (Article 4 TFEU). Hence, the 
EU and the EU Member States are able to legislate and adopt legally binding acts. EU countries 
exercise their own competence where the EU does not exercise, or has decided not to exercise, 
its own competence. 

Finally, the EU has supporting competences in some of the areas covered by the SDGs, such 
as protection and improvement of human health, industry and education (Article 6 TFEU). In these 
areas, the EU can only intervene to support, coordinate or complement the action of the EU 
Member States. 

How has the EU exercised its legal authority in practice? The figure below shows the trend in the 
cumulation of the EU’s secondary legislation in the period from 1996 to 2019. It clearly shows an 
increase over time in the amount of secondary legislation related to sustainable development. 
The figure is based on an analysis of the CEPS EurLex dataset of EU secondary law (Borrett and 
Laurer 2020). The figure shows the weighted number of legal acts (regulations, directives, 
decisions, international agreements) which are annotated with the keywords ‘sustainable 
development’47 by the EU’s official EUROVOC category scheme. Note that this only provides a 
rough indicator of the number of EU legal acts related to the SDGs. Details on this analysis are 
available on the AGGREGATOR website (2021). 

 
Figure 9 - EU’s accumulated legal authority in the period 1996-2019 

Source: Authors based on ceps-eurlex.eu 

 
47 In addition, the keyword ‘bio-economy’ was used, as it is used as a synonym for ‘sustainable development’ in the EU’s 
EUROVOC category scheme.  
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A deeper look into the EU’s secondary legislation beyond a simple count shows, that legal acts 
mainly refers to the implementation of the EU’s generalised system of preference (GSP) and 

hence relates to EU commercial policies or to the promotion of sustainable development and good 

governance in developing countries under the legal basis laid down in Article 208 TFEU. In 

addition, there is a large part of legislation that has sustainable development as its goal and refers 

to fisheries management, forestry and land use. 

The analysis of the acquis communautaire shows that the EU has been active in the areas related 

to sustainable development in which it has shared competences. The figure below shows the 

accumulation of secondary legislation (regulations, directives and decisions), international 

agreements and communications related to the SDGs that have been published by the EU in the 

period 2000-2019. The areas in which the EU has been more active and those in which it has 
been more silent clearly emerge from the figure below. Poverty eradication, inclusive education, 

gender equality, water management, economic growth and employment, sustainable cities and 

human settlements, responsible consumption and production are the areas in which the EU has 

been more silent. Furthermore, the figure shows that the EU acted mostly with regulation and 

decisions, rather than directives. 

 

Figure 10 - The EU's activity in SDG-related areas 
Source: Authors 

 
Note: the analysis of the EU’s acquis communautaire in the SDGs areas was conducted using the CEPS EurLex web 

application (AGGREGATOR 2021). The figure shows the number of documents which have been annotated by the EU 

with selected keywords from the EUROVOC category scheme. The keywords were selected for each SDG based on the 

UN’s Sustainable Development Indicators (UNSTATS 2020).  
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2.1.3. Final considerations on the level of authority 

The analysis above shows that the EU has the legal mandate to act to foster sustainable 
development which derives from the EU Treaties, however the treaties attribute shared 
competences to the EU and the Member States in most of the areas which are linked to 
sustainable development. The amount of secondary legislation on sustainable development has 
notably increased over time. However, the dynamic nature of sustainable development also 
requires other flexible tools, such as strategies or action plans setting specific targets. The 
considerations above, and the presence of binding rules in the EU Treaties pushing for the 
integration of sustainable development in EU policies, as well as the provisions setting sustainable 
development as an objective of the EU’s internal and external policies, confer a moderate/high 
level of authority of the EU in sustainable development. 

2.2. Autonomy 
Sub-
dimension 

MDG phase: 2000-2015 SDG phase: 2015-present 

Capacity for 
agenda 
setting 

Sub-level: Moderate 
 Several ambitious political 

strategies for development are 
adopted at the EU level, but 
Member States aim to retain their 
national autonomy and visibility 
reducing the EU’s autonomy 

 EU action towards the 
implementation of the MDGs is 
primarily framed in terms of 
external action 

Sub-level: Moderate/High 
 EU capacity for a comprehensive EU 

strategy for the implementation of the 
SDGs is initially lacking during the 
Juncker Commission 

 The von der Leyen Commission 
adopts a comprehensive strategy and 
tasks each Commissioner to deliver 
the SDGs in their respective policy 
areas. SDGs have been 
mainstreamed in the European 
Semester and external action. 

EU budget and 
staff 

Sub-level: Low 
 The MDGs are not mainstreamed 

or visible in the EU budget 
 Only the development aid budget 

is dedicated to the MDGs 
 Approximately half of Official 

Development Aid (ODA) is 
channelled through bilateral 
relations and therefore not linked 
to the EU 

Sub-level: Moderate 
 The SDGs were insufficiently 

mainstreamed in the 2014-2020 MFF 
 The 2021-2027 MFF implements a 

number of reforms in budgetary 
instruments (e.g. NDICI) will increase 
the EU’s budgetary autonomy 

 Number of staff dedicated to 
sustainability is higher than in other 
policy areas 

Available 
policy 
instruments 

Sublevel: Low/Moderate 
 A number of new policy 

instruments and reporting 
mechanisms (e.g. biannual 
reports on policy coherence for 
development) are proposed at the 
EU level, demonstrating some 
degree of EU autonomy  

Sublevel: Moderate/High 
 The Von der Leyen Commission 

shows an increased degree of 
autonomy by adopting a ‘whole of 
government’ approach and by utilising 
horizontal policy instruments (e.g. 
European Semester, PCSD, Better 
Regulation Agenda, the proposed 
creation of a bank for sustainable 
development) attempting to 
mainstream the SDGs 

Table 9 - Autonomy by sub-dimension and phase     Source: Authors 
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The level of autonomy has been defined as the extent to which the EU has the necessary 
resources, means and capabilities to act. Furthermore, this dimension also refers to the EU’s 

agenda setting and framing powers in relation to both Member States and the international 

agenda. Autonomy is interdependent with authority because without a legal basis or right to act, 

the EU cannot use the means available to it to exert power and vice versa. The following analysis 

will take account of the institutional arrangements, budgetary allocations and available staff 

capacities of the EU, as well as the policy instruments deployed by EU institutions in the 

sustainable development policy areas.  

2.2.1. The Millennium Development Goals phase 

2.2.1.1  Agenda setting and policy instruments 

The Treaty of Maastricht already recognised the EU’s competence on development-related 

issues, following the principles of coordination, complementarity and coherence. The topic was 

addressed as a foreign affairs issue, therefore related to external action. Onwards, several 

secondary legislation instruments were adopted in an attempt to create consensus among 

Member States on EU priorities and implementation procedures to achieve these goals. The most 

prominent instrument in this regard is the European Consensus on Development (2005), which 
placed poverty reduction, democratic values, and support to national strategies and procedures 

as the top priorities.  

Furthermore, institutional arrangements were put into place to boost policy coherence and 
measure impact results at the Union level, namely through the 2001 White Paper on Governance 

and the Impact Assessment procedure set up by the European Commission in 2002 (EEAC 

2006). In this vein, during the Millennium + 5 Summit in 2005, the EU launched a financial package 

for foreign aid and an ambitious agenda on policy coherence for development, calling for a global 

commitment in both areas. The EU’s efforts to orientate the settlement of priorities at the Union 

level towards the accomplishment of development goals was reflected in other policy instruments, 

like the Twelve-point EU action plan launched in 2010 (European Commission 2010), which was 

accompanied by a Staff Working Document on MDGs (European Commission 2005). Later, the 
discussion evolved towards the settlement of a post-2015 agenda, where the EU presented itself 

as a key international actor in the discussion, waving the flag of the world’s largest donor. 

Despite the European Consensus on Development priorities and coordination procedures, 

Member States have demonstrated their will to keep national visibility and autonomy to 
intervene in specific topics and geographical areas of their interest, usually due to historical 

bonds with developing countries. Consequently, even though the EU has a legal competence to 

act on the international stage and agrees with Member States on the ways to do so, in the context 

of multilateral meetings for the evaluation of the implementation of MDGs there were several 

cases of EU Member States presenting initiatives in alignment with other nations, without prior 
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consultation with their peers (Grosbon 2013). The EU’s capability to act as an articulated entity 
was hence undermined.  

This moderate capacity of the EU to act in an autonomous way at the international level is 
consistent with financial instruments’ management structures and budgetary allocations. The 

most important example in this sense is the European Development Fund (EDF), the largest 

geographical funding instrument in this policy area, which is built upon Member State 

contributions, and resource allocation is decided by unanimity among donors. As a result, the 

European Parliament has no official scrutiny over it and, according to EU guidelines, capacities 

strongly depend on Member States’ willingness to pay (D’Alfonso 2014). 

2.2.1.2 Financial and human resources 

Regarding budgetary allocations, the largest EU Member States’ donors have valued 
national bilateral contributions equally, if not over Union actions, as shown by a comparison 

between bilateral and multilateral Official Development Aid (ODA). According to data from the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) quoted in a report from the 

Overseas Development Institute, in 2013, the top 10 EU MS contributors48 provided 52.6 % of 

their resources through bilateral networks, in contrast to the 35 % that was delivered via core 

multilateral channels49, including the EU50. This preference is nuanced when including all EU MS 
comprised in the report, since smaller donors51 seem to favour multilateral channels, inverting the 

percentual balance: they supplied only 29.5 % through bilateral mechanisms. This way, the 

overall percentage average of the 19 countries considered in the report shows that 41.68 % of 

resources were delivered in a bilateral way, being relatively equivalent to the 50.52 % routed 

through multilateral organisations (Gulrajani 2016: 9).  

When taking a deeper look into specific examples, the bilateral characteristic to deliver ODA from 

major EU MS seems to be confirmed52: 

● France: In 2017, only 21 % from France’s ODA contributions were delivered through EU 

funds. The Ministry of European and Foreign Affairs explicitly states that bilateral mechanisms 
have a special status in France’s development policy, representing 59 % of the budget for the 

 
48 Top 10 as a percentage of their GNI: Sweden, Luxemburg, Denmark, United Kingdom, Netherlands, Germany, Belgium, 
France, Finland and Ireland. See https://euaidexplorer.ec.europa.eu/content/overview_en 
49 Which includes membership fees and voluntary contributions. Remaining 12.4 % was delivered through multi-bi aid 
channels, which are donor contributions to multilateral organisations that are earmarked for specific development 
purposes (Reinsberg 2017: 8).  
50 There are other frequently used multilateral channels, such as the World Bank International Development Association, 
the Regional Development Banks, the United Nations Programmes, Funds and Specialized Agencies and the Global Fund 
for Aids, Tuberculosis and Malaria (GFATM) (Gulrajani 2016: 7).  
51 Austria, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Slovenia, Poland, Greece, Czechiaand Slovakia. From this group, the only country 
delivering aid mainly through bilateral channels was Portugal, with 64 % of its ODA resources. 
52 A more comprehensive analysis would consider all EU countries and the evolution of their contributions over time, in 
order to identify possible trends. As this is not the main purpose of the deep dive, this partial analysis is sufficient for the 
comparative purpose presented here.  

https://euaidexplorer.ec.europa.eu/content/overview_en
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same year. The last 20 % was delivered through other multilateral organisations (France 
Ministère de l'Europe et des Affaires Étrangères 2019).  

● Belgium: In 2016, Belgium contributed 4.5 % of its overall ODA budget to the EDF and 19.7 % 

for other EC ODA financing instruments. All considered, only 24.2 % of its total ODA budget 

was channelled through EU funds. In 2017 it reached a 28.9 %53 (Belgium Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs 2019). 

● Spain: In 2016, Spain channelled only 26.8 % of its overall ODA budget through EU ODA 

financing instruments54. Nonetheless, there has not been a stable distribution between 

bilateral and multilateral resource allocation. In this sense, between 2007 and 2010 bilateral 

ODA represented 68 % of contributions, in contrast to the 33.6 % it represented between 
2011 and 2015 (Cooperación española). 

This comparison is presented as a set of selected country cases, because online data sources 

are insufficient to track EU ODA from the beginning of the century. There are two main reasons 

that explain this: the first, is that the OECD reported only on Development Assistant Committee 

(DAC) members; the second, is that MS ODA contributions are not disaggregated by delivery 

channel in EC official reports with the comparative perspective hereby presented (European 

Commission 2020a), nor it is in the EU Aid Explorer55. Therefore, aggregated information on the 
EU is not available for the MDGs analysing period (2000-2015) and specific contributions from 

MS to EU development funds must be traced in an individual manner. 

Skipping into other budgetary indicators, by 2005 the EU had collectively committed to provide 
0.7 % of Gross National Income (GNI) as Official Development Assistance (ODA). By 2008 

a 0.4 % of EU GNI was achieved, and from 2004 to 2008, ODA from the EU and MS showed 

steady growth (Eurostat). The 2008 crisis brought great financial constraints, and the EU external 

budget was no exception to cuts. However, there was a relatively fast recovery from 2010 

onwards thanks to the MDG initiative, which injected EUR 1 billion in ODA to measures helping 

to achieve the MDGs that were most off-track. Thus, the EU budget for external assistance 

reached and surpassed pre-crisis levels by 2012, although the 0.7 % target remained unreached 

(EuropeAid 2013: 28).  

Budgetary allocations for development aid have been maintained ever since, but it has not 

necessarily or exclusively been to promote the fulfilment of MDGs and later, the SDGs. Instead, 
funds were used to deal with the migration crisis that erupted in 2015 by tackling the root causes 

of migration through a development approach (Dennison, Fine, and Gowan 2019). In this sense, 

the development strategy has been partially subjugated to another policy concern, proving again 

to be highly vulnerable to external threats.  

 
53 Calculations elaborated by the author based on official information.  
54 Calculations elaborated by the author based on official information. 
55 Although it presented aid delivery channels, it does not compare the resources allocated by MS through the EU and 
national development organisations. 
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Leaving aside the international outlook and considering an intra-Union perspective on budget, 
spending related to the MDGs was fragmented and did not have a clearly defined space 
within the 2000-2006 and the 2007-2013 Multiannual Financial Frameworks (MFFs). 
Development priorities within the EU were mainly related to agriculture and rural development. 

For the MFF 2007-2013, only two investment headings were directly related to specific MDGs, 

namely Preservation and management of natural resources (MDG7 – Environmental 

sustainability) and the EU as a global player (MDG8 – Global partnership for development) 

(European Commission 2013). Indeed, the first one was highly debated in the development 
community, since it included packages incompatible with international development goals on 

agriculture and fisheries markets. 

As for financial reporting, the Commission was obliged to present an annual report to the 
Council and the Parliament about EU policies on development and external aid, but MDGs were 

not treated as a separate topic. In a complementary manner and following on European policy 

efforts to address the coherence problems, since 2008 a biannual report on policy coherence for 

development was drawn up. Furthermore, the Commission monitored and reported on the 

implementation of the twelve-point plan through the EU Financing for Development reporting 

process. However, despite the EU’s reporting efforts, data gathering was a highly fragmented 

process both within MS and between MS and the EC. In addition – excluding guidelines 

established for OECD reports – public records on ODA available for citizens were not 
standardised among national development agencies (King et al. 2012). 

Regarding staff, another important resource determining the EU’s capacity to act, there are no 
available means to trace employees whose work was directly or indirectly related to MDGs. 

Nonetheless, there was a great effort to reform the institutional framework in accordance with the 

efficiency and results-oriented managerial vision that was proclaimed in the EU in the early 

2000’s. As a result, the Directorate-General Development and Cooperation – EuropeAid was 

formed on 1 January 2011 following the merger of AIDCO and DG DEV. It was later reformed on 

1 January 2015 and was eventually renamed DG INTPA in February 2021 (Van Seters and 

Klavert 2011). 

All things considered, the MDGs were an almost exclusive priority of the external action agenda 

and were not considered as important as internal market priorities. Although the problem was 

addressed, it can be concluded that the capacity for effective policy tools and internal coordination 
was insufficient. Furthermore, the EU’s external action capacities for development have been 

vulnerable to external threats, such as the financial and migration crisis. Resources among major 

donor states are mainly delivered through bilateral channels, which ratifies their desire to retain a 

significant individual room for manoeuvre in the field. Therefore, coordination has been difficult to 

attain. Nonetheless, the EU’s role in boosting policy alignment and development resources 

allocation among Member States proved to be crucial to keep up contribution standards and cope 
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with international commitments in post-crisis contexts. Likewise, despite deeper effectiveness 
considerations, the EU has progressively presented itself as a supranational agenda-setter and 

as a reference body of good practices, managing to propose initiatives for policy mainstreaming 

at the supranational and national levels.  

2.2.2. The Sustainable Development Goals phase 

2.2.2.1  Agenda setting and policy instruments 

While widespread consensus between the European institutions exists regarding the significant 

role that the EU plays in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals, in practice, the tools and 

resources available to the Union do not fully live up to the commitments. The TEU refers explicitly 
to sustainable development as one of the objectives of the EU and all three dimensions of 

sustainable development fall within the scope of competences of the EU, even if the social 

dimension does so to a lesser extent. Despite the political commitment and the available legal 
bases for acting, the EU does not seem to fully exercise its capacity to mainstream the 
SDGs into its policymaking process or to adapt its budget and funding lines to the goals. 
While certainly the topic of sustainable development remains on the agenda of the European 

Commission and has been reaffirmed in numerous communications and political declarations 
(European Commission 2016a), sufficient effort has not been put into the creation of policy tools 

and procedures, which would ensure the mainstreaming of the SDGs. This can be attributed to 

the lack of a comprehensive sustainability strategy for the EU: for at least two years following the 

adoption of the SDGs, top EU institutions appeared to lack the internal capacity to set clear 

priorities and determine the EU’s agenda for the attainment of the SDGs through cross-sectional 

policy integration. This is particularly evident in the Juncker Commission’s agenda (2015) and the 

European Council President Donald Tusk’s Leader’s Agenda (2017), neither of which make 

reference to the SDGs nor do they indicate that the mainstreaming of sustainable development 
would form part of their priorities or work programmes.  

Nevertheless, in 2016, the Commission adopted a communication package containing the EU’s 

upcoming sustainable development strategy. The first Communication on the next steps for a 
sustainable European future was adopted which explained how the Commission’s 10 political 

priorities contribute to the implementation of the UN SDG agenda and how the EU aims to meet 

the SDGs in the future. A second Communication on a new European Consensus on 

Development introduced a shared vision and framework for development cooperation for the EU 

and its Member States, which is brought together under Agenda 2030. Lastly, the Communication 

on a renewed partnership with African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries outlines how the 

EU-ACP relations following the Cotonou Partnership Agreement’s expiry in 2020 can be brought 
in line with the SDGs.  

In 2017, in the joint statement of the Council, Commission and European Parliament ‘The new 

European consensus on development: our world, our dignity, our future’, the EU agreed to join 
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EU and MS action. The Commission’s Reflection Paper ‘Towards a sustainable Europe by 2030’ 
published in late 2018 was also well-received by the international community. The paper spelled 

out three ambitious strategy-like scenarios for the implementation of the SDGs. Nevertheless, the 

document did not lay out specific institutional arrangements or policy tools and due to the limited 

time left from the Commission’s term, it was clear such strategies would only be implemented by 

the next Commission (Kloke-Lesch 2018). In the absence of an EU-wide comprehensive strategy, 

even though responsibility for the implementation is shared and monitored parallelly by national 

and EU authorities, Member States primarily relied on national SDG strategies initially.  

In this respect, the von der Leyen Commission promised a new approach: the six priorities 

of the European Commission for 2019-2024 refer to some of the goals set in the SDGs and are 

enshrined in initiatives such as the Green New Deal (European Commission 2019a). The first 
year of the new Commission seems to reinforce its commitment to the internal and external 

implementation of the SDGs (European Commision 2020c). The initiatives taken by the 

Commission are placed in the broader framework of relevant policy instruments such as the 

European Semester of economic governance (under which the Annual Growth Survey has been 

renamed as Annual Sustainable Growth Survey), the Better Regulation Agenda and the PCSD. 

These instruments represent the key strands of the Commission’s ‘whole of government’ 

approach which underpins their SDG agenda.  

To have a closer look at the Better Regulation Agenda; since 2002, the Commission has been 

following a framework for integrated impact assessment requiring the assessment of all significant 

environmental, fundamental rights, economic and social impacts allowing trade-offs to be 
identified (Commission of the European Communities 2002). However, the Better Regulation 

toolbox has been criticised for insufficiently mainstreaming the SDGs in the process. While it 

specifically refers to the three dimensions of sustainable development, it does not provide a 

methodological framework, which allows for locating policy impacts within the SDG spectrum, nor 

does it prioritise certain impacts over others to help address trade-offs (Renda 2017). Since the 

new Commission took office, the 2020 work programme (European Commission 2020b) has 

signalled an intent to present improvements to its current approach. In April 2021, the Commission 

finally unveiled the awaited Better Regulation Communication which was anticipated to 
mainstream the SDGs in order to ensure that all legislative proposals contribute to the 2030 

sustainable development agenda. According to the communication, relevant SDGs will need to 

be identified for each legislative proposal and the Commission must demonstrate how the initiative 

will support their attainment. SDGs will need to be incorporated in impact assessments and 

evaluations as well. While this is a positive development, the Communication is far from being an 

ambitious one and lacks a holistic perspective that takes into account the impact of legislative 

initiatives on the overall SDG agenda. To meaningfully mainstream the SDGs in the Better 
Regulation Agenda – as opposed to turning it into a checkbox exercise – all proposals should 

assess the initiatives’ impact on all dimensions of sustainable development, including the 
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economic, social and environmental dimensions and should move away from a cost-benefit 
analysis towards an increasingly sustainability and resilience-oriented analysis.  

Other instruments introduced by the von der Leyen Commission include the major flagship 
initiative, which puts forward the EU’s new growth strategy and whose implementation will 

contribute directly to achieving at least 12 of the 17 SDGs, is the European Green Deal. It sets 

out the Commission’s ambition to build a modern, resource efficient, clean, circular and 

competitive economy that tackles climate and environmental challenges, as well as to secure a 

fair and inclusive transition for all, and thus addressing many challenges in the 2030 Agenda. It 

has been expressly designed and presented, as part of the Commission’s strategy to implement 

the SDGs. The European Green Deal is additionally supported by the European Pillar of Social 

Rights to ensure that transitions to climate-neutrality, digitalisation and demographic change are 
socially fair and just (European Commission 2020c). Through the significant number of new 

instruments, the von der Leyen Commission seems to show a commitment to a higher level of 

SDG mainstreaming in the EU’s policy cycle. The policy instruments, if utilised, will imply a 

considerable increase in the EU’s autonomy and agenda-setting capacity for delivering the SDGs.  

Furthermore, in 2020, the President of the European Commission has tasked each Commissioner 

with ensuring the delivery of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals within their 

respective policy areas. This decision means that responsibility for the overall implementation of 

the SDGs at EU level is attributed to the College as a whole in the spirit of collegiality. At the same 

time, it should be noted that the implementation of the Green Deal as well as of the Just Transition 

are the primary responsibility of Executive Vice-President Frans Timmermans.  

Lastly, it is important to highlight that in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Commission 

has placed a stronger emphasis on the notions of sustainability and resilience. In this context, the 

NextGenerationEU Fund constitutes an overarching recovery plan which lays the foundation for 
‘building back better’. The temporary instrument which was designed to boost the EU’s economic 

recovery via a EUR 750 billion stimulus package will aim at rebuilding Europe greener, more 

digital and more resilient following the pandemic.  

Overall, the strategic framing of the implementation of the SDGs has improved since 2018. 

It appears that the ‘leadership void’ of the first years following the adoption of the SDGs has 

ended. Multiple ambitious and foundational strategic documents and policy guidelines of global 

significance have been adopted indicating that the EU’s joint target-setting capacity has 

increased.  

2.2.2.2 Financial and human resources 

The 2014-2020 MFF does not focus sufficiently on the achievement of the SDGs. Spending for 

SDGs was fragmented and did not have a clearly defined space within the previous MFF. Too 

large a percentage of the budget was still allocated to spending which does not contribute to a 
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sustainable and green economy and is incoherent with the SDGs. Several funding programmes 
focus on specific SDGs (e.g. European Fund for Sustainable Development, H2020 programme, 

European Social Fund, Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, Fund for European Aid to the 

Most Deprived, Programme for Environment and Climate Action (LIFE)). However, most of them 

do not use the SDG framework for measuring progress or setting the goals of the programmes. 

The Commission proposal for the 2021-2027 MFF pledged an ambitious increase in the EU’s 

external action budget and has put forward several new funding instruments, which clearly relate 

to the goals set in Agenda 2030. When the external action budget increase was announced in 

2018, several references were made to the SDGs. Despite the failure to implement the ambitious 

budget increase (due to the need to regroup funds under the NextGenerationEU recovery plan), 

the structural reform of budget instruments could still be a promise for increasing effective 
financial autonomy in sustainable development (European Commission 2018a). The Commission 

proposed the reorganisation, simplification and streamlining of the different funding instruments 

by the creation of the so-called Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperations 

Instrument' (NDICI). The new instrument will rest on three pillars: a geographic (geographic 

programmes dedicated for example to the European Neighbourhood and the sub-Saharan 

Africa), a thematic (global thematic programmes such as human rights and democracy; stability 

and peace; sustainable energy and sustainable inclusive growth), and a rapid response (response 

to crisis and post-crisis situations; contributing to stability and conflict prevention) pillar (European 
Parliament 2020). The instrument is designed to incorporate a large degree of flexibility as it will 

not be divided up in advance but instead will be allocated based on emerging needs and 

necessities. In March 2021, the European Parliament and the Council together reached a political 

agreement on the NDICI ‘Global Europe’ under the 2021-2027 MFF, supporting the EU’s external 

action budget with overall EUR 79.5 billion. The NDICI budget can be broken down to EUR 60.38 

billion for geographic programmes (at least EUR 19.32 billion for the Neighbourhood, at least 

EUR 29.18 billion for sub-Saharan Africa, EUR 8.48 billion for Asia and the Pacific, and for 
Americas and the Caribbean EUR 3.39 billion),  EUR 6.36 billion for thematic programmes 

(Human Rights and Democracy, Civil Society Organisations, Peace, Stability and Peace Conflict 

Prevention and Global Challenges), and  EUR 3.18 billion for rapid response actions. These 

budget groups are complemented with the additional unallocated funds of  EUR 9.53 billion which 

can be used to address unforeseen developments, emergencies and to support new priorities 

(European Commission 2021b).  

Furthermore, through NDICI – ‘Global Europe’, the EU will increase support to sustainable 

investment under the European Fund for Sustainable Development-plus (EFSD+) aiming to 

leverage private capital to complement the EU’s external cooperation spending and a unified 

budgetary guarantee – the External Action Guarantee (EAG), which will additionally contribute to 
programmes in the Western Balkans. As the governance of the EFSD+ will be entrusted to the 

Commission, it is seen as an ‘important step in the right direction towards a more effective EU 
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financial architecture’ for the governance of the SDGs and which could considerably increase the 
EU executive’s autonomy in this field (Bilal 2019: 1).  

Overall, the aim of the consolidation of the budget instruments is to increase coherence, 
transparency, flexibility and effectiveness of EU external action which together might contribute 

to policy coherence. Furthermore, the reform made the budgetisation of the EDF possible which 

increases the EU’s oversight and control over the aid allocation which arguably boosts autonomy. 

At the same time, while the NDICI may improve EU’s visibility on the global stage in the field of 

foreign aid, there is no evidence of clear mainstreaming of the SDGs in the budget. The NDICI 

Regulation however reaffirms the EU’s commitment to provide 0.7 % of Gross National Income 

(GNI) as Official Development Assistance within the timeframe of the 2030 Agenda. As such, the 

reform promises that at least 92 % of the new funding instrument should be reportable as official 
development assistance.  

Despite the efforts to consolidate and simplify the funding instruments, there is still significant 

fragmentation across the funding channels. This can partly be attributed to the fact that 
competences in the area of sustainable development are also spread out across institutions. 

Inside the European Commission, at least DG DEVCO (currently renamed to DG INTPA), DG 

NEAR, DG ECHO, DG TRADE. DG CONNECT and DG JUST are responsible for the 

implementation of the sustainable development agenda. The lack of coordination among the 

different DGs as well as the lack of synergy with the activities of the European Investment Bank, 

the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development and national promotional and 

development banks reduce policy coherence and overall capacity for strategic action.  

Accordingly, given the dispersed allocation of competences and wide range of policy fields 

covered by the SDGs, it may not be clear how many staff members are dedicated to the 

implementation of Agenda 2030. Taken together, the departments mentioned above account for 
a big share of the EU’s human resources (e.g., DG DEVCO accounts for around 10 % of the 

Commission’s staff). Regarding the number of employees working specifically on sustainability, 

around 467 out of 29 640 of European Commission staff members work in units or occupy 

positions directly mentioning sustainability.56 This count is the highest among the deep dives, 

which is probably partly due to the breadth of the policy area. In the European Parliament, only 

the Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats has a dedicated department 

for Sustainable Development Policy, eight staff members have a title corresponding directly to 
sustainable development. It can therefore be argued that the level of staff in the EU institutions 

related to sustainable development is moderate, given the breadth of the policy area.  

 
56 The figure was calculated based on a dataset on 29 644 European Commission employees in July 2020 collected by 
the consortium. The figures represent the number of employees with the keyword ‘sustainable…’ in either the title of their 
unit or their personal title. Please note that this is only a rough indicator of the number of employees working in the 
Commission on sustainable development. The keyword search can both miss certain employees (false negatives) or 
count too many employees (false positives). It also does not account for the importance of the role of employees. For 
details, see Laurer 2020. 
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2.3. Cohesion 
 

Sub-
dimension 

MDG phase: 2000-2015 SDG phase: 2015-present 

Joint 
narratives and 
policy goals 

Sub-level: Moderate/High 
 The EU manages to speak with 

a single voice on the 
international stage and 
presents itself as a normative 
leader in the area of the MDGs 

 There are competing priorities 
regarding budget allocations 

Sub-level: Moderate  
 Finding common narratives becomes 

more challenging because the SDGs 
expanded the development agenda to 
a number of politically sensitive policy 
fields 

 Member States become more 
polarised in a number of SDG-related 
policy fields with competing policy 
goals and objectives 

Reaching 
common 
targets 

Sub-level: Low 
 Reaching the target of 

dedicating 0.7 % GNI to 
development aid remains out 
of reach for most MS 

 The historical differences 
between MS with strong 
development policy priorities 
and those without remain 

Sub-level: Low/Moderate 
 Substantial divergence among MS 

remains according to the SDGs Index 
 

Policy 
coherence  

Sub-level: Moderate 
 The Development Assistant 

Committee (DAC) reports by 
the OECD testify to low levels 
of coherence between the 
EU’s internal and external 
policies 

Sub-level: Low 
 Continued efforts to improve policy 

coherence do not yield substantial 
results 

 

Table 10 - Cohesion by sub-dimension and phase  
Source: Authors 

Cohesion is an internal dimension of actorness corresponding to a political collective’s ability to 

speak with a single voice. The concept of internal cohesiveness in this section denotes the 

existence of joint narratives and common targets and policy goals among Member States and 

Union institutions. Furthermore, putting governance and enforcement mechanisms that ensure 

the achievement of the targets in place increases cohesion. Therefore, achieving common targets 

can also be seen as evidence of a high level of EU actorness in this dimension.  

Internal cohesion is closely linked with a number of external dimensions of actorness such as 

attractiveness and credibility. The ability to speak with a single voice is viewed by the literature 
as a precondition for a political entity’s capacity to be a normative actor in a given policy field. 

According to Manners, the ‘expansion of the EU’s normative basis on the world stage’ is 

dependent upon whether the EU can ‘legitimate itself as being more than the sum of its parts’ by 

speaking with a single voice and demonstrating ability to operationalise the concept of sustainable 

development intra- and between EU institutions and Member States (Manners 2002: 244; 

Lightfoot and Burchell 2005: 79). At the same time, coordinating the bloc’s position in the area of 
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sustainable development comes at a price: it has been argued by EU officials that ‘coordinated 
positions are always compromises, they are not as sharp and pro-active as they should be, and 

the compromises really smooth out all the edges of our positions’ (Rasch 2008).  

The main differences between the MDG and SDG phases when measuring the EU’s cohesion lie 

in the scope, the political sensitivity and the importance (as perceived by political actors) of the 

policy areas affected by the goals set in the respective phases. In this respect, it can be argued 

that the MDGs were to a very large extent one-dimensional compared to the SDGs. While the 

MDG agenda centred around (topical) development aid provided by rich countries to poor 

countries – which is traditionally considered a ‘soft’ policy field – the SDGs consist of a holistic 

framework covering many ‘hard’ and politically contested policy areas such as trade, migration, 

agriculture and the rule of law. Therefore, at face value it can be said that due to the expansion 
of policy fields under the SDG agenda, achieving a high level for the cohesion dimension became 

more challenging compared to the MDG phase.  

2.3.1. The MDG phase 

Following the adoption of the MDGs, EU cooperation in the area of development policy was seen 

as gaining momentum (Hadfield, Manners and Whitman 2017). This is evidenced in a number of 
strategy documents adopted in this period such as the European Consensus on Development 

(2005) which is a landmark agreement between the Commission, the Council and the Parliament 

spelling out the common vision of Member States and EU institutions for achievement of the 

MDGs57. The consensus was a welcome sign of growing common ambition in this field, however, 

it also raised concern as to whether such ambitious goals may come at the expense of losing 

strategic focus on development policies. According to the OECD, ‘[t]here is a risk that the 

ambitious, multiple objectives of the consensus, [which] included expanded political ones, could 
diffuse a focus on development and undermine long-term strategic priorities’ (OECD 2007a). 

Indeed, it soon became apparent that the common targets would not be reached because 

Member States and the institutions had competing political priorities. For example, during the 

debates leading up to the MFF 2007-2013, many Member States proposed ‘to cut the aid 

component and blur distinctions between anti-poverty resources and allocations for security and 

foreign policy expenditure’ which created risks of trading human development goals for security 

goals (Woods 2005).  

Since development is a shared competence of Member States and the EU, it was possible for EU 

and national policies to develop side-by-side. Member States preferred to keep primary control 

over their national development policies and therefore, the EU’s efforts for boosting cohesiveness 

took the form of soft law measures. Although these initiatives improved the appearance of internal 

 
57 Other examples include procedural policy initiatives such as the EU Code of Conduct and Division of Labour (2007); 
EU Strategy for Africa (2005); and the Joint Africa EU Strategy (2007)’ the Agenda for Change (2011); the Communication 
on EU Budget Support (2012); and the EU ‘A Decent Life for All’ position on the post-2015 framework for SDGs (2013). 
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cohesiveness on the global stage, they often did not translate into substantive convergence of 
national development policies (Hadfield, Manners and Whitman 2017). According to Development 

Commissioner Poul Nielson (1999-2004), ‘some [Member States] have accepted these initiatives 

because they are considered not important, as development is typically a ‘soft’ policy field’ (Olsen 

2013). As a result, national policies did not go through a ‘Europeanisation’ and compliance with 

the agreed commitments, such as reaching a 0.7 % GNI target for development aid did not 

materialise in most Member States. More specifically, it is possible to differentiate between three 

groups of Member States in this period: firstly, the Nordic group, including Sweden, Denmark, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the UK, have historically met the 0.7 % target. Secondly, 

Member States such as Greece, Italy, Portugal, Spain and members of the 2004/7 enlargement 

rounds were considerably lagging behind the target. And lastly, the remaining Member States, 

although they reached significant aid budgets, have not met the target of 0.7 % (Hadfield, 

Manners and Whitman 2017).  

The Development Assistance Committee (DAC) Peer Review by the OECD in 2007 highlighted 

that developed countries’ increased interest in poverty reduction and development policy (as a 

result of the MDG momentum) was a positive development but at the same time warned that the 

European countries’ overlapping memberships in the EU, the OECD and the G8 create 

challenges for overall policy coordination in the field (OECD 2007b). The DAC Peer Review from 

2007 as well as a Eurobarometer study from 2005 both emphasised that development policy ‘is 
a legitimate and appropriate’ EU-level policy competence and one where the role of the EU can 

and does have a value added impact distinct and separate from the Member States’ (Hadfield, 

Manners and Whitman 2017: 37; European Commission 2011a). Therefore, the classical 

subsidiarity question revealed that common, as opposed to individual, Member State action is 

preferred in this area. Yet, the fragmentation between Member States is also apparent in the 

amount of aid that is not channelled through EU institutions but instead through bilateral 

cooperation with developing countries in this period (OECD 2011; 2014). In the context of untying 
aid, the Commission was also not successful in reaching a compromise between Nordic (e.g. UK, 

Sweden, the Netherlands) and Southern donors (Spain, Portugal and France) for untying Member 

States’ bilateral policies (Carbone 2007).  

In addition to boosting development aid via drawing global actors’ focus to the growing inequalities 

between the Global North and South, the MDGs, and in particular MDG 8 (Develop a Global 

Partnership for Development), also exposed the need to create synergy between foreign aid on 

the one hand and other ‘non-aid policies’ on the other. In preparation for the Millennium +5 

Summit, the EU demonstrated global leadership by agreeing on an ambitious Policy coherence 

for development agenda (Carbone 2008). The international community, including the 

Development Assistance Committee (DAC), welcomed the EU’s united stance and acknowledged 
that the bloc ‘has actively contributed to the growing international consensus on policy coherence’ 

(OECD 2007b). Nonetheless, the DAC peer reviews highlighted on multiple occasions that 
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despite the ambitious joint policy goals, the EU is lagging behind in operationalising policy 
coherence for development (PCD) and remarkable differences between Member States remain 

in this respect (Ibid.) Halfway towards the expiration of the MDGs, in 2008, at least 11 Member 

States either did not have a national PCD tool (Cyprus, Hungary, Lithuania, Malta and Slovenia) 

or did not operationalise existing PCD documents into formal institutional and administrative 

mechanisms (Belgium, Estonia, Greece, Italy, Poland and Slovakia) (Mackie et al. 2007).  

Altogether, it can be said that while this phase witnessed a noticeable increase in foreign 

development budgets, it cannot be said that true internal cohesion among Member States and 

EU institutions accompanied these developments. Although similar policy goals and collective 

positions between Member States and Union institutions formally existed in this period, the 

priorities, preferences and values of different actors, as expressed in substantive policies, were 
still rather mixed.  

2.3.2. The SDG phase 

With the adoption of the SDGs, a universal political agenda encompassing virtually all policy fields 

was created. The discourse over PCD was also extended to cover the whole range of sustainable 

development policies. As a result, the policy coherence for sustainable development (PCSD) 
became a ‘multi-directional’ instrument. It is noted that the ‘relatively focused task of seeking 

better outcomes for the poor in developing countries has been transformed into a much more 

complex endeavour in which better outcomes are sought across many policy sectors, for all 

countries and for future generations as much as for the poor now’ (Mackie, Ronceray and 

Spierings 2017). The ambitious and expansive agenda increased the complexity of ensuring 

internal cohesion among Member States and EU institutions.  

In fact, while some considered the EU as global leaders of the SDG agenda in 2015, internally it 

was more divided than ever and faced existential crossroads, with its Member States and political 

parties questioning its most fundamental values. Political agendas and the public opinion in EU 

Member States became increasingly linked to the populist political discourse which created a 
threat to actors’ capacity, willingness and interest in cooperating in a number of politicised SDG 

policy areas such as migration, security and the rule of law. An anonymous expert interview 

revealed, that G77 countries saw the EU critically in negotiations for the SDGs and environmental 

agreements. ‘The EU’ was seen as an incohesive group, with divergent interests in the Member 

States and as a result, the words and actions announced by the Commission remained unclear 

and unreliable according to the expert.  

As a result, the EU’s internal cohesion still shows a remarkable difference between the 

overarching EU agenda and national policies; and also a remarkable divergence among Member 

States. The controversies around the Global Compact for Migration, whose origins can be traced 

back to the SDG agenda, illustrate well the EU’s inability to speak with a single voice on politically 
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sensitive SDG topics. Member States of the EU did not vote coherently at the UN General 
Assembly as three Member States (Czechia, Hungary and Poland) voted against the resolutions 

and five others (Austria, Bulgaria, Italy, Latvia and Romania) abstained. This event was seen as 

a challenge to the EU’s united stance in external action and the ignorance of the principle of 

sincere cooperation, as enshrined in Article 4(3) TEU (Vosyliūtė 2019). 

The lack of policy coherence for sustainable development in the EU (Ashford and Renda 2016; 

SDSN/IEEP 2019) reverberates in significant differences in the performance of Member States in 

the SDG index. According to the global 2019 SDG Index prepared by the Bertelsmann Stiftung 

and the Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN), all 10 countries closest to 

achieving the SDGs are in the EU; however, no EU Member State is on track to achieving the 

goals, and some of the remaining Member States are significantly falling behind in the ranking. 
This situation has triggered an important change in the governance of the European Semester, 

recently announced by the European Commission: the European Semester will now be partly 

reoriented towards the SDGs. More specifically, the Annual Growth Survey was renamed the 

Annual Sustainable Growth Survey, and the country-specific recommendations (CSRs) now focus 

on two aspects: the immediate fiscal, economic, employment and social responses to the crisis, 

with specific emphasis on health-related aspects; and the medium-term reform and investment 

priorities to put the economies back on track to sustainable and inclusive growth, while integrating 

the green transition and the digital transformation, all of this under the new umbrella framework 
of ‘competitive sustainability’. It is too early, however, to conclude that the level of cohesion across 

Member States in terms of commitment to SDGs has been significantly boosted by such change.  

The level of actorness attributed to the EU’s cohesion in the SDG phase is moderate to low. As a 

matter of fact, persisting support for fuel subsidies, deterioration of rule of law, wide dispersion in 

indicators related to human capital, increasing inequality in some Member States, and many more 

indicators imply the existence of mixed values and mixed signals. The Annual Sustainable Growth 

strategy 2020 (December 2019) confirmed this: ‘The contribution of the different levels of 

governance within the EU towards achieving the SDGs is complex due to the division of 

competences between Member States and EU institutions. While the transformational challenges 

are commonly shared, the starting point differs: some Member States are more exposed to 
economic, social and environmental risks or have more progress to make towards reaching the 

Sustainable Development Goals. Differentiated, yet closely coordinated, policies in Member 

States are therefore necessary.’ As things stand, the rankings in the SDGs and the spillovers 

caused by Member States portray a gloomy situation in terms of cohesion; and progress appears 

to be too slow (SDG Watch Europe 2020). Yet the new Sustainable Growth strategy 2021 

confirms that ‘the Recovery and Resilience Facility must guide and build a more sustainable, 

resilient and fairer Europe for the next generation in line with the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals’. (European Commission 2021c). 
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2.4. Recognition 
Subdimension
s 

MDG phase: 2000-2015 SDG phase: 2015-present 

1. Formal 
recognition 

Sublevel: Moderate 
 Growing participation of the EU, 

gaining status and action 
capability in organisations and 
negotiations. 

 The EU is not a formal member 
of most international 
organisations but has managed 
to build itself a special status in 
most of them and is therefore 
recognised as a main 
cooperation partner. 

 The EU is not an observer or 
partner of regional 
organisations but is cooperating 
with them by the means of 
affiliated institutions such as the 
EIB and EBRD. 

 The EU is the only non-state 
party to several treaties under 
the UN auspice related to 
sustainable development and 
has been active in international 
sustainable development 
negotiations. It is recognised as 
a relevant actor in many UN 
specialised agencies. 

Sublevel: Moderate/High 
 Active participation of the EU which is 

often sought after as a cooperation 
partner, with a unique and growing 
status in most organisations/ 
negotiations. 

 The EU has updated and renewed its 
agreements with some international 
organisations, as a way to strengthen 
cooperation to aim for the SDGs.  

 The EU has been granted observer 
status in some regional organisations 
and is increasingly active through its 
affiliated institutions in others.  

 The EU is granted enhanced 
observer status in the UN, which 
globally increases its action 
capability. It is highly active in the 
main international forums on 
sustainable development. 

2. Recognition 
and media 
perception 
 

Sublevel: - 
No digital media data available for 
this period. 

Sublevel: Moderate/High 
 This sub-dimension measures 

recognition in terms of perception in 
international media articles. The EU 
is the third most mentioned actor 
compared to the G7 and BRICS 
countries in a dataset of 4 541 
international media articles on 
sustainable development. Among all 
of the entities mentioned in the 
dataset, the EU represents a 
weighted 1.0 % of all entities, while 
only China and the US are mentioned 
more often, representing 1.9 % and 
1.6 % of all mentioned entities 
respectively. This leads to a 
‘moderate/high’ level of recognition in 
terms of media perception.  

Table 11 - Recognition by sub-dimension and by phase 
Source: Authors 
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Recognition can be defined as ‘the view of other actors in the international system on the EU and 
their perception of the EU as a legitimate negotiation partner’ (D3.2). Based on this definition, we 

have split the analysis of the EU’s recognition in two parts:  

(1) A qualitative analysis of the formal recognition of the EU: We analysed to what extent the 

EU has been recognised as a legitimate partner (i.e. granted a formal status) in international 

organisations, regional organisations and international negotiations related to sustainable 

development.  

(2) A standardised media analysis analysing recognition as the perception of the EU in articles 

on sustainable development. The degree of the EU’s perception is approximated by counting how 

often the EU is mentioned in international media articles on sustainable development compared 

to the G7 and BRICS countries.  

2.4.1. Formal recognition 

The formal recognition dimension of actorness is defined as the formal treatment of ‘the EU as 
a legitimate negotiation partner’. The formal recognition of the EU as an actor in the SDGs can 

therefore partly be measured by its participation and representation in global organisations 

which directly tackle the topic of sustainable development. In an international organisation, the 

legal status attributed to the EU and the rights and obligations which derive from it, give an 

indication about whether the non-EU Member States of that institution accept the EU as a 
participant in the process of decision-making about, and implementation of, cooperation 

agreements in addition to (or in place of) its Member States (Jupille and Caporaso, 1998) and 

therefore about the recognition of the EU as a relevant actor. This applies to sustainable 

development especially since it is not an exclusive EU competence but is shared with the Member 

States. As Marsh and Mackenstein (2005) note: ‘the sui generis nature of the EU means that 

international organisations and forums vary in their willingness to recognise it [the EU] as an actor 

in its own right as opposed to its constituent Member States’. This leads, in turn, to substantial 

variations in the rights of the EC in different international organisations. It must be noted that the 
European Commission not being granted a formal status or membership can also come from the 

fear of non-EU countries of an increase in EU power, from their unfamiliarity with the division of 

competences between EU Member States and the EC, or from the fact that membership is open 

to nation states only. On the other hand, it can also come from the political resistance of Member 

States themselves to hand over important representational tasks to Brussels (which here overlaps 

with the authority dimension). 

Three different kinds of participation in international efforts towards sustainable development can 
be distinguished for the purpose of this analysis:  

 international organisations in which nation states and sometimes other actors like the EU 
actively take part in the decisions and actions 
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 international negotiations and subsequent agreements in which actors can take part in the 
work over the years and in the negotiation rounds 

 regional organisations in which non-regional actors can undertake the role of observer or 
partner 

To assess the EU participation in these cases, it is necessary to also look at the participation and 

representation of some of the other main global actors, such as the US and China, and France 

and Germany as individual Member States. In order to draw a time comparison between the 

MDGs and SDGs eras, it is necessary to look more precisely at the evolution of this participation 

over time. Please note that states are not the ideal point of comparison for a supranational 

organisation like the EU. Due to the sui generis nature of the EU and the lack of direct 

‘supranational peers’, states provide a useful reference point to assess the formal level of 

recognition of the EU. 

2.4.1.1  International organisations 

The international organisations considered here to assess the EU’s formal recognition in 

sustainable development policymaking are the following: the Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD), the World Bank, the Global Environmental Facility, the 

United Nations (UN) — and its different agencies and programmes —, the International 

Development Law Organisation (IDLO), the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF). 

These were chosen as the international organisations having the most decision-making power 
over global issues and being the most related to sustainable development. Looking at the EU 

representation and participation in these international organisations allows us to assess the legal 

recognition of the EU by the international community as an actor to tackle the issue of sustainable 

development. We assume that the EU is recognised as an actor in the area if it has acquired 

action capability (e.g. legal status, voting rights) in the relevant institutions, while it is assumed to be 

less recognised if it merely has informal status and plays an inferior role compared to other actors.  

The European Union is not an official member of any of the international organisations mentioned 

above. However, it has been attributed a special status in all of them. In the OECD for instance, 

the EU is not a member but has a unique status since 1960 in accordance with the Supplementary 

Protocol No. 1 to the OECD Convention, which states that: ‘The European Commission shall take 
part in the work of the Organisation’. Like all the other member countries, the EU maintains a 

Permanent Delegation to the OECD, composed of an ambassador and diplomats. The 

ambassador helps formulate the programme of work and the other members of the delegation sit 

on the OECD’s various specialised committees, which monitor the work of the Secretariat in 

accordance with the programme of work. However, the EU does not contribute to the budget of 

the OECD, and its representative is not entitled to vote when legal acts are being adopted by the 

Council, the decision-making body of the OECD. The ambassador may, however, be elected as 

a member of the bureau of subsidiary bodies, and participates fully in the preparation of texts, 
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including legal acts, with an unrestricted right to make proposals and suggest changes. This 
participation of the EU in the OECD started at the very creation of the organisation in 1961. Since 

then, the formal status of the EU in the OECD has stayed the same.  

In comparison, the United States benefits from a full membership: being part of the Council, the 

US ambassador, in consultation with her peers, agrees the programme of work which is described 

in the annual report and establishes the volume of the annual budget. Apart from the budget, the 

US’s standard membership does not allow for much more action capability than the special status 

of the EU. China, on the contrary, is not a member of the OECD. However, both parties developed 

a working relationship: in October 1995, the OECD Council agreed on a programme of dialogue 

and cooperation with China. Since then, the OECD has contributed to policy reform in China by 

sharing its member countries’ experiences in a range of areas. In response, China puts its own 
policy experience on the table for scrutiny and discussion by OECD member countries. The 

OECD Council at ministerial level adopted a resolution on 16 May 2007 to strengthen cooperation 

with China through a programme of enhanced engagement. While enhanced engagement is 

distinct from accession to the OECD, it has the potential in the future to lead to membership. For 

now, this enhanced engagement is still less powerful than the special status granted to the EU, 

as it grants China less rights to directly participate in the OECD’s work.  

With other organisations, the EU has signed partnership or framework agreements which allow it 

to take part in the organisation’s work and allow for a strengthened cooperation in the parties’ 

actions taken towards sustainable development. The EU started to get involved in such 

agreements after 2000, leading to an intensification of cooperation and consultation, both on the 
strategic and operational levels: in 2001, the first framework agreement with the World Bank was 

signed; in 2004, the Strategic Partnership Agreement with the UNDP was signed; around 2003/ 

2004, both a new administrative agreement and a strategic partnership for development 

cooperation were signed with the ILO. The EU continues to review and update them over the 

years: the agreement with the World Bank was updated in 2016 and renewed in 202058; in 2020, 

the EU and the IMF signed a new Financial Framework Partnership Agreement (renewing the 

one of 2017) in order to ‘boost their cooperation to tackle key challenges including climate change, 

and help countries achieve the Sustainable Development Goals’ (European Commission 2020d). 

In comparison, the United States was a leading force in the establishment of the World Bank and 

the IMF in 1944 and remains their largest shareholder today. As the only World Bank shareholder 
that retains veto power over changes in the bank’s structure, the United States plays a unique 

role in influencing and shaping development priorities. On the contrary, the EU does not have any 

leadership or other role in the decision-making processes regarding the choice and 

 
58 The European Commission and the World Bank Group first signed a framework agreement in 2001, which was updated 
and expanded in 2016, and renewed in 2020. After the COVID-19 crisis erupted, Axel van Trotsenburg, the World Bank 
Managing Director for Operations stated that ‘Our partnership with the European Commission is now more important than 
ever as we work together to end extreme poverty, increase shared prosperity, and improve the lives of millions of people 
around the world’.  
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implementation of development policies and programmes by the World Bank. (The People’s 
Republic of) China joined the World Bank in 1980 and is now working actively within the institution. 

In terms of voting power, it is ranked third with 4.69 % of voting rights (behind the US and Japan, 

with respectively 15.67 % and 7.61 % of voting rights). France and Germany, which respectively 

joined the World Bank in 1945 and 1952, are also among the top eight countries voting power, 

with both around 4 %. It can therefore be concluded that the recognition of the EU within this 

institution is not as high as that of other global actors, as not being an official member denies any 

right to be granted voting rights or other actual decision rights. The same conclusion can be drawn 
from the EU’s involvement in the IMF activities. Considering the supranational status of the EU 

and the restrictions it entails for access to formal status, the EU can be considered to be highly 

involved by international organisations as a recognised partner.  

The EU became a member organisation of the FAO in 1991 and since then, both parties have 
collaborated through countless programmes all over the world. Today, the EU is an active 
participant and formal member of several FAO-related activities and agreements, including 
fisheries commissions, the Codex Alimentarius Commission harmonising food standards and the 
International Plant Protection Convention. In terms of its rights, the EU can only act in spheres of 
its competence. As membership rights are ‘to be exercised on an alternative basis’ with the EU 
Member States (Article 2, FAO constitution), the EU and its Member States have to declare on 
every single agenda item before every meeting how the competence is divided between them 
and whether the EU or its Member States are going to vote (Heliskoski,2000). Despite its 
membership status, the EU may not automatically participate in committees and its 
representatives cannot be elected to official positions. Hence, overall formal membership does 
not provide the EU with significant additional recognition in some areas covered by the FAO 
because non-EU Member States have carefully delimited the leeway of EU activity. In 
comparison, the United States, China and France are members of FAO since 1945 – and 
Germany since 1950. Being full members on their own, they benefit from a broader participation 
and broader opportunities to be represented in administration and executive positions.  

The EU is however perceived as a main cooperation partner regarding sustainable development 
policymaking: even though it is not officially a member of the main global organisations, special 
status and agreements are put in place in order for the Union to have a seat at the table, and to 
contribute and cooperate in some way with the organisation. The EU has acquired a high degree 
of action capability in sustainable development issues governed by international institutions, even 
without formal membership, implying at least some recognition of the EU as a relevant actor. 
However, the recognition of its actorness does not go as far as to grant it the same power and 
action capability as given by the member status.  

As for the evolution over time, the EU’s participation in most of these organisations goes back to 
before the MDGs were implemented in 2000. Renewed agreements and enhanced participation 
of the EU have punctuated the following years, often as a way to strengthen cooperation in the 
aim to reach the SDGs. 
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2.4.1.2 Participation in international negotiations and ratification of subsequent agreements  

The international negotiations and the subsequent international agreements and treaties which 

deal with sustainable development are mainly negotiated under the auspices of the United 

Nations. Participation and ratification of agreements at regional and sub-regional level, like the 
protection of a natural area or other issues geographically restricted, which are often handled at 

the regional level, makes the assessment of the EU’s recognition difficult as a comparison with 

other global actors. Here, the multilateral agreements and treaties that regard sustainable 

development and which have been considered to assess the EU’s recognition in this field, are 

therefore those multilaterally launched at the United Nations’ level, since its creation in 1945, and 

involving non-EU actors. The comparison with other countries is different than when comparing 

their presence in international organisations: a first analysis can be derived from the fact that if 

the EU is a party to major international negotiations, it shows that it is recognised as an important 
actor to negotiate with, in contrast with negotiating with Member States individually. The 

participation of China, the US, France and Germany in these agreements is further analysed to 

draw additional comparison.  

The European Union has had permanent observer status at the United Nations since 1974, being 

represented by the state holding the rotating Council presidency. In 2001, the EU became the 

first non-state entity to host a UN summit: the UN conference on the least developed countries 

(LDCs), which took place in Brussels. In 2011, the EU benefited from an enhanced participation 

which it had been requesting for a few years. This means that it was granted, among other rights, 

the right to speak in debates, to submit proposals and amendments and an additional special 

feature allowing the Council President to address the General Assembly to speak on behalf of all 
the EU Member States. Moreover, it benefits from observer status in most of the UN specialised 

agencies (e.g. in the World Health Organisation) and is a full voting member of three UN bodies 

(European Council n.d.). As a further example, the EU is a full participant in the UN on the 

Commission on Sustainable Development (which became in 2013 the High-Level Political Forum 

on Sustainable Development), as well as the Forum on Forests and the Food and Agriculture 

Organisation. Moreover, it is now jointly represented by the President of the European Council, 

the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, the European 
Commission and the EU delegations. 

The EU is a party to some 50 international UN agreements as the only non-state participant. This 

participation started quite some time ago with the European Economic Community being party to 
many international conventions on, inter alia the protection of animals, of the environment, of 

children and the rights of persons with disabilities. In the field of sustainable development, the EU 

has signed over 33 agreements since the 1970s, with 20 signed before the year 2000 and 13 

afterwards. In comparison, France is a party to 27 of the same 33 agreements, Germany and the 

US of 21 (taking into account the Paris Agreement for the US) and China of 16. Among those 33 
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agreements to which the EU is a party, it has a mixed competence (divided with some Member 
States) in 25, and an exclusive one in only 8.  

Regarding the most important international negotiations initiatives when it comes to sustainable 
development, the EU was part of the Commission on Sustainable Development, a body under the 

UN Economic and Social Council tasked with overseeing the outcomes of the 1992 United 

Nations Conference on Environment and Development/Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, in which 

it generally has a positive and progressive image. The European Union actively participated in 

the preparation of the work and in projects aiming at providing analytical inputs for the following 

conferences of Rio+10 and Rio+20. This Commission became the High-Level Political Forum in 

2013 in which the EU remained an important actor. These major global sustainability conferences 

have embedded the concept of sustainable development into policy debates and to an important 
extent, the EU has developed through them as a global environmental actor and has tried to 

shape the global debates about sustainable development. The EU was indeed identified as a 

leading protagonist in the development and support for the Kyoto Protocol on climate change and 

acknowledging a broader environmental commitment to prevent major damage to the 

environment and ensure sustainable development. For environmental discussions, the EU 

therefore has been one of the main actors in international negotiations, which is later seen in the 

2015 Paris Agreement. Moreover, the EU is also an actor in other institutionalised forums such 

as the intergovernmental panel on climate change and the major economies forum on energy and 
climate, in which China, the US, France and Germany are also members.  

Another important development for the EU’s recognition in international negotiations was the 
foundation of the European External Action Service (EEAS) in 2010. While its role pertains more 

to security policy than to classical (sustainable) development policy, it did play an internationally 

recognised role in advancing the negotiations with Iran for a nuclear deal (Jessen 2017), therefore 

contributing to securing international peace (SDG16). The extent to which the EEAS can establish 

the EU as a recognised actor next to the Member States remains, however, to be seen, given that 

foreign and security policy remains mostly in the sovereign hands of Member States. 

In summary, when it comes to international negotiations on issues related to sustainable 

development, the EU’s formal recognition has grown over the years. While it formally does not 

have the same legal status and therefore power as, e.g. the US or China, its formal recognition is 

growing as a relevant actor and conversation partner in some fields (e.g. environmental 
agreements) and has managed to build itself a personalised status — not without struggle — 

within the United Nations. However, this special status does not grant to the EU any voting rights 

in the UN nor the right to sit on the Security Council, meaning the EU cannot benefit from a veto 

power, which reduces its negotiating power at the level of these international organisations. This 

participation of the EU in major international agreements and conventions started decades ago 

and proliferated more with MDGs than SDGs (since 2015, only Paris Agreement).  
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2.4.1.3 Regional organisations 

The regional organisations considered to assess the EU’s formal recognition in sustainable 

development are the following: the African Development Bank, the Asian Development Bank 

(ADB), the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the Caribbean Development Bank (CDB), 
the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB), the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), the 

Arctic Council and the Central American Integration System.  

Looking at the EU’s participation in these regional organisations enables an analysis of the EU’s 
recognition by other countries (mostly developing and emerging ones): one can see the EU’s 

presence as an observer in these organisations as an indicator of formal recognition. Mirroring 

the reflection used in the first part, we assume that the EU is recognised as a relevant actor in a 

regional institution if it has acquired a status of partner or observer, contrasting with no role at all.  

In the organisations mentioned above, the EU has observer status in 2 out of 9: the Association 

of Caribbean States, since 2009, and the Central American Integration System since 2013. 

Additionally, the EU signed a Cooperative Framework Arrangement with the African Development 

Bank in 2014, as a way to coordinate efforts for the SDGs. However, the European Union is still 

partly present in these organisations by means of other European institutions like the EIB or the 

EBRD. The European Investment Bank, which is the only bank owned by and representing the 
interests of the 27 EU Member States to implement EU policy, is indeed a partner of the Asian 

Development Bank, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and the Inter-American 

Development Bank. These collaborations imply some cooperation in the implementation of 

sustainable development policies through project financing and point at a strong network of 

influence of the EU institutions. With the Asian Development Bank for instance, the EIB signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding in order to cooperate on parallel financing of projects in the Asia 

and Pacific region, demonstrating the recognition of the EU institutions in the work towards 
international sustainable development. 

As an additional point of comparison, the representation of the United States, China, France and 

Germany was analysed. Note that the unique sui generis character of the European Union makes 
it complicated to find an appropriate comparison point to derive a ‘level’ of recognition. We 

acknowledge that nation states are not the ideal entities to compare with a supra-national union, 

and note that this pragmatic decision allows us to still have a reference to assess the EU’s recognition 

as an actor, while taking into account the limitations of such a comparison for the analysis. 

France and Germany benefit from an observer or non-regional member status in eight of them, 

while the US and China are each represented in the same way in five of these regional 

organisations. Compared to global actors, the European Union – represented by the European 

Commission - is not recognised as a main dialogue partner when it comes to non-European 

organisations related to sustainable development. This is once again not surprising, as the EU is 

only a supranational organisation and not a state. It is therefore rarely an observer or a partner but 
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is represented by some of its institutions (EIB, EBRD, ESM). Moreover, some improvements have 
been made in the SDGs period in granting it a more formal status and might be expected to continue.  

2.4.1.4  Summary of findings 

The EU’s status in international and regional organisations and the EU’s participation in 
international negotiations and agreements was analysed to assess the formal recognition of the 
EU in sustainable development policymaking. The evolution over time of this EU participation in 
the international sustainable development policy arena was also analysed, to distinguish between 
the two periods of the MDGs (around 2000) and the SDGs (around 2015). Please note that the 
EU’s formal recognition was compared to the formal status of key nation states like the US as a 
comparative reference point for very high actorness. It is of course not surprising that the EU’s 
formal recognition is lower than that of key nation states as it is a supranational institution. The 
comparison is, however, useful as there is a lack of other comparative reference points due to the 
‘sui generis’ nature of the EU.  

 International organisations: The EU does not have full membership in the international 
organisations analysed while other global actors (US, China, France and Germany) all have 
the major roles in terms of membership, voting rights and veto power. While this shows the 
leading role of nation states in international relations, the EU is recognised as a main 
cooperation partner by being granted a special status - e.g. observer status or associated 
member - in all of the organisations, especially with agreements signed between the EU and 
the organisations that grant it a seat at the table and enable the EU to contribute on an 
operational level. Even without formal full membership, there is therefore some recognition 
of the EU as a relevant actor to involve in international sustainable development 
policymaking. As for the evolution over time, the EU’s participation in most of these 
organisations goes back to before the MDGs were implemented in 2000. Renewed 
agreements and enhanced participation of the EU have punctuated the following years, often 
as a way to strengthen cooperation in the aim to reach the SDGs. 

 International negotiations: In the international forums focused on sustainable 
development, the EU does not have the same formal status (and therefore power) as nation 
states. Nonetheless, it has been a permanent observer at the UN General Assembly since 
1974, and has been granted additional rights in 2011, such as the one to speak in debates 
and submit proposals, i.e. take part in the work in different UN agencies. In international 
environmental negotiations (e.g. at the UNFCCC) or in the Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO), the EU is for instance recognised as one of the main actors since the 1990s. 

 Regional organisations: The EU is rarely an observer or a partner. Compared to key states, 
it is less represented in these organisations. Some progress regarding the EU’s 
representation in these organisations has been made in the SDGs period. Moreover, the EU 
is still cooperating with these regional organisations by the means of affiliated institutions 
such as the European Investment Bank (EIB) and European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD). 
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2.4.2. Approximating recognition via media analyses 

Beside formal recognition, recognition can be understood more generally as ‘the act of 

acknowledging or respecting another being, such as when we ‘recognise’ someone’s status’ 

(McQueen n.d.). Based on this broader understanding, we analyse recognition in terms of the 

EU’s perception in international media, in order to supplement the preceding analysis of formal 

recognition.  

In order to operationalise recognition as media perception, we make a simplified assumption: the 

more an actor is mentioned in international media, the more the actor is recognised as an actor. 
This assumption is a simplification, but we argue that it provides a proxy of recognition. Take the 

example of a climate negotiation: Journalists will cover those actors who they recognise to be 

relevant during the negotiation and will not cover many other actors who they do not deem to be 

relevant enough for their readers.59 In addition, this coverage not only reflects the perception of 

journalists, but also shapes public and elite perception. For the reader of a news Article, certain 

actors ‘existed’ during the negotiation because they were covered, while many other actors were 

not mentioned and are therefore less likely to be perceived and recognised as relevant actors. 

We operationalise this idea by counting how often an actor is mentioned in international news 

media articles. While a simple count neglects the semantic and grammatical context in which the 

actor is mentioned, the sum of mentions of an actor also indicates the extent to which that actor 
is recognised in general terms – be it positively or negatively. If the US or China are intensely 

criticised for an action, the mere criticism implicitly recognises that their actions are important, 

while other actors have such a low level of recognition that they are not even worth mentioning. 

Similarly, if the EU is mentioned for its inaction in environmental negotiations, then this criticism 

is made based on the implicit assumption that the EU has the potential to be more active. 

Empirical results 

The table below ranks all G7+BRICS countries and the EU by how often they are mentioned in 

4 541 articles from 12 countries on sustainable development compared to other actors. Further 

details on the method and the underlying dataset are available in the methodological annex. 

Based on this analysis, the EU represents a weighted 1.0 % of all entities mentioned in the 4 541 

articles on sustainable development. The 4 541 articles mention many different countries, 

locations, organisations, people (around 50 000) and a weighted 1.0 % of them are words like 

‘EU’, ‘European Union’, ‘European Commission’ or ‘Europe’60. Compared to the G7 and BRICS 

 
59 Prominence and significance are two of several news factors, which determine whether an event is reported in the 
media (Staab 1990). 
60 Please note that the word ‘Europe’ was included in the keywords linked to the EU. This probably led to false positives, 
where the media did not talk specifically about the EU, but Europe more generally. At the same time, there are many 
instances where the media talk about ‘Europe’s new privacy law’ or ‘Europe is united in the Brexit negotiations’, where 
the word ‘Europe’ does refer to the EU. This ambiguity could unfortunately not be solved and probably leads to an 
overestimation of the EU’s mentions. To counteract this bias in favour of higher counts of the EU, only non-European 
media were included for calculating the statistics for the EU. This means that mentions of the EU in French, German, 
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countries, the EU is the third most mentioned actor61. Many journalists in different countries seem 
to consider the EU worth mentioning in their articles on sustainable development, which indicates 

a relatively high level of recognition of the EU in international media. For this sub-dimension of 

recognition, this leads to a ‘moderate/high’ level of recognition. A comparative analysis between 

the MDG and SDG phase is, unfortunately, not possible, as digital news articles were only 

available in sufficient numbers around the adoption date of the SDGs (2010- 2020).  

 
Rank Actors Share of 

mentions 
(weighted) 

Total count 
of mentions 

Share of mentions 
scaled 

1 China* 1,9% 2117 5 

2 USA* 1,6% 1912 4.5 

3 EU* 1,0% 707 3.5 

4 India* 0,7% 718 2.8 

5 UK* 0,6% 559 2.7 

6 France* 0,6% 694 2.7 

7 Russia* 0,5% 481 2.5 

8 Germany* 0,4% 445 2.4 

9 Brazil* 0,4% 365 2.3 

10 Japan* 0,3% 335 2.2 

11 Italy* 0,3% 329 2.1 

12 South Africa* 0,2% 239 2.1 

13 Canada* 0,2% 245 2 

Table 12 - Counting key actors in articles related to sustainable development 
Source: Authors 

  

 
Italian and UK media are not included in the statistics. The numbers therefore represent the non-European perception of 
the EU. 
61 Note that the ‘share_weighted’ value is higher for the EU than for India, although India has a higher ‘count_total’. This 
is due to the fact that the count_total for India includes the non-Indian media from all 11 BRICS+G7 countries, while the 
count_total for the EU includes the non-European media from the 7 non-European BRICS+G7 countries. This counteracts 
a bias for higher mentions of the EU in European media. 
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2.5. 2.5. Attractiveness 
 

Subdimensions MDG phase: 2000-2015 SDG phase: 2015-present 
1. EU’s normative 
attractiveness 
 

Sub-level: Low 
 
 Evidence of a clear 

policy emulation is 
lacking. 

 

Sub-level: Moderate/High 
 
 Neighbouring and accession 

countries take EU’s policies as a 
reference. Partnerships with third 
countries can also lead to some 
policy emulation and exchanges of 
best practices. 

 A specific case of policy emulation 
by third countries is the EU 
Taxonomy Regulation.  

2. EU’s instrumental/ 
economic 
attractiveness 
 
 

Sub-level: Low/Moderate 
 
 ESG requirements 

(Environmental, Social, 
Governance) are not 
established yet and the 
level of ESG investment 
in the EU is low. 

Sub-level: Moderate/High 
 
 The EU’s regulatory environment 

has become more attractive for 
ESG investments and the level of 
ESG investment rises. 

 

Table 13 - Attractiveness by sub-dimension and phase 
Source: Authors 

Attractiveness is one of the external dimensions which defines the EU’s actorness. It refers to ‘the 

willingness to cooperate with the EU. It describes how much other actors perceive cooperation 
with the EU as something worth striving for. It is defined by both, the economic attractiveness of 

the EU, but also the values and norms or the EU’s soft powers’62. Based on this definition 

attractiveness can be divided in two sub-dimensions: a normative and an instrumental dimension. 

Normative attractiveness is the extent to which other actors consider EU policies related to the 

SDGs as best practices which are worthy of emulation. Instrumental attractiveness is related 

to the ability of the EU to attract other actors to establish a cooperation which generates benefits 

from an economic, political or geopolitical perspective. To determine the EU’s level of 

attractiveness, it is compared to other actors.  

2.5.1. The EU’s normative attractiveness 

A method to assess the EU’s normative attractiveness in the SDGs is to analyse how other global 

actors are reacting to EU policies or guidelines related to the SDGs. The EU is considered 

attractive if governments of third countries are willing to emulate the EU’s actions because they 

are considered good practice. 

 
62 Definition in TRIGGER project deliverable 3.1. 
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2.5.1.1 Sustainable investment and the EU taxonomy - a case study 

In the past decade the market for sustainable investment has grown rapidly. This rapid growth 

both created opportunities and challenges, creating a need for international standards to address 

fragmentation. Policymakers have responded to this need by introducing policy measures to 
clarify terminologies, introduce standards, overcome resource and information disadvantage, and 

avoid ‘greenwashing’ and increase certainty. To what extent have EU policies in this domain been 

emulated? 

Recently, the EU is advancing as a ‘first mover’ in the field of sustainable finance, particularly, 

in providing a clear definition and classification of sustainable investment with the aim to avoid 

‘greenwashing’. In March 2018 the European Commission published the EU action plan on 

Financing Sustainable Growth. As a follow-up, the European Commission established a technical 

expert group (TEG) on sustainable finance, a group of technical experts that is currently working 

on providing recommendations and guidance for the establishment of the tools required to 

implement the action plan. The TEG is working on the establishment of an EU Green Bond 
Standard (GBS) which will contribute to finance assets for the low-carbon transition envisaged by 

the European Commission. Furthermore, following the guidance and the recommendation of the 

TEG, the European Commission adopted in June 2020 the EU Taxonomy Regulation (Regulation 

EU 2020/288), which sets up a classification system for environmentally sustainable activities. In 

other words, it helps translate EU policy commitments included in the Paris Agreements and in 

the SDGs, for use in the capital markets63. Under the same action plan, the EU adopted in 

November 2019 a Regulation on sustainability-related disclosures in the financial services sector 

(Regulation (EU) 2019/2088), which lays down sustainability disclosure obligations for 
manufacturers of financial products and financial advisers toward end-investors.  

Other jurisdictions outside the EU have addressed sustainable finance taxonomies and 
definitions. In China in 2015, the People’s Bank of China issued ‘the Chinese Taxonomy’ (also 
known as the Green Bond Endorsed Project Catalogue). In 2016, China’s authorities issued 
guidelines for establishing green financial systems which points out that a mandatory system for 
disclosing environmental information by listed companies should be established. The China 
Securities Regulatory Commission (CSRC) then issued policies regulating standards, content and 
format for information disclosure of listed companies. Furthermore, the amended Environmental 
Protection Law implemented in 2015 has clarified the responsibility in environmental information 
disclosure of key polluting companies (UNPRI 2019:15). In addition, in November 2017, the 
ASEAN Capital Market Forum (ACMF) issued the ASEAN Green Bond Standards. In November 
2018, the Asset Management Association of China (AMAC) published the Green Investment 
Guidelines. 

 
63 A report of the OECD published in October 2020 ‘Developing Sustainable Finance Definitions and Taxonomies’ 
analyses the difference between some taxonomies or definitions published in the EU, China, Japan, France and the 
Netherlands, states that EU taxonomy is unique in the level of detail of its compliance requirements. It sets six 
environmental objectives which are all interlinked with the do-no-significant-harm (DNSH) criterion.  
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In 2020, UNDP published the Technical Report on SDG Finance Taxonomy tailored to China 
which is the first project classification system with impact assessment and reporting criteria that 

allows investors and project developers to clearly identify SDG-enabling projects (UNDP 2020). 

The taxonomy is explicitly influenced by the EU Taxonomy: the EU’s exclusion criteria which aims 

to exclude projects that risk doing significant harm to the SDGs, according to the Do-no-

significant-harm (DNSH) criterion, is explicitly used. 

Regulators have not created uniform criteria for defining sustainable economic activities in the 

US. Since the EU has taken the lead by issuing the action plan on Financing sustainable growth 

and developing the EU Taxonomy, investors in the US are considering the EU Taxonomy as a 

reference to measure if an investment contributes to environmental objectives, such as climate 

change mitigation or adaptation (Farmer and Thompson 2020). Indeed, although the EU 
Taxonomy is not binding for non-EU financial market participants, as long as the US remains 

silent on these matters, investors may choose voluntarily to align with the EU Taxonomy, thus 

showing a concrete potential for the EU Taxonomy to influence international reporting frameworks 

over time.  

In Asia, in 2012, the Hong Kong Stock Exchange (HKEX) and Clearing Limited (HKEX) released 

its ESG Reporting Guide, encouraging listed companies to disclose their ESG (Environmental, 

Social, Corporate Governance) performance on an annual basis. In 2019, the Hong Kong 

Monetary Authority (HKMA) introduced several measures to develop the city as a regional hub 

for sustainable banking and green finance. The HKEX is also contributing to this movement by 

introducing ESG-focused listing requirements, enhancing corporate governance and 
transparency, and updating its reporting guidelines. Other countries, in the Asia Pacific region, 

such as Singapore, Japan, Indonesia and Taiwan, are also following a similar path in promoting 

the ESG at the heart of their investment strategies, For these countries, the EU Taxonomy may 

provide a common, comparable criteria to screen sustainable activities (KPMG 2020a).  

In conclusion, the EU Taxonomy Regulation has emerged as a relevant document for the 
classification of sustainable activities and other countries are emulating the EU’s approach. 

For other areas related to sustainable development, we did not identify empirical evidence that a 

piece of EU legislation or a policy has been clearly emulated by other countries worldwide.  

2.5.1.2  Policies adopted by the EU’s neighbouring countries and strategic partnerships 

Another means for creating policy emulation is the EU’s neighbourhood policy. By looking at the 

2019 National Voluntary Reviews published by several countries on the implementation of the 

SDGs (UNDESA 2019), it emerges that the EU is sometimes considered as a reference point for 

the EU’s neighbouring countries and for the EU’s accession countries: in the national voluntary 

review, Bosnia and Herzegovina introduced a growth strategy, the Regional Competitiveness and 

Growth strategy 2020 that is explicitly inspired by Europe 2020 strategy; Iceland considers the 

EU as a reference for the elaboration of its own statistical indicators (Nordic statistical indicators) 
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that would better reflect their progress towards reaching the SDGs compared to the indicators 
proposed by the UN; Serbia makes clear that the accession process to the EU is deeply linked to 

its transition towards sustainable development. Furthermore, several countries have highlighted in 

their national voluntary reviews their compliance with EU regulation on fisheries concerning SDG14.  

Beyond the EU’s neighbourhood policy, the EU established strategic partnerships with several 

global actors to collaborate towards sustainable development, showing a mutual interest in 

collaborating with other countries towards the achievement of the SDGs. In particular, 

partnerships and initiatives are a tool through which international cooperation permits the 

emulation of successful policies. An example which demonstrates the use of a partnership as a 

tool through which mutual interests are pursued and which is based on the emulation of 

successful policies, there is the Partnership for digital transformation between the EU and 
Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), established in the Joint Communication European Union, 

Latin America and the Caribbean: joining forces for a common future. This partnership is focused 

in particular on SDG 9 (Innovation and Infrastructure). Digitalisation is seen as a powerful tool for 

the LAC region to overcome its structural challenges and as a generator of new sectors, quality 

jobs, the development of capacities and innovation. According to the European Commissioner for 

International Partnerships Jutta Urpilainen, the EU’s digital single market is an example of how 

digital integration can focus on including citizens and supporting businesses (European 

Commission 2020e). This mirrors the Latin America Economic Outlook (2020) that makes clear 
that: ‘LAC stands to learn from other regions’ experiences, particularly the EU’s Digital Single 

Market, aimed at including citizens and their rights in the digital age, and at strengthening 

businesses’ (OECD 2020b). This shows that in building a digital market, the LAC region could 

take advantage of the internal experience and in particular of the EU’s digital strategy. 

Another example is the Sustainable energy connectivity in Central Asia (SECCA) programme, as 

part of the partnership between the EU and Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan). The programme aims at boosting the use of sustainable energy in 

Central Asia, primarily leading towards the achievement of SDG 7 (access to affordable, reliable, 

sustainable and modern energy), and SDG 13 (fighting climate change) and secondarily fostering 

gender equality (SDG 5). The overall objective of the programme is to promote a more sustainable 
energy mix in the Central Asia region in line with EU best practices, as stated in the Action 

document for EU support to sustainable energy connectivity in Central Asia (2020). 

The above considerations show that the European Union is considered an attractive actor by 

other countries in the area of sustainable development and, in particular in relation to specific 

SDGs, third countries are willing to engage with the EU. During the MDG phase on the other 

hand, the EU sporadically participated in partnerships with third countries or international 

organisations with the aim to deliver on the 8 MDGs, but it mostly contributed to the achievement 

of the goals by providing financial resources (European Commission 2015a).  
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2.5.1.3 Results of a perception study on the EU’s attractiveness  

A perception study requested by the European Commission’s Service for Foreign Policy 

implemented between January and November 2015 presents interesting findings on the 

attractiveness of the EU in some fields related to sustainable development (European 
Commission 2015b). The study refers to 10 countries: Brazil, Canada, China, India, Japan, 

Mexico, Russia, South Africa, South Korea, and the US. The study analyses EU actorness by 

asking how ‘influential’, ‘important’ or ‘attractive’ the EU is in various fields, in particular in global 

economic affairs, in maintaining global peace and stability, in fighting global climate change and 

protecting the environment, in development cooperation, in promoting and defending human 

rights worldwide, in advancing technological progress worldwide, in its culture and lifestyle.  

Most respondents attribute a ‘somewhat’ to ‘very’ high degree of influence and attractiveness to 

the EU in these domains related to the SDGs. In addition, from the same study, it emerged that 

the EU was rarely seen as a norm setter, apart from a few areas, such as renewable energy, 

technology, gender equality and gay rights. However, from a social media analysis carried out in 
the context of three important events, namely Europe Day, G7 meeting and EU Summit, it has 

emerged that the EU has normative features in the following fields: human rights, good 

governance and sustainable development. 

2.5.2. The EU’s instrumental attractiveness 

An indicator for the EU’s instrumental/economic attractiveness in the sustainable development 
field is the EU’s ability to attract and encourage sustainable investment by influencing the 

regulatory framework. The amount of sustainable investment can serve as a rough proxy for the 

EU’s attractiveness from a sustainable investment perspective – it indicates whether the EU’s 

economic and regulatory environment encourages sustainable investment or not. Sustainable 

investments are investments chosen by an investor which takes due account of economic, social 

and governance (ESG) considerations in their investment decisions64,65. 

As shown in the figure below, ESG (environmental, social, governance) considerations are 

strongly related to the SDGs: all of the 17 SDGs refer to at least one ESG consideration. Both 

SDGs objectives and ESG considerations are directed toward the creation of value in the long 

term in a comprehensive way, broadly involving different sectors and actors in society. As a report 
by the World Economic Forum (2019) states, ESG performance is considered as a barometer for 

companies’ commitment and progress towards the SDGs and the SDGs complement and support 

 
64 Environmental considerations refer to climate change mitigation and adaptation, preservation of biodiversity, pollution 
prevention and circular economy. Social considerations refer to inequality, inclusiveness, labour relations, investment in 
human capital and communities, human rights issues. Governance considerations refer to management structures, 
employee relations and executive remuneration. https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/banking-and-
finance/sustainable-finance/overview-sustainable-finance_en  
65 ESG integration is the most used sustainable investment strategy globally after the negative/exclusionary strategy. 
Global sustainable investment reached USD 30.7 trillion in the five major markets (the EU, United States, Japan, Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand).  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/banking-and-
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investors’ decisions that account for ESG considerations. Indeed, private investment decisions 
oriented towards sustainable assets strongly contribute to a successful achievement of the SDGs 

(EUROSIF 2018a: 53).  

 

Figure 11 - A general representation of ESG considerations broadly mapped to the 17 
SDGs 

Source: Chakravarty (n.d.). 

In 2006, the United Nations launched the Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI), a voluntary 

set of investment principles which investors can commit to. PRIs encourage the incorporation of 

ESG matters into investment practices, to create a global financial system that is able to reward 

long-term, responsible investment which benefits the environment and society. However, with two 
main events happening in 2015, Agenda 2030 with the SDGs and COP 21 with the Paris 

Agreement, the movement towards sustainable investment has been shaken up. Indeed, after 

the launch of Agenda 2030 and the SDGs, investment decisions have been influenced by the 

increased visibility and urgency around the SDGs: furthermore the PRI has shifted its focus from 

encouraging the incorporation of ESG matters to encouraging the selection of investments whose 

outcomes are best aligned with SDGs (PRI 2020). The attention towards sustainable investment 

is gaining even more importance during the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, according to the 2020 
EY Europe Attractiveness Survey, the pandemic enhanced consumers’ awareness of 

sustainability even more, putting increased pressure on the EU to continue to be an attractive 

environment for sustainable investments (Dhont and De Rose 2020).  

2.5.2.1  Sustainable investments in the EU  

Several reports state that the EU is a frontrunner in sustainable investing. From a report by 

GSI Alliance published in 2018, important figures about sustainable investments in the EU 
emerge: (i) in 2018 the EU was the global leader in sustainable investing with the highest amount 

of sustainable assets (USD 14.1 trillion) and with 46 % of global sustainable investing assets 
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located in the EU, (ii) the growth rate between 2016 and 2018 is modest (11 %) and it has even 
decreased by 1 % compared to 2014-2016, (iii) the percentage of sustainable investing assets 

relative to the total managed assets is 48.8 % but it has declined between 2014 and 2018 (GSI 

Alliance 2018). Eurosif (2018a) shows that sustainability-themed investment, namely long-term 

investment associated with SDGs, such as water scarcity, energy efficiency, carbon reduction, 

agriculture and access to education, have grown substantially between 2009 and 2017, with a 

compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 25 % between the eight years (EUROSIF 2018b).  

Another element that indicates the broad presence of sustainable investments in the EU is the 

subscriptions to the UN Principle for responsible investment which publicly demonstrates the 

commitment of an organisation towards the integration of ESG considerations in investment 

decisions. The signatories of the PRIs are more densely located in the EU compared to other 
countries: there are 1 728 signatories from the EU66, 678 from the US, 51 from China (according 

to the PRI Signatory Directory). Since the commitments are voluntary, there is not a legal 

obligation to comply; however, such commitments are increasingly seen as soft law, therefore the 

signatories are expected to comply with the commitment of integrating ESG considerations into 

investment decisions (PwC n.d.). 

2.5.2.2  Sustainable investments outside the EU 

Outside the EU, other governments are attributing increased importance to sustainability in 

investments. This shows a shift towards sustainability thanks to an alignment with ESG 

considerations, a field where the EU is leading the way.  

 United States. Although the United States is the world’s largest market for investors, it lags 

behind the EU when it comes to sustainable investing. In 2018, the US registered USD 12 

trillion invested in sustainable assets, which represents 25.7 % of the total managed assets. 

The presence of sustainable investing assets is increasing in the US: 39 % of the total 

sustainable investments worldwide are located in the US. The US is planning a voluntary 
alignment to the EU Taxonomy since it would likely attract capital from EU investors (Farmer 

and Thompson 2020). 

 China. Although China is not presenting clear data about the amount of sustainable 

investment assets in the country, it emerges that it has recently entered into a positive 

momentum towards sustainable investing. The first UN PRI’s signatory from China appeared 

only in 2011, and, as of November 2019, the number increased to 32. In a report by the 

China Social Investment Forum (CSIF), it emerges that China started later than EU Member 
States and the US in incorporating ESG considerations into investment decisions (only 2 % 

of equities were ESG in 2019); however, the report projects an acceleration in the 

development of China’s sustainable investment (CSIF 2019). As China’s equity markets 

have gradually opened up to the international stage, ESG considerations have been 

 
66 Belgium & Luxemburg, CEE & CIS, France, Germany & Austria, Netherlands, Nordics, Southern Europe, UK & Ireland. 
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propelled to the forefront, both for internal reasons and to be more active in and aligned with 
the international stage (Lai and Templeton 2020).  

 India. India has emerged as an important destination for investors aligned with the SDGs, 

even if the incorporation of ESG considerations is still not well integrated in investors’ 

decisions (Tandon 2020). India adopted a number of fiscal and policy measures to address 

climate change by increasing sustainable investments. Companies are signing up to the 

UNPRI and investors increasingly account for ESG considerations in their investment 
decisions. One of the main problems for India is the lack of definitions, and the EU is 

considered as an example to follow for the preparation of a taxonomy (Prakash and 

Purkayastha 2020).  

In conclusion, the EU attracts the highest number of sustainable investments, defined as 

investments that take due account of ESG considerations, compared to countries outside the EU. 

In this section, the presence of sustainable assets in the EU is a proxy of its instrumental 

attractiveness in the area of sustainable development. This indicates that the EU has created a 

favourable economic and regulatory environment for sustainable investment. Furthermore, as the 
section on normative attractiveness has shown, clear legislation on sustainable finance is the 

basis to attract investors which are concerned by ESG considerations. Other countries are looking 

closely at the developments of the EU’s legislation and many are following the EU as an example. 

2.5.2.3  Final Considerations on the Level of Attractiveness 

The analysis above has shown that the EU is attractive in some specific areas. Recently, third 
countries have started to use the EU Taxonomy Regulation as a reference for the classification 

of financial instruments as sustainable. At the same time, the EU neighbouring countries and the 

accession countries look at the EU policies and initiatives as a reference for their internal policies 

and some perception studies showed that the EU is attractive in some fields such as sustainable 

development, human rights, climate mitigation or good governance. In addition, the EU has 

established partnerships with third countries which have an objective to achieve the SDGs, and 

the EU’s best practices are often reproduced in those countries. Finally, the EU is successful at 

attracting sustainable investment from private investors, showing that the EU’s regulatory and 
economic environment is favourable for ESG investment. The amount of ESG investment in the 

EU can be considered as a rough proxy for the EU’s attractiveness from an ESG investment 

perspective and indicates that the EU is capable of increasing the movement towards ESG 

investments.  

Regarding the phase around 2015, we attribute a moderate/high level of attractiveness to the EU 

when it comes to sustainable development. Regarding the earlier phase around the MDGs in 

2000 there is no clear evidence on the level of attractiveness of the EU in this period. We did not 

observe normative or economic attractiveness of the EU, probably because the conceptualisation 

of sustainable development was still at an early stage in the EU. 
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2.6. Opportunity/necessity to act 
Sub-
dimension 

MDG phase: 2000-2015 SDG phase: 2015-present 

1. Trade and 
economic 
cooperation 

Sub-level: Moderate 
 The EU used the 

momentum created by the 
MDGs to pursue a trade 
liberalisation agenda 

 The first FTAs including a 
‘trade and sustainable 
development chapter’ are 
adopted in 2009  

Sub-level: Moderate 
 Stuck in the middle of a trade war 

between the US and China, the EU 
turns to bilateral trade relations and 
assumes a defensive position 

 The EU continues to include and 
expand TSD chapters in FTAs but does 
not move towards a binding framework 

 
2. 
Development 
cooperation 

Sub-level: Moderate 
 The EU becomes the 

largest development aid 
donor globally 

 Minimal and ad hoc 
reaction to the growing 
Chinese presence in 
international development  

Sub-level: Moderate 
 The EU’s opportunities for global 

leadership are shrunk as a result of 
China’s growing assertiveness and 
Brexit 

 The EU reacts to the funding and 
leadership gap created by Brexit in EU 
development policy and pushes EDF 
reform 

 
3. Peace, 
justice and 
strong 
institutions 

Sub-level: Moderate 
 •Relatively uncoordinated 

actions in reaction to 
emerging crises 

 

Sub-level: Low 
 The EU continues to show varying 

levels of capacity to swiftly react to 
emerging crises 

 The EU is an important advocate of 
human and political rights issues and 
shows pragmatism in forming alliances 
in the immediate geographic 
neighbourhood (e.g. in Syria much 
more than in Myanmar or Venezuela). 

Table 14 - Opportunity/Necessity to act by dimension and phase 
Source: Authors 

Opportunity and necessity to act are an external dimension of actorness measuring the presence 

and position of the EU in the global policy arena. More specifically, this dimension refers to the 

actor constellation in the international arena, windows of opportunity that may emerge from 

changes in policy preferences of other actors, the development of global trends. Accordingly, the 
purpose of this section is to identify key (transformative) processes which contributed to the 

reconfiguration of global power dynamics, as well as key global events. These events can require 

swift and coordinated reactions or open windows of opportunity for EU action in the area of 

sustainable development. Based on the identified trends and events, this section will examine 

whether the EU seized an opportunity to act, reacted to emerging necessities, and/or showed 
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willingness to step out of the status quo to bring about transformative progress towards the 
attainment of the MDGs and the SDGs in the respective phases67.  

Based on these observations, this section aims to answer two research questions: (i) What 
transformative processes and events in the global policy arena for SDGs created a necessity or 

opportunity for EU action? (ii) How can we describe the EU’s responsiveness to changing 

opportunity structures and engagement in new actor constellations using the example of three 

case studies?  

2.6.1. The changing global policy arena for sustainable development  

Since the MDGs were adopted in 2000, the global power dynamics as well as policy preferences 

of key global actors have transformed considerably. Declining normative uniformity, the rise of 

nationalism and populism in national politics, rule of law backsliding and rising protectionism in 

trade all threaten the potential for global cooperation for the attainment of previously the MDGs 

and today the SDGs (Bodenstein, Faust and Furness 2017). 

In particular, during President Donald Trump’s presidency (2016-2020), the United States has 

shown declining commitment to sustainable development, withdrew its support for multilateral 

cooperation (both in global governance institutions as well as in national foreign policy), entered 

into a dangerous trade war with China, showed denial of man-made climate change and 

attempted to reassert the country’s normative dominance in a number of key human rights issues 
(e.g. in the area of female reproductive health) (Igoe 2019). Following the transition to the Biden 

administration, the international community is expecting an opportunity to reinstate multilateral 

cooperation with the US in climate and sustainable development issues. Nevertheless, it is still 

too early to judge whether the new President will try to reassert the country’s leading role in the 

global policy arena for sustainable development.  

At the same time, China has been showing a growing appetite to assume global leadership in 

social and environmental issues and become the main actor in international development under 

the framework of the Belt and Road Initiative (Liu et al. 2020). China’s evolving role in this area 

resulted in the shrinking of the EU’s scope of action and posed a challenge to its position as a 

normative leader in this domain by offering an alternative view of the social and political 
underpinnings of sustainability (Kloke-Lesch 2018).  

While having suffered from numerous internal crises over the last two decades, on the global 

level, the EU is often seen as the last remaining global actor that is committed to rules-based 
multilateralism (Tocci 2018). As a result of the changing dynamics of global governance, which 

 
67 Whether the EU acts in reaction to an event or whether it takes the initiative to become the first-mover in a given field 
is largely dependent on other internal dimensions of actorness. For example, it is not possible for the EU to take an 
opportunity to act if it does not possess the relevant competences, authority, and resources in a given policy area. 
Furthermore, when internal cohesion is lacking on a given topic, the EU will often not be able to produce collective action. 
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are increasingly characterised by unilateralism and power politics, the EU faced numerous 
external developments which created a necessity to react, and also opened up opportunities for 

ambitious EU action. However, the case studies below will demonstrate that due to internal and 

external shocks, the EU has not always demonstrated an ability to seize these opportunities or 

react to external events.  

2.6.2. Case studies on key policy areas 

To evaluate the EU’s capacity to react to emerging opportunities in the sustainability policy arena, 

it is necessary to narrow down the focus of the analysis. The following subsections will therefore 

focus on three broad policy fields which are considered key to sustainable development. More 

specifically, the selected policy areas are the ones where the EU is seen as ‘having a capacity to 

innovate in multilateral systems’ and where ‘immediate windows of opportunity arose for the EU 

to fill the gap in a more and more fragmented multilateral system’ (Gowan and Dworkin 2019). 

These are (i) trade and economic cooperation; (ii) international development cooperation; and (iii) 
peace, justice and strong institutions.  

2.6.2.1 Trade and economic cooperation  

International trade policy is considered to be a key area for cooperation in the context of 

sustainable development under both the economic, social and environmental pillars68. For this 

reason, the positive and negative effects of trade on sustainable development have been 

important issues in the negotiations leading up to the adoption of both the MDGs and the SDGs 
(Stocchetti 2016). While international trade agreements can sometimes lead to worsening 

working conditions and have negative impact on the environment by for example causing 

deforestation and biodiversity loss, they can also contribute to the protection of regulatory 

standards as well as social and environmental values. Furthermore, trade agreements provide 

entry to markets and contribute to creating jobs, raising incomes, therefore reducing poverty and 

promoting (sometimes sustainable) growth in trade partner countries. Therefore, by reason of 

being the world’s largest trading bloc through trade partnerships, the EU holds the potential of 

exerting its ‘soft power, in particular to open up its partners’ markets […] and defending core 
principles, while promoting economic development outcomes based on its partners priorities 

rather than its own’ (Bilal and Hoekman 2019). It is therefore possible to conceptualise every 

possibility to conclude a trade agreement or otherwise foster an open rules-based multilateral 

trade system as an opportunity to mainstream sustainable development into international 

economic cooperation.  

The EU’s role in the multilateral trade system  

 
68 In particular, according to the WTO, trade contributes to delivering the following key SDGs: SDG 1 (No poverty); SDG 
2 (Zero hunger); SDG 3 (Good health and well-being); SDG 5 (Gender equality); SDG 8 (Decent work and economic 
growth); SDG 9 (Industry, innovation and infrastructure); SDG 10 (Reduced inequalities); SDG 14 (Life below water); SDG 
17 (Partnership for the Goals). Available at https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/coher_e/sdgs_e/sdgs_e.htm. 

https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/coher_e/sdgs_e/sdgs_e.htm.
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During the Doha Development Round of multilateral trade negotiations in 2001, the EU had a 
strong and distinctive negotiating position. Following the Uruguay Round, which led to the 

establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995, the EU has been ‘the most 

persistent and vigorous advocate of a broad trade agenda, going beyond the ‘”built-in agenda” on 

agriculture and services, to include non-agricultural products, competition policy, investment, 

government procurement and trade facilitation, as well as trade and the environment and trade 

and core labour standards’ (Young 2007: 789).  

The start of the Doha Round coincided with an important shift in the international discourse on 

trade which increasingly started to emphasise the development dimension of trade. The MDGs 

drew the international community’s attention to global poverty and highlighted the need for pro-

development trade policies. This trend translated into strengthening pro-liberalisation sentiment 
among governments, which created an opportunity for the EU to pursue a liberal trade agenda 

and to introduce the ‘Everything but Arms’ initiative the objective of which is to unilaterally remove 

trade barriers on (almost) all products except for arms and munitions (Young 2007). 

In addition to pursuing traditional trade liberalism, the EU aimed to safeguard European social 

rules, including core labour and environmental standards from the challenges of trade 

liberalisation. To this end, the EU attempted to seize the momentum created by the adoption of 

the MDGs and ‘use trade policy as a means of inducing others to make their policies more like 

those of the EU and its Member States’ (Ibid., 797). The EU’s efforts on this front illustrate that it 

was one of the first global actors that realised the WTO’s potential for promoting human rights, 

reinforcing social and democratic principles, and its contribution to sustainable development and 
environmental protection. However, developing countries’ governments showed extreme hostility 

towards the EU on these issues because they saw these efforts as allowing for ‘green 

protectionism’ and ‘health protectionism’. As a result, the EU recognised that there was only a 

meaningful opportunity to advance the traditional trade liberalisation goals and eventually 

abandoned its social trade policy agenda (Young 2007; Lamy and Gnesotto 2004).  

The current WTO crisis, emanating from the United States’ unilateral recourse to protectionist 

trade measures against China and further efforts to block the WTO’s dispute settlement 

mechanism, represents a strong threat to a multilateral rules-based trade system and risks the 

return of ‘unilateralism and power-based bilateral trade relations’ that dominated at the start of 

the century (Bilal and Hoekman 2019). The return of protectionism in general, and the tension 
between the US and China in particular, threaten to undo substantial sustainable development 

efforts and investment (Jones 2020). Against this background and in face of the WTO’s inability 

to resolve the tension, the opportunity structure of the EU has changed considerably. The 

European Commissioner for Trade at the time, Phil Hogan, communicated that EU trade policy 

will necessarily become more defensive to ‘strengthen further Europe’s ability to protect itself from 

unfair trade practices’ and he will make sure ‘that the EU disposes of the right tools to assertively 
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defend its rights’ (European Parliament 2019). The words of the Commissioner point towards the 
realisation that there was no opportunity for the EU to shape the external policy environment in 

line with EU preferences, and hence the priority became to be more defensive. As such, the EU’s 

continued efforts to use bilateral trade agreements to shift the governance environment can be 

seen as a response to the crisis of multilateralism and the decline of the WTO’s authority.  

Trade and sustainable development chapters in EU Free Trade agreements 

Having discussed some questions related specifically to multilateral trade, this section considers 

how the EU has sought to use bilateral free trade agreements (FTA) as opportunities to shift the 

governance environment. No single FTA might have the systemic impact of a well-functioning 

WTO, but given the trading scale of the EU, the cumulative impact of all its FTAs could amount 

to a significant driver of SDG-related behaviours around the world.  

The sustainability dimension of international trade policy is given expression in ‘Trade and 

Sustainable development’ (TSD) chapters of international trade agreements. The EU has been 

at the forefront of incorporating a sustainable development agenda in international trade 

agreements, the first of which was introduced in 2009 in the EU-Korea Free Trade Agreement, 

showing that the EU has already been pursuing sustainable development in international trade 
policy in the MDGs era. To date, at least 12 ‘new generation’ FTAs include rules on trade and 

sustainable development69. These sections refer to ‘the right of each party to establish its own 

levels of environmental and labour protection; a commitment to respect the fundamental rights at 

work; and facilitating trade in environmental goods and services (renewable energy, energy 

efficient and eco-labelled goods) (Kettunen 2020).  

The EU has progressively expanded the sustainable development chapters in subsequent FTAs. 

However, to date there is no sanction mechanism backing these chapters. As such, their 

usefulness remains unclear. Even more so, civil society organisations often attack the EU for 

making empty promises in sustainability chapters despite the apparent negative impacts of trade 

agreements on human rights, economic sectors and the environment, such as in the case of the 
recent EU-Mercosur FTA (Voituriez 2019). Therefore, the main critique of the EU for not having 

seized opportunities in the negotiation of these FTAs is grounded in the argument that when 

‘faced with these pitfalls, not only has the EU not sought to reshape international trade law into a 

stronger multilateral framework for correcting the major structural imbalances caused by previous 

multilateral agreements (particularly in terms of agriculture and environmental and social 

emergencies), but it has negotiated even more bilateral agreements with the same flaws.’(Dupré 

2020).  

 
69 Canada; Central America; Colombia/Peru/Ecuador; Georgia; Japan; Mercosur; Mexico; Moldova; Singapore; South 
Korea; Ukraine; Vietnam. See at https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/policymaking/sustainable-development/  

https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/policymaking/sustainable-development/


D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
243 

Nevertheless, the international community has been optimistic that ‘FTAs may eventually serve 
as an institutional push to introduce formal rules and regulations on sustainable development at 

the national level in partner countries, which would support responsible businesses in the long 

run’ (Kettunen 2020). The adoption of the European Green Deal gives room for such optimism. 

Considering the EU’s commitment to decarbonise the European economy by 2050, it is also the 

interest of the EU to make these sustainable development chapters binding. As a result of the 

Green Deal, European businesses will need to make substantial investments in sustainability to 

ensure timely transition. Therefore, in order to avoid creating a competitive disadvantage for 
European companies, trading partners must be equally committed to the SDGs. There have 

already been a number of initiatives on this front, such as the idea that the EU would impose a 

carbon border adjustment mechanism (or carbon border tax). The levied tax would be 

proportionate to the amount of carbon emissions attributable to the goods being imported to the 

EU market. According to the proposal, if an agreement is reached with a third country regarding 

the compatibility of their own carbon-pricing mechanisms, producers from those countries would 

be exempt from the tax.  

In conclusion, the EU had multiple opportunities to react to global developments and trends in 

international trade policy to advance sustainable development targets. Considering the size and 

relevance of the EU as a trading partner, the EU must act to avoid the collapse of the rules-based 

multilateral trade system. This section concludes that even though the EU has been assertive in 
facilitating international economic cooperation (as opposed to resorting to protectionism) and 

fostered the mainstreaming of sustainable development into trade agreements, it has failed to 

seize these opportunities to create binding commitments to the SDGs. This justifies the attribution 

of moderate level of actorness: although the EU has acknowledged crises and windows of 

opportunities to act in the area of trade policy, it was reluctant to step out of the status quo of 

trade liberalisation and assume an assertive role in sustainable trade cooperation.  

2.6.2.2  International development cooperation 

International development cooperation has been a core feature of the global sustainable 
development agenda since the start70. The EU is known to be the world’s largest donor of 
development aid (European Commission 2020f). Over the last two decades, however, a number 
of global political events and emerging trends posed challenges and opportunities to the EU’s 
development policy and status among other global actors in this field. First, the growing presence 
of China (and other Southern countries) in Africa since the early 2000s altered the actor 
constellation in this policy area and posed normative as well as geopolitical challenges to the 
EU’s long-standing position in dictating the foundations of development cooperation. Second, 
Brexit created a ‘funding gap’ and a ‘policy leadership gap’ in the EU’s development cooperation 
policy. The combination of major changes in China's external role and the internal impact of Brexit 
means that the EU’s opportunity space to shape the governance landscape in the area of 

 
70 The EU’s actorness in the area of development policy is also discussed in detail in the EU-Africa Relations Deep Dive.  
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development cooperation has shrunk. Therefore, there was a necessity for the EU to respond to 
these developments and adapt to having less influence in the short to medium term.  

2.6.2.2.1 The South-South cooperation 

Emerging (global) powers and the rise of the so-called South-South Cooperation (SSC) has 
increasingly altered the opportunity structure of the EU in the area of development cooperation 
since the early 2000s. Whereas in the ‘old’ global order, development cooperation has been 
traditionally conceived as being dominated by North-South development aid ties, the 
unprecedented growth of some southern powers such as China, India and Brazil posed 
challenges to the EU’s role and continued influence. The changing power structures in the global 
arena in the field of development cooperation is reflected in how ‘differing worldviews, normative 
values and approaches progressively clash in the field of development cooperation, changes to 
power structures and political leverage alter partnerships, and developing countries increasingly 
discover alternatives to the cooperation schemes of Europe’ (Fejerskov 2013). These changes 
are seen as both an opportunity and a challenge to the EU’s development policy as ‘they force 
traditional institutions and donors to re-evaluate their motives, priorities, strategies and models of 
development cooperation, and put pressure on the EU to assess comparative advantages and 
key strengths in its development cooperation’ (ibid.).  

There are two main underlying reasons for the changing model of development cooperation. First, 
because of the global financial crisis of 2008, the EU budget for international aid suffered (OECD 
2012). More importantly, however, developing countries have made it through these crises 
without massive help from the EU. As a result, the dynamics of development cooperation shifted 
from interdependence to partnership (Humphrey 2010). 

 

Figure 12 - GDP Growth Rates, 2001-2011      
Source: Fejerskov 2013. 
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Emerging southern powers quickly capitalised on the ‘partnership’ approach and gained political 
influence in recipient countries. The SSC’s ‘economic relations almost entirely take the form of 

loans rather than charity, perhaps to avoid the lack of fulfilment of commitments characterising 

traditional aid, but also stressing the reciprocal nature of cooperation’ (Fejerskov 2013). While the 

approach appears more flexible and progressive, the several actors have been worried about 

their impact on sustainable development. In particular, it is worrying that the loans offered by 

China are not sustainable and political commitments to democracy, human rights and the rule of 

law have no impact on China’s target selection (Igoe 2019). As such, China’s engagement seems 
to be motivated by the opportunity to exert political influence and secure access to land and raw 

materials rather than contributing to sustainable development.  

These trends have altered the EU’s opportunities for demonstrating actorness in the field of 
development policy. The growing influence of China's instrumental approach created challenges 

to the EU’s value-based approach and constrained its opportunities to promote global 

development through effective multilateralism (Grimm and  Hackenesch 2017). As a result, the 

EU’s response to China’s growing assertiveness has been ‘minimal’ and ‘ad hoc’ (Grimm and 

Hackenesch 2017). 

2.6.2.2.2 Brexit and EU development cooperation 

Brexit has important implications for both the funding and orientation for EU development 
cooperation. The European Development Fund (EDF) saw a big part of its contributions from UK 
funding, constituting approximately 15 % (D’Alfonso 2013). Therefore, by reason of being the 
EU’s third largest donor, the UK has been an important actor of the EU’s development policy. 
However, the funding gap is not the only issue that created a necessity for the EU to react to the 
withdrawal of the UK from the EU. Brexit also created a ‘policy leadership gap’ due to the fact that 
the UK has been an influential actor shaping the direction and orientation of EU development 
policy (Price 2019).  

The EDF reform proposed by the Commission in 2018 can be seen as a seized opportunity to fill 
the policy leadership gap created by Brexit. The initial reform proposal consisted of the creation 
of a new funding instrument in the EU’s MFF called the  Neighbourhood, Development and 
International Cooperation Instrument, incorporating the EDF under the EU budget (European 
Commission 2018b). Because the UK has traditionally been against the Commission’s efforts to 
incorporate the EDF into the EU’s general budget (due to being afraid of losing national influence), 
the Commission seized the opportunity created by Brexit to ‘establish itself as a ‘front runner’ in 
the SDGs and has sought to reposition itself by advocating for strong coordination mechanisms 
to monitor EU and Member States’ activities and the development of a ‘whole of government’ 
approach’ (Price 2019). Therefore, although the final version of the 2021-2027 Multiannual 
Financial Framework and in particular the budget for development cooperation is underwhelming 
in light of the initial proposals, the institutional reform is considered an important step towards 
reformulating the EU’s supranational institutions’ influence on development cooperation policy 
(Parandii 2020). 
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2.6.2.3 Peace, justice and strong institutions 

Peace, justice, and strong institutions are essential perquisites for sustainable development. 

Violence, conflict, human rights abuses and weak institutions were seen as the biggest threats 

hampering the attainment of MDGs (European Commission 2018a). Therefore, conflict 
prevention, post-conflict peacekeeping and the promotion of durable peace and stability became 

priorities of the Agenda 2030 – see SDG 16. The EU is an important actor in the area of security 

and conflict management. Nevertheless, there are numerous examples from the past illustrating 

how lack of internal cohesion can result in the inability to seize opportunities to provide a unified 

response to emerging crises.  

At the start of the century, the EU’s presence in the Middle East conflicts is illustrative of its 

capacity for collective action in this field. There are numerous examples of the EU reacting to 

opportunities to promote peace and stability by making use of its own tools such as the Euro-

Mediterranean Partnership and the Barcelona Process. In other cases, the EU failed to take a 

united stance and constructively engage with emerging conflicts such as in the context of the 
Israeli-Palestinian peace process.  

In more recent years, the EU’s capacity for acting in this field remained relatively inconsistent with 

varying degrees of capacity to act. The EU responded to conflicts and rising terrorism in the Arab 
world and in Sahel by backing the UN in their local efforts and peace operations as well as by 

cooperating with international aid agencies (Gowan and Dworkin 2019). At the same time, the EU 

and its Member States have also occasionally proved unable to act, for example when showing 

unity and support for the UN Global Compact on Migration in 2018 was necessary for tackling the 

emerging crises in the Global South (Gotev 2018).  

The EU’s inability to react to emerging necessities upon its own initiative is best illustrated by the 
sluggish and fragmented response it provided to the Mediterranean refugee crisis. The crisis 
peaked in 2015, when an unprecedented number of refugees and migrants, fleeing from conflicts 
in Africa and the Middle East, and in particular from Syria, travelled through the Mediterranean 
route to enter the EU. The internal division among Member States on migration issues as well the 
security-driven approach that primarily focused on urgent and immediate border control interests 
prevented the EU from addressing the root causes of migration from these regions and tackling 
the crisis on a structural level (Torelli 2018). As noted at the outset of this section, this is a clear 
example where the EU’s ability to react to external opportunities and necessities is hugely 
constrained by other internal dimensions of actorness. Indeed, if all other internal dimensions 
were aligned, the EU could have acted upon the necessity created by the refugee crisis, but the 
combination of weak cohesion and low authority (with Member States having ultimate authority 
over their borders) meant that in practical terms the opportunity for the EU to act was low.  

In the field of human rights, developments in recent years have also created opportunities for the 
EU to demonstrate strong presence in the international discourse on human rights. China has 
been trying to exert influence on the framing of the discourse, moving towards a sovereignty-
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oriented approach to human rights. Many believe that this created a necessity for the EU to step 
into a normative leader position (Gowan and  Dworkin 2019). The withdrawal of the US from the 
Human Rights Council (HRC) also created an opportunity for the EU Member States to create 
constructive alliances and take action. The new alliance with the Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC) enabled EU countries to pass multiple resolutions in the context of pressing 
conflicts and human rights abuses such as the Rohingya conflict and the extra-judicial killings of 
Filipino alleged criminals (Gowan and  Dworkin 2019). 

The EU-Rwanda relations for example illustrate the EU’s strong commitment to a universalist (as 
opposed to sovereignty-based) approach to human rights issues. The diplomatic relations 
between Rwanda and EU officials became increasingly hostile following the repeated critique of 
the European Parliament on the State of civil and political rights in Rwanda. In 2013, when the 
Rwandan Supreme Court dismissed the appeal of the (according to European standards) unfairly 
imprisoned Victoire Ingabire, leader of the opposition Unified Democratic forces, the European 
Parliament accused Rwandan courts of ‘not observing the principle of presumption of innocence 
of the accused and disregard for international justice standards’ and drew attention to the 
systematic abuses against political opponents, journalists and people in military detention centres 
(Koigi 2016). In 2016, following a visit to Ingabire in prison, a number of European Parliament 
members brought forward another resolution voicing their concerns of ‘Rwanda’s thinning political 
pluralism, dictatorship and the continued intimidation of the government’s dissenting voices’ 
(Ibid.). The resolution acknowledged the country’s significant progress towards the MDGs by 
managing to reduce poverty and children mortality and called the government to ‘extend these 
economic and social achievements to the field of human rights in order to fully move towards a 
modern and inclusive democracy which will then be able to provide the region with stability and 
to be example of good governance and national reconciliation’ (European Parliament 2016). The 
resolution also called upon the European Commission to review EU support to Rwanda and 
ensure that continued aid is conditional upon the country’s strengthened commitment to the 
protection of human and political rights. A study concluded that the EU ultimately chose not to 
sanction Rwanda because the expected negative impact of those sanctions on the economic and 
social progress in the country outweighed the expected effect of the sanctions for human rights 
breaches (Saltnes 2017). As such, the EU decided to prioritise ‘development norms over human 
rights and democracy concerns’ (Ibid., 18.).  

More recently, EU foreign policy is said to have failed Venezuela by missing a crucial opportunity 
to show support for the opposition leader Juan Guaido as interim president of the country. The 
European Parliament voted to recognise and accept Guiado as ‘the only legitimate interim 
president of the country until new free, transparent and credible presidential elections can be 
called in order to restore democracy’ and urged the EU Foreign Ministers Council to do the same 
(Ibid.). However, due to some members’ reluctance to show symbolic support, no joint declaration 
recognising the opposition was adopted. This is regrettable also because some believe that as 
‘Russia and the US continue to trade barbs over their spheres of influence, the EU could take up 
the role of negotiator and facilitator, especially for the Venezuelan people suffering due to the 
complete breakdown of essential services’ (Wesel 2019).  
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In conclusion, the EU’s presence in this field is characterised by varying levels of pragmatism and 
willingness to form alliances. The EU as a peacebuilding actor is demonstrating willingness to 
learn from old mistakes and improve (Juncos and Blockmans 2018). However, the selected 
examples also illustrated that internal weaknesses of the EU bloc often result in a failure to take 
action collectively.  

2.7. Credibility 
Subdimensions MDG phase: 2000-2015 SDG phase: 2015-present 

1. Qualitative
analysis of
credibility

Sub-level: Moderate 
 The EU is perceived as

acting positively regarding
the fight against poverty,
the protection of the
environment and peace in
the world by EU citizens
according to a
Eurobarometer survey.

 The EU has gained some
external credibility as the
largest donor of
development aid.

 The lack of concrete
measures to back up
promises and low policy
coherence diminish the
EU’s credibility

Sub-level: Moderate 
 Relatively good results for the EU in

the achievement of SDGs help the EU
maintain its external and internal
credibility

 NGOs and officials argue that the
commitments on sustainable
development are not backed by
concrete enough policy measures

 Prospects of increased policy
coherence might imply higher
credibility in the near future, with the
von der Leyen Commission and e.g.,
European Green Deal, but only if
backed by concrete policy measures

2. Experimental
analysis:
Measuring
perceived
trustworthiness
in international
media

Sub-level: 
No data available for this time 
period. 

Sub-level: Moderate 
 To supplement the qualitative analysis

of credibility, a media analysis of the
EU’s perceived trustworthiness was
conducted. According to this analysis,
4 % of all sentences mentioning the
EU broadly express trust or positive
sentiment towards the EU in
international media articles on
sustainable development.

 Compared to other global actors, the
EU is ranked 9th in terms of the
number of positive sentences. This
leads to a ‘moderate’ level of perceived
trustworthiness in international media.

Table 15 - Credibility by sub-dimension and by phase
Source: Authors 

The actorness dimension of credibility regards the extent to which the EU respects its 

commitments and follows up on its promised endeavours - both internally and externally. This 

section assesses the credibility of the EU as an actor in sustainable development policymaking 

in two steps. First, a qualitative analysis compares the EU’s commitment with its concrete action 
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and analyses public opinion polls as a proxy for credibility. Second, a media analysis investigates 
the EU’s perceived trustworthiness in 4 541 international media articles from leading media in the 

G7 and BRICS countries as an additional proxy for the EU’s credibility.  

2.7.1. Qualitative analysis of the EU’s credibility  

2.7.1.1 External credibility 

The EU’s external credibility depends on the extent to which it follows up on its promised 

endeavours and works to achieve its own commitments. The EU has been recognised as having 

played an active role in the negotiations of the Sustainable Development Goals and as generally 

supportive of an ambitious framework for sustainable development (Rijnhout and Zondevan 2018; 
Kettunen et al. 2018). There are therefore high expectations for the EU Member States to deliver 

on their domestic implementation: the credibility of the EU in sustainable development 

implementation will be hindered in the absence of a clear, comprehensive and ambitious strategy 

for implementation inside the EU (Renda 2017). The Council of the European Union highlighted 

the importance of implementing the SDGs for shaping the EU’s internal and external credibility in 

its set of conclusions ‘Towards an ever more sustainable Union by 2030’ (Council of the European 

Union 2019) published in April 2019, by calling for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda to be 
accelerated ‘both globally and internally, as an overarching priority of the EU, for the benefit of its 

citizens and for upholding its credibility within Europe and globally’. Moreover, there were also 

high expectations for the EU to deliver on its external action commitments (mainly through 

development aid) to help other actors implement the MDGs’ agenda. The following sections will 

therefore assess whether the EU has followed up on these high expectations and worked toward 

its commitments in both periods of the MDGs and SDGs. 

2.7.1.1.1 Credibility and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

Following the passage of the MDGs in the year 2000 the EU has been involved in several 

development partnerships and initiatives but moved relatively slowly in the implementation of key 

measures (section 1). Notable examples are the European Consensus on Development, which 

relied on the MDGs and adopted a political commitment on ‘Policy Coherence for Development’ 

(PCD) (European Union 2021) and a 12-point action plan in 2010 aimed at focusing its 

development policy on a renewed effort to reach the MDGs by 2015 (European Commisison 

2010). In the same year, the President of the European Commission, José Manuel Barroso, 
announced at the High-Level Meeting of the UN General Assembly in New York, that the EU 

would offer an MDG initiative of EUR 1 billion to foster progress towards the MDGs. In 2011, the 

European Commission published its ‘Agenda for Change’, laying down a programme of change 
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designed to heighten development impact further and improve results against the MDGs, by 
focusing on countries most in need and on priority sectors (European Commission 2011b)71. 

Beyond these general initiatives, did the EU stick to its commitments in practice? The EU and its 
Member States collectively provided more aid than all other donors combined: in 2012, they 

provided more than half of global aid (Muñoz Gálvez 2018). They also led the way in efforts to 

spend 0.7 % of gross national income on aid (part of MDG8), but most EU Member States fall 

short on these pledges. A report commissioned by the European Parliament’s Committee on 

Development and written by independent researchers concludes that the EU was an international 

driver for the achievement of MDGs, notably by implementing programmes and engaging in the 

international debate on aid effectiveness (Morazán et al. 2013). Overall, the report concludes that 

the EU has been perceived as credible in its external actions directed to the achievement of 
MDGs, by implementing programmes, providing financial aid when most needed, leading in the 

efforts towards a global partnership on development aid. 

Several authors argue that the EU’s credibility is limited due to its internal difficulties to reconcile 
domestic interests, particularly in trade, agriculture and fisheries policy, with the interests of 

developing countries (Morazán et al. 2013). The EU has notably been seeking to establish a new 

generation of free trade agreements with groups of developing countries: for instance, it 

participated in the negotiations of the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) initiated in 2002 

between the EU and African, Caribbean and Pacific states. In these negotiations, the EU’s 

repeated assurances that it will be a ‘partner for development’ were seen as mere rhetoric, mainly 

because of a lack of credible commitment to additional funding (Sheahan et al. 2010). Moreover, 
the EU has also been increasingly perceived as not credible in international trade talks, notably 

during the Doha round of negotiations at the WTO: the EU’s insistence to condition the 

liberalisation of agriculture for developing countries to negotiations on investment, competition 

and trade facilitation issues is widely regarded as one of the reasons for the collapse of the talks 

in the 2003 Cancún conference. Restrictions in access to its market for developing countries were 

additionally seen as incoherent with its development objectives (Halderman and Nelson 2004), 

and have been proven to be harmful to developing economies: the EU trade distorting policies 

and measures have been reported to cause more than USD 20 billion of net agricultural exports 
per year displaced from developing countries (IFPRI 2003). The EU Common Agricultural Policy 

in particular, has been perceived as undermining the livelihoods of millions of farmers in 

developing countries by dumping cheap products in their markets and denying them export 

opportunities to the EU market, which is seen as an incredible double standard by developing 

countries. 

 
71  Some action for individual MDGs was taken. For example, for the first MDG goal of eradicating extreme poverty and 
hunger the EU created a Food Facility which provided EUR 1 billion over three years (2009-2011) to improve agricultural 
productivity and food supply in 49 countries most affected by the soaring food prices in 2007/08. 
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2.7.1.1.2 Credibility and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

As regards the EU’s external credibility and the SDGs, one key policy area is trade policy – a 

policy area in the exclusive competence of the EU since the Lisbon Treaty (2009). Since its 2009 

FTA with South Korea, the EU has started to integrate trade and sustainable development (TSD) 
chapters in its trade agreements (European Commission 2017). Moreover, in 2020 the 

Commission appointed its first Chief Trade Enforcement Officer who is both tasked with ‘help[ing] 

EU exporters gain more value from partner markets and will also strengthen the enforcement of 

sustainable development commitments, notably in relation to the climate agenda and labour 

rights’ (European Commission 2020b). It remains to be seen, however, if this is sufficient to 

address the criticism by MEPs and civil society groups, that TSDs are not sufficiently enforced 

(Lowe 2019). Moreover, several empirical studies show that these sustainable development 

provisions are designed heterogeneously, particularly with regard to their degree of bindingness, 
enforceability and transparency (Poletti and Sicurelli 2018; Harrison et al. 2019, as cited in Poletti, 

Sicurelli, and Yildirim 2020). 

In 2017, the Commission published a non-paper to gather feedback and open the debate on its 

TSD approach, which led to a second non-paper published in 2018 in which the Commission 

outlines its plan to improve the enforcement of the TSD clauses. In her political guidelines, the 

then-candidate Ursula von der Leyen clearly stated that she ‘will ensure that every new agreement 

concluded will have a dedicated sustainable-development chapter and the highest standards of 

climate, environmental and labour protection, with a zero-tolerance policy on child labour’ (von 

der Leyen 2019). More time is needed to assess the implementation of these policies and 

therefore conclude on the improvement of the EU policy coherence and what it entails for its 
credibility. The European Green Deal for instance emphasises the importance of tackling negative 

spillovers to meet the EU’s sustainable development objectives, but no concrete action has been 

taken yet to ensure this coherence (SDSN and IEEP 2020). 

The Mercosur-EU free trade agreement is a recent example of the complexity of assessing the 

EU’s credibility when it comes to sustainable development. Mercosur states and the European 

Commission reached an agreement in June 2019 which includes mostly free trade provisions, but 

also a sustainable development chapter (European Commission 2019a). The final ratification of 

the agreement is, however, currently being blocked by the European Parliament and Member 

States like France. Some say that this lack of commitment undermines the EU’s credibility. Others 

say that this blockage strengthens the EU’s credibility, as Mercosur states like Brazil do not 
sufficiently comply with their climate commitments under the Paris Agreement, therefore 

undermining the soft sustainable development chapter in the trade agreement (Brzozowski 2021).  
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2.7.1.2  Internal credibility 

Besides the EU’s external commitments, the credibility of the EU also depends on its 

implementation of development goals internally. This is specifically the case for the SDGs. One 

of the innovations of the SDGs in relation to the MDGs is that they apply to all countries, both in 
the North and the South, and therefore also require advanced economies to act domestically 

(Hege and Barchiche 2019). The EU cannot be credible if it advocates for developing countries 

to implement policies which it is not prepared to implement itself. Eurostat has therefore started 

to publish a yearly report on the advancement of the EU to achieve the SDGs. Based on the EU 

SDG indicators, the 2020 report argues that progress towards almost all SDGs was noted over 

the past five years (Eurostat 2020). In particular, the report says that significant progress was 

made towards the achievement of ‘Peace, justice and strong institutions’, and good progress was 

noted towards ‘No poverty’, ‘Good health and well-being’, ‘Zero hunger’ and ‘Decent work and 
economic growth’. However, the report underlines that the indicators did not show any progress 

(if not negative progress) made on ‘Climate action’ and ‘Gender equality’, two issues about which 

the Union repeatedly underlines. Reacting to this report, SDG Watch Europe, an EU-level cross-

sectoral alliance of NGOs, argues that the situation is not as straightforward as suggested by the 

report (SDG Watch Europe 2020). They argue that the report is based on partial and subjective 

indicators, that slow progress is not enough to achieve the goals and that the negative spillovers 

on other countries are not taken into account. Another report prepared by teams of independent 
experts at the Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) and the Institute for European 

Environmental Policy (IEEP) highlights that compared with the rest of the world, the EU is doing 

better in terms of poverty eradication and is also well placed in terms of social protection, health 

and well-being (Sachs et al. 2021). This report based on the 2020 Global SDG Index prepared by 

the Bertelsmann Stiftung and the SDSN also argues that there are significant gaps in performance 

across EU countries, that EU countries also generate large negative spillover effects and that 

before the COVID -19 pandemic, even though there was progress of the EU since 2010, no EU 

country was on track to achieve the SDGs by 2030.  

These mixed results resonate with the criticism which the European Commission has been 

subject to regarding its ambition to achieve sustainable and inclusive growth, most notably on the 
fact that the goals and premises of its agendas were never mainstreamed into the policy process 

of the European Commission and other EU institutions (Renda 2017).  

When the Juncker Commission assumed office in 2014, sustainable development was not among 
the top 10 priorities formulated by the President. It was added the next year, with strong pressure 

from the European Parliament to do so. In 2016, the Commission presented a programme on 

Agenda 2030, consisting of an overarching communication of the EU next steps, a proposal for a 

new European Consensus on Development and the first Eurostat report on the achievement of 

the SDGs in the EU. In 2017, the Commission issued a White Paper on the future of Europe, 

laying down five different scenarios in which none included sustainable development and Agenda 
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2030 as part of the vision and narrative for a future EU. It has to be noted that the European 
Parliament, the Council, the Committee of the Regions, the European Economic and Social 

Committee and the civil society all worked hard in pushing the Commission to integrate 

sustainable development at the core of its work (Niestroy et al. 2019).  

However, a study commissioned by the European Parliament’s Committee on Development notes 

that by the end of 2018, the Commission had not yet developed any specific and measurable 

SDG implementation strategy, and that there had been no systematic steps taken to mainstream 

the SDGs in all EU policies, as announced in November 2016 (Niestroy et al. 2019). The report 

also highlights that the intention to mainstream the SDGs in all EU policies has not been fulfilled, 

not even in the revision of the Better Regulation Guidelines 2017.  

In 2019, the Commission released its long-awaited reflection paper ‘Towards a sustainable 

Europe by 2030’ (European Commission 2019b), which provides a diagnosis and summarises 

the state of proposals on the implementation of the SDGs at the EU level and proposes ideas for 

the future. Different reports commenting on this paper argue that it is still very vague and without 
concrete plans, targets or timeline (Hege, 2019; SDG Watch Europe, 2019). Five years after the 

adoption of Agenda 2030, the EU is still in the ‘reflection’ phase and lacks a concrete plan for the 

implementation of the SDGs. As SDG Watch Europe puts it: since 2015, ‘a lot is said, less is 

done’ with regards to progress towards the SDGs in the EU (SDG Watch Europe 2019). 

The new Commission led by Ursula von der Leyen started their mandate with a commitment that 

each Commissioner will ensure the delivery of the SDGs in their policy area, and that the 

Commission as a whole will be responsible for their overall implementation (European 

Commission 2020a). It was also finally agreed that the progress by Member States towards SDGs 

will be integrated in the European Semester. The next few years will allow us to conclude whether 

these commitments will contribute to enhanced or reduced credibility of the EU, i.e., if the 
Commission will actively back them up with strong policy measures. 

2.7.1.2.1 Public perception and internal credibility 

Public opinion measured by the Eurobarometer provides another indicator of the EU’s internal 

credibility. Although it did not ask questions specifically related to sustainable development during 

most years, a series of surveys conducted between 2003 to 2006 contains questions on the EU’s 
role and the fight against poverty in the world, the protection of the environment and peace in the 

world. We acknowledge here that public perception is not equivalent to credibility. By answering 

these survey questions, however, citizens express their positive or negative perception of the EU 

as an actor, which can serve as a proxy for the perceived credibility of the EU. We therefore make 

the assumption that more positive public opinion also indicates a higher degree of perceived 

credibility. 
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When asked if, in their opinion, the EU tends to play a ‘positive’ role, a ‘negative’ role or ‘neither’ 
regarding the fight against poverty in the world, around 45.6 % of respondents answered 

positively, and 17 % negatively. The positive trend increased over time (from 36 % in 10/2003 to 

49 % in 09/2006) while the negative answers did not vary significantly over the years (see the 

table below). When the same question was asked about the US’ role, the answers were more 

negative: overall, only 19 % think it tends to play a positive role regarding the fight against poverty 

in the world, while 52.2 % think it plays a negative one (see the table below).  

 

 Positive Negative Neither Do not know 

10/2003 36 % 19 % 33 % 13 % 

10/2004 45 % 17 % 29 % 9 % 

05/2005 49 % 16 % 27 % 8 % 

10/2005 49 % 16 % 28 % 8 % 

09/2006 49 % 17 % 27 % 7 % 

Table 16 - In your opinion, does the EU tend to play a positive role, a negative role or 
neither positive nor negative role regarding the fight against poverty in the world? 

Source: Eurobarometer 2003 - 2006 

 

 Positive Negative Neither Do not know 

10/2003 17 % 52 % 22 % 9 % 

10/2004 18 % 54 % 21 % 7 % 

05/2005 20 % 52 % 21 % 7 % 

10/2005 20 % 51 % 22 % 7 % 

09/2006 20 % 52 % 21 % 7 % 

Table 17 - In your opinion, does the US tend to play a positive role, a negative role or 
neither positive nor negative role regarding the fight against poverty in the world? 

Source: Eurobarometer 2003 - 2006 

 

When asked if in their opinion, the EU tends to play a positive role, a negative role or neither 

regarding the protection of the environment, 46 % of respondents answered positive in 

10/2003, and 60 % did three years later. Over the survey years, around 13.4% of respondents 

thought the EU was playing a negative role in the protection of the environment. When asked the 

same question about the US’ role, the answers were again quite the opposite and stable over the 

years: around 59.4 % of the respondents thought that the US tend to play a negative role 
regarding the protection of the environment, while only 16.6 % thought that it tends to play a 

positive one (‘Eurobarometer 2003-2006’ n.d.). 
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Finally, when asked if in their opinion, the EU tends to play a positive role, a negative role or 
neither regarding peace in the world, around 61.6 % think that it plays a positive role and 10.4 % 

a negative one, with no significant variation over the years. When asked the same question about 

the US’ role regarding peace in the world, the answers are here again more negative: around 

55 % think that the US tends to play a negative role, while 24 % think that it tends to play a positive 

one (‘Eurobarometer’ 2003-2006 n.d.).  

The comparison of the perception of the EU’s role in fighting poverty, promoting peace and 

protecting the environment with that of the US’s shows that the EU seems to benefit from more 

positive public perception when it comes to some of these important topics related to sustainable 

development. EU citizens tend to think that the EU exerts a positive role in these areas and – by 

extension – are more likely to see it as more credible in its efforts to achieve and act positively 
toward these goals. Additionally, the answers to these surveys can be compared with another 

Eurobarometer question surveyed over the same years (10/2003-10/2005), where the 

respondents were asked whether the EU gave them personally the feeling of trust (among other 

answers, with multiple answers possible) or not, only 20 % answered positively. This indicates 

that the above conclusion is not influenced by the overall trust of Europeans in the Union but is a 

reflection of the credibility of its sustainable development policies.  

A comparison over time is, however, not feasible considering the availability of the data: the 

Eurobarometer surveys provide indications of the EU’s credibility from 2003-2006, but do not 

contain information about the internal credibility of the EU with regard to sustainable development 

or specifically the SDGs the following years. 

2.7.1.3  Summary of the qualitative analysis 

The EU’s reputation as a credible actor has both an internal and an external dimension. The 

external dimension of credibility was assessed by analysing the credibility of the EU 

commitments regarding the MDGs and SDGs. First, based on the EU’s financial commitments 

and policy initiatives, we conclude that the EU had a moderate level of credibility during the phase 

of the MDGs. The Commission has been criticised for not making enough efforts to pass concrete 
policies to implement the MDGs or SDGs. Since 2017 and with the new Commission in 2019 

more ambitious commitments have been made. To what extent the EU will comply with these 

commitments remains, however, to be seen in the coming years.  

The internal dimension of credibility was assessed by analysing internal initiatives, like 

Eurostat’s approach to measuring progress towards the SDGs. Moreover, the internal dimension 

was assessed by analysing surveys in which EU citizens were asked to provide their opinion on 

the role of the EU in global topics related to sustainable development. Compared to the United 

States, the EU was perceived positively in relation to several policy areas related to sustainable 

development between 2003 and 2006. No comparable survey was found, however, to assess the 

same dimension for the SDGs in the following years.  
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2.7.2. The trustworthiness of the EU in international media 

To what extent is the EU perceived as ‘trustworthy’ in international media compared to other 

global actors? This section tries to answer this question by summarising the experimental findings 

of a media analysis on perceived trust towards the EU in international news articles on sustainable 

development. Trust and credibility are two closely related concepts in the actorness literature and 

the concept of trust was chosen for this analysis, as it is better suited for a media analysis, but 
closely related to credibility. More details on this analysis are provided in the methodological 

annex.  

The method used for this analysis is called ‘Natural Language Inference’ and is designed to 

identify and count sentences in news articles which broadly express the notion of trust towards 

an actor. The statistics are based on counting both sentences like: ‘No one has any reason to 

fear Europe, but everyone should be able to depend on Europe’ which directly imply 

trustworthiness or more generally positive sentences like: ‘The EU is America’s main trading 

partner’.  

More precisely, this analysis was conducted in several steps: (1) Extract all sentences mentioning 

the EU in 4 541 international news articles on sustainable development; (2) use a deep learning 

NLI model to extract all sentences that broadly express the notion that :‘The EU is (not) 

trustworthy’; (3) Count number of sentences and weigh them to avoid overrepresenting specific 
national media; (4) Repeat the same analysis for all G7 and BRICS countries to create a point of 

comparison; (5) Compare the weighted count of sentences across actors to inform a judgement 

on the ‘perceived trustworthiness’ of the EU in international media. It is important to note that this 

method is experimental, and it is not as precise at identifying trust in media articles as a qualitative 

analysis would be. At the same time, it provides a scalable solution to analyse thousands of media 

articles with decent accuracy (see also the methodological annex).  

The results are presented in the table below. In the eyes of international media, Canada is the 

most trustworthy actor among the G7+BRICS countries and the EU. On balance, 38 % of 

sentences mentioning Canada also broadly consider Canada as trustworthy. The EU is only 

ranked 9th out of 13 actors. On balance, 4 % of all sentences mentioning the EU also express 
trust towards the EU. The least trustworthy country in articles on sustainable development is the 

US. On balance, 9 % of all sentences mentioning the USA express distrust towards the USA in 

international media discourse. Based on this analysis, the EU is clearly not perceived to be the 

most trusted actor, but it is also not among the distrusted actors. For this sub-dimension of 

credibility/trust, this leads to an estimated ‘moderate’ level of trust.  
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Canada is (not) 
trustworthy. 38 % 50 % 11 % 78 96 18  5.0  

Germany is 
(not) 
trustworthy. 

23 % 30 % 7 % 81 113 32  3.7  

Italy is (not) 
trustworthy. 15 % 25 % 9 % 5 42 37  3.0  

South Africa is 
(not) 
trustworthy. 

15 % 25 % 10 % 38 62 24  3.0  

France is (not) 
trustworthy. 15 % 23 % 9 % 68 126 58  3.0  

The UK is (not) 
trustworthy. 14 % 23 % 9 % 78 130 52  3.0  

Brazil is (not) 
trustworthy. 7 % 19 % 11 % 11 73 62  2.4  

Japan is (not) 
trustworthy. 6 % 21 % 15 % 39 74 35 2.3  

The European 
Union is (not) 
trustworthy. 

4 % 16 % 12 % 37 119 82  2.1  

Russia is (not) 
trustworthy. 4 % 24 % 20 % 2 85 83  2.1  

China is (not) 
trustworthy. 1 % 16 % 14 % 7 294 287  1.9  

India is (not) 
trustworthy. -5 % 9 % 14 % -8 6 14  1.3  

America is 
(not) 
trustworthy. 

-9 % 4 % 13 % -194 100 294  1.0  

Table 18 - Trust statistics on BRICS+G7+EU in international media discourse on 
sustainable development 

Source: Authors 

3. EU Effectiveness in the global governance of 
Sustainable Development Goals 

3.1. Introduction 
Sustainable development has been understood as a topic of the ‘physical survival of a population,’ 

which is often connected to environmental protection, food production and poverty. Since the turn 

of the 21st century, the concept of sustainable development has gradually evolved, arguably 

thanks to initiatives by the European Union. It is now a broader concept that goes beyond physical 
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survival to attain a certain level of psychological needs and dignity. The change has been gradual 
and not all countries have attempted adequately to mainstream the idea of sustainable 

development as emerging countries might not find sustainable development a priority. Despite 

that, the European Union has been persistently mainstreaming the idea of sustainable 

development through different instruments, such as including conditions related to the UN SDGs 

in international trade agreements. Generally speaking, the Commission’s involvement has been 

significant in shaping the current global sustainable development agenda. 

This section focuses on the effectiveness of the EU’s ‘external’ efforts in leading or managing the 

global governance of sustainable development, but not the effectiveness of the EU’s ‘internal’ 

efforts in pursuing sustainable development, which has its own indicators for evaluation and is 

beyond the scope of this research. Therefore, the subjects to be studied are mainly the actions 
by European institutions and those representatives at the UN discussion of Agenda 2030 to 

extend the EU’s influence or leadership onto other international players in the field of sustainable 

development. They could be high-level negotiations with other nations, bilateral agreements, and 

standard setting. This section states the goals at the meso-level, which are specific to sustainable 

development. Next, we discuss some instruments by which the EU attempted to achieve those 

goals. Finally, we select two instruments, namely, EU trade policy and EU taxonomy of 

sustainable economic activities, and discuss those micro goals associated with the two 

instruments in length.  

3.2. Meso goals: Promoting sustainable development on two fronts 
Following the EU values as the guiding principle, the Commission attempted to extend its 

influence beyond its Member States in the field of sustainable development. The Commission not 
only takes it as the Polaris for internal development and incorporates various sustainable 

development initiatives into different policy domains, but also believes in the joint efforts by 

governments that require additional push. The EU has been strengthening its external actions 

concerning the global governance of sustainable development on two fronts.  

At the extensive margin, defined as the breadth of sustainable development, the EU has led the 

reshaping of the scope, expanding it towards the social and political dimensions. A worldwide 

milestone was the creation of Agenda 2030 that contains 17 sustainable development goals 

(SDGs). The EU was not directly involved since the EU is only an observer at the UN and has no 

voting right. But the Commission and the Council had stated the unified EU’s positions prior to 

the international discussions of the UN Open Working Group (OWG) on SDGs in several 
documents, which effectively bound Member States’ positions and actions. The two main sources 

of information are the Council Conclusions (2013) published in June 2013 and the Communication 

(A decent life for all: from vision to collective action) published in June 2014 (European 

Commission 2014).  
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At the intensive margin, defined as the intensity of efforts given the breadth, the Commission has 
been pushing for more concrete actions by international partners and proposed a tangible 

evaluation mechanism and a fair responsibility-sharing principle. Apart from fixing the principles 

in the Agenda 2030, the Commission has played a major role in mainstreaming sustainable 

development through several instruments, including associating SDGs with trade agreements and 

setting a taxonomy for sustainable economic activities.  

3.2.1. The extensive margin: Expand the scope of sustainable development 

The Commission had been advocating a broader definition of sustainable development almost a 

decade before the UN SDGs proposed in 2015. The evolution of the scope had been a gradual 

process. The UN Millennium Declaration in 2000 led to the launch of the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs), which were eight international development goals to be achieved by 2015, 

targeted at solving poverty and health problems of developing countries. Together with the goals, 

the MDGs also detailed specific measurable targets. The MDGs were believed to be a failure, 
except in some parts of Europe. Genuine engagement was little, though the rhetoric was grand 

(Hulme and Scott 2010). Nevertheless, the MDGs had laid the foundation for the subsequent 

development. Parallel to the MDGs, the European Council adopted the first EU sustainable 

development strategy (SDS) in 2001. A review of the EU SDS by the European Commission in 

2004 and the European Council in 2005 approved a declaration that identified seven key 

challenges to the world’s sustainable development, with elements already seen in the MDGs. 

Figure 13 lists the UN MDGs 2000 and the EU SDS 2006 to illustrate the evolution of the scope 

of sustainable development during the first half of the 2000s. The UN MDGs were formed against 
a backdrop of hunger and health problems in Africa, based on the Global North-South relation, 

and built around foreign aid as the main instrument. The EU SDS, while not dropping the global 

vision of narrowing the North-South development gap, attempted to address problems of the 

developed North, including climate change, sustainable consumption and production, and social 

inclusion. Global poverty challenge has become one of the goals whereas it did not occupy a 

central position. Instead, environmental protection and climate change had moved towards the 

central stage. For many less developed countries, some EU SDS targets were luxuries. For 
example, on education, the UN MDGs targeted universal primary education while the EU SDS 

went further and promoted widespread secondary education and employment of young people. 

Issues due to an ageing population were addressed by the EU SDS, which were mainly 

challenges facing the developed countries. The EU SDS has been occasionally reviewed and 

modified since 2006. The 2011 update closely followed the EU SDS 2006 but two additional goals 

have been added, namely, ‘Global Partnership’ and ‘Good Governance’, paving the path uplifting 

the strategy to the global stage. 
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Figure 13 - Comparison of un MDGs 2000 and EU SDS 2006 
Source: Authors’ interpretation 

Note: The MDG ‘To ensure environmental sustainability’ was split into five different goals of EU SDS 2006 and thus the 

evolution is depicted by dashed lines. While all EU SDS priorities find their roots from the UN MDGs, environmental 

protection had become more central. 
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The European Commission Communication in 2014 outlined the Commission’s vision of 
sustainable development ahead of the 2015 summit which passed the Sustainable Development 

Goals (European Commission 2014). Pages 5 to 11 of this Communication listed 17 potential 

targets. The Commission advocated for a transformed development agenda that addresses new 

challenges. First, a new universal framework should cover areas not sufficiently tackled by the 

MDGs. Second, the next agenda should consider climate change as a cross-cutting issue. Finally, 

the new framework should ensure a rights-based approach that emphasises human rights and 

addresses justice and peace. A comparison between the EU SDS 2011 and the proposed goals 
listed in the 2014 Communication, depicted in Figure 14, shows that the latter find the roots from 

the former. For example, ‘Social Inclusion’ was split into ‘Inequality’, ‘Education’ and ‘Gender 

inequality and women’s empowerment’ with more granular definitions. On top of these déjà vu 

targets, the Communication proposed two relatively distinctive targets, namely, ‘Human rights, 

the rule of law, good governance and effective institutions’ and ‘Peaceful societies’. The 

Commission indeed noted that these are ‘enabling conditions for progress’ and that ‘poor 

governance, including a lack of democracy, rule of law and respect for human rights, is currently 

hampering efforts towards poverty eradication and sustainable development’ (European 
Commission 2016b). The EU, represented by some Member States in the OWGs, was particularly 

vocal during the early meetings of the Open Working Group to push for two separate goals, one 

on peaceful societies, and the other on governance and rule of law (Arajärvi 2018)72. 

 
72 Also see the Statements of the Netherlands on behalf of the UK, Australia and Netherlands 
(https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/6370uk3.pdf) and Sweden 
(https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/6535sweden2.pdf). 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/6370uk3.pdf)
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/6535sweden2.pdf).
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Figure 14 - Comparison between EU SDS 2011 and the EU 2014 Communication 

Source: Authors’ interpretation 
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3.2.2. The intensive margin 

3.2.2.1 Establish a framework respecting national circumstances 

The UN MDGs’ framework was mainly aid-driven, channelling support from the Global North to 

the Global South (Radelet 2004). The background against which the SDGs were designed was 

substantially different. The rise of economic power of some less developed countries, changes in 

geopolitics and also changing global challenges all pushed the EU and also other major 

international players to reconsider the future strategy. The Commission recognised that: ‘Given 

that the scope of the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities is limited to global 

environmental degradation, this concept is not useful to address the wider challenges of the post-
2015 framework…Thus, while goal and target setting should be for all, the implementation of the 

universal framework should take into account differing national relevance and circumstances and 

respect national policies and priorities’ (European Commission 2014: 3). The idea was to involve 

some emerging countries to take more responsibilities in the pursuit of sustainable development.  

One of the main narratives before Agenda 2030 was to move the global governance of 

sustainable development towards ‘universal goals’. However, the principle of ‘universality’ in this 

context had multiple layers. First, the ‘universal applicability’ of goals implies that the scope of 

goals should be expanded. Whereas the MDGs largely focused on achieving development in 

developing countries, the ‘SDG agenda addresses common concerns, and so generates 

demands for all’ (Long 2015: 206). Second, ‘the universality of content’ relates to the ambition of 
the goals, in particular ‘[e]ach goal should aim at global zero’, and hence zero in every country, 

or at ‘access for all’ (ibid). On these levels, there was wide consensus among actors during the 

discussion. 

A third aspect of universality was however, one of the most controversial issues in the context of 

the post-2015 agenda, namely the tension between competing notions of fair distribution of 

responsibility for realising the goals. This aspect of universality is labelled as ‘universal but 

differentiated responsibilities’, which originates from the principle of Common But Differentiated 

Responsibilities (CBDR) and relates to financial burden-sharing under the SDG architecture. 

The concept of Common But Differentiated Responsibilities and Respective Capabilities (CBDR-

RC) was developed in the 1990s in the global governance framework for climate change and 

denotes the ‘lasting political consensus that the widest possible cooperation by all countries is 

needed to combat climate change and the adverse effects thereof’ (Pauw, et al. 2014, :1). At the 

same time, the concept incorporates differentiating logic based on the concept of equity in general 
international law, differentiated historical responsibility for emissions and the recognition of the 

‘special needs of developing countries, especially in the context of international environmental 

law’ (ibid, p.4).  
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The CBDR was first spelled out in Principle 7 of the Rio Declaration (UNCED 1992):‘States shall 
co-operate in a spirit of global partnership to conserve, protect and restore the health and integrity 

of the Earth’s ecosystem. In view of the different contributions to global environmental 

degradation, states have common but differentiated responsibilities. The developed countries 

acknowledge the responsibility that they bear in the international pursuit of sustainable 

development in view of the pressures their societies place on the global environment and of the 

technologies and financial resources they command’. 

However, the EU was against applying the principle to sustainable development without 

modification. ‘We are of the opinion that CBDR as set out in Rio Principle 7 in 1992 cannot apply 

as an overarching principle to a holistic agenda. It does not integrate the idea of dynamic 

differentiation as stated in Rio 2012: depending on realities, capacities and levels of development 
of countries. Moreover, it is worth recalling that Rio principle 7 has a clear limitation to 

environmental degradation’73. This sentiment was also shared with the United States. 

3.2.2.2  Construct an evidence-based evaluation mechanism 

The European Commission, as stated in the 2014 Communication, advocated a well-structured 

progress evaluation system in the framework of the SDGs. With clear indicators and aims, 

countries can evaluate their progress easily and compare to others systematically.  

As early as 2006, some years before the UN Summit on Agenda 2030, when the EU launched 

the EU SDS, each of the seven key challenges highlighted were accompanied by ‘operational 
objectives and targets’. For example, under the challenge ‘Climate Change and Clean Energy’, it 

was written that: ‘By 2010, 5.75 % of transport fuel should consist of biofuels, as an indicative 

target, (Directive 2003/30/EC), considering raising their proportion to 8 % by 2015’ (Council of the 

European Union 2013 :8). The report also listed the actions to follow in order to achieve those 

objectives and targets.  

The EU was eager to transfer such an indicator-based evaluation scheme to promote sustainable 

development at the global level. On Page 4 of the 2013 Council Conclusions, it was written that 

the post-2015 framework should: ‘Consist of a single set of clear goals, which are ambitious, 

evidence-based, achievable, action-oriented, limited in number and easy to communicate, with 

measurable targets and indicators which are both qualitative and quantitative and which should 
be reviewed and monitored to ensure transparency and accountability.’ 

3.2.2.3  Mainstreaming sustainable development 

The design and the announcement of Agenda 2030 were not the finish line. Subsequent efforts 

by the EU were necessary to mainstream sustainable development in concrete legal and financial 

initiatives, both in the EU and internationally. The need for mainstreaming was well acknowledged 

 
73 See the statement issued by the European Commission: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/ 
documents/13031eu.pdf 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/
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(Renda 2017) while the motivation and thus the degree of mainstreaming at the local and regional 
level have been low. The European Commission is better positioned to mainstream sustainable 

development as it is less political than national governments and thus less prone to short-termism 

(Niestroy et al. 2020). The mainstreaming was carried out in several policy areas and revealed in 

different policy tools and agendas. One example is the EU taxonomy of sustainable economic 

activities, which sets a guideline for companies and NGOs to report their efforts or achievements 

in sustainable development (see section 3.4.2). The EU is not only focused on mainstreaming 

sustainable development within the Union but is also trying to promote it through international 
relations. One major example is the EU trade policy. Conditions related to sustainable 

development have been written into the EU’s international trade agreements, though their 

enforceability is to be tested (see section 3.4.1).  

3.3. Instruments: How has the EU sought to attain these goals? 
To achieve the meso goals, the EU institutions, and sometimes Member States, worked together 

and influenced the global governance of sustainable development through different instruments. 

Possible instruments range from reliance on market forces (i.e. acting alone while expecting 

others to follow), cooperation with like-minded nations and organisations to participation in 

international goal- and standard-settings. The discussion of Agenda 2030 at the UN level was 

certainly one major stage where the EU attempted to insert its influence. On top of this multilateral 

cooperation, the Commission has moved to bilateral settings and also acted as a role model in 
setting standards and regulations. 

3.3.1. Advocate at the UN-level 

The EU was a major player in shaping the UN-level discussions on Agenda 2030. As a result of 

these discussions, Agenda 2030 includes an evidence-based evaluation scheme with targets 

clearly stated and indicators specified. One major development of the UN SDGs from the UN 
MDGs is the establishment of a systematic evaluation scheme of countries’ progress of 

sustainable development. The 17 SDGs are currently accompanied by 231 unique indicators. 

Each target of the 17 SDGs is measured or evaluated by at least one indicator. For example, 

Target 1.1 ‘By 2030, eradicate extreme poverty for all people everywhere, currently measured as 

people living on less than $1.25 a day’ is associated with the indicator ‘Proportion of the population 

living below the international poverty line by sex, age, employment status and geographical 

location (urban/rural)’. All indicators are available to the public and regularly updated. The 

Sustainable Development Goals Report, published by the UN every year, relies extensively on 
the quantitative inputs of those indicators. 

The fact that the EU has its own SDG indicators, adopted in May 2017, does not belittle the UN 
SDG indicators. The whole framework has been advocated by the EU, but countries may face 

different constraints in producing useful and compatible data, and thus the EU decided to adopt 
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its own indicators for further improving the evaluation scheme. Sixty-five of the current EU SDG 
indicators are aligned with the UN SDS indicators (Eurostat 2020). However, the EU failed to 

establish a responsibility-sharing principle that recognises continuous development of less-

developed countries. Such an ideological conflict originated from the intention of the developed 

countries to limit their responsibilities (Thérien and Pouliot 2020). While the Global North 

demanded the emerging actors to share the burden, the Global South emphasised sovereignty 

and independent choices.  

Meanwhile, the expansion of the scope of sustainable development faced resistance from some 

countries, especially on the inclusion of ‘rule of law’ in the UN SDGs. Most notably, developing 

countries, led by the Group of 77, were opposed to these governance-related goals from the 

outset. Note that the term ‘democracy’ was dropped from the statements released by the Member 
States participating in the UN Open Working Group. The softer position still encountered 

resistance from many developing countries. Many developing countries have been reluctant or 

unable to catch up to the level of democracy and rule of law of developed countries. They opposed 

the idea by arguing that there is no one-size-fits-all model of the rule of law. Russia was the most 

vocal opponent of including the rule of law in the new development agenda (Arajärvi 2018). The 

rejection also linked to their disagreement with the rule of law indices compiled by some NGOs. 

As SDGs should be universal, meaning that they should be based on common approaches, be 

supported by everyone and be equally applicable worldwide, the Russian delegation argued that 
taking political governance into the picture would violate this principle. Eventually, participating 

Member States were willing to word the title of the Focus Area without explicit reference to the 

rule of law. Still, Russia voiced strong opposition to the inclusion of SDG16. The Russian 

delegation argued that it would bring a fourth dimension into sustainable development (adding 

political governance to the social, economic and environmental dimensions), and that the goal 

was opening a door for interference in internal affairs of states.  

Nations finally compromised after replacing ‘the rule of law’ by ‘access to justice.’ Although it was 

a step backward, it was necessary to use a narrower concept to get through the negotiation. 

Considering the strong opposition by Russia and other less democratic countries, the negotiation 

was a hard-fought battle and the inclusion of it as SDG 16 should still be considered as an 
achievement. Yet, the grand idea of including a rights-based sustainable development goal that 

captures advancement of democracy and rule of law was not attained. 

Moreover, the declaration of the UN SDGs was criticised by commentators who described it as 

utopian with unattainable goals (Easterly 2015). For example, ‘ending poverty in all its forms and 

dimensions’ is arguably impossible to be attained before 2030. It is argued that Agenda 2030 was 

a step backward from its predecessor, which listed some precise and measurable targets, such 

as cutting the proportion in hunger by half. Another criticism is its breadth: the whole Agenda 

lacks a focus as all goals are claimed to be top priority.  
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Commentators might have voiced their discontent too early. The UN SDGs agenda has been 
transforming society at different levels. Companies and institutions have been following the UN 

SDGs in reshaping their workplace culture and practices (Pizzi, Rosati and Venturelli 2020). While 

this report does not aim at measuring the progress of sustainable development itself, there is no 

doubt that the UN SDGs are much more than dreamy idealism. The EU has been integrating the 

UN SDGs into various policy domains. While the COVID-19 pandemic poses a great threat and 

highlights the importance of human-nature relationship, the EU’s recovery plan has been heavily 

linked to and evaluated based on the 17 SDGs. The Commission has not forgotten the SDGs 
during this difficult period but commits to connecting the post-COVID-19 recovery to the SDGs74.  

3.3.2. Act as a global leader 

As a response to Agenda 2030 under the global framework and a consolidating move among the 

Member States, the European Commission published a Communication in 2016 to signal its 

commitment once again to sustainable development (European Commission 2016b). In various 
places the document stresses that the European Union had been instrumental in shaping the 2030 

Agenda and is willing to take the lead to advance the sustainable development in a global scale: 

‘The EU was instrumental in shaping the global 2030 Agenda, which is fully consistent with 
Europe’s vision and has now become the world’s blueprint for global sustainable 

development.’ (ibid. p.3) 

‘The 2030 Agenda provides an opportunity for the EU to strongly anchor its strategic 

orientation in the global effort to build a sustainable future, which the Union has co-shaped 

together with its partners.’ (ibid. p. 4) 

‘In the proposal for a new European Consensus on Development, the Commission proposes 

a new way of working with partner countries and together with Member States – from joint 

programming to joint actions – to ensure greater coherence, complementarity and 

effectiveness.’ (ibid. p.13) 

The Communication also echoes the Union’s efforts in promoting a rights-based approach to 

development and ‘differentiated partnerships in accordance with our partners’ development paths 

and needs’ (p.13). The Communication is a signal to other countries that the Commission takes 

Agenda 2030 seriously and wants to present itself as a leading model for others to follow. 

Sustainable development is a global public good, and as such subject to free-rider problems. A 

leader in action will provide incentives for others to follow. This Communication not only speaks 
to the Member States but also other nations that the EU would be leading the pursuit of SDGs. 

 
74 https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/news/jrc-study-eu-post-covid-recovery-strongly-connected-all-sustainable-development-
goals 

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/news/jrc-study-eu-post-covid-recovery-strongly-connected-all-sustainable-development-
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The case studies in Section 3.4 will go deeper into two areas (trade policy and sustainability 
reporting) to investigate to what extent these words are followed by actions.  

3.3.3. The EU trade strategy 

The European Commission has formulated a new trade policy strategy that embeds its 

commitment to achieving the SDGs. The strategy prioritises sustainability in trade policy and 

adopts a more ambitious and assertive approach in ensuring joint efforts of advancing the UN 
SDGs by Member States and trade partners. The following quotes from the Communication 

‘Trade Policy Review: An Open, Sustainable and Assertive Trade Policy’ (European Commission 

2021d) describe the intention to impose the EU’s influence onto other trade partners regarding 

the common objective of achieving certain SDGs: 

‘The EU works with partners to ensure adherence to universal values, notably the promotion and 

protection of human rights. This includes core labour standards, and social protection in line with 

the European Pillar of Social Rights, gender equality, and the fight against climate change and 

biodiversity loss.’ (p.6) 

‘The EU will not win the fight against climate change by acting alone. In order to succeed, it is 

important to promote the understanding among our partners that the green transformation is not 

only a necessity in the medium term, but already constitutes smart economic policy today’ (p.6) 

‘All EU policies need to contribute but progress will depend on global partners, on large emitters 

and polluters, being ready to increase their level of ambition. Trade policy will have an important 

supporting role.’ (p.12) 

‘The EU intends to do everything it can to support partners in their efforts to recover from the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and to achieve sustainable development. The EU’s dense 

network of trade agreements with these countries offer the prospect of closer economic 
integration and the development of integrated production and services networks. This would be 

part of a broader strategy to promote sustainable investment and improve the resilience of our 

economies through diversified value chains and foster the development of trade in sustainable 

products, including in order to support the climate and energy transformation.’ (p.17) 

The intention is indeed clear from the Communication that the EU will be attempting to leverage 

its economic power and trade benefits to embed elements of sustainable development into trade 

agreements with trade partners. The EU can use the attractiveness of the large internal market 

of 445 million consumers to reach trade agreements while implementing SDG-related conditions. 

Section 3.4.1 further investigates to what extent the EU is effective at leveraging its trade policy 

to promote the SDGs.  
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3.3.4. EU regulations and the Brussels effect 

EU laws and regulations apply to any firms doing business in the EU. Together with the 

globalisation of economic activities, the EU has been de facto externalising its laws and 

regulations beyond its borders – the so-called Brussels effect (Bradford 2020). One example of 

the Brussels effect is the EU Taxonomy Regulation. The regulation provides a uniform language 

that classifies investments into sustainable economic activities. The Taxonomy Regulation (EU) 
2020/852 entered into force in June 2020 and requires firms to disclose certain information 

regarding their economic activities75. Early evidence suggests that the EU taxonomy of 

sustainable economic activities has become the role model for other countries which attempted 

to harmonise their taxonomies with the EU’s. Meanwhile, the Better Regulation Toolbox has been 

considered as an important instrument for mainstreaming SDGs (Renda 2017, Renda 2021, 

European Commission 2020j) while a study evaluated that the Commission failed to fulfil its 

intention to mainstream the SDGs in all policies through better regulation tool (Niestroy et al. 
2020). The power of the Brussels Effect associated with the Better Regulation Toolbox is yet to 

be seen.      

3.4. Case studies 

3.4.1. Case 1: EU trade policy and sustainability provisions in CETA and 
other trade agreements 

This short case study focuses on a specific characteristic of trade agreements, namely their 

commitments to promote sustainable development. The analysis is used as a means of assessing 

the effectiveness of the EU in promoting sustainable development through its trade policy, 

identified as an instrument to achieve the meso goal of mainstreaming sustainable development. 

Among the several EU’s trade agreements, the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement 

(CETA) is specifically analysed. CETA is an unprecedented trade agreement between the EU 

and Canada. Their negotiations started in May 2009, the agreement was signed in October 2016, 

and it entered into force provisionally in September 2017. CETA is qualified as a mixed 
agreement, as it presents elements of both EU and Member State competences and requires the 

ratification of all the Member States before it fully enters into force. Most of the agreement 

currently applies, however national parliaments in EU countries still need to approve the 

agreement before it can take full effect. By 2021, 14 EU Member States ratified the agreement. 

3.4.1.1 The sustainability goals in EU trade agreements 

Art. 3(5) TEU, Art. 21(d) TEU and Art. 21(f) TEU provide that the EU should foster sustainable 
development through its external action and Art. 7 TFEU establishes that all EU policies, including 

trade policy, need to contribute to sustainable development identified as an EU objective.  

 
75 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32020R0852 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32020R0852
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In the Communication ‘Trade Policy Review: An Open, Sustainable and Assertive Trade Policy’ 
(European Commission 2021d), the Commission portrays the EU as an international actor that 

uses trade agreements as a tool to promote sustainable development, particularly in the context 

of its relationship with developing countries. On a similar note, the 2020-2024 Strategic Plan of 

DG Trade states that trade policy should support the push for sustainable development and 

internationally set standards on labour, environment, climate protection, and responsible 

sourcing76.  

In the context of this analysis, the ‘use of trade policy as a major instrument of soft power’ is 

considered an EU response to the meso goal of ‘mainstreaming sustainable development in the 

EU and worldwide’. Along these lines, Bilal, Hoekman and Njinkeu (2020) affirmed that the EU 

adapted its trade policy and external policy not only to better pursue its economic interests, but 
also to achieve its political, geostrategic, developmental, and environmental objectives. Dröge 

and Schenuit (2018) discussed how the EU’s trade policy could support the climate and 

sustainability policies in a strategic way and found that in regional trade agreements the EU could 

set standards on efficiency or environmental impacts to help create markets for environmentally 

friendly goods in the long term.  

While trade and sustainability can and should be compatible, EU trade policies alone cannot be 

the only tool to promote sustainable development. However, trade policy is recognised as a 

fundamental support to foster sustainable development in the EU and worldwide and achieve the 

goal of mainstreaming sustainable development. Several studies analysed specifically how trade 

can contribute to deliver on the economic, social, and environmental dimension of sustainable 
development, such as (WTO 2018) and Beverelli et al. (2020).  

The EU takes different steps to integrate sustainability objectives into trade practices and then 

mainstream sustainable development: 

 At the multilateral level, the EU is involved in the WTO Committee on Trade and Environment, 
which has only recently become active, but the activities of this Committee are supposed to 

intensify thanks to a new initiative launched in November 2020 to foster and coordinate 

structured discussions on trade and environmental sustainability.  

 At the bilateral and regional level, the EU is involved in the negotiation and implementation of 

sustainability provisions in TSD chapters in trade agreements and ensures that sustainable 

practices are duly integrated in trade policies through impact assessments.  

 At the unilateral level, the EU established the Generalised System of Preferences (GSP) to 

allow developing countries to pay lower duties on their exports to the EU. In particular, the 

GSP+ instrument supports sustainable development and good governance in developing 

 
76 The 2020-2024 Strategic Plan of DG Trade specifically set the goal of ‘ensuring trade policy is sustainable by effectively 
contributing to a wider set of EU policy goals, such as the Green Deal, adherence to international commitments on labour 
and the environment, gender and sustainable supply chains’. 
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countries by giving trade preferences to vulnerable countries which ratify and implement 
international conventions77. 

While the EU is using trade policy as one of the main instruments to manage its external relations 
and as part of the EU's external action, it is also as a vehicle for promoting European and universal 

principles and values, such as sustainable development. The EU recognises the role of trade 

policy in this sense, and takes several steps forward to promote sustainable development through 

trade at multilateral level (WTO), regional and bilateral level (FTAs), and finally at unilateral level 

(GSP+).  

Looking at the EU’s engagement identified above, it is possible to affirm that at least in principle 

the Commission, and in particular DG Trade, takes actions to employ trade policy as a major 

instrument of soft power to mainstream sustainable development in the EU and worldwide. 

However, for a deeper analysis, it is interesting to take a step forward in this direction and consider 

the EU’s effectiveness in mainstreaming sustainable development by analysing some micro 

goals. 

3.4.1.2  Two main goals at the micro level 

Based on the general strategic documents outlined above, we discern two micro goals related to 

trade agreements and sustainability for our assessment of the EU’s effectiveness in 

mainstreaming sustainable development. 

1. Include TSD chapters in CETA and other trade agreements. The following section 

will discuss whether the EU has included TSD chapters in CETA and other trade 

agreements and the influence exercised by the EU in negotiating the content of these 

chapters. Establishing these goals is an explicit goal of the EU’s trade strategy.  

2. Introduce strong and enforceable TSD chapters. A second section will compare the 

strength of TSD chapters to other chapters, such as investment, in terms of institutional 
and governance mechanisms introduced to ensure the implementation and the 

enforceability of the provisions. It is relevant to note that strong TSD chapters are 

controversial in the EU, as they can make trade negotiations more difficult and can conflict 

with economic goals. We include this second micro goal, because it is implied in the EU’s 

ambition to promote sustainable trade and the assessment of this second goal shows to 

what extent words are followed in practice.  

TSD chapters are the most immediate way to account for sustainability in trade policy. The two 

subsections below analyse to what extent the two micro goals identified above have been 

attained.  

 
77 GSP+ refers to the special incentive arrangement for sustainable development and good governance. Please see 
https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/development/generalised-scheme-of-preferences/ 

https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/development/generalised-scheme-of-preferences/
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3.4.1.2.1 Inclusion of TSD Chapters in CETA and other trade agreements 

CETA contains specific TSD chapters in chapters 22, 23 and 24, respectively in relation to 

sustainable development, labour, and environment (see Box 1). 

 

Box 1 - Description of TSD Chapters in CETA 

Chapter 22 of CETA addresses trade and sustainable development. This chapter can be 
considered as an introduction to the following chapters on labour and environment. In Chapter 
22, the parties ‘underline the benefit of considering trade-related labour and environmental 
issues as part of a global approach to trade and sustainable development’. The EU and 
Canada recognise that economic growth, social development, and environmental protection 
are interlinked, and acknowledge the importance of cooperation and promotion of trade 
policies that contribute to sustainable development in the EU and in Canada. Under this 
chapter, the Joint Committee on Trade and Sustainable Development (CTSD) is established. 
It is an intergovernmental body made up of high-level officials that meet on an ad hoc basis to 
monitor the implementation of Chapter 22, 23 and 24 and review the impact of the agreement 
on sustainable development. Both parties commit to promote forums with interest groups: the 
CTSD presents updates on the implementation of the agreement to a Civil Society Forum, 
composed by representatives of civil society organisations established in the EU and in 
Canada, to promote dialogue on the sustainable development aspects of CETA. Furthermore, 
Canadian and EU Domestic Advisory Groups (DAGs) join the Committee to provide feedback 
and suggestions for the TSD chapters.  

Chapter 23 of CETA concerns the relationship b etween trade and labour issues. In this 
chapter, the EU and Canada recognise the value of international cooperation and agreements 
on labour affairs and commit to respect labour standards set by multilateral standards, in 
particular, the 1998 International Labour Organisation (ILO) Declaration on Fundamental 
Principles and Rights at Work. In addition, the parties commit to make sustained efforts to 
ratify and implement the ILO’s fundamental conventions, without references to specific 
conventions.  

Chapter 24 of CETA addresses trade and the environment. In this chapter, the EU and Canada 
recognise the environment as a ‘fundamental pillar of sustainable development’ and 
acknowledge the value of international environmental governance and agreements. In 
particular, the parties commit to effectively implement multilateral environmental agreements 
(MEAs). However, as noted by Nadarajah (2015), the chapter refers to conservation and 
sustainable management only in relation to forestry and fisheries products and in a largely 
permissive way, omitting other sectors that could extensively damage the environment such 
as mining, transportation, or energy. 

Chapters 23 and 24 include a provision protecting the parties' right to regulate, which is limited 
when it comes to lowering standards. This shows that both parties have similar interests in 
maintaining a high level of labour and environmental regulation, and in preventing trade from 
undermining their standards. 
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Since the EU and Canada are like-minded and have developed economies, with similarities in 
important social, economic, and political aspects, the presence of TSD chapters in CETA has 

been a straightforward issue to negotiate. Both the EU and Canada have traditionally negotiated 

provisions tackling trade-related labour and environmental issues in their FTAs. However, some 

differences between them can be noticed: while Canada generally deals with these areas in side-

agreements attached to the FTAs, such as in the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 

and its companion agreement the North American Agreement on Environmental Cooperation 

(NAAEC)78, the EU incorporates labour and environmental considerations into its agreements, as 
part of a broader sustainable development framework.  

CETA follows the EU approach: TSD chapters are an integral part of the agreement, grouped into 

chapters 22, 23 and 24. In general, Harrison et al. (2019) reported that TSD chapters and labour 
provisions were proposed by EU negotiators during the negotiations with third parties’ officials. 

Negotiators from the European Commission were pressed to include TSD chapters by the 

European Parliament, supported by NGOs and the European trade union movement.  

As stated above, for the EU, as well as for Canada, tackling sustainable development in trade 

agreements is not a novel idea. EU FTAs referred to the principle of sustainable development 

already in the 1990s. Subsequently, EU law has evolved during the last decades strengthening 

the provisions related to sustainable development: from voluntary dialogue and cooperation-only 

provisions to fully fledged commitments. In 2008, the EU-Cariforum Economic Partnership 

Agreement introduced the obligation not to lower environmental, labour, and other social 

standards to attract FDIs and introduced a monitoring mechanism. Finally in 2011, the first time 
in history, the EU-South Korea FTA contains a separate TSD chapter addressing labour and 

environmental. This FTA also introduced an ad hoc two-stage process to deal with disputes under 

the TSD chapter: first, launching a government consultation and then, setting up a panel of 

experts to help to settle the dispute. 

The EU has a vast network of bilateral trade agreements, through which it can facilitate the 

promotion of sustainable development. To date, there are 12 international trade agreements 

concluded by the EU that include rules on trade and sustainable development. The EU’s 

counterparts in these trade agreements are Canada, Central America, Colombia-Perú-Ecuador, 

Georgia, Japan, Mercosur, Mexico, Moldova, Singapore, South Korea, Ukraine, and Vietnam. A 

summary of some relevant information can be found in Table 19.79  

  

 
78 The two agreements have been replaced by the US-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), also called NAFTA 2.0, 
which entered into force on 1 July 2020 under the Trump Administration. The USMCA has been defined as ‘the most 
detailed environmental chapter in any trade agreement in history’ but avoids some important issues such as climate 
change (Laurens, Dove, Morin, & Jinnah, 2019). The agreement brings the environmental provisions at the core of the 
agreement and subject these provisions to a sanction-based dispute settlement mechanism.  
79 The list is obtained from the following url: https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/policymaking/sustainable-development/ . 

https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/policymaking/sustainable-development/
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Country Year TSD  Institutional mechanism 
Canada 2016 Chapters 22, 

23, 24 
Committee on Trade and Sustainable Development  

Central America 2013 Title VIII Board on Trade and Sustainable Development 
Colombia-Perú-
Ecuador 

2013 Title IX Subcommittee on Trade and  
Sustainable Development 

Georgia 2016 Chapter 13 Trade and Sustainable Development Subcommittee 
Japan 2019 Chapter 16 Committee on Trade and Sustainable Development 

Mercosur 2019* Chapter XX Subcommittee on Trade and Sustainable Development 

Mexico 2018* Chapter XX Subcommittee on Trade and Sustainable Development 

Moldova 2016 Chapter 13 Trade and Sustainable Development Subcommittee 

Singapore 2019 Chapter 12 Board on Trade and Sustainable Development 
South Korea 2011 Chapter 13 Committee on Trade and Sustainable Development  

Ukraine 2016 Chapter 13 Trade and Sustainable Development Subcommittee 

Vietnam 2020 Chapter 13 Committee on Trade and Sustainable Development 

Table 19 - EU trade agreements which include trade and sustainable development 
*The negotiation process is not completely finalised. Source: Authors. 

 

EU bilateral or regional trade agreements deal with sustainable development in similar terms: 
they recognise the importance of labour and environmental issues to contribute to sustainable 

development and the recognition of standards set internationally. They include inter alia 

commitments to ratify and effectively implement multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) 

and multilateral ILO’s labour standards and agreements. They also establish the right to regulate 

sustainable development, the pursuit of high-level standards of protection, specific provisions 

encouraging trade practices and schemes that support and promote sustainable development, 

and provisions on the sustainable management and use of natural resources (e.g., biodiversity, 

fisheries, forestry, etc.). Furthermore, the agreements stress the importance of civil society in 
monitoring the effective implementation of TSD provisions and establish a specific institutional 

mechanism with similar functions. In addition, the agreements specify that if there is disagreement 

on TSD matters, a specific type of dispute resolution mechanism will be set up which will be 

characterised by government consultations and a panel of experts.  

However, despite the apparent similarity of TSD provisions, several empirical works show that 

these provisions vary significantly regarding their degree of bindingness, enforceability, and 

transparency as the EU approaches different trading partners. Poletti et al. (2020) discussed how 

these differences appeared linked to the level of integration in the global value chains of the EU 

and the counterparties in the agreement. Indeed, it is true that the inclusion of TSD chapters may 

hinder the negotiation process and the conclusion of a trade agreement with less like-minded 
trading partners.  
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CETA differs from other trade agreements with TSD chapters because, instead of a single 
chapter, the provisions are grouped into three different chapters: trade and sustainable 

development, which is an introductory chapter, and then the more substantive chapters: trade 

and labour and trade and environment.  

In conclusion, the EU has made sustained efforts to increasingly account for sustainability in its 

trade policy: while in the 1990s the principle of sustainability was only mentioned, in 2008 an 

obligation regarding sustainability was introduced in an FTA and, finally, in 2011 the TSD chapters 

became a recurrent element of the new generation trade agreements. However, the level of 

ambition of these chapters is not high enough for such a primary topic: as will be analysed in the 

following section, the fact that the rules on sustainability are not sufficiently concrete and targeted 

lowers the level of effectiveness of the EU in negotiating binding and enforceable sustainability 
provisions. Merely having TSD chapters in trade agreements might not induce effective 

subsequent actions. Another step forwards for the EU would be to participate in the negotiation 

of stand-alone agreements on sustainable development, such as the negotiations of the 

Agreement on Climate Change, Trade and Sustainability (ACCTS) between Costa Rica and Fiji, 

Iceland, New Zealand and Norway, to show higher commitment towards the inclusion of 

sustainable development in trade policy.  

3.4.1.2.2 Strength of the enforceability of TSD provisions 

The meso goal of mainstreaming sustainability requires that trade agreements have strong TSD 

chapters. In principle, the obligations included in the TSD chapters are binding and enforceable. 

However, the obligatory value of the provisions in the TSD chapters is weakened by their vague 

and non-prescriptive legal wording (Gruni 2020). In addition, the enforcement system in the TSD 

chapters is different from the one used to enforce other legal clauses in the agreement: the 

dispute resolution mechanism is based on a specific two-stage approach characterised by 
consultations and a panel of independent experts. The specific dispute settlement mechanism in 

place for the TSD chapters makes the provisions under these chapters under-enforceable 

compared to other chapters in the agreement, secured by an Investor-State Dispute Settlement 

(ISDS), a State-to-State Dispute Settlement (SSDS) or the Investment Court System (ICS). 

Importantly, should there be breach of the agreement by the parties in issues covered in the TSD 

chapters, no economic or trade sanctions are applicable. 

To assess the difference in the legal prescriptiveness and enforcement of the TSD chapters 

compared to other provisions in the same trade agreement, in this section we compare the 

provisions on investment, with those on TSD in terms of the dispute resolution mechanism and 

the institutional and governance mechanism.  

It should be noted that the current provisional application of CETA does not extend to indirect 

foreign investment, financial services related to foreign direct investment, or the investment 
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dispute resolution mechanism. These provisions will enter into force when the agreement is 
ratified by Canada, the EU and all the EU Member States.  

Investments between the EU and Canada are regulated in Chapter 8 of CETA. Section F 
describes the mechanism in place for the resolution of investment disputes between investors 

and states. CETA moves away from the traditional ISDS and introduces the ICS. The mechanism 

provides investors with recourse to compensation when there is evidence that a party has acted 

in breach of its obligations and, as a result, an investor has suffered financial loss. In Table 20 

this mechanism is compared with the dispute resolution mechanism applicable to the TSD 

chapters.  

Investment Chapter (Chapter 8 of CETA) TSD Chapters (Chapter 22, 23, 24 of CETA) 
Consultations between Parties and eventually 
recourse to mediation 

Consultations between Parties 

Submission of a claim to the Tribunal, composed of 
5 nationals of Canada, 5 nationals of EU Member 
States and five nationals of third countries*  

If requested, the Committee on Trade and 
Sustainable Development (CTSD) shall endeavour 
to resolve the matter 

The Appellate Tribunal* may uphold, amend or 
reverse the Tribunal’s award 

If requested, the domestic advisory groups (DAGs) 
or civil society organisations may provide advice 
under a consultative mechanism 

The Committee on Services and Investment can 
make recommendations to the CETA Joint 
Committee 

Panel of experts  

Sanctions in case of infringement No sanctions in case of infringement 

Table 20 - Comparison of dispute resolution mechanisms 
* The members of the Tribunal and the Appellate Tribunal are appointed by the CETA Joint Committee 

Source: Authors.  
 

In CETA’s investment chapter, the ISDS and the arbitrators’ mechanism are replaced by an 

independent ICS, consisting of a permanent tribunal (composed by five nationals of Canada, 5 

nationals of the EU Member States, and five nationals of third countries) and an Appeal Tribunal 

competent to review the decisions of the tribunal. This system should conduct dispute settlement 

proceedings in a transparent and impartial manner. In addition, under the investment chapter, the 

Committee on Services and Investment is established as a forum to consult on issues under 

Chapter 8.  

However, in the TSD chapters, after unsuccessful consultations among the parties, the disputes 

can be submitted to a panel of experts (composed of three members) which will elaborate an 

interim and a final report for the resolution of the dispute. Importantly, at the end of the 
investigation, if infringement of the provisions under the sustainability chapters in the FTA is 

confirmed, the parties are not subject to sanctions. Conversely, under the investment chapter the 

final award may consist of monetary damages and any applicable interest and/or restitution of 

property (Farmer and Gupta 2021). 
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The fact that sustainability chapters are not considered a priority compared to the commercial and 
investment provisions while negotiating trade agreements is quite clear by comparing CETA’s 

provisions on dispute settlement under the TSD chapters and those under the investment chapter. 

While the investment chapter in CETA establishes a Tribunal, an Appellate Tribunal and a 

Committee on Services and Investments for settlements of disputes, disputes under TSD 

chapters should be settled by a consultation procedure and a panel of experts. Another difference 

lies in the impossibility to impose sanctions if a breach with TSD provisions occurs. 

At this point, it is worth acknowledging the conflicting interests at stake on the introduction of TSD 

chapters in trade agreements. Despite the need of strong TSD chapters to promote sustainability 

through trade agreements, there are some conflicting interests in the EU: while the European 

Parliament pushes for higher enforceability and asks for the introduction of sanctions in case of 
infringement, the European Commission, in particular DG Trade, believes that the introduction of 

sanctions for infringement of provisions in TSD chapters is not desirable because the ability of 

concluding trade agreements with countries that are not like-minded might be hindered 

significantly (Bronckers and Gruni 2018).  

However, both the EU and Canada show interest in increasing the effective enforceability of TSD 

provisions. In line with the European Green Deal, the European Commission made some steps 

towards more effective enforcement of TSD chapters. In 2018, the European Commission 

published a non-paper 15-Point TSD action plan (subject to a review by 2023) to make the 

implementation of trade and sustainable development chapters more effective and to improve 

their enforcement. Along the same line, the EU recently introduced the Chief Trade Enforcement 
Officer (CTEO) to monitor and enforce environmental and labour protection obligations of EU 

trade agreements with third countries and established the Single-Entry Point for stakeholders 

willing to lodge a complaint on market access issues or non-compliance with TSD or GSP 

commitments. In addition, the EU committed to undertake a review of its TSD implementation and 

enforcement in 2021. Interestingly, Canada has already concluded trade agreements with binding 

environment and labour chapters subject to the overall FTA (Free Trade Agreement) dispute 

settlement mechanism, i.e. the US and Mexico (CUSMA) and in the CPTPP80.  

3.4.1.3 Conclusion 

The effectiveness of the EU as an actor in attaining the goal of mainstreaming sustainable 

development through its external policies, through trade agreements with third countries has been 

partially achieved. By looking at the two micro goals identified, it is possible to affirm that while 

the EU actively and successfully contributed to the inclusion of TSD chapters in trade agreements 

with third countries to address sustainability aspects, their provisions are less strong and 

enforceable than other provisions such as the ones referred to investments. The introduction of 

 
80 Government of Canada. 2020. Joint Report. Meeting of the Committee on Trade and Sustainable Development. (10-11 
December 2020, by videoconference) https://www.international.gc.ca/trade-commerce/trade-agreements-accords-
commerciaux/agr-acc/ceta-aecg/2021-04-27-trade-and-sustainable-development.aspx?lang=eng 

https://www.international.gc.ca/trade-commerce/trade-agreements-accords-
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TSD chapters is an important step but the EU’s approach is often criticised for ‘lacking teeth’. The 
EU is aware of this: in 2017, the European Commission published a 15-Point action plan to 

propose actions for more assertive enforcement of TSD chapters; France and the Netherlands in 

a joint proposal called on the EU to raise or lower tariffs according to a partner’s performance in 

meeting sustainability obligations; in 2020, the EU established a new position, the Chief Trade 

Enforcement Officer, to reinforce sustainability commitments under the trade agreements. In 

addition, in the latest Trade Policy Communication of the European Commission (2021), 

sustainability becomes a central pillar of trade policy, and actions for a comprehensive review of 
TSD chapters to ensure effective enforcement and implementation are envisaged.  

Even though the EU is taking further steps to have stronger TSD chapters, the conflict of interests 

between having strong TSD chapters and easily negotiating and concluding trade agreements 
with third countries, not necessarily like-minded with regards to sustainable development issues, 

is a central factor to consider when assessing the EU effectiveness in mainstreaming sustainable 

development through trade policy. 

3.4.2. Case 2: Standards for sustainability reporting and sustainable 
activities 

3.4.2.1 The EU’s meso goals: setting sustainability standards in the EU and beyond 

In the past decade, the EU introduced several laws aiming to increase transparency and set 

standards for the sustainable activities of businesses: two directives on non-financial reporting 

and the EU Taxonomy Regulation for sustainable activities. The Non-Financial Reporting 
Directive (NFRD, Directive 2014/95/EU) was the first EU-wide regulatory attempt to lay down the 

rules on disclosure of information on environmental, social, human rights, and anti-corruption 

matters of large companies and financial institutions operating in the EU. The Directive is 

designed to channel capital flows towards sustainable projects and to manage risks related to 
environmental and social issues. A major problem of the Directive is, however, that it allows a 

high level of flexibility when choosing requirements and indicators. Given this shortcoming, a 

proposal for a Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) was adopted by the 

Commission in April 2021 to further improve the scope of the Reporting Directive and promote 

practices on sustainability reporting. The new Directive aims to enhance transparency and 

credibility of the disclosure and help investors gain access to adequate information for investment 

decisions and enable other types of stakeholders to monitor and analyse (un)sustainable activities 
of large businesses (European Commission 2021e). 

In addition, the EU is one of the first organisations to produce a classification system of 
sustainable economic activities: the EU Taxonomy Regulation for Sustainable Activities. The 

main objective of the taxonomy is to establish a common language and definitions of what 

‘sustainable activities’ actually are - and which activities cannot be called ‘sustainable’. By creating 

these common definitions and criteria, the EU hopes to prevent greenwashing and facilitate 
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informed sustainable investments. Activities under the taxonomy are required to contribute 
substantially to one of six environmental objectives: climate change mitigation; climate change 

adaptation; sustainable use and protection of water and marine resources; transition to a circular 

economy, waste prevention and recycling; pollution prevention and control; and protection of 

healthy ecosystems. The regulation was published on 18 June 2020, entered into force on 12 

July 2020 and certain provisions will become applicable in January 2022 or 2023 (European 

Commission 2020k). 

The Taxonomy Regulation is designed to help the EU achieve its 2030 climate and energy targets 
as well as the objectives of the EU Green Deal. Together with the NFRD and the CSRD, the EU 

aims to establish a consistent framework for transparent sustainability reporting by businesses. 

With a higher level of transparency, investors are able to improve their investment decisions that 

channel capital into sustainable activities. With a common language and a set of criteria to identify 

sustainable economic activities, investors, companies and other stakeholders could mobilise 

capital to finance a transition towards a carbon-neutral region. For the analysis of the EU’s 

external effectiveness, it is important to make the EU’s international goals linked to these legal 

initiatives explicit. These initiatives are part of the European Green Deal, which explicitly states: 
‘As the world’s largest single market, the EU can set standards that apply across global value 

chains. The Commission will continue to work on new standards for sustainable growth and use 

its economic weight to shape international standards that are in line with EU environmental and 

climate ambitions’ (European Commission 2019c). This goal is, for example, repeated in the 

Commission’s proposal for the CSRD, which ‘aims to build on and contribute to international 

sustainability reporting initiatives. EU sustainability reporting standards should be developed in 

constructive two-way cooperation with leading international initiatives’ (European Commission 

2021f). The Commission has the explicit ambition of ‘setting international standards for 
sustainable finance’ and other sustainable economic activities (European Commission 2021g). 

Given these ambitions and goals, the key question of this case study is: has the EU been 

successful at achieving its goal of externalising its standards for sustainable business practices? 

Are the Reporting Directives and the Taxonomy Regulation successful cases of the EU’s external 

effectiveness and the Brussels effect? 

3.4.2.2 Indicators for goal attainment 

The attainment of the EU’s goal to set international standards can be approximated with the 

following indicators: 

 Number of international agreements that refer to the EU’s Directive and Taxonomy 
Regulation: an important channel when setting international standards is through international 

documents involving the State actors. These can emerge from multilateral efforts such as the 

discussions at high-level summits (UN, G7, G20, OECD, etc.). 
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 The presence of non-EU laws, regulations, or other official documents and announcements 
from other countries that mention the EU standards and follow them: this is a direct measure 

that can be observed when a non-EU country adopts the EU standards and practices. It can 

be the result of a trade agreement or investment deal, an effort from the EU when 

implementing development cooperation in the host country, or a result of policy transfer when 

other actors consider EU standards as best practices.  

 Number of private actors referring and adhering to the NFRD or the Taxonomy Regulation: 
the first and foremost actors referring and adhering to the Taxonomy Regulation are 

companies and financial institutions. The EU’s influence can be observed through the 

announcements or changes in the strategy of non-EU firms. For this to indicate international 

effectiveness, the private actors need to adopt these EU standards outside of the EU, as they 

are already legally obliged to apply them inside of the EU. An effort to adopt standards from 

these legal acts outside the EU would be valid as an indicator of how global or non-EU firms 
adopt EU practices. Other possible indicators are civil society and academic actors 

advocating these EU standards internationally. 

 

3.4.2.3 Assessing the EU’s effectiveness 

Based on these indicators for goal attainment, how effective has the EU been in attaining its 

goals? A comparison of the sustainability reporting directives and the taxonomy regulation shows 
that ‘being there early’ is a key determinant for effectiveness – a factor closely linked to the 

opportunity dimension of actorness.  

3.4.2.3.1 Limited global impact of the sustainability reporting directives 

Overall, the level of effectiveness of the EU to attain its goal to set international standards beyond 

the EU with the sustainability reporting directives seems low, as there have been numerous non-

governmental attempts with much more influence all over the world. In fact, Directive 2014/95/EU 
mentioned the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) as a framework for firms to rely on (European 

Union 2014). It was later emphasised in the communication document by the European 

Commission that the guidelines ‘owe a lot to the leadership and knowledge of the organisations 

behind these frameworks’, those organisations include both the CDP and the GRI (European 

Commission 2017). The list of references or requirements from GRI for reporting continues further 

with more than 160 policies in 60 countries (GRI n.d.). 

With a long history81 of various non-state initiatives on sustainability reporting with the ambition 

of worldwide convergence and harmonisation of sustainability reporting standards, the EU’s 

 
81 The private sector has played an important role in shaping standards for sustainability reporting. An important milestone 
of sustainability reporting occurred in 2000 when the first Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guideline was published. The 
GRI was founded in 1997 with the purpose of determining whether corporations were engaged in environmentally 
responsible conduct (Sethi, Rovenpor and Demir 2017). Soon after, the GRI started to address more than just 
environmental concerns with further assessments of environmental, social and governance (ESG) practices. The GRI 
guidelines then became a framework of sustainability reporting which has been developed throughout several generations 
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directives appear to be a follow-up move that accompanies the existing frameworks. This was 
confirmed in the proposal for the Corporate Sustainability Directive when it expressed that the 

proposal would: ‘build on and contribute to international sustainability reporting initiatives’ that 

include the GRI and the CDP (European Commission 2021e). In the context of the directive, the 

EU seems to be more in a supporting role when it tries to strengthen its standards, instead of 

leading by effectively setting international standards. 

It can therefore be argued that the level of international effectiveness or the general success 

outside the EU of the EU’s reporting directives is limited compared to the long-existing non-

governmental standards and guidelines. The EU is still leading in the number of sustainability 

reports produced (KPMG 2020b), but evidence for international standard setting is sparse. There 

is only limited evidence that the reporting directives are a positive case of the Brussels effect.  

3.4.2.3.2 Greater effectiveness of the EU taxonomy  

Compared to the reporting directives, the EU Taxonomy Regulation has the potential of being 

more effective at internationalising EU standards, as the lack of pre-existing international 

standards provides a potential window of opportunity for EU standard setting (ter Laag 2021). 

Until now, there have been only a few economies that have addressed the same type of 

taxonomies, most of them are emerging economies (Mongolia, Malaysia, etc.). China, Canada, 
and Japan are the big economies that already enacted their own type of green taxonomies, but 

the Chinese and the Canadian systems are acknowledged to be heavily localised (Robinson-

Tillett 2019). Later in March this year, Yi Gang, the governor of the People’s Bank of China, 

revealed the plan to converge green investment taxonomies across the Chinese and the 

European market (Li and Yu 2021). This confirms the capacity of the EU Taxonomy to be applied 

globally. 

Several observers believe that the EU Taxonomy Regulation already impacted standards in green 

taxonomies which are currently being developed in other countries. The Malaysian central bank 

is reported to be working with the World Bank on developing a taxonomy system aligned with the 

EU system, which was published in April 2021 as the Malaysian Climate Change and Principle-
based Taxonomy (CCPT) (Milburn 2020; Uhrynuk and Burdulia 2021). This act was strongly 

adhered to by other ASEAN economies from the national level to the ASEAN level. Singapore 

has issued a consultation paper on a proposed green taxonomy that will, to a large extent, be 

aligned with the EU’s Regulation EU 2020/852 on the establishment of a framework to facilitate 

sustainable investment. The consultation paper ‘proposed largely mirror[s] those found under the 

 
of standards (globalreporting.org n.d.). GRI is widely recognised as the leading standard for voluntary reporting of ESG 
performance with widespread participation with about 96 % of the world’s largest 250 companies and more than 4 000 
firms in 52 countries (KPMG 2020b). Organisations that follow the GRI Standards report on different metrics in economic, 
environmental, and social aspects. Companies are recommended, but not required, to use external assurance to enhance 
the credibility of their reports. Since then, the GRI has become a household name in setting international sustainability 
reporting guidelines (Laine, Tregidga and Unerman 2021: 93). According to a survey in 2020 by KPMG, GRI remains the 
dominant global standard for sustainability reporting. Two other widely used standards are the Sustainability Accounting 
Standards Board (SASB) framework and the International Standards Organisation (ISO) standards (KPMG 2020b). 
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EU Taxonomy Regulation’ (Kwok, Robins and Lin 2021). In a report by the ASEAN in April 2021, 
the EU was referred to as one of the sources for the commonly applied ‘rules’ in the taxonomy 

(ASEAN Working Committee on Capital Market Development 2020). Another development which 

the EU taxonomy most likely contributed to is the establishment of a working group on taxonomies 

in the International Platform on Sustainable Finance (IPSF), which aims to create a ‘Common 

Ground Taxonomy’. It is reasonable to expect that this Common Ground Taxonomy will take EU 

standards into account given their early mover advantage of the EU (ISPF 2020). 

Another interesting case is Japan. Although Japan widely acknowledged that it referred to the 

EU’s system to develop its own green taxonomy, the country is a well-known critic of the EU 

taxonomy (Milburn 2020). Japanese researchers argued that there is no one-size-fits-all standard 

and that Japan would adopt its own green taxonomy. The country’s Ministry of Economy, Trade 
and Industry (METI) published a Concept Paper on Climate Transition Finance Principles in 

March 2021, stating that :‘international principles should adopt an inclusive and flexible approach 

that can be applied to various circumstances of countries and regions without excluding specific 

sectors/industries or technologies from its scope, and further details should be considered by 

each country or region based on its respective circumstances’ (METI 2020). 

Apart from state actors, the EU Taxonomy Regulation has influenced other private actors, mainly 

firms and financial institutions. However, so far it has mainly impacted entities operating inside 

the EU according to various reports and newspaper articles evaluating its impact on the business 

climate (Humphreys and Olming 2021; Moloney and Verhey 2021; EY 2020; Boyd 2021). But if 

the effects on other national regulatory authorities continue, the impacts of the EU taxonomy will 
be transferred with a top-down approach to reach external non-state actors. 

Although the EU Taxonomy Regulation has not been applied yet, its effects have been recognised 

all over the world. As Rafael del Villar Alrich, a researcher of the Banco de Mexico, said: ‘The 
European Union is at the front line of [harmonising definitions of sustainability]. In my sense, the 

liquidity for green investments is also heavily coming from Europe. Going forward the EU 

Taxonomy will be a fundamental reference point for emerging markets as well’ (OMFIF 2020). 

With its Taxonomy Regulation, the EU is going strong on the way to attain its goal to set 

international sustainability standards for businesses.  

3.4.2.4 Conclusion 

We have shown that an important EU goal is to set international standards for sustainability 

reporting. The level of attainment of this goal differs greatly between the EU sustainability 

reporting directives and the Taxonomy Regulation. The directives were developed based on a 

long history of reporting practices with existing worldwide non-governmental initiatives which have 

been applied by many companies, cities, and regions – especially GRI. Therefore, their external 

effectiveness was limited, as private companies set the standards before the EU. On the other 

hand, the Taxonomy Regulation has been highly appraised by other states and non-state actors 
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from the beginning of its proposal. The EU is one of the first actors to attempt to systemise the 
classification of sustainable economic activities and thus enjoys the first-mover advantage in an 

area that still contains conflicting definitions and categorisations. While the actual impact of the 

Taxonomy Regulation remains to be seen in practice and further research is necessary once new 

evidence is available, early findings indicate that the EU Taxonomy can be considered as a 

success that shows a higher level of EU effectiveness.  

3.5. Final Remark on EU effectiveness 
The European Union has been an important player in advocating and expanding the scope of 

sustainable development. Ideas proposed by the EU delegates were included in Agenda 2030, 

agreed at the UN level. Agenda 2030 was not the finish line but rather a starting point. The EU 

has attempted to mainstream sustainable development within and beyond the Union through 

internal and external actions. This section on EU effectiveness provides two case studies for 
closer investigation. First, trade and sustainable development (TSD) chapters have been inserted 

into the free trade agreement between the EU and Canada and other trade agreements, indicating 

that the EU was effective at attaining its goal of including sustainability standards in international 

agreements. The enforceability of those provisions is, however, believed to be weak and is yet to 

be tested. Second, the EU has stepped up in setting sustainable reporting standards and it 

established a common taxonomy for sustainable economic activities, aiming at improving 

transparency and facilitating investments towards sustainable development. The EU had mixed 
success in externalising its sustainability standards with these legal initiatives. The EU’s reporting 

directives were passed after private initiatives had already become the de facto standard for 

international reporting, reducing the degree to which the EU’s directives could influence 

international standards. Early evidence suggests, however, that the Taxonomy Regulation will 

have a greater influence on international standards, given the EU’s first-mover advantage. The 

full effect of the regulation remains to be seen in practice. While this section cannot provide a final 

comprehensive verdict on the EU’s effectiveness in promoting the SDGs, we conclude that 

without the efforts by the EU, the world would not have achieved the current progress of 
mainstreaming the SDGs.  

It is difficult to disentangle the efforts of other nations from those of the EU as they share quite 
similar goals and objectives. This section studies the topic from an EU-centric perspective rather 

than a comparative perspective. It is difficult to study multilateral or bilateral negotiations where 

multiple players push and pull at the same time. For instance, how could we split the credits if the 

EU and the United States are lobbying for the same outcome? Not to credit the EU is wrong. 

Despite the setback of failing to convince other nations to include a full-blown political dimension 

into the scope of sustainable development, the EU has been persistent in mainstreaming SDGs 

and setting sustainable development standards. An evaluation at this stage is perhaps too early 

as it takes time to actually see the effects of some of the efforts. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
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interrupted the progress and cast doubts on whether the initiatives by the Commission and the 
actions by the Member States would be followed by similar actions by other nations. Nonetheless, 

based on the discussion so far, the Commission has undoubtedly been an active and fairly 

effective player in shaping the global governance of sustainable development. 

According to Groen and Niemann (2012), although scholars have begun to connect issues of 

‘actorness’ with those of ‘effectiveness’, the relationship between the two concepts is often under-

specified. While it is safe to assume that actorness might enable effectiveness, it should be 

recalled that it does not entail it, or in other words, it is not a direct and inevitable consequence. 

The external dimensions of actorness, and more specifically ‘Opportunity/necessity to act’ and 

‘Attractiveness’, can be considered as important enablers of stronger effectiveness, as defined 

throughout this report, i.e. goal attainment. Indeed, according to Groen and Niemann (2012) the 
concept of effectiveness is strongly related to the external dimension: high levels of actorness in 

dimensions that have an external sight would contribute to forge and influence favourable and 

like-minded external contexts which would lead to an easier attainment of the goals.  

This concept of linking actorness with effectiveness gives the possibility to explain the reason why 

throughout the report we made reference to some case studies both describing some actorness 

dimensions and effectiveness. Firstly, the actorness dimension ‘Opportunity and necessity to act’, 

by referring to its external context, is deeply related with the concept of effectiveness defined as 

goal attainment. The ability of the EU to seize the opportunities in the global arena and 

consequently act is almost a prerequisite to attain a goal. It is thus not a coincidence that Trade 

and Sustainable Development chapters in EU FTAs has been considered as a case study for the 
actorness dimension ‘Opportunity/necessity to act’ and ‘Effectiveness’. The Commission took the 

trade agreement as an opportunity to mainstream sustainable development by introducing 

enforceable sustainable development chapters. Secondly, the external actorness dimension 

‘Attractiveness’ is a determinant of the EU’s effectiveness. As discussed in the respective 

sections, the EU Taxonomy of sustainable economic activities has been an attractive role model 

for other nations. The EU has taken the step to be the first mover and successfully set a global 

standard for sustainable economic activities. If the actions done by an entity are considered by 

other actors as ‘worthy of emulation’ or an entity is generally considered by other actors as a good 
partner, then it would be easier to attain the goal of setting international standards and encourage 

sustainable development by influencing the regulatory framework.  

4. Conclusion: opportunities and challenges going 
forward 

Several factors will affect the EU’s ability to pursue the SDGs over the coming years. Some of 

them are related to the overall evolution of global governance. Depending on the global 

momentum for advancing on ambitious reforms towards sustainable development, the EU may 
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have the possibility to nest its agenda in more global agreements. That said, internal dynamics 
will also determine whether the EU will be able to retain sufficient authority, autonomy and 

cohesion to project its agenda in the global context with sufficient strength. Below, we list some 

of the factors that appear essential in the analysis of the EU’s future actorness on sustainable 

development.  

4.1. External factors: scenarios for the evolution of global 
governance and the momentum for sustainable development 
reforms 

For what concerns factors that are (partly) external to the remit of EU action, the following 

medium-term drivers appear to be particularly important: 

 The mounting rivalry between the US and China. At the time of writing, it is clear that the 
priority for US foreign policy is not sustainable development, but rather contrasting the rise of 

China as the largest superpower on the global stage. Recent steps such as the revival of the 

Quad (US, Japan, Australia, India) and the Aukus agreement have been met with fierce 

opposition by China, possibly leading to retaliatory measures. Depending on the possible 

escalation of tensions on the diplomatic and military fronts, the momentum for meaningful 

reform towards the SDGs may become much weaker going forward. At the same time, there 

is a chance that US-China tensions lead to a ‘race to the top’, with the US determined to take 

the role of champions in the fight against climate change and for the protection of biodiversity, 
to challenge China on this rather difficult front. Similarly, the attempt to contrast China’s Belt 

and Road Initiative (and even more specifically, the Digital Silk Road) have led the US to seek 

cooperation with the EU in the attempt to consolidate an alternative technology stack, which 

developing countries could find attractive compared to the Chinese one in terms of protection 

of fundamental rights, economic opportunity and the possibility to invest in human capital and 

economic development.  

 The evolution of the COVID-19 pandemic. While health is an important pillar of the SDGs, the 
need to focus on this specific domain may dilute the overall momentum for global reform on 

all the SDGs. The narrative in global governance may end up focusing on a limited subset of 

goals (e.g. climate and health), leaving behind equally important challenges and goals in 

terms of human capital, infrastructure, good governance and the rule of law. To some extent, 

a lack of attention for the SDGs is already visible in the debate on the future of multilateralism, 

now becoming more focused on resilience, and more specifically on preparedness and 

response for future threats. The ‘leaving no one behind’ goal, which was part and parcel of 
the SDGs narrative and agenda, is now being questioned by the lack of vaccine solidarity in 

the context of the pandemic, and it is difficult to guess whether this is likely to lead to a gradual 

loss of momentum for the overall SDG agenda as the cornerstone of the multilateral order.  
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 The shift of narrative from growth towards beyond-GDP and human development. The recent 
scandals at the World Bank (and IMF) on the management and implementation of the Ease 

of Doing Business indicators is likely to revive the debate on how international institutions and 

donors measure progress and impact when it comes to promoting reform at the global level, 

and in particular in developing countries. This may lead to new lymph for a fruitful discussion 

on the SDGs in the coming years, perhaps with some adjustment (e.g. the addition of 

resilience indicators).  

 The evolution of US politics is another highly uncertain factor to consider. The current low 

approval rate of the Biden administration suggests, according to many commentators, that 

there is a concrete possibility that the next presidential elections see a U-turn, with a return 

to Trump-style politics (if not Trump himself). In any event, pressure to deliver on the home 

front may reduce the Biden administration’s political capital to commit to the SDG agenda, or 

parts thereof. This, in turn, would likely have a mixed impact on the EU’s ability to project its 
actorness in the SDGs domain: on the one hand, the absence of the US would leave the EU 

as the most accredited actor in the pursuit of the global agendas for sustainable development; 

on the other hand, the same absence would greatly reduce the chances that global 

agreement is found on continuing on the road to Agenda 2030. 

4.2. Internal factors: the future of EU integration and the relevance 
of strategy as a means towards effectiveness 

For what concerns internal factors, much will depend on whether the EU agenda will evolve in the 
direction of enhanced attention for the SDGs and Agenda 2030. The following elements must be 

taken into account when gauging the possible evolution of EU actorness and effectiveness in this 

domain.  

 The evolution of the EU agenda post-pandemic. The von der Leyen Commission has raised 

expectations with respect to the SDGs, both by adopting an EU-level strategy that could be 

defined as “SDG minus” (centred on the Green Deal and the Just Transition, but not on other 

aspects of the SDGs), and later complementing it also with the proposed Health Union and 

possible conditionalities related to the rules of law; and also by announcing the mainstreaming 
of the SDGs in the European Semester, a step that was later taken under the supervision of 

Commissioner Gentiloni. Since then, however, the gradual emphasis on resilience and the 

emergence of strategic autonomy and technological sovereignty as dominant narratives of 

the EU’s industrial strategy, and the limited scope of the Just Transition initiative (focused 

mostly on short-term transitions in coal-intensive regions) has partly frustrated the initial 

hopes. And the relative lack of courage shown by the Commission in the implementation of 

important items in its agenda, such as the taxonomy for sustainable investment (still partly 

lacking the social dimension); the 2021 Communication on better regulation (which deals with 
the SDGs, but fails to announce a full reorientation of better regulation towards them); and 
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the difficulties in embarking into a full reform of the Common Agricultural Policy towards the 
SDGs have led many commentators to argue that the full ‘mainstreaming’ has unfortunately 

not occurred. The overall impression is that the Commission currently is following too many 

‘north stars’, including well-being, resilience, growth, sustainable competitiveness, 

competitive sustainability and others (depending on the official document one consults), 

rather than leading an effort towards preserving the SDGs at the core of its overall strategy. 

 Next Generation EU and the national resilience and recovery plans. In terms of multi-level 
governance, momentum for sustainable development appears to be limited, due to the 

prevalence of protective measures in national plans compared to initiatives and investments 

oriented towards systemic transformation (Renda 2021; ESIR 2021; de Vet et al. 2021). The 

European Commission has tried to guide these efforts by specifying minimum percentages 

to be spent on green and digital transitions, as well as proposing seven flagship areas, which 

Member States are asked to prioritise when preparing and implementing their plans (scale 

up; power up; reskill and upskill; digital connectivity; public administration; renovation wave; 

clean, smart and fair urban mobility). The emergence of political tensions with countries 
unwilling to protect fundamental rights and democracy (e.g. Hungary), and even questioning 

the prevalence of EU law over national law (e.g. Poland), coupled with the tensions provoked 

by the pandemic and the surge in nationalism, populism and euro-scepticism in many 

countries, is likely to place EU institutions in a rather weak position when it comes to actually 

requesting that Member States align their efforts towards Agenda 2030.  

4.3. Long-term scenarios and the EU’s sustainability agenda 
Looking at the longer term, the prospects for the EU’s actorness and effectiveness in the area of 

sustainable development appears uncertain at best, and heavily dependent on the way in which 

the EU and other superpowers will manage to bring the pandemic and its related socio-economic 

impacts under control. Should the EU be able to claim a successful vaccination campaign, swift 
and balanced economic recovery, as well as an enduring commitment towards systemic 

transformation and to global public goods, its actorness would see a substantial increase over 

time, with consequent good prospects in terms of effectiveness. On the other hand, the ambitions 

of China and the United States as future leaders of the global order may leave the EU in an 

uncomfortable position between these two superpowers, which would weaken EU actorness 

especially if Member States, as a result of a disappointing pandemic management at the EU level, 

saw declining support for European integration.  

Recently, a foresight exercise on the future of EU integration run by CEPS in cooperation with 
Fraunhofer ISI led to the identification of four representative scenarios for EU integration going 

forward and up to 2040. These range from scenarios in which the EU capitalises on a successful 

vaccination policy and is able to utilise popular pro-EU momentum to create a centralised funding 

apparatus to stimulate economic growth and development projects across the EU (the Optimistic 
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New Deal scenario); scenarios in which the EU is slow in completing the vaccination campaign, 
which erodes member states’ confidence in the efficacy of EU governing institutions, and is 

coupled with widening societal disparities (based on wealth, social values, cultural diversity, digital 

literacy, generational differences, environmental expectations), leading the EU to become less 

ambitious and mostly inward-looking, rather than open to engaging with the global order (the 

Wretched fortress scenario); one scenario in which the EU manages to successfully engage with 

citizens by refreshing its narrative and communication, and gains sufficient momentum to lead 

the international community towards the pursuit of global public goods (the United Force 
scenarios);  and one scenario in which the EU becomes reduced in size with member states 

leaving the Union, and the remaining members increasingly take sides with China in introducing 

a technology-powered approach to democracy and public policy (the Chinese province scenario).  

These scenarios are also usefully consulted in combination with the TRIGGER scenarios for 

2050, released earlier in 2021. These longer-term scenarios further exemplify the many drivers 

that may affect future EU actorness and effectiveness in the sustainable development domain. A 

strong EU in a strong global governance setting (Reunited Nations scenario) would have 

succeeded in forging alliances towards sustainable development, and remain strong also with 
respect to other superpowers such as the US, China, India. A weak EU in a strong global 

governance context (Governing with Gaia scenario), on the contrary, may be good news for 

sustainable development, but bleaker news for EU actorness. A fragmented global governance 

would frustrate most sustainable development attempts, especially since the EU, however strong 

(as in the DUPLO®MACY scenario), is likely to remain responsible for a relatively small share of 

global emissions, would not be able to fully exert an impact on global supply chains, fundamental 

rights as well as the pursuit of global public goods. The same goes for the case in which global 

governance is weak, and the EU is also an increasingly weak player (World Wide Gaps scenario).  
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1. Development policy and relations with Africa: Global 
and European governance 

1.1. Introduction 
The African continent numbers around 1.1 billion people and this figure is expected to double by 

2050 (Manrique Gil 2015). The continent is noted for its abundant natural resources and its young 

labour force, making it increasingly more attractive to the rest of the world. Furthermore, the 

continent’s economy has witnessed unprecedented growth during recent decades, increasing the 

business opportunities on offer and, therefore, attracting new actors playing an economic role in 
Africa (e.g. Japan, Korea, BRIC countries) (Runde 2018). The African region has been one of the 

fastest growing during recent decades, advancing regional integration, making market access 

easier and the expansion of business (Runde 2018). Furthermore, Africa is also assuming an 

increasingly strategic role in the international arena, representing 54 countries out of 193 

members within the UN and, in general, with an increasing percentage of the world population. 

Global governance towards the African continent has been strongly centred on the instrument of 

development aid and official development assistance during recent centuries. This approach was 

mainly driven by a post-colonial attitude and by the fact that most African countries were classified 

as least developed countries (LDCs) with high levels of poverty and extreme poverty. The 

increasing’African Agency’ (Hurt, 2020) united around the evolution of the development approach 

in response to new global challenges (i.e. from the MDGs, to the universalistic and more 
comprehensive SDGs), calling upon the main actors involved in the African continent to change 

their development strategies. While development aid still represents an important instrument of 

governance, it is increasingly accompanied by blending initiatives.  

This chapter aims to give an overview of the evolution of global and European governance in 

development policy and relations with Africa.  

The research is focused on the period between 1995 and the present. Nevertheless, both for 

global governance and European governance some references will be provided relating to the 

pre-1995 period, when the overall development policy concept was developed and the African 

continent started to build its own identity with the process of decolonisation.  

Figure 1 reports some key events considered as milestones in development policy and relations 

with Africa. The green triangles represent the turning points in the evolution of governance, which 

will be used particularly in the next chapter on actorness. The turning points highlighted are 

considered those moments where it is possible to see a major change in overall governance and 

actorness, particularly in what concerns the European partnership with Africa, the main focus for 

the analysis of actorness.  
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The analysis of governance will start with an overview of development policy and relations with 
African evolution since the decolonisation process. The analysis will cover the evolution of 

development and cooperation with Africa from the perspective of some key international 

organisations and certain key bilateral actors. The analysis will proceed to focus on the European 

Union’s governance, starting from the EU’s framework for development and cooperation with 

North Africa and with Sub-Saharan Africa and then to look at the continent-to-continent approach 

between the European Union and Africa as a whole.  

 

Figure 1 - EU and Global Governance milestones in development policy and relations 
with Africa. 

Note: Global governance milestones in pink; EU-North Africa Milestones in orange; EU-OACPS milestones in purple; 

EU-Africa milestones in light blue; EU development policy milestones in yellow. Green triangles represent the different 

phases highlighted as a ‘turning point’ that will be particularly analysed in the actorness chapter.  
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1.2. Development policy and relations with Africa: Global 
governance perspective  

 

The OECD reports that Africa is the region receiving the largest amount of Net ODA82. Figure 2 

provides an overview of the ODA trends in Africa since 1995. Both multilateral and bilateral aid to 

Africa show an increasing trend. The US has been the largest bilateral donor for Africa over the 

period considered. The European Commission, when taken together with European Member 

State contributions, is the largest donor to Africa overall. The table in Figure 2.d shows that the 

United States and the European institutions are always amongst the top donors to Africa.  

By the early 2000s the effectiveness of ODA was already starting to be questioned. While there 

seems to be an agreement globally around the important role of development aid in achieving key 

social improvement, the latter also comes extensively from FDI, trade and remittances, amongst 
others83. Looking at data on FDI, trade and remittances to Africa, it is evident that all these three 

instruments have seen a steady increase during the first decade of the 21st century (see annexe 

1). Almost all the three instruments show a sharp increase during this decade, to then assume a 

non-consistent trend during the most recent decade (except in the case of remittances in North 

Africa, see annexe 1). The last decade has also seen an increase in blending finance for 

development, while this still seems to barely reach LDCs (see annexe 1).  

Despite various criticisms of ODA, it is still considered crucial for development, even if 

accompanied by other instruments, such as those previously mentioned. The international 

community has been strongly engaged in trying to better coordinate and harmonise aid, improving 

the monitoring of flows and programme delivery. Recent decades have been characterised by a 
strong international effort to make development aid more effective. Some key initiatives in this 

sense will be analysed in the next section.  

 
82 The OECD‘Development Aid Statistic at Glance, Statistic by Region’ (2019 Edition) reports that Africa in 2017 received 
USD 52 800 million of Net Oda, followed by Asia (48 769).  
83 For the importance of the non-aid dimension of the relation between rich and poor countries, see Bob Picciotto in his 
comment on’The White Man’s Burden’ by William Easterly – Robert Picciotto, King’s College, London, 21 September 
2006 https://www.odi.org/events/116-white-mans-burden-wests-efforts-aid-rest-have-done-so-much-ill-so-little-good.  

https://www.odi.org/events/116-white-mans-burden-wests-efforts-aid-rest-have-done-so-much-ill-so-little-good.
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Figure 2 - ODA towards Africa 1995-2018/19. 

 

1.2.1. From WW II to the new millennium 

In 1945, with the United Nations Charter, the promotion of social progress and better standards 

of living started to be considered as a means of ending poverty and preventing wars. World War 

II was over and the need to promote peace was a priority. It was in this context that the concept 

of international cooperation and development started to be shaped, to solve international 
economic and humanitarian problems and to promote human rights and fundamental freedoms84. 

 
84 The International Bill of Human Rights would have been announced later, in 1948.  
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The original members of the UN were 51 countries, including some European countries (i.e. 
Denmark, France, Poland, United Kingdom)85 and a few African countries (i.e. Egypt, Ethiopia, 

Liberia). In 1950, the UN set up the Expanded Programme for Technical Assistance, providing 

technical advisory services and training opportunities for developing countries. In the following 

years, a specific fund was set up – the UN Special Fund – a multilateral fund to assist developing 

countries, based on voluntary contributions from member states. Development increasingly 

became the central theme for UN action, and during the decolonisation period, which began 

around 1960, it increased its membership. The UN was also active in the promotion of 
decolonisation, with the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and 

People (1960) and the relative institution of the Special Committee on Decolonisation, to make 

suggestions and recommendations on the progress and extent of the implementation of the 

Declaration86. During the 1960s, the UN established the Food and Agriculture Organisation 

(FAO), the World Food Programme (WFP), the United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development (UNCTAD), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the United 

Nations Industrial Development Organisation (UNIDO), all agencies working on research and 

programming on specific issues for development and cooperation. Meanwhile, one of the key 
Bretton Wood institutions, the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD, or 

World Bank – WB), was shifting its attention from Europe to developing countries. Supported by 

the United Nations and the United States, in 1960 the WB launched the International Development 

Association (IDA), providing ‘soft-loans‘ (low-interest loans, credits and grants) to developing 

countries for programmes with the objective of boosting economic growth, reducing inequalities 

and improving people’s living conditions87. IDA still represents one of the largest sources of 

assistance for the world’s poorest countries extensively using credit (at zero or low-interest 

charges and repayments of up to 40 years and periods of 10 years’ grace), as well as smaller 
grants (mainly for countries at risk of debt distress).  

In 1961, the OECD published its first comprehensive survey of The Flow of Financial Resources 

to Countries in Course of Economic Development (1956-1959) and, in the same year, the 

Development Assistance Group issued the Resolution of the Common Aid Effort; the 

Development Assistance Committee (DAC) was established (OECD 2006). The aim of DAC was 

to coordinate assistance to less developed countries, increasing the aggregate resources for 

development assistance and encouraging the participation of private and public finance. Since its 

 
85 The EU has been a permanent observer at the UN General Assembly (UNGA) since 1974 and has observer status in 
most of the UN specialist agencies. It is a full voting member of 3 UN bodies and is the only non-state party to more than 
50 UN conventions. See https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/unga/  
86 The Special Committee on Decolonisation (or C-24) is still operating, examining the politic-economic situation of the 
Non-Self-Governed Territories (NSGTs) (through on-site missions and seminars) and making recommendations to the 
GA. See https://www.un.org/dppa/decolonization/en/c24/about  
87The signatory countries in 1960 were 15 (Australia, Canada, China, Germany, India, Italy, Malaysia, Norway, Pakistan, 
Sudan, Sweden, Thailand, United Kingdom, United States and Vietnam). Within its first eight months of launch, IDA 
reached 51 members. In 2021, it accounted for 173 shareholder countries.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/unga/
https://www.un.org/dppa/decolonization/en/c24/about
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constitution, DAC88 has played a key role in defining norms for development cooperation, often in 
collaboration with the various UN agencies. One of the first DAC initiatives was the launching of 

the annual Aid Reviews and Systematic Statistical Aid Reporting, issuing specific directives for 

reporting aid and resource flows to developing countries. An important step for development was 

decided during the first UNCTAD meeting in Geneva (1964) which recommended a target of 1 %89 

of national income for transfer of financial resources from each development country, where DAC 

discussed development and assistance problems in the Middle East and in West Africa. In 1972, 

the definition of official development assistance was formulated; this was used until 2017:’ODA 
consists of flows to developing countries (DAC List of ODA Recipient) and multilateral institutions 

provided by official agencies, including state and local governments, or by their executive 

agencies, each transaction of which meets the following test: a) it is administered with the 

promotion of the economic development and welfare of developing countries as its main objective, 

and b) it is concessional in character and contains a grant element of at least 25 % (calculated at 

a rate of discount of 10 %) (OECD 2006)’. DAC issued several recommendations and guideline 

principles for some main scopes: better coordinating of donor efforts, better monitoring of the 

impact of development, untying official development assistance and private sector involvement in 
development assistance are among the other key issues related to development.  

The 1960s was also an important decade because of the strong engagement of developing 

countries in the development debate, criticising the approach promoted by western countries. The 
idea of the New International Economic Order (NIEO) emerged from the experience of 

decolonisation during the 1960s, which was the central theme of discussion for the G77 and the 

Non-Aligned Movement. One of the main issues stressed in creating a ‘new order’’was the 

increasing inequality between developed and developing countries. The latter were asking for the 

reduction of trade barriers, the general restructuring of international trade and reform of the 

Bretton Wood System, favouring the creation of inequality between the less developed and the 

developed countries. The Non-Alignment Movement (NAM) originated in 1955 and held its first 
summit conference in 1961, a forum of 120 countries that were ‘not aligned’ with the major power 

blocs at that time. The NAM collaborated with the G77, the intergovernmental voting block at the 

United Nations for promoting the interests of developing countries.  

The concept of development was strictly linked to economic growth, seen as the fundamental 

engine for enhancing development. The international community, sustained by the first economics 

 
88 DAC numbers 30 Members (the EU is a member, the only multilateral organisation in this group). The Observers are: 
the Asian Development Bank, the African Development Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank, with the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the World Bank (WB).  
89 The actual target of 0.7  % ODA over donors’ national income was first proposed by the Nobel Prize’s Tinbergen 
(0.75  % of GNP both concessional and non-concessional official flows) in 1964. Some years later, the Pearson 
Commission proposed reaching 0.70  % of ODA over GNP by 1980 at the latest, while during the 1970s, the 0.7  % gained 
acceptance from donors, although some countries were still not in favour. It was repeatedly endorsed as a long-term 
objective. In 2005, the 15 member countries of the EU agreed to reach the target by 2015. At time of writing (January 
2021) only five countries (OECD members) have met the target: Luxembourg, Norway, Sweden (at the first target meeting 
in 1974), Denmark, UK, Germany and the Netherlands. The average for DAC members’ ODA has been around 0.4  % 
over the last decades. 
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development theories, was moved by the general thinking that an open and liberalised market 
was key to pushing economic growth and favouring development. Nevertheless, disparities in 

living standards in different parts of the world were raising concerns, particularly amongst the less 

developed countries. In 1958, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) of the United Nations 

(UN) established the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA). It is one of the five regional 

commissions aiming to promote the economic and social development of its member states, foster 

intra-regional integration and promote international cooperation for Africa’s development. In 1962 

in Cairo, the Conference on the Problems of Economic Development was held, producing the 
‘Cairo Declaration of Developing Countries‘ (UNECA 1962). Organised by developing countries 

with the ECA, the Cairo Declaration highlighted concerns surrounding the increasing disparity in 

living standards around the world and put emphasis on the need for increasing international 

assistance to developing countries, while implementing internal reforms. Furthermore, the 

declaration stressed the importance of increasing cooperation, trade and sharing of knowledge 

amongst developing countries. Furthermore, the declaration highlighted that the distribution of 

international aid was uneven and correcting the situation was needed, as well as integrating more 

international assistance with national economic development plans and programmes. In 1963, 
the first DAC recommendations on‘Terms and Conditions of Aid‘ were formulated, stressing the 

need for donor DAC members to ‘relate the terms of aid on a case-by-case basis to the 

circumstances of each under-developed country or group of countries ('appropriate terms')’ 

(Führer 1996). Nevertheless, during the following years, the recipient developing countries 

increasingly raised the issue that donor countries were not really taking into account the needs of 

developing countries when providing aid and that developing countries were not sufficiently 

represented at the international level (UN).  

During the 1960s and 1970s, UN Decade started acknowledging that development meant 

economic growth, but that it also concerned the improvement of social conditions. Nevertheless, 

after almost two decades of development policies, both donor and recipient country populations 
started to be cynical about aid effectiveness. In 1970, the Pearson Report highlighted that the 

development countries receiving assistance were heterogeneous in economic, social, cultural and 

environmental condition and more research was needed to better address country-specific 

problems. Pearson and his colleagues proposed a new approach to development, focused on 

around 30 main objectives, among which were: use of aid to finance research knowledge about 

the South and financing education in developing countries; promoting international and regional 

trade considered to be the engine for growth; linking aid to specific development objectives; 

recognition of debt relief as a legitimate form of aid.  

One important point coming out from the report, which was particularly debated among developing 

countries was: calling upon foreign donors to reduce strings attached to aid-giving, obliging 
developing countries to buy goods from donor countries (what will later be called’tied aid’) 

(Pearson 1970).  
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The UN Second Development Decade (1971-1980) was defined as the ultimate aim of 
development to achieve a better quality of life for all, from economic development to the 

development of physical, moral, intellectual and cultural resources (Kurtas n.d.b). During that 

period, the UN development approach opened up to issues like racism and environment. 

Both the UN and the OECD worked extensively to coordinate donor efforts and to shape 

international development governance, particularly after the 2000s. Since the late 1970s, 

development aid policies started to be heavily criticised because they were seen to be driven by 

political self-interest objectives. Furthermore, the lack of coordination among donors united by 

ambitious targets was proving difficult to achieve and questioned the effectiveness of aid. 

Between the 1980s and 1990s, the definition of ODA started to be widely discussed and, 

particularly after the end of the Cold War, the basic rationale of aid started to be questioned. From 
the 2000s, the development landscape started to change rapidly, along with the overall concept 

of development finance (Hynes and Scott 2013). Furthermore, the 1980s and 1990s were 

characterised by the massive utilisation of the structural adjustment approach of international 

financial institutions, providing loans to a developing country in need but requiring typically liberal 

reforms that were considered fundamental for long-term macroeconomic stability (i.e. financial 

liberalisation, deregulation, privatisation). While aid was criticised because it was considered 

ineffective, conditional loans were, in that period, considered to be the right way to help countries 

develop. Nevertheless, the required structural adjustment would have then been strongly 
criticised because of high social costs90. The new millennium was characterised by the 

international community’s attempt to make aid more effective. 

1.2.2. United Nations and other multilateral organisations: the evolution of 
governance during the 2000s 

The year 2000 was the final year of the first decade of the eradication of colonialism (1990-2000). 

In the same year, UNGA declared 2001-2010 as the Second International Decade for the 

Eradication of Colonialism, calling upon member states to increase their efforts to implement the 

plan of action agreed for the first decade. A few years before the start of the new millennium, in 

1997, the first United Nations Decade for the Eradication of Poverty began. 

With the Millennium Assembly of the United Nations, held in New York in September 2000, the 

Millennium Declaration was adopted. Under the Declaration, world leaders committed their 

nations to achieve eight goals by 2015. The aims of the latter, called‘Millennium Development 

Goals‘ (MDGs) were: 1) eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; 2) achieve universal primary 

education; 3) promote gender equality and empower women; 4) reduce child mortality; 5) improve 

 
90 https://publichealthreviews.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s40985-017-0059-2 and 
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/140146/1/v23-i05-a02-BF02925113.pdf  

https://publichealthreviews.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s40985-017-0059-2
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/140146/1/v23-i05-a02-BF02925113.pdf
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maternal health; 6) combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other disease; 7) ensure environmental 
sustainability; 8) develop a global partnership for development.  

In 2002, the UN First International Conference on Financing for Development was held in 
Monterrey. The Monterrey Consensus was adopted, becoming one of the major references for 

overall international development and cooperation. The consensus outlined six areas of financing 

for development: mobilising domestic financial resources for development; mobilising 

international resources for development (foreign direct investment and other private flows); 

international trade as an engine for development; increasing international financial and technical 

cooperation for development; external debt; addressing systemic issues (enhancing the 

coherence and consistency of international monetary, financial and trading systems in support of 

development) (United Nations 2003). The consensus was followed up in 2008, by adopting the 
Doha Declaration on Financing for Development and, in 2015, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda 

(AAA). Meanwhile, between 2012 and 2015, the UN was leading the post-2015 development 

agenda process, which ended with the new international framework of Agenda 2030, with its 17 

Sustainable Development Goals.  

Between 2003 and 2011, the OECD coordinated some high-level forums on aid effectiveness 

(HLF). The main purpose of these forums was to improve the coordination of aid between donor 

and recipient states. During the same period, the UN was also organising international 

conferences on financing and development. The first High Level Forum (HLF-1) was held in Rome 

in 2002 and represented the first attempt to formalise the principles for aid effectiveness, better 

outlined in the following forum in Paris in 2005 (HLF-2) within five principles: ownership, 
alignment, harmonisation, results and mutual accountability. The Paris Declaration went beyond 

defining the main principles, also providing 12 indicators for tracking progress in aid effectiveness. 

The HLF-3 (Accra 2008) built on the two previous HLFs, aimed at deepening the implementation 

of relative principles, resulting in the Accra Agenda for Action (AAA). The AAA was focused on 

three main areas of action, which were particularly far from being achieved: country ownership, 

more effective and inclusive partnership and achieving development results. The fourth and last 

HLF was held in Busan in 2011. The Busan Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation 

represented the first legal framework for development and cooperation inclusion, beyond 
traditional donors, South-South cooperation, BRICS, civil society organisations and private 

funders. With Busan in particular, the international community started to underline the need to 

increase and reinforce the achievements, through the diversification of instruments for financing 

a sustainable and inclusive development: taxation and domestic resource mobilisation, private 

investment, aid for trade, philanthropy, non-concessional public funding and climate finance, 

through more public–private partnership.  

With Busan, the Global Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation (GPEDC) was 

established, to ensure the implementation of the agreed commitments. The GPDEC supports and 
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promotes effective development cooperation principles and. since its inception in Busan (2011) 
has convened at three high-ministerial levels, adopting the following documents: Mexico 

Communique (2014), the Nairobi Outcome Document (2016) and the Co-Chair’s Statement on 

the Senior-Level Meeting (2019). The GPDEC aimed at going beyond aid effectiveness, building 

the concept of effective development cooperation. The GPDEC has a Steering Committee with 

four co-chairs, providing guidance for the Joint Support Team. The Steering Committee is a multi-

stakeholder governing body which meets biannually to guide the overall work of the partnership91. 

The Co-chairs are: Ms Elysée Munembwe Tamukumwe, Minister of Planning, Deputy Prime 
Minister (Democratic Republic of Congo); Mr Mustafa Kamal, Minister of Finance (Bangladesh); 

Mr Thomas Gass, Ambassador, Assistant Director-General, Swiss Agency for Development and 

Cooperation (Switzerland). The Joint Support Team carries on the GPEDC’s work and is hosted 

jointly by the UNDP and the OECD. In March 2019, the GPEDC launched the ‘Kampala 

principles’, five mutually reinforcing principles developed to guide collective work for making 

private sector partnership for development cooperation more effective: inclusive country 

ownership, results and targeted impact, inclusive partnership, transparency and accountability, 

leaving no one behind (GPEDC 2019).  

In 2018, the ODA definition changed. Official development assistance flows are defined as those 

flows to DAC listed countries and to multilateral development institutions which are provided by 

official agencies, states and local governments. To be considered an ODA flow, the transaction 
must be administrated with the promotion of the economic development and welfare of developing 

countries as its main objective and must be concessional in character, as was originally stated in 

the previous definition. The new definition better specifies what makes the transaction 

concessional in character‘. The transaction must contain a grant element of at least:  

- 5 % in the case of bilateral loans to the official sector of LDCs and other LICs 

- 15 % in the case of bilateral loans to the official sector of LMICs 

- 10 % in the case of bilateral loans to the official sector of UMICs 

- 10 % in the case of multilateral institutions (OECD n.d.) 

 

Beyond international organisations and agencies, which have certainly played a key role as actors 

promoting development and cooperation in and with Africa, many of the previously mentioned 

international frameworks include other global powers, such as the European Union and its 
Member States and other nations. While all the major powers try to play a role in these 

international frameworks, they also pursue their own objectives and strategies in development 

issues and relations with Africa. The next sections will provide an overview of the evolution of 

 
91 In the Steering Committee, there are the Chief Executive Officer, African Union Development Agency (AUDA-NEPAD) 
and the Deputy Director-General, Directorate-General for Development and Co-operation, EuropeAid, European 
Commission, amongst other participants representing the business sector, recipient and donor countries/institutions and 
civil society: https://www.effectivecooperation.org/landing-page/meet-leadership 

https://www.effectivecooperation.org/landing-page/meet-leadership
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governance of some key actors in the global arena, before moving to the analysis of the EU’s 
governance.  

1.2.3. The US development policy and relations with Africa 

The United States is the major ODA donor to Africa, accounting for 21 % of all the ODA flows in 

Africa in 2017 (OECD 2019a). Most aid is channelled through the US Agency for International 

Development (USAID), which has 27 bilateral and regional missions in Africa (Manrique Gil 2015). 

The main areas of interests and engagement for the US in Africa are fourfold: security and 

counter-terrorism, energy supply, cooperation on health issues and promotion of governance 
standards. Since 9/11, the concern about terrorism has increased and in 2007 the Africa 

Command (AFRICOM) (Idem) was created. The US Defence Department is involved not only in 

providing military intelligence but also in security cooperation programmes and humanitarian 

assistance. The latter has been provided to a large extent during the recent COVID-19 

pandemic92.  

In 2000, the US launched the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), a trade act renewed 

until 202593. This act implies preferential trade relations with country partners, mainly providing a 

reduction of tariffs and duties. The pact is available only for Sub-Saharan countries and only for 

those respecting some specific eligibility criteria. To be eligible, countries must be in Sub-Saharan 

Africa, not be engaged in activities undermining US national security and foreign interests and 
not engaged in violations of human rights or supporting terrorism. Furthermore, the country must 

have established or be making progress in establishing: a market-based economy, rule of law, 

elimination of barriers to United States trade and investment, having economic policies to reduce 

poverty and increase education and healthcare availability and combating corruption. The US 

President decides if countries are making continual progress, to allow them to remain part of the 

agreement.  

A more comprehensive strategy towards the continent started in 2012, with the White House’s 
US strategy towards Sub-Saharan Africa. US-Africa relations were further strengthened in 2014 
with the first US-Africa Leader’s Summit in Washington, where more than 50 African leaders met 
US political leaders, business representatives and civil society organisations (Manrique Gil 2015). 
The White House’s US strategy towards Sub-Saharan Africa highlighted that the growing 
economies of African countries were threatened by lack of governance and democratic 
institutions. The partnership aimed at strengthening the collaboration with Sub-Sahara Africa, to 
promote sustainable growth and development (The White House 2012). The partnership was 
based on four main pillars. The first was strengthening democratic institutions, promoting 
accountability and transparency of institutions. An interesting point under this pillar is the 
recognition of the importance for Africans to build their own democracies and the willingness of 

 
92 See more at https://www.africom.mil/media-room/partnerships  
93 See more at https://agoa.info/about-agoa.html  

https://www.africom.mil/media-room/partnerships
https://agoa.info/about-agoa.html
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the US to support leaders and actors involved in the creation of vibrant democratic models. The 
second pillar is to spur economic growth, trade and investment, promoting regional integration 
and encouraging US companies to trade with and invest in Africa. The third pillar focuses on 
peace and security promotion, while the fourth promotes opportunity and development. The latter 
pillar particularly stressed the importance of promoting resilience to climate change, young people 
and female employment (Idem). Since then, each year the African Union (AU) and the United 
States of America meet at the High-Level Dialogue, to review the progress on the four pillar issues 
(African Union 2018). During the 6th Annual AUC-US High-Level Dialogue, both parties 
committed to involving more regional economic communities and to strengthening dialogue with 
the private sector. The US plays an important role in security issues in the Sahel Region, which 
is stressed and reinforced during this dialogue, particularly referring to the Somalia transition plan 
(African Union 2018). During the 7th Annual AUC-US High-Level Dialogue (17 November 2019) 
African youth and opportunities for women, together with African regional integration, were key. 
Both sides engaged in deepening cooperation in security and digital economy capacity building, 
as well as in continuing consultation on the establishment of the AU Food Safety Agency. While 
the US has held the role of Africa’s first donor for many years, Africa has never represented a key 
strategic role for the US, but rather a way to counteract the Soviet Union immediately after the 
Cold War and, more recently, Russian and Chinese engagement in the continent94. The low 
interest in the region has been accrued during the years of the Trump Administration, when it 
became evident that interest in Africa was driven mainly by the willingness to stop the expansion 
of China’s influence95. With the new Biden Administration, it has been made quite clear that, with 
a general US disengagement in international cooperation, the willingness to be present in Africa 
is mostly to counteract China. Whatever the reasons, it is worth mentioning that the Trump 
Administration signed an important initiative with Africa – Prosper Africa‘a whole-of-government 
initiative that leverages the services and resources of 17 US Government agencies to 
substantially increase two-way trade and investment between the United States and Africa 
bringing together the full range of US Government resources to connect US and African 
companies with new buyers, suppliers, and investment opportunities’96. Nevertheless, Africa’s 
view of the US has generally declined under Trump, particularly following the restrictions on travel 
and refugee resettlement from Muslim-majority countries, including many in Africa97. With the new 
administration, Biden rescinded the ban and defined the partnership between the US and Africa 
as a ‘mutually and respectful’ one. Although with the Biden administration a change is expected 
from the previous Trump one, even though it will continue to focus on counter-terrorism and 
counteracting China’s influence, strong cooperation is also expected on climate change related 
issues, health and democracy98.  

 
94 See more at https://theconversation.com/trumps-legacy-in-africa-and-what-to-expect-from-biden-150293 
https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/trump-ha-ignorato-lafrica-biden-fara-quasi-lo-stesso-28169  
95 Ibid.  
96 https://www.prosperafrica.gov/about/faqs/  
97 https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/trumps-africa-policy-better-it-looks  
98 https://www.giga-hamburg.de/en/publications/24204746-apathy-africa-policy-under-biden/  

https://theconversation.com/trumps-legacy-in-africa-and-what-to-expect-from-biden-150293
https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/trump-ha-ignorato-lafrica-biden-fara-quasi-lo-stesso-28169
https://www.prosperafrica.gov/about/faqs/
https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/trumps-africa-policy-better-it-looks
https://www.giga-hamburg.de/en/publications/24204746-apathy-africa-policy-under-biden/
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1.2.4. China development policy and relations with Africa 

China started to intensify relations with Africa from the late 1960s, following the decolonisation 

process and this has increased significantly during recent decades (Manrique Gil 2015).  

The increasing involvement in the continent has manifested in aid, trade and FDI. (Aggarwal and 

Ayadi 2012). Among the top 10 recipients of Chinese ODA, there are 7 African countries: Ivory 

Coast with USD 4.0 billion, Ethiopia with USd 3.7 billion, Zimbabwe with USD 3.6 billion, 

Cameroon with USD 3.4 billion and Nigeria with USD 3.1 billion (data for 2014) (Muchapondwa 

et al. 2016). Chinese foreign direct investment in Africa has steadily increased during recent 
years. In 2003, the total FDI flow to Africa was USD 75 million, surging to USD 5.4 billion in 

200899. The top 5 African destinations of Chinese FDI in 2008 were South Africa, Democratic 

Republic of Congo, Mozambique, Zambia and Ethiopia (idem). Early Chinese economic 

engagement in Africa was led by state-owned enterprises but, later in time, the involvement of 

the private sector has increased (Manrique Gil 2015). Furthermore, trade has acquired an 

increasingly important role in Sino-African relations. In 2018, the value of China-Africa trade was 

USD 185 billion, with South Africa, Nigeria and Egypt being the largest importers and South 

Africa, Angola and the Republic of Congo the largest exporters. In 2018, Algeria, Angola, Kenya, 
Nigeria and Ethiopia accounted for 50 % of gross annual revenues in Africa of all Chinese 

company construction projects. Furthermore, these 5 African countries also accounted for 58 % 

of all Chinese workers in Africa at the end of 2018 (Idem). These data give a sense of China’s 

increasingly influential role in the African context since the beginning of the 21st century.  

In 2000 the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) was launched; it sets a framework for 

the promotion of Chinese investments in African countries and is organised every three years, 

alternately in Africa and China (Bertucci and Locatelli 2020). Furthermore, in 2014 the One Belt 

and Road Initiative was launched, under which East Africa developed a central node (Nantulya 

2019). Africa represents very important energy reserves for a fast-growing country like China. In 

fact, both trade and investment are characterised by the focus on the extractive sector. 
Nevertheless, since the fifth FOCAC in 2013, with the adoption of the Bejing Declaration and 

relative action plan, China started building a new type of China-Africa partnership, including key 

objectives like: strengthening political consultation and strategic dialogue, making Africa’s peace 

and security architecture operational, strengthening China’s cooperation with AU and sub-

regional organisations in Africa and taking joint measures to promote African unity and regional 

integration, amongst others (Manrique Gil 2015). Therefore, China’s overall governance, in terms 

of development and relations with Africa, is not only centred on economic aspects but also 

increasingly involves political and security issues. 

 
99 See more at http://www.sais-cari.org/chinese-investment-in-africa, 

http://www.sais-cari.org/chinese-investment-in-africa,
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1.2.5. Other key actors involved development policy and relations with 
Africa 

During recent decades and particularly since the 1990s, the African continent started to attract 
more and more actors in the global arena: countries, regional institutions and non-state actors.  

Starting with countries and since the last section has deeply analysed China’s governance, it is 
worth mentioning the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India China, South Africa). While all 

countries in the BRICS group have, for years, developed their relationship with Africa bilaterally, 

the formation of this new regional group of states gave more impetus to cooperation with Africa. 

This is explained by the fact that BRICS represents a group of states, part of which is called ‘the 

South of the World’ and, since the 1990s, with the end of bipolarism, the multipolar world gives 

the chance for new actors to have a role in the global arena and for South-South cooperation to 

develop. The first BRIC Summit was hosted by South Africa and titled ‘BRICS and Africa‘; since 

then, BRICS summits include neighbourhood countries, invited by the chairing country. During 
the first meeting, it was decided to establish a co-financing agreement for sustainable 

development in Africa, to co-finance infrastructure projects across the continent. The issue of 

infrastructure development was also key during the 2018 BRICS Summit titled,’BRICS in Africa: 

Collaboration for inclusive growth and shared prosperity in the 4th industrial revolution’. BRICS 

members are among the largest bilateral creditors in Africa for infrastructure investments, 

nevertheless more infrastructure for trade is needed, since it is still unequal, with African countries 

mostly exporting primary commodities to BRICS and importing manufacturing100.  

BRICS also became part of the G20, the intergovernmental forum composed of most of the largest 

economies in the world, which has played an increasing role in Africa’s development issues during 

recent years. The German G20 presidency in 2017 initiated the Compact with Africa (CwA) 
initiative. The initiative aims at boosting private investment, mainly to increase the provision of 

infrastructure in Africa, creating a better environment for investment in the continent101. The 

initiative is defined as demand-driven and is open to all the African countries102. Any country 

interested in starting an ‘Investment Compact’ is invited to engage with an international 

organisation involved (i.e. the African Development Bank (AfDB), the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) and the World Bank Group (WBG)), to identify important issues that need to be resolved 

and then work with them to find investors that are interested and, finally, the third step focuses on 

concrete reform measures103. Only 11 countries have joined the initiative so far: in North Africa – 
Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia; in East Africa – Ethiopia and Rwanda; and in West Africa – Benin, 

Ivory Coast, Ghana, Guinea, Senegal and Togo104. While the initiative has been promoted, 

 
100 https://media.africaportal.org/documents/GA_Th3_PB_sidiropolous_20180719.pdf  
101 https://www.g20-insights.org/policy_briefs/g20-compact-with-africa/  
102 https://www.bundesfinanzministerium.de/Content/EN/Standardartikel/Topics/world/G7-G20/2017-03-30-g20-
compact-with-africa.html  
103 https://www.compactwithafrica.org/content/compactwithafrica/home/about.html#idea  
104 Ibid.  

https://media.africaportal.org/documents/GA_Th3_PB_sidiropolous_20180719.pdf
https://www.g20-insights.org/policy_briefs/g20-compact-with-africa/
https://www.bundesfinanzministerium.de/Content/EN/Standardartikel/Topics/world/G7-G20/2017-03-30-g20-
https://www.compactwithafrica.org/content/compactwithafrica/home/about.html#idea
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particularly by Germany, as innovative and demand driven, there is the risk that the initiative could 
increase the debt burden developing countries are already facing. Furthermore, the programme 

has been criticised because it seems close to the Structural Adjustment Programmes which are 

very narrowly focused on macroeconomic conditions and neglects UN sustainability targets, as 

well as the goals set out in the African Union's Agenda 2063105.  

Other actors with an increasing role in development policy in Africa are the non-state actors (NSA) 

(i.e. NGOs, philanthropic organisations, private sector). NSA started to be central to the global 

development agenda via collaboration with private foundations, states and other private actors. 

The activity of the NSA became more prominent during the last decade, driven by the need for 

more resources for development to reach the SDGs and, consequently, the institutions of 

platforms gathering public and private resources. Of course, the NSA vary considerably among 
each other (i.e. Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Oxfam) and also, therefore, regarding their 

governance modalities and tools.  

Lastly, it is important to note that other relatively new actors are strengthening their relations with 
Africa. One of them is Japan, which started to build its relations with African countries in the 1990s 

and figured in the top 10 African donors (See Annexe 1). Japan maintained a role focused on true 

partnership among equals which enrich each other106. Already by 1999, Japan had launched a 

high-level policy dialogue between African leaders and development partners: the Tokyo 

International Conference on African Development (TICAD). Meetings are led by Japan and co-

organised by the United Nations, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the World 

Bank and the African Union Commission (AUC). The 7th Tokyo International Conference on 
African Development was held in August 2019, in the City of Yokohama, focusing on the 

overarching theme of Advancing Africa’s Development through people, technology, and 

innovation107. The Yokohama Declaration is based on three pillars: (1) Accelerating economic 

transformation and improving business environment through innovation and private sector 

engagement; (2) Deepening sustainable and resilient society; (3) Strengthening peace and 

stability108. Under each pillar of the declaration, focus areas and corresponding AU flagship 

programmes are listed. As regards Korea, its relations with Africa are more recent, around 2006, 

with the launch of the ‘Year of Friendship with Africa’ and the ‘Korea Initiative for Africa’s 
Development’109. Korea is another new actor. It is still at the learning stage and only recently saw 

the establishment of the Korea-Africa Foundation, with the following main objectives: (1) Trend 

analysis and research by country, region and theme; (2) Education and promotion for Korea-

Africa mutual understanding; (3) Support for Korea-Africa exchange and cooperation: private 

 
105 https://www.dw.com/en/opinion-new-name-but-same-mistakes-in-compact-with-africa/a-46095113  
106 https://www.un.org/africarenewal/web-features/japan-africa %E2 %80 %99s-subtle-effective-partner  
107 https://www.africa.undp.org/content/rba/en/home/about_us/ticad0/history.html  
108 https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/africa/ticad/ticad7/pdf/yokohama_declaration_en.pdf  
109 https://www.ifri.org/en/publications/etudes-de-lifri/korea-africa-between-soft-power-and-economic-interests  

https://www.dw.com/en/opinion-new-name-but-same-mistakes-in-compact-with-africa/a-46095113
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/web-features/japan-africa
https://www.africa.undp.org/content/rba/en/home/about_us/ticad0/history.html
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sector and organisations; (4) Other programmes determined necessary in achieving the 
objectives of the Korea-Africa Foundation Act110.  

To summarise, there are many actors in the global arena interested in intensifying their relations 
with Africa. As mentioned before, Africa is increasingly attractive for its natural resources, its 

youthful population and its expanding middle-class. The mix of actors involved leads to a mixture 

of governance tools. The common denominator is the partnership approach with the continent 

and increasing attention towards investment to finance infrastructure. The following sections will 

show that the EU is following almost the same path, but still maintaining a strong emphasis on 

security and border management issues.  

1.3. EU’s governance evolution: EU’s development policy and 
relations with Africa  

The European and the African continents have been closely connected since colonial times. The 
way Europe has built its partnership with Africa and the overall European attitude towards 

development policy builds on the decolonisation process. Furthermore, the very formation of the 

European Union111 and its regional integration, took place in parallel with the affirmation of 

independence of African countries (and other colonies in other regions, i.e., the Caribbean and 

South America). European regional integration has guided and influenced the evolution of 

European governance towards the African continent. In parallel with the EU’s formation and 

enlargement, cooperation agreements with neighbourhood countries began to be designed, 

mainly with ex-colonies. Indeed, the UK and France have played a crucial role in building relations 
between the EU and developing countries in Africa, since most of them were their former colonies.  

Even though the EU has tried to build a partnership with Africa based on a continent-to-continent 
approach in recent decades, historically the EU related to Africa on a ‘dual-regional scope‘, with 

different frameworks for cooperating with North African countries and those of Sub-Sahara 

Africa112. Several legal frameworks between the EU and different African regions have slowed 

down the building of a comprehensive strategy overall with Africa as a continent, hampered by 

the complicated and heterogeneous African regional integration process.  

 
110 http://eng.k-af.or.kr/eng/load.asp?subPage=110  
111 European Economic Community (EEC) was born with the Treaty of Rome in 1957 including Belgium, France, Italy, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and West Germany. UK joined EEC in 1973. 
112 African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States (ACP), intergovernmental body created by the Georgetown Agreement 
in 1975 amongst 79 African, Caribbean and Pacific states, all signatories to the Cotonou Agreement in 2000 (48 Sub-
Saharan, 16 Caribbean and 15 Pacific countries). With the Georgetown Agreement of 6 June 1975, the ACP Group was 
given autonomous status, establishing joint institutions and procedures for coordination and consultation between the 
member countries. Coordination between countries and a joint secretariat had already been established during the 
negotiations on the Lomé Convention. After an initial phase in which the three subgroups of Africa, the Caribbean and the 
Pacific each had their own spokesperson, the countries had a single spokesperson and acted in a rather cohesive manner 
in the next phase of the negotiations. In the Lomé cooperation system, the expression ‘associated states‘ previously used 
was abandoned, because of its neo-colonial nuance and to highlight the principle of equality in relations. The Organisation 
of African Caribbean and Pacific States (OACP) replaced the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States (ACP) on 
April 5, 2020, under the revised Georgetown Agreement. Out of convenience, the usual ACP acronym is retained in this 
paper to designate the member countries of the organisation and their group. 

http://eng.k-af.or.kr/eng/load.asp?subPage=110
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The Africa-EU relationship is based on agreements where aid and trade represent the main 
instruments for enhancing regional integration and human development. Despite the new 

attractive players in the African continent (See section 1), the EU is still the most significant trade 

and investment partner in Africa. In 2018, total trade in goods between the 27 EU Member States 

and Africa was 32 % of Africa's total (around EUR 235 billion); in 2017, the EU-27 FDI stock in 

Africa was around EUR 222 billion113. While China's ODA contribution to Africa is challenging to 

assess, regarding trade and investment the country still falls short compared to the EU, 

accounting for 17 % of Africa's total trade and EUR 38 billion of FDI stock114. Moreover, the EU 
(with its MS) is Africa’s main partner in development and cooperation, accounting for 46 % of the 

total ODA received by Africa (2018) (see annexe 2).  

The following paragraphs will analyse the evolution of European governance in Africa: from the 
differentiated approach with North Africa and with Sub-Saharan Africa, to the new comprehensive 

strategy with Africa proposed by the European Commission in 2020, with a focus on development 

and cooperation policies. 

1.3.1. EU and North Africa  

The European Economic Community (EEC) has been implementing cooperation agreements with 

Mediterranean non-Member Countries (MNC) since the 1960s. In 1978, cooperation agreements 

between the EEC and the Arab Republic of Egypt, the People's Democratic Republic of Algeria, 
the Kingdom of Morocco and the Republic of Tunisia entered into force. The main purpose of 

these agreements was to promote development through measures in trade and social fields and 

strengthen relations amongst partners, promoting regional cooperation. The cooperation 

measures provided by the agreements covered economic, financial and technical cooperation, 

trade and labour. Europe built a partnership with its neighbourhood based mainly on the creation 

of preferential relations in trade. Reducing import duties and facilitating workers and industries to 

operate (both in Europe and the partner countries) were among the core issues. Cooperation with 

the Southern neighbourhoods started increasing by the end of the Cold War and evolved in the 
Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) or ‘Barcelona Process’ in 1995. The European Union was 

newly born at that stage and its approach radically changed from the previous decades. The 

optimism of these years on the opportunities offered by regional integration was high and this 

optimistic wave led to a very innovative attempt. The idea was to strongly enhance integration 

amongst countries in the Mediterranean, in order to build stability and peace for the future. 

Countries in the Mediterranean started a new collaboration based on three dimensions: the policy 

and security dimension (creation and maintenance of peace and an area of stability); the civilian 

dimension (promoting cultural exchange and human development); and the economic dimension 
(creating a Mediterranean area of ‘shared prosperity’) (Ayadi and Sessa 2017). The latter was 

 
113 See https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_375, consulted on 20 April 2020 and 
https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/Africa-EU-relations-changing-paradigm-28665, 21 December 2020. 
114 Ibid. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_375,
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particularly ambitious, having the purpose of establishing a Euro-Mediterranean free trade area. 
With the Barcelona Process, the previous ‘cooperation agreements’ became ‘Association 

Agreements’. They still represent the main legal basis of the European Union’s relationship with 

North African countries. The agreements stress the importance of regional integration, to 

consolidate peaceful coexistence and economic and political stability. Furthermore, association 

agreements provide a framework for political dialogue to enforce political relations amongst 

countries, with more attention to human rights. There is no ‘human rights clause’, but the parties 

declared to comply with the International Declaration of Human Rights. Moreover, sustainable 
economic and social development started to become key concepts. Other key points for this new 

partnership are cooperation in education and training, cooperation in sharing technology, 

facilitating the movement of capital to attract investment and the gradual reduction of trade tariffs. 

All the association agreements stress the importance of regional integration, recognising the 

importance to involve third countries fostering intra-regional trade within the Maghreb, even if they 

do not provide technical measures to achieve this objective. Following the first enlargements of 

the EU, in 2003 the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) was launched. The main objective 

was to strengthen prosperity, stability and security between the EU and its neighbourhood. The 
ENP was reviewed in 2011, following the ‘Arab Spring’ uprising and again in 2015. After the crisis 

and the deep instability experienced, stabilising the region in political, economic and security 

related issues became the heart of the renewed policy. The ENP governs relations between the 

EU and North African countries, with bilateral, regional and cross-border cooperation 

programmes, with the European Neighbourhood Instrument (ENI) as its financial instrument. The 

budget under this instrument is renewed every seven years. The total seven-year ENI budget for 

2014-2020 was EUR 15.4 billion (in 2014 prices). In addition to the ENI, the EU provides other 

instruments for financing cooperation with North Africa.  

One important financial instrument is the Emergency Trust Fund for Africa. Particularly after 2011, 

Southern European countries experienced the arrival of many migrants from Africa and this issue 
became central in European governance. The Southern Mediterranean countries represent the 

shore from which many migrants start to travel towards Europe, from all parts of Africa. In 2015, 

the EU created the Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, which was particularly focused on 

addressing enforced displacement and irregular migration. The fund benefits a wide range of 

African countries that represent the major migration routes to Europe. In particular, the ‘North of 

Africa window’ of the Trust Fund operates in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya and Egypt to 

contribute to safe, secure and legal migration from, to and within the region and to support 

migration governance based on human rights. As of April 2020), the total amount allocated to the 
EU Trust Fund for Africa is EUR 4.8 billion, of which: EUR 4.2 billion is from the European 



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
329 

Development Fund (EDF) and EU financial instruments (DCI, ENI, HOME, ECHO), 
EUR 598 million from EU Member States and other donors (Switzerland and Norway)115.  

Another important instrument under the ENP is the Neighbourhood Investment Platform (NIP), 
which mobilises additional funding to finance capital-intensive infrastructure projects. The 

instrument pools grant resources from the EU budget and EU Member States, using them to 

leverage European financial institution loans. Projects under NIP must be developed by eligible 

European Financial Institutions which are: European Investment Bank (EIB); European Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development (EBRD); Council of Europe Development Bank (CEB); Nordic 

Investment Bank (NIB); Agence Française de Développement (AFD); Kreditanstalt für 

Wiederaufbau (KfW); Oesterreichische Entwicklungsbank AG (OeEB); Società Italiana per le 

Imprese all' Estero (SIMEST); Sociedade para o Financiamento do Desenvolvimento (SOFID); 
Agencia Española de Cooperación Internacional para el Desarrollo (AECID). In addition, the NIP 

plays a key role in donor coordination, supporting the implementation of regional and multilateral 

processes, particularly for relations with North Africa, with the Union for the Mediterranean and 

under the Southern Mediterranean Investment Coordination Initiative (AMICI). The latter is an EU 

initiative to better coordinate strategic level investment-related programmes. It aims at optimising 

policy dialogue and cooperation amongst relevant actors and donors in the Southern 

Mediterranean and coordinating public investment and the private sector to better target 

investments towards the highest possible socio-economic impact. AMICI's investment-related 
programmes cover typical economic sectors (i.e., trade, private sector development, energy, 

transport, environment) and economic governance, including macroeconomic reform and public 

finance engagement. The main priorities of the EU under the European Neighbourhood 

Instrument (ENI 2014-2020) are: (1) human rights and justice; (2) civil society; (3) rural economic 

development; (4) education and employment for young people; (5) boosting small business, 

energy cooperation; (6) management of natural resources; (7) climate change adaptation; (8) 

transport connections; (9) easing mobility of people.  

To strengthen the dialogue among Euro-Mediterranean countries and to revamp the Barcelona 

Process, in 2008 The Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) was created, an intergovernmental 

organisation of 43 countries from Europe and the Mediterranean Basin (EU-27 plus 15 states 
from the Mediterranean basins). The UfM presents a well-defined institutional framework for 

political dialogue and operationalisation of projects. The UfM is chaired by a co-presidency, 

shared between the two shores, and the co-presidency applies to all levels and activities (i.e., 

summits, ministerial meetings, and official-level meetings). The UfM Secretariat is in charge of 

identifying and promoting projects for enhancing regional cooperation that impact directly on the 

livelihoods of citizens, improve socio-economic development, regional integration, sustainable 

development and the exchange of knowledge among, and within, the members of the UfM. The 

 
115 See https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/content/trust-fund-financials_en, consulted on 10 March 2021.  

https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/content/trust-fund-financials_en,
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Parliamentary Assembly of the Union for the Mediterranean is composed of 208 members equally 
distributed between the northern and the southern shores of the Mediterranean and adopts (non-

legally-binding) resolutions (or recommendations) on all aspects of Euro-Mediterranean 

cooperation. Finally, under the UfM, a consultative assembly has also been set – the Euro-

Mediterranean Local and Regional Assembly (ARLEM), composed of 84 representatives of 

regions and local bodies that hold a regional or local authority mandate in the UfM Member States, 

to increase local and regional actor involvement.  

The European Union adopted a governance approach to North Africa based on a combination of 

aid, trade and political coordination. Building a robust diplomatic relationship in the Mediterranean 

region has been a priority in the EU's external governance since the very first steps of the 

European Union constitution and then its enlargement.  

1.3.2. EU and Sub-Sahara Africa 

1.3.2.1 From a post-colonial ‘donor-recipient’ approach to ‘partnership’ approach 

The first cooperation agreement between the EEC and Sub-Sahara African Countries was signed 
in 1963, the Yaoundé Convention (based on the previous treaty between the EEC and its 

overseas territories). The first convention between the EEC and 18 African ex-colonies, the 

Associated African States and Madagascar (AASM) entered into force in 1964. It was 

extended to Mauritius in 1969, with the attempt to create reciprocal market access and enhance 

the aid budget. In 1973, the UK joined the EEC, raising the question of the inclusion in the 

cooperation agreement of its overseas countries and territories (e.g., English-speaking African 

and Caribbean and Pacific states). In order to better coordinate cooperation amongst the enlarged 

EEC and the new overseas countries and territories, in 1975 the African, Caribbean and Pacific 
group of states (ACP) was created, an alliance of 46 states. The ACP concluded with Europe 

staging the first Lomé Convention in the same year. It was an essential phase in the EU's history 

of cooperation. This convention was the first significant aid and trade cooperation agreement 
between Europe and a large group of countries. It provided unilateral free access to the 

Community's market for almost all goods coming from ACP countries, under a duty-free 

arrangement, enjoying ‘most-favoured-nation’ trading status. Unlike previous conventions, in 

Lomé it was decided to apply a unilateral trade scheme, for which ACP countries had no 
obligations towards the EEC. At the same time, the latter committed to open its market to ACP 

countries' products. Precisely because of the provision of non-reciprocity, the Lomé regime has 

been considered an ‘alternative trade regime’. In a context of a dominant liberal paradigm, 

promoted by the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT 1947), the Lomé Convention 

seemed to be more inspired by the New International Economic Order (NIEO), better addressing 

the requests coming from developing countries (Drieghe and Orbie 2009). Furthermore, with the 

first Lomé Convention the Stabilisation for Export Earnings scheme (STABEX) for agricultural 

products was introduced (i.e., cocoa, cotton, coffee). It was an operational losses’ compensation 
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scheme for agrarian products, aimed at guaranteeing interest-free repayable compensation from 
the EEC to the ACP countries, should world market prices fell.  

The Second Lomé Convention introduced a new scheme: the System of Stabilisation of Export 
Earnings from Mining Products (SYSMIN). It allowed the EEC to provide urgent financial 

assistance (in the form of aid, granted by the European Development Fund) to the ACP States, 

should there be serious upheaval in the mining industry. The European Development Fund (EDF) 

is the oldest European common instrument for development. It was established in 1958, with the 

scope of providing development aid to the ex-colonies and oversees countries, then becoming 

the main instrument to finance European programmes and projects with Sub-Saharan African 

countries. The European Development Fund (EDF) endowment under Lomé II doubled from the 

previous one (under Lomé I). During the same period, ACP countries suffered a drop in raw 
material prices and the famine in Africa raised the need for more development aid in the 

agricultural sector. The Commission started strengthening its dialogue with ACP countries in 

order to maximise European assistance, while Member States began calling for greater control 

over the use of funds (Migani Guia 2019).  

After the Cold War, the general global pattern profoundly changed, increasing the need to discuss 

both trade and aid as part of the partnership. By 1980, with Lomé Convention II, the EEC had 

tried to introduce a clause linking the deployment of aid to the respect of human rights, 

which was only formally introduced in 1985 in Lomé Convention IV, even though it did not provide 

a clear legal basis allowing the suspension of an agreement, should there be severe violations of 

human rights or democratic principles (i.e. in 1970, the EU wanted to suspend aid to Uganda 
because of the bloody dictatorship that was in power, but it lacked the legal mechanisms to do 

so) (Idem). In 1992, the Maastricht Treaty provided that the Community's aid would be linked 
to democracy, the rule of law and respect of human rights, which started to become primary 

conditions for future conventions. On the trade side, GATT rules on non-discrimination in 

international trade challenged trade provisions under the Lomé Convention. The latter violated 

the Enabling Clause in GATT (1979) to support LDCs (Gibb 2000), providing preferential access 

to a restricted number of developing countries, consequently excluding others with a similar level 

of development. It became clear to the EU that there was a need to adapt its partnership with 
ACP countries to the new international rules. In 1996, a Green Paper on EU-ACP relations 

(Commission of the European Communities 1996) outlined the main challenges and options for 

a new partnership for the 21st century. In this paper, the EU stressed the necessity to adapt the 

historical ties that had governed trade and development aid between the Union and the ACP 

countries since 1975, to the new international political and trade scene. It represented an essential 

change in Africa-EU relations and was the first step towards a partnership that was more 

disconnected from the post-colonial approach. The Green Paper stressed four key issues for 
consideration to build a new EU-ACP cooperation framework, recognising that trade preferences 

adopted during the period of the Lomé Conventions had created disappointing reactions in most 
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ACP countries. The first issue highlighted was the geographical scope. The Lomé Conventions 
included a significant number and heterogeneous group of states without any collective economic 

or political body. The historical context of the mid 1990s urged that regional differences be taken 

into account more and that different arrangements be provided for LDCs. Furthermore, the 

necessity to increase aid in a better coordinated and more efficient way emerged, particularly 

towards the poorest countries. Some other important issues were: (1) to improve competitiveness 

and strengthen private sector engagement; (2) the role and the functioning of the State in ACP 

countries, for which the EU should have put more effort into strengthening the rule of law and the 
creation of a satisfactory institutional framework; (3) the need to change the trade dimension, 

readdressing trade issues under the new WTO multilateral framework. The informal consultations 

on the future of ACP-EU cooperation started in 1996 and, in 2000, the Cotonou Partnership 

Agreement (CPA) was signed.  

1.3.2.2  Cotonou Partnership Agreement (CPA): main characteristics and evolution of the agreement 

regulating EU-SSA relations 

The Cotonou Agreement came into force in 2000, with a validity of 20 years. The Cotonou 

Agreement is a wide-ranging agreement, covering many policy areas and with a huge 

geographical scope. The stated aim of the CPA remains in line with the previous conventions 
between the EU and ACP countries: (1) to reduce poverty aiming at its eradication; (2) to support 

sustainable economic, cultural and social development; (3) to help partner countries’ economies 

to progressively integrate into the world economy. The CPA also represented critical changes 

from the previous agreements stipulated with ACP countries. For the first time, it explicitly 

recognised the complementary role and the potentialities of non-state actors in the development 

process, while the agreement provides a well-defined joint institutional framework for 

strengthening political dialogue (ACP Secretariat and ECDPM 2003). Indeed, the Cotonou 

Agreement represented a radical change in Africa-EU relations and the EU’s attempt to build a 
new model for development. Even so, while from one side the CPA adopted an approach that 

was more globally oriented and less ‘neo-colonial’, on the other side it still widely reflected the 

‘neo-liberal’ approach that dominated international policies during the 1980s and the 1990s, 

characterised by a common use of terms, like ‘ownership’, ‘participation’, ‘empowerment’ and 

‘poverty reduction’ (Farrel 2010). Nevertheless, in a departure from the conventions that 

characterised EU-ACP cooperation before 2000, the CPA was fully defined as a ‘partnership 

agreement’, underlining the EU’s willingness to change international cooperation modalities, at 

least towards ACP countries and, therefore, its main ex-colonies.  

One major change with respect to the previous Lomé Conventions was that the CPA was less 

prescriptive and encouraged flexible dialogue amongst partners. In fact, the CPA contains a 
strong political pillar, creating some joint institutions for strengthening the dialogue between the 

two ‘parties’ (EU and ACP), as well as supporting the implementation of the agreement’s 

objectives. The main joint institution is the Council of Ministers, composed of members of the 
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Council of the European Union, members of the Commission of the European Communities and 
one member of each ACP country government. The presidency of the Council of Ministers is held 

by a European or an ACP member on an alternating basis, which convenes the Council once a 

year as a rule and whenever it seems necessary. The role of the Council is key. The Council of 

Ministers is charged with conducting the political dialogue, examining and resolving any issues 

related to the implementation of the agreement and adopting the policy guidelines; it takes 

decisions that are necessary for the implementation of the provisions of the agreement, 

particularly regarding development strategy. The Committee of Ambassadors (monitoring body) 
and the Joint Parliamentary Assembly (consultative body), are all composed of ACP countries 

and EU representatives, in equal measure. The committee is composed of a permanent 

representative of each EU Member States, a representative of the European Commission and 

the head of mission of each ACP State, designated by the ACP States. The Parliament is 

composed of members of the European Parliament and members of the ACP States’ parliaments.  

The agreement also provides two other joint institutions: the joint ACP-EU ministerial trade 
committee and the ACP-EU development finance cooperation committee. The two 

committees examine the implementation of what is provided under the relative pillar of trade and 

of development and cooperation. This joint institutional arrangement highlights the EU's 

willingness to create a ‘new way’ of cooperating with Africa, following the pattern of EU regional 

integration. It is also interesting to observe how, in the CPA, the EU clearly defines its willingness 
to be a unique, strong actor, as highlighted by art. 91 of the CPA stating: ‘no treaty, convention, 

agreement or arrangement of any kind between one or more Member States of the Community 

and one or more ACP States may impede the implementation of this Agreement’. Finally, another 

particularly important novelty of the CPA was provided by art. 96 on ‘consultation procedure and 

appropriate measures as regard to human rights, democratic principle and rule of law’. The 

mentioned article serves as a ‘human rights clause’ or ‘democracy clause’ allowing all the parties 

(EU, ACP States) to open up consultation with all the parties and the Council of Ministers, if it is 
found that a party failed to fulfil its obligations, as in paragraph 2, art 9 of the CPA (i.e. respect of 

human rights, democratic principles, rule of law). During the consultation, the parties shall discuss 

measures that the party concerned has to take to remedy the situation. In ‘case of special urgency’ 

(or if the consultations do not lead to solutions or are refused) appropriate measures may be 

taken (in accordance with international law and proportional to the violation, CPA, art. 96(2))116.  

The CPA is divided into three complementary pillars: political dimension, economic and trade 

cooperation, and development cooperation.  

 
116 Since 2000, the article has been applied around fifteen times (European Council,2021)  
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1.3.2.3  Political dimension and institutional framework 

The political dimension, as previously mentioned, provides the joint institutions’ frameworks for 

the implementation of the agreement. Furthermore, this pillar sets out some of the core principles 

and objectives of the partnership: (1) promoting multilateralism, (2) integrating more ACP 
countries in international relations and (3) building stable and democratic political environments 

in ACP countries. The main global attempt is in line with the millennium development goals 

(MDGs): the reduction of poverty and the promotion of sustainable peace and security. The 

agreement underlines that both good governance and the rule of law underpin the overall ACP-

EU partnership. Even from the first pillar, it is clear that the agreement is strongly shaped by the 

context of international governance. The agreement is based on the MDGs for its core objectives 

and on the promotion of ‘good governance’. The concept of ‘good governance’ follows the WB 

and IMF approach of the 1990s, emphasising the principle of accountability, transparency, and 
representation of different social groups in the definition of goals and development objectives 

(Farrel 2010). Promoting human rights and democratic principles and preventing conflict are also 

key in the CPA. On the migration issue, the principal focus is regulating irregular migration through 

return and readmission of irregular migrants.  

The pillars on trade and cooperation are strictly linked. Indeed, the agreement underlines that the 

‘cooperation strategy is based on development strategy and economic and trade cooperation 

which are interlinked and complementary’ and the parties ‘shall ensure that the efforts undertaken 

in both aforementioned areas are mutually reinforcing’ (CPA, Art.18 (3)). 

1.3.2.4  Trade and cooperation  

The Economic Pillar of the CPA is included under the cooperation strategies of the agreement. 

These strategies are based on development, economic and trade cooperation, considered as 

being interlinked and complementary. Development and cooperation strategies aim at building a 

better institutional and infrastructural environment in the ACP countries, with a focus on 

institutional development and capacity building, environmental issues and gender equality as 

cross-cutting dimensions. Regional cooperation is considered key for enhancing development 

and cooperation, as is dialogue and good practice exchange amongst the involved countries. 
Economic and trade cooperation represents a core element in the partnership. The declared aim 

of the economic pillar is to ‘enable ACP States to play a full part in international trade’ (CPA, Art. 

34). In 1994, the European Commission accommodated its policies to the Uruguay Round of the 

global trade framework, reflected in the trade pillar of the CPA. The trade pillar provides a trade 

arrangement that replaced the previous non-reciprocal preferences: the Economic Partnership 

Agreement (EPA). A single ACP country can sign the EPA and then, ACP States which are not 

part of such agreement, can seek accession at any time. The joint ACP-EC Ministerial Trade 
committee was established to discuss trade issues and regularly monitor negotiations. The EU 

decided to implement EPAs, splitting the ACP group into seven regions: West Africa; Central 

Africa; East Africa and Southern Africa (ESA); East African Community (EAC); Southern African 
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Development Community (SADC); the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) and the Pacific Region 
(see annexe 3). Nevertheless, in most cases, this regional division does not correspond with 

existing regional organisations, implying overlapping measures and possible inefficiency in the 

implementation of the agreements (Hurt 2020).  

In the EPA, there is one chapter dedicated to economic and development cooperation, in which 

the main links between the development objectives are identified, related to the region signing 

the agreement and the EPAs. The idea is, in fact, that an EPA, via trade-related provisions, should 

help sustain all the development and cooperation pillars of the CPA, highlighting the link between 

trade and ODA. Nevertheless, The EPA regional group includes countries with very different 

levels of development and, in some cases, different regional organisations. In the SADC EPA 

group are Lesotho and Mozambique, which are LDCs, as well as Namibia and Botswana, which 
are upper-middle-income countries. Furthermore, some of these countries are part of a Customs 

Union (Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia South Africa and Eswatini form the Southern Africa Customs 

Union – SACU). The overlapping of several different regional frameworks risks mis-targeting the 

type of countries involved and undermining the efficacy of the relative trade measures being 

adopted.  

1.3.2.5 Development aid and cooperation 

The aid pillar of the Cotonou Agreement is based on two main forms of cooperation: grants 

facility and investment facility. The agreement underlines three focal areas of support: economic 

development (with a focus on private sector development and investment); macroeconomic and 

structural policy reforms and social and human development (focusing on social sector policies), 

and cultural development. The agreement provides that governments and non-state actors in 

each ACP country produce a country development strategy setting out the priorities for 

development, while the initiatives funded under Cotonou are funded by the European 
Development Fund (EDF). Unlike the standard funds for cooperation that come from the regular 

EU budget, the EDF is funded by the Member States who decide and agree on their contribution 

(ACP Secretariat and ECDPM 2003). The ACP-EU development finance cooperation committee 

examines the implementation of development finance cooperation and monitors its progress. 

The EDF is external from the EU's budget and is composed of MS direct contributions. The 

Multiannual Financial Framework for the ACP-EU partnership is separated from the EU’s 

Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) and follows a different procedure. Nevertheless, 

particularly during recent years, discussion about EDF contributions is made in parallel with the 

one on the EU's MFF, for the sake of coordination and effectiveness of development budget 

allocation. The EDF’s MFF indicates the amount of resources directly provided by MS, the division 

between broad categories of expenditure and additional funds that the European Investment Bank 
can provide for the Investment Facility of the EDF. Resources available under the EDF increased 

during recent years, particularly with the 11th EDF: EUR 30.5 billion, plus the availability of a 
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further EUR 2.6 billion provided by the European Investment Bank (EIB) in the form of loans from 
its resources. For each EDF, a specific regulation is issued by the European Council and has to 

be approved by all the European Member States. The EDF is composed of ACP spending, 

administrative spending and spending for the Overseas Development Territories (ODTs). The 

EDF’s financial regulation provides a series of controls and audit obligations: internal and external 

control systems. The internal control can be implemented by the Commission headquarters and 

EU delegations in beneficiary countries and also by national authorising officers (NAOs) 

designated by ACP countries. The external audit is carried out by the European Court of Auditors 
(ECA) each year. Aid delivery occurs through three main approaches: project approach, budget 

support and sector support. Furthermore, the EDF contains three different subcategories of 

spending: national and regional indicative programmes (most funds are allocated to this 

category); intra-ACP and inter-regional cooperation (thematic actions) and investment facility 

(only since 2003, directly managed by the EIB) (D’Alfonso 2014).  

The EDF represented the largest and the most advanced financial and political framework for 

North-South cooperation and one of its particularities is its intergovernmental nature. By 2003, 

however, the European Commission had started recommending EFF budgetisation, but Member 

States were strongly against this idea (particularly France, Italy and Spain, while Northern 

European Countries were more in favour)117. The evolution of the EDF and development policy 

will be better analysed in the following section.  

1.3.3. Development policy and EDF evolution during the years of the 
Cotonou Agreement 

The Cotonou Agreement regulated relations between the EU and Sub-Saharan Africa for 20 

years. The first EDF under the CPA was the 9th one (2000-2007). It signed up to an important 
shift in the EU’s overall approach to development, driven by the MDGs launched in 2000, which 

set collective and globally agreed priorities for development. Political dialogue and cooperation 

were strictly linked and the dialogue with non-state actors was recognised and promoted. The 

10th and the 11th EDFs fell, respectively, under the first and second review of the CPA (2005 and 

2010) reflecting several important events that occurred during these years in the landscape of 

international development governance. One key global governance event, reflected in the 

reviewed agreements, was the Accra Agenda for Action (AAA), resulting from the Third Hig- 

Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness in 2008. With the Accra Agenda for Action, a great number of 
heterogeneous stakeholders reaffirmed commitments to the Paris Declaration (2005), further 

calling for greater partnership between different parties working on aid and development. The 

Paris Declaration’s principles were reflected in the reviewed CPA in 2005 and 2010, particularly 

concerning EDF implementation. Immediately after the Paris Declaration (2005), the European 

Union adopted important initiatives to improve aid effectiveness: the European Consensus on 

 
117 The budgetisation of the EDF has been obtained with the post-Cotonou Agreement (political deal, 5 December 2020). 
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Development (2005, new one in 2016). The overarching objective of the consensus is poverty 
eradication. Particularly with the consensus in 2005, the EU committed to making aid more 

effective, better coordinating the delivery on the ground and committing with MS to reach the 

0.7 % GNI target by 2015. Furthermore, the EU committed to pay special attention to Africa and 

fragile states. Since 2005, the EU has adopted various initiatives aimed at better coordinating aid 

amongst MS, between EUIs and MS, as well as with recipient countries (i.e. the Code of Conduct 
on Complementarity and Division of Labour (2008), the EU Toolkit for the Implementation 
of Complementarity and Division of Labour (2009)).  

In 2009, the Treaty of Lisbon came into force, completely restructuring the EU’s overall external 

relations and, therefore, having a key impact on EU-ACP relations. The Treaty of Lisbon brought 

some major changes to the programming and management procedures for development. With 
the creation of the European External Action Service (EEAS) as a coordinating body and merging 

DG DEV and DG AIDCO into the Directorate-General DEVCO118, it required a redefinition of the 

division of roles between new EU institutions involved in development. Furthermore, the 

European Union Delegations (EUDs) gained more responsibility, playing a crucial role in drafting 

the proposal for ‘EU response strategy’, a fundamental document for programming development 

programmes, assessing the political situation and the national/regional development plan in the 

partner country/region (Herrero, Alisa et al. 2015). The principal role in development and 

cooperation was traditionally played by the Commission. After the Treaty of Lisbon, DG DEVCO 
(in collaboration with other DGs) took on responsibility for development and cooperation, with the 

External Action Service (EEAS) being responsible for EU Delegations and offices around the 

world. DG DEVCO is responsible for thematic and regional programming and the design of annual 

action programmes and also for their implementation and financial management. The EEAS 

prepares with the DEVCO Commission decisions on country and regional financial allocation. 

Furthermore, the High Representative/Vice President of the European Commission, 

introduced with the Treaty of Lisbon, covers a main role in defining development policies and 
partnership with Africa.  

Nevertheless, inter-ministerial meetings between European and African countries remain crucial 

in setting the priorities. The programming for development is built on strong collaboration with 
beneficiary countries that are required to define country strategies and priorities for development 

(for the period of the EDF Multiannual Financial Framework). The EU and MS shall coordinate 

their efforts in development (geographical and thematic allocation) with joint programming 

involving partner countries. Most of the available fund is dedicated to National and Regional 
Indicative Programmes (N/RIPs), supporting individual ACP countries or the regional integration 

 
118 DG DEVCO was created in 2011 merging the European Commission’s DG DEV and DG EuropeAid. On 16 January 
2021, DG DEVCO became the Directorate-General for International Partnerships (DG INTPA). The transition started in 
2019, reflecting the new geopolitical Commission’s emphasis in the role of international partnership for building a strong 
EU role in the global fight against poverty and the promotion of SDGs.  Out of convenience, the usual DG DEVCO acronym 
is retained in this paper, to designate the DG dedicated to international development, cooperation and partnership. 
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of ACP countries, based on Indicative Programme Documents prepared by the recipient 
region/state that has to underline three sectors in which EU aid should be focused. The principle 

of co-management at the heart of the CPA still also remains key in development strategy, with 

ACP countries appointing a senior government official as their national authorising officer 
(NAO) to represent them in all the operations financed by the EDF. Nevertheless, the EU’s ‘chain 

of command’ is complicated, involving a variety of EU institutions and financial institutions and, of 

course, European Member States (see annexe 4).  

The CPA can be considered as the pioneering agreement that shapes the aid effectiveness 

agenda and, particularly, for respecting ownership (Herrero et al. 2015). The ownership principle 

is reflected in art. 19 and art. 56 of the CPA, where it is stated that the EU committed to respect 

local ownership for development strategy implementation and that the latter should be the result 
of consultations between government and non-state actors in each ACP country. The ownership 

principle was further stressed with the second revision of the CPA (2010)119 also reflecting the 

important institutional and governance changes that have occurred since 2005. In the second 

CPA revision, there is a strengthening of the development and security concepts, more emphasis 

given to sustainable development and the recognition of climate change as a major development 

concern. The role of aid for trade and economic partnership agreements are stressed as being 

key for development and integration of ACP countries and the Africa Union (AU) became an 

official partner for EU-ACP relations (European Commission, 2017a). The EU also committed to 
enhancing donor coordination, aid untying and coherence between EU policies and EU 

development objectives. In 2011, another important international commitment to aid effectiveness 

was reached in Busan (2011), followed by the European Agenda for Change, that placed even 

greater emphasis on aid effectiveness principles. The adoption of the Agenda for Change in 2012 

also brought some changes to the EDF’s sector allocation. The 11th EDF simplified rules and 

procedures, harmonised efforts with other EFIs and introduced a shock-absorbing scheme to 

mitigate the impact of exogenous shocks (European Commission 2017a). The 11th EDF reflected 
all the lessons learnt and governance changes that had occurred since the start of the CPA, 

allocating 21 % of funds towards Sustainable Agriculture and Food and Nutrition, followed by 

Human Rights, Democracy, Good governance (19 %) (European Commission 2016a). The 

budget allocation was therefore changed with respect to the previous EDFs (9th and 10th), which 

were more concentrated towards social and economic infrastructures (i.e. education, health, 

transport, communication) and budget support (i.e. mainly food aid). With inclusive sustainable 

development growth, human rights and rule of law as basic overarching principles, the Agenda 

for Change further enhanced the efforts towards aid efficiency, mainly through two principles: (a) 

 
119With the CPA revision of 2010 the principle of cooperation between the EU and its partners in multilateral fora has been 
introduced. The principle led to positive outcomes, in particular on the Paris Agreement on the climate change negotiation 
‘but most often, the partnership was not able to use all its weight to influence the outcome’. From 
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/joint-communication-renewed-partnership-acp-
20161122_en.pdf  
 

https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/joint-communication-renewed-partnership-acp-
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the principle of differentiation, stressing the need for better targeting of recipient countries towards 
LDCs and fragile states; (b) the principle of sector concentration, avoiding aid fragmentation 

through the choice of a maximum of three sectors’ intervention per country or area (Jones et al. 

2020), pushing for joint programming and a common results-based monitoring framework to 

increase coordination. After the Treaty of Lisbon, the necessity to increase financing for 

development, due to the increasing international challenges and global targets for development, 

led the EU to start developing blending instruments as a new aid modality to accompany the old 

way of delivering aid, combining grants with public and private financing.  

Blending and involvement of the private sector in financing development started to be 

recommended by the international communities more than a decade ago and the EU followed 

this line, particularly after the Treaty of Lisbon, which gave the EU the legal possibility to manage 
multi-donor funds. The European Commission started experiencing blending facilities in 2007, 
with the EU-Africa Infrastructure Trust Fund (ITF) and the Neighbourhood Investment 
Facility (NIF), amongst others. The Africa-EU Infrastructure Trust Fund (EU-AITF, 2007) was 

created by the European Commission and MS, with the objective of promoting infrastructure 

projects in Sub-Sahara Africa with regional impact120. Part of the donor contributions of the EU-

AITF came from the EDF budget, partly explaining the main sector allocation changes that 

occurred with the 11th EDF budget. Between 2007 and 2012, Regional Blending Facilities spread 

across the seven regions of EU external cooperation (other than neighbourhood and Africa, Latin 
America, Central Asia, Caribbean, Asia, Pacific) (European Commission 2014). The Agenda for 

Change (2012) emphasised the role of blending in leveraging additional resources and increasing 

the impact of EU aid. In the same year, the EU Platform for Blending in External Cooperation 
(EUBEC) was created. The Platform aims at improving the quality and efficiency of EU 

development and external cooperation blending mechanisms, promoting cooperation and 

coordination between the EU, EIB and other FIs and stakeholders. The main role of the platform 

is to assist the Commission in the preparation of legislative proposals and policy initiatives and to 
coordinate and exchange opinions with MS. The platform is led by DG INTPA and DG NEAR and 

helps the Commission to carefully consider potential risks of blending and avoiding market 

distortion, while contributing effectively to poverty reduction121. In 2015, the UN launched the 

 
120 https://www.Africa-EU-infrastructure-tf.net/about/index.htm. In 2015, the EU-AITF was replaced by the Africa 
Investment Facility (AfIF), as part of the European Fund for Sustainable Development (EFSD).  
121 The main institutions participating in blending are: the Development Bank of Austria (OeEB), the European Investment 
Bank (EIB), the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), Agence Française de Développement 
(AFD), the German Credit Institute for Reconstruction (KFW), the Spanish Agency for International Development 
Cooperation (AECID),  the African Development Bank (AfDB), the Council of Europe Development Bank (CEB), the World 
Bank (WB), the Portuguese financial credit institution (SOFI), the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB); China 
Development Bank (CDB);  Nordic Investment Bank (NIB);  Private Infrastructure Development Group (PIDG); 
Development Bank of Latin America (CAF); the aid and development agency of the government of Luxembourg 
(LUXDEV); Finnish Fund for Industrial Cooperation (FINNFUND); Compañía Española de Financiación del Desarrollo 
(COFIDES); the Belgian Investment Company for Developing Countries (BIO); Central American Bank for Economic 
Integration (CABEI);  the Italian Development Finance Institutions (CDP and SIMEST); International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD); International Finance Corporation (IFC); other local and European businesses, non-governmental 
organisations and governments. See https://ec.europa.eu/eu-external-investment-plan/partners_en  and 
https://ec.europa.eu/eu-external-investment-plan/eu-eip-guarantees_en  

https://www.Africa-EU-infrastructure-tf.net/about/index.htm.
https://ec.europa.eu/eu-external-investment-plan/partners_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eu-external-investment-plan/eu-eip-guarantees_en
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Agenda 2030 with new sustainable development goals (SDGs) replacing the millennium 
development goals (MDGs), followed by the Addis Ababa Agenda, calling upon the states to apply 

a more comprehensive approach, promoting a global framework for financing sustainable 

development, aligning all financing flows and policies with economic, social and environmental 

priorities and ensuring that financing is stable and sustainable (European Commission 2017a). 

While the 11th EDF has not been rearranged after the aforementioned international events, in 

2016 the EU issued the EU Global Strategy, highlighting the role of development aid for 

complementing all the external action areas (i.e., terrorism, migration, global institutions). In 2016, 
the EU adopted the new European Consensus on Development, re-defining the European 

action framework for development cooperation in response to Agenda 2030. While poverty 

eradication still maintained its main relevance, more emphasis is put on social and environmental 

dimensions. Amongst the most important prescriptions, the consensus states the importance of 

combining aid with other resources, to build better tailored partnerships with a wider range of 

stakeholders and to reaffirm the EU’s commitment to policy coherence for development. The 

principles of the new consensus deeply shaped the post-Cotonou Consultation, started in 2018.  

Following the rising instability in Africa and the Mediterranean, the consequences of the 2008 

financial crisis and the New Agenda 2030, in 2016 the European Commission launched the 
ambitious External Investment Plan (EIP), specifically encouraging investments in Africa and 

the EU Neighbourhood region. In line with the Addis Ababa Action Agenda on Financing for 
Development, the EU tried to develop an innovative financing model for achieving SDGs, 

mobilising public and private resources. The plan is based on three pillars: (1) the European Fund 

for Sustainable Development (EFSD); (2) technical assistance; (3) promoting a conducive 

investment climate. The main focus of the instrument is to leverage investments to target socio-

economic sectors, particularly those dealing with sustainability, with a particular focus on decent 

job creation. The importance of job creation has become even more central, given the increase 

of the youth population in Africa and the centrality of migration issues. In 2018, during the State 
of Europe, Commission President Juncker announced a new Alliance for Sustainable Investment 

and Jobs between Europe and Africa. The aim of the alliance was to leverage up to EUR 44 billion 

of investment by 2020. There were primarily 10 actions foreseen by the alliance: (1) Boosting 

strategic investments via blending and guarantees; (2) Supporting opportunities for manufacturing 

and processing at national and regional level via the Jobs and Growth Compacts; (3) Establishing 

sectoral groups of African and European public, private and financial operators and academia, 

under the lead of a commissioner, to provide expertise, advice and recommendations; (4) 

Supporting education and development of skills at continental level; (5) Supporting skills 
development at national level to match skills to strategic development choices for each country; 

(6) Strengthening the dialogue, cooperation and support on the investment and business climate; 

(7) Supporting the Africa Continental Free Trade Area; (8) Strengthening intra-African and EU-

African trade in the long-term perspective of a continent-to-continent free trade agreement; (9) 
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Supporting connectivity both intra-African and between the EU and Africa; (10) Mobilising a 
substantial package of financial resources (European Commission 2018b). 

Particularly after COVID-19, the role of the private sector for financing development has assumed 
increasing importance. The need to gather funds for boosting sustainable and inclusive 

development, raised by the 2030 Agenda, has been hampered by the current pandemic which 

risks worsening the precarious socio-economic situation in most developing countries and fragile 

states.  

 

‘Over the next seven years, under the new EU financing instrument, ‘Global 

Europe’ EUR 29 billion is foreseen for Sub-Saharan Africa and EUR 12.5 billion 

is set aside for our Southern Neighbourhood, of which a significant part will go 

to North Africa. Our collective financial firepower will further increase with that of 

our Member States through the new Team Europe Initiatives in Africa. 

Discussions are ongoing on the priorities that should constitute the backbone of 

national and regional interventions in Sub-Saharan Africa and North Africa with 

our African partners. Derisking private investment and sovereign lending in 
Africa will be an essential element of our collective efforts.’ (European 

Commission May 2021) 

 

Between 2020 and 2021, the EU underwent some critical changes both on the institutional and 

on the financing side, concerning development policy and relations with Africa. On the institutional 
side, the EU Commission has changed the name and, partially, the structure of the main 

Directorate-General managing development aid and international partnerships. On 15 January 

2021, the Directorate-General (DG) International Cooperation and Development (GG DEVCO) 

officially became Directorate-General (DG) for International Partnerships – DG INTPA (European 

Commission 2021). The transition started in 2019, reflecting the new geopolitical Commission’s 

emphasis on the role of international partnership in building a stronger EU role in the global fight 

against poverty and the promotion of the SDGs. The directorates under DEVCO were: Sub-

Sahara Africa and horizontal ACP matters; Neighbourhood policy; Latin America and the 
Caribbean; Asia, Central Asia and the Pacific. The INTPA’s Directorate for ‘Africa’ has different 

offices: The Strategic Partnership with Africa and with the ACP; the Regional and Multi-Country 

Programmes for Africa; Western Africa; Eastern and Central Africa; Southern Africa, Indian 

Ocean; Finance and Contract.  

On the financing instruments side, in December 2020, the EU’s MFF 2021-2027 was approved, 

unifying most of the previous instruments for development under the Neighbourhood, 

Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI) (also called ‘Global Europe’). On 
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14 December, the EU institutions finalised the procedure for the MFF 2021-2027, following the 
European Council Decision on 10-11 December 2020. The overall amount agreed for MFF 2021-

2027 is EUR 1.824 billion (of which EUR 750 billion is Next Generation EU)122. Heading 6 – 

Neighbourhood and the World – will receive EUR 98.4 billion, of which EUR 70.1 billion is 

allocated to the new instrument NDICI (92 % of this can be counted as ODA)123, while 

EUR 10.3 billion goes to humanitarian aid. The act approved in December, also contains a 

decision on own resources, defining how the EU budget is financed, a decision that will need to 

be approved by all the MS. The own resources ceiling has been raised from 1.20 % to 1.40 % of 
the sum of the EU-27 GNI, reflecting the integration into the EU budget of the EDF and addressing 

the withdrawal of the UK. The NDICI will allocate resources based on three main pillars: 

geographical preferences; specific projects in the areas of human rights and democracy, civil 

society, stability and peace; and a rapid response pillar to complement humanitarian aid, to be 

used should rapid action be needed to address foreign policy needs. The NDICI will also include 

a ’flexibility cushion’, which will not be programmed in advance, but will be allocated based on 

emerging needs. In March 2021, the European Parliament and the Council endorsed the political 

agreement on the NDICI ’Global Europe' for the next MFF, supporting the EU's external action 
with an overall budget of EUR 79.5 billion (European Commission 2021c). This includes 

EUR 60.38 billion for geographic programmes (at least EUR 19.32 billion for the neighbourhood, 

at least EUR 29.18 billion for Sub-Saharan Africa, EUR 8.48 billion for Asia and the Pacific, and 

for the Americas and the Caribbean EUR 3.39 billion); EUR 6.36 billion for thematic programmes 

(Human Rights and Democracy, Civil Society Organisations, Peace, Stability and Peace Conflict 

Prevention and Global Challenges); and EUR 3.18 billion for rapid response actions. The 

‘cushion’ of unallocated funds worth EUR 9.53 billion is provided in case of unforeseen 

circumstances, new needs or emerging challenges and to promote new priorities.  

1.3.4. Africa-EU: from the Cairo Declaration to the new Africa-EU Strategy  

The first attempt for the institutionalisation of a continent-to-continent dialogue was undertaken in 

2000, with the first Africa-EU Summit in Cairo and the resulting Cairo Declaration. Both 

continents’ leaders committed to engage in a new strategic dimension to the global partnership 

between Africa and Europe.  

The necessity to build a new partnership with a continent-to-continent perspective was partly 

triggered by the enhanced regional integration process in Africa. The pan-African vision, started 

with the institution of the Organisation of African Unity (OAU, 1963), was strengthened during 

the 1990s. In 1994, the African Economic Community Treaty came into force, aimed at enforcing 

the already existing Regional Economic Communities (RECs) and establishing economic 
communities in regions where they were not yet constituted. In 1999, the idea to create a new 

 
122 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/mff2021-2027-ngeu-final/#main-content, consulted on 15 June 2021. 
123 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_988  consulted on 15 February 2021.  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/mff2021-2027-ngeu-final/#main-content,
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_988
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continental organisation to relaunch the pan-African organisation started emerging and was 
cemented later in 2002 with the constitution of the African Union (AU), which included the 

Regional Economic Communities (RECs) as key actors. In the Cairo Declaration it is stated: ‘In 

order to give a new strategic dimension to the global partnership between Africa and Europe for 

the Twenty-First Century, in a spirit of equality, respect, alliance and cooperation between our 

regions, We are committed to the basic objective of strengthening the already existing links of 

political, economic and cultural understanding through the creation of an environment and an 

effective framework for promoting a constructive dialogue on economic, political, social and 

development issues’ (Cairo Declaration II(4), 2000). From the reading of the declaration, it is 

evident how a completely new approach started to be shaped in the 2000s, where both continents 

committed to act globally in a more coherent way. The Africa-EU partnership is an instrumental 
approach to enhance political dialogue and cooperation, overarching and complementing 
the other relationship frameworks between the EU and African countries. In fact, the Cairo 

Declaration explicitly mentioned the relevance of both the Barcelona Process and ACP-EU 

Partnership Agreement (Cairo Declaration II (4) 2000). The existing ministerial discussion 

frameworks provided by the Euro-Mediterranean partnership and the Cotonou Agreement are 
considered as promoting channels for the principles stated in the Cairo Declaration.  

Nevertheless, a few years later, with the Second Africa-EU Summit in Lisbon in 2007 (the first 

with the African Union as the actor representing African countries), the Africa-EU partnership 
reached a critical turning point towards a more continent-to-continent approach. There, both 

continents declared their willingness to move beyond a donor-recipient relationship. Jointly 

identifying mutual and complementary interests, they engaged in developing a new approach, 

which moves away from the traditional relationship, instead creating a real partnership based on 

equality, mutual understanding and recognition and encouraging the full inclusion of migrant 

communities/diasporas. The Lisbon Declaration recognised the major changes that had occurred 

since the first Summit in 2000. From one side, the African Union and its socio-economic agency 
NEPAD were evolving124; on the other side, the EU was growing both in membership and scope. 

The main political challenges stated in the Lisbon Declaration were energy, climate change, 

migration and gender issues. The long-term objectives agreed in Lisbon were mainly 4: (1) 

to reinforce the political partnership between the two, enabling a ‘strong and sustainable 

continent-to-continent partnership with the AU and the EU at the centre’; (2) to strengthen the 

promotion of peace and security, ensuring the achievement of the MDGs by 2015; (3) to jointly 

foster an effective multilateralism and reform the UN system and other international institutions; 

 
124 The African Union (AU) was officially launched in 2002 as successor to the Organisation of African Unity (OAU, 1963-
1999) with the main objective of increasing cooperation and integration of the African States for economic growth and 
development, going beyond decolonisation and apartheid focus. The New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) 
is a socio-economic development programme of the African Union, adopted in 2001, to facilitate and coordinate 
development and continent-wide projects, mobilising resources and engaging global communities, Regional Economic 
Communities (RECs) and Member States. In 2010, the NEPAD Secretariat became the NEPAD Planning and 
Coordinating Agency. 
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(4) to promote the empowerment of non-state actors, enabling them to play a more active role125. 
With the joint strategies, since 2007 the two continents started building multiannual roadmaps 

and action plans. In 2007, the Joint Africa-EU Strategy set the joint commitments of the two 

continents to go beyond a donor-recipient relationship, jointly identifying mutual and 

complementary interests. The first ‘Joint Africa-EU Strategy and Action Plan’ was launched 

in 2008 for the 2008-2010 period, followed by others implemented for 2011-2013, then for 2014-

2017, with the last one being adopted in 2018 after the 5th African-EU Summit held on 29-30 

November 2017 in Abidjan, Ivory Coast. While the core values of the strategy have remained the 
same over the years, the priority areas for the implementation changed, reflecting the changes to 

both the international and European governance landscapes. The First Action Plan 2008-2010 

for the Implementation of the Africa-EU Strategic Partnership, built on the need to enhance 

support for achieving MDGs, which constituted one specific partnership under the strategy. The 

action plan, in fact, was composed of eight main partnerships with a specific scope and relative 

key actions (see annexe 5). 

For each partnership, the action plan indicated main actors and funds. As for the funding for all 

the partnerships, the main sources indicated came from the 10th EDF, the European 

Neighbourhood Policy Instruments (ENPI) and the Development Cooperation Instrument (DCI). 

Furthermore, depending on the themes and activities, other financial institutions and instruments 

are indicated126. The African Peace Facility (APF 2003) is the key instrument for supporting 
European cooperation with Africa on peace and security issues, directly funding mainly regional 

and sub-regional African organisations. The APF supports regional African initiatives through 

three components: African-led Peace Support Operation (PSOs); Capacity building in support of 

the African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA); the Early Response Mechanism (ERM). As 

regards the indication of the main actors involved, for all the partnerships, the AU Commission 

and the EU Commission were key. Nevertheless, there were a lot of other state actors and non-

state actors involved, depending on the partnership, including EU and AU agencies/institutions, 
as well as regional and international organisations, civil society organisations and think tanks.  

The Second Plan, issued in 2011, (Joint Africa-EU Strategy Action Plan 2011-2013) stressed 

the need for better coordination of both actors and financial instruments and better defining of 
how activities are implemented at national, regional and continental levels by African and 

European Member States, RECs, the private sector and other actors involved in the collective 

commitments. Since 2010, the AU and the EU strengthened the dialogue, with frequent meetings 

 
125Amongst the main stakeholders which are non-state actors there are: civil society organisations; private and business 
sectors; youth organisations; economic and social actors; academic institutions. See  https://africa-eu-
partnership.org/en/our-events/2nd-eu-africa-summit  
126 i.e. EIB; the  Infrastructure Trust Fund Energy Facility, Thematic Programme for Environment and Natural Resources 
Management, including Energy – ENTRP – Fund; AU Peace Fund; Funds under UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change/Kyoto Protocol-Least Developed Countries Fund, Special Climate Change Fund, Adaptation Fund – GEEREF – 
risk sharing and co-funding options for commercial and non-commercial investors-; European and Developing Countries 
Clinical Trials Partnership – EDCTP – Thematic Budget Investing in People; African Science and Technology Fund. 

https://africa-eu-
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and by preparing discussions and strategies with specific committees and commissions on both 
sides (see annexe 6) 

On the European Union side, in 2009 the Treaty of Lisbon came into force, with the new figures 
of the HR/VP and the EEAS agency, thereby strengthening the role of EU delegations in Africa. 

European partners committed to better coordinate efforts between capital cities and the Council 

working group in Brussels, enhancing coherence and coordination between bilateral initiatives 

and collective EU commitments, but also with working groups dealing with Africa’s specific 

geographic areas to ‘treat Africa as one’. African and European parties agreed to more actively 

involve the African Development Bank (ADB) and the European Investment Bank (EIB) and 

national and regional finance institutions. Furthermore, Africa proposed to establish, jointly with 

Europe, an African Integration Facility with the precise scope of supporting the joint strategy and 
its action plan, with both parties agreeing to explore new financing mechanisms to better engage 

with the private sector and to leverage funding, skills and competences. In 2014, with the Africa-

EU Roadmap 2014-2017, the Pan-African Programme was established, becoming one of the 

main instruments for the implementation of the Joint Africa-EU strategy. The programme was 

funded by the European Development Cooperation Instrument (DCI) with an allocated budget of 

EUR 845 million (under MFF 2014-2020). The programme’s objectives followed the key areas of 

cooperation highlighted in Roadmap 2014-2017: (1) peace and security; (2) democracy, good 

governance and human rights; (3) human development; (4) sustainable and inclusive 
development and growth and continental integration; (5) global and cross-cutting issues. The 

Pan-African Programme entered into a second phase after the 5th AU-EU Summit of November 

2017, reducing the key areas to three: (1) political dialogue and pan-African governance; (2) 

education and skills, research and technology; (3) continental economic integration. The Pan-

African Programme finances cross-regional, continental and global dimension projects in different 

areas and works to complement the other instruments (i.e. the European Development Fund 

(EDF); the European Neighbourhood Instrument ENI and the Development Cooperation 
Instrument DCI)127. As already mentioned, the Pan-African Programme reflected the change in 

priorities that occurred during the last summit, the 5th African Union-European Union Summit 
in Abidjan (2017). The 5th Summit was focused on ‘Investing in youth for a sustainable future’, 

and recognised as new joint priorities for 2018 and beyond, the following points (Abidjan 
Declaration):  

● Investing in people (education, science, technology and skills development); 

● Strengthening resilience, peace, security and governance;  

● Migration and mobility; 

● Mobilising investment for African structural sustainable transformation. 

 
127https://africa-eu-partnership.org/en/financial-support-partnership-programme/pan-african-programme, consulted in 
September 2020. 

https://africa-eu-partnership.org/en/financial-support-partnership-programme/pan-african-programme,
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The importance of the major changes has occurred in the international arena and in both 
continents’ governance since 2014, shaping the new partnership’s priorities. This is made clear 

in art. 15 of the Abidjan Declaration128 stated as follows:  

 

‘We will build on the results already achieved by our partnership since 2007. 

We note the important policies developed since then: the UN's 2030 agenda 
for Sustainable Development, including the principle of leaving no one 

behind, and the sustainable development goals (SDGs), the Addis Ababa 
Action Agenda, the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate change, the AU 
2063 Agenda, the Nairobi Outcome Document on development 
effectiveness as well as the EU's Global Strategy for Foreign and 
Security Policy and the new European Consensus on Development. 
They will all guide our future work and we express our commitment to their 

effective implementation. We will also build on these as well on the principles 
and values of the Cotonou Partnership Agreement among others, in any 

upcoming negotiations and conclusion of a successor framework to this 

agreement. This is a unique opportunity to put the relationship between Africa 

and Europe on an enlarged footing and developing a deeper level of 

partnership radiating onto the global arena.’ 

 

The Joint Declaration also emphasised the importance of a reinforcement of a mutually beneficial 

AU-EU partnership and of AU-EU-UN trilateral cooperation. The Partnership revealed its 

effectiveness in reinforcing the multilateral ties amongst the AU, EU and UN, while criticism arose 

when looking at national governments’ commitment, civil society engagement, effective and 

transparent resource management (Pirozzi 2017).  

In 2018, during the State of the Union, the President of the European Commission Jean-Claude 

Juncker announced a new Africa-Europe Alliance for Sustainable Investment and Jobs, 
stressing in his speech the need for Europe to stop looking at the relationship with Africa through 

a development aid approach, defining it ‘beyond inadequate, humiliating so’ (Juncker 2018).  

 

 
128 https://africa-eu-partnership.org/sites/default/files/33454-pr-final_declaration_au_eu_summit2.pdf, consulted in 
September 2020.  

https://africa-eu-partnership.org/sites/default/files/33454-pr-final_declaration_au_eu_summit2.pdf,
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1.3.5. Post-Cotonou era: The new comprehensive strategy ‘with’ Africa 
between the new vision of EU-ACP relations and the new Agenda for 
the Mediterranean 

The post-Cotonou Agreement was not easy to achieve. The negotiations took more than two 

years; they started in September 2018 and concluded with a political deal reached between the 

negotiators from the European Union (EU) and the Organisation of African, Caribbean and Pacific 

States (OACPS) on 3 December 2020 (the application of the Cotonou Agreement has been 

further extended until 30 November 2021). The European Union started setting up the basis for 
the EU’s position towards a new post-Cotonou partnership with ACP countries in 2016. In 

November 2016, the EU issued a Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the 

Council for a Renewed Partnership with the countries of Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific 

(European Commission 2020a). The Joint Communication came after the ‘Evaluation of the 

Cotonou Partnership Agreement’, an external review of 111 strategic evaluations managed by 

DEVCO between 2000 and 2015 (European Commission 2016b). Beyond taking into account the 

strengths and weaknesses of the CPA highlighted by the evaluation129, the joint communication 
takes into account the need to build the new partnership on the UN 2030 Agenda, the Global 

Strategy for the EU’s Foreign Security Policy and in coherence with the European Consensus on 

Development. On the other hand, in the same year (2015), the African Union and the ACP group 

also started an internal debate around the future of the EU-ACP partnership. The AU was only 

officially included amongst the actors of cooperation in the Cotonou Agreement after its second 

revision in 2010 and strongly advocated a new EU-ACP agreement that was more regionalised, 

after questioning the possible role of the ACP framework, not including North African countries, 

in hampering AU’s integration and Africa’s interests. The African Common Position on the future 
of the ACP-EU, adopted in 2018 by the African Union Executive Council. stressed the need for a 

continent-to-continent partnership between the AU and EU, with Africa speaking with one voice 

and separated from the ACP context, while preserving all the different bilateral or regional 

agreements between Africa and the EU and initiating new agreements in a South-South approach 

between the AU and Caribbean and Pacific states (Carbone 2018). The African Common Position 

was not well-received by the ACP Council of Ministers which, in the same year, adopted the ACP’s 

mandate for the new ACP-EU partnership, denoting some divergencies between the AU and the 
ACP.  

The Council negotiating mandate for future agreement between the EU and ACP countries 

(Council of the European Union 2018), stated the willingness to find the appropriate modalities 
through which associate North African countries could be built into the new EU-ACP agreement. 

The EU pinned its willingness to radically ‘regionalise’ the agreement’s legal and political 

 
129 The evaluation is based on a review of 111 strategic evaluations managed by DEVCO between 2000 and 2015, 
undertaken by a consortium composed of: Ecorys, Particip, ECDPM, Mokoro, Lattanzio e Associati 
Leader of the Consortium: Ecorys. See the final report here https://ec.europa.eu/international-
partnerships/system/files/cotonou-review-strategic-evaluations-final-report-april-2016_en.pdf  

https://ec.europa.eu/international-
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framework, suggesting an ACP common framework umbrella with defined common values and 
principles, while setting up three different regional partnerships with Africa, the Caribbean and the 

Pacific, integrating other existing partnerships (i.e., JEAS), enhancing the role of the African Union 

and other regional and sub-regional organisations (Bossuyt et al. 2016). On the other hand, the 

ACP countries in their negotiations mandate confirmed the importance of the EU-ACP framework 

and seemed to suggest the maintenance of the Cotonou’s geographical structure, based on six 

regions maintaining one single legally binding framework for all (ACP 2018). The start of the 

negotiations was affected by the high level of tension and the considerably different visions of the 
AU and the ACP, with the EU in the middle (Carbone 2019).  

Consultations for the post-Cotonou Agreement officially started on 28 September 2018. The 

chief negotiators were Jutta Urpilainen, the EU Commissioner for International Partnerships, and 
Robert Dussey, Togo’s Minister for Foreign Affairs representing the ACP States. The first cycle 

of consultation ended in December 2018, with both the EU and ACP parties agreeing on the 

structure for the future agreement and on the strategic priorities. The importance of the ACP-EU 

cooperation in the global arena is further stressed, underlining that together they represent more 

than half of all UN member countries, which was a main point both for the EU and ACP negotiation 

directives. In 2019, the second cycle of consultation ended without reaching an agreement 
and the transitionary measures of the CPA were extended until the end of 2020. The main sources 

of misalignment during consultations were on irregular migrations, where the EU proposed 
detailed procedures for the return and readmission of irregular migrants and in the context of 

broader discussions on sexual and reproductive health rights (SRHR), sexual orientation and 

gender identity (SOGI) (Carbone 2020a). In the meantime, in 2020, the EU published a proposal 

for a new strategy with Africa.  

In March 2020, the President of the European Commission and the High Representative for 

Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, announced a proposal for a new comprehensive strategy 
with Africa. The strategy lays the ground for the next Africa-EU Summit in autumn 2020, when 

the new ‘Joint Africa-EU Strategy and action plan’ will be defined. In the ‘Joint Communication to 

the European Parliament and the Council’, the European Commission pointed out that the 

strategy reflects the vision of the African leaders' transformative initiatives. In particular, it refers 
to the African Union's Agenda 2063, African Visa-Free Area, Single African Digital Market, Single 

African Air Transport Market and the African Continental Free Trade Area (in force since May 

2019). The idea of the Commission is to define a strategy composed of five partnerships:  

1. a partnership for green transition and energy access;  

2. a partnership for digital transformation;  

3. a partnership for sustainable growth and jobs;  

4. a partnership for peace and governance; 
5. a partnership for migration mobility.  
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In the new strategy with Africa, the EU stressed the importance of strengthening the political-
cultural and economic ties between the two continents in a multipolar world. The High 

Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy/Vice President of the European 

Commission, Josep Borrell, commented that ‘both countries need each other to strengthen 

themselves to strengthen each other and to achieve a common ambition: a better world based on 

a rule-based international order’. The strategy re-launched the Joint Africa-EU partnership of 

2007, strengthening the political alliance between the two continents to address global 

challenges. In fact, the main five areas of partnership should be pursued at three distinct levels: 
at global level, strengthening multilateralism using the majority power that EU and African 

countries together represent at the UN; at bilateral level, intensifying EU-AU political cooperation; 

at the EU level, enhancing cooperation and coordination amongst MS and effective resource 

mobilisation (Carbone 2020b). The 6th AU-EU Summit was supposed to be held in 2020 but, due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, it has been postponed to 2021130. The Summit will be particularly 

important, since the new strategy will be discussed and it will occur after two key events which 

‘opened’ 2021: the official starting of trading under the African Continental Free Trade Agreement 

(AfCFTA 1 January 2021), and the political deal reached at the negotiators’ level on the text of 
the post-Cotonou Agreement (3 December 2020).  

Since the text of the post-Cotonou Agreement had to go through internal procedures, the 

application of the Cotonou Agreement was further extended131. The major frictions between the 
EU and MS, as well as between the AU and ACP, seemed to be resolved. Nevertheless, at the 

European level, Poland and Hungary advocated changing the December text, particularly 

concerning sexual education and migration and mobility (Chadwick 2021). The new partnership 

agreement presents two major changes with respect to the previous Cotonou Agreement. First, 

the negotiated agreement text initialled by the EU and the OACPS’ chief negotiators (published 

on 15 April 2021) applies the largely debated regionalisation. The new EU-OACP Partnership 

Agreement maintains a common foundation setting, based on six strategic priorities areas: (i) 
Human rights, democracy, and governance in people-centred and rights-based societies (ii) 

Peace and security, (iii) Human and social development, (iv) Environmental sustainability and 

climate change, (v) Inclusive sustainable economic growth and development, and (vi) Migration 

and mobility. These fundamental principles are linked with the specific action-oriented regional 

protocols for Africa, Caribbean, Pacific respectively. The Africa-EU Protocol is based on 5 key 

areas of interventions which are, indeed, in line with the comprehensive strategy with Africa 

announced in March 2020: (1) To promote inclusive, sustainable economic growth and 

development; (2) to promote human capital and social development; (3) to promote and improve 
environment and natural resource management; (4) to promote and enhance peace and security; 

 
130 As of May 2021, it is still unknown when the meeting will be held.  
131 The Cotonou Agreement was initially scheduled to expire on 29 February 2020, then extended to 31 December 2020 
and, finally with the last political deal, until 30 November 2021.  
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promote human rights, democracy and governance, particularly gender equality, rule of law, 
justice and financial governance; (5) to improve the partnership on migration and mobility. The 

regionalisation of the strategy has been enforced by a regionalisation of the political framework 

under the agreement. New regional joint institutions have been set up to manage each regional 

protocol and to better respond to each region’s needs. Indeed, in line with the Cotonou 

Agreement, the parties established joint institutions at the member level of the EU and OACPS 

(the OACPS – EU Council of Ministers, the OACPS – EU Ambassadorial Level Senior Officials 

Committee (ALSOC) and the OACPS – EU Joint Parliamentary Assembly). Beyond these, the 
new agreement also establishes some joint institutions for each of the three Regional Protocols: 

a Regional Council of Ministers, a Regional Joint Committee and a Regional Parliamentary 

Assembly (EU and ACP 2021). Furthermore, the new agreement contains a clear recognition of 

the importance of the AU-EU Summit and the overall continent-to-continent partnership that 

should be considered and recognised under the new Africa Protocol132.  

The other major change from the old CPA is related to the approval of the new MFF 2021-2027, 

agreeing on the budgetisation of the EDF. The budgetisation of the EDF was not clearly 

stressed as a key point in the EU’s negotiating mandate (Council of the European Union 2018) 

and it was most probably related to the high level of disagreement amongst the different EUIs and 

EU MS on the issue (See the chapter on actorness – dimension of coherence). On the contrary, 

the negotiating mandate adopted by the ACP countries, emphasised the preservation of the EDF. 
Nevertheless, after being the main instrument for financing ACP-EU cooperation for more than 

60 years, the EDF has been incorporated into the EU general budget. ACP-EU financial 
cooperation will be governed by EU internal rules through the Neighbourhood, 
Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDCI) regulations133. The EDF’s 

budgetisation for ACP States could represent a setback from the previous agreement, because 

the predictability of funds is largely lost and aid programming and management rules are not 

established jointly anymore. The EDF, with its intergovernmental nature and its contractual 
character, made development funding predictable and with the rules agreed between the different 

parties. Beyond this major change in development funding, the overall financial cooperation 

section in the new partnership agreement is short and the EU will ‘communicate at the earliest 

opportunity and insofar as its internal regulations and procedures allow, an indicative allocation 

for each of the three regions’ (Boidin 2020). The section on development is centred on the 

diversification of the means (different policy instruments, and different actors), including 

 
132 Art. 3 (4,5) of the Negotiated Agreement text, initialled by the EU and OACPS chief negotiators on 15 April 2021: ‘The 
Parties shall support the AU and regional organisations in promoting peace, security, democracy and governance in the 
context of regional and continental mechanisms such as the African Peace and Security Architecture and the African 
Governance Architecture. The Parties agree to ensure coherence and complementarity between this Protocol and the 
continent-to-continent partnership as defined in successive AU-EU Summits and related outcome documents. In their 
aspiration to achieve the continental priorities as articulated in Agenda 2063, the Parties recognise the role of the AU as 
well as of regional economic communities on continental and cross-regional issues. In this context, they may engage in 
dialogue and cooperation on cross-regional and continental issues with those African countries not party to the Agreement. 
133 The MFF 2021-2027, finally approved on December 17, 2020, merges most of the existing instruments (nine) into the 
single NDICI. 
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innovative financial and co-financing instruments, enhancing domestic public resources, as well 
as domestic and international private resources. Furthermore, art. 85 underlines the importance 

of debt sustainability and debt reliant initiatives. The trade dimension still relies on EPA 

frameworks to follow and to improve. Finally, on migration and mobility, there are several articles 

regulating ‘irregular migration, smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons’ (art. 77), and 

‘return, readmission and reintegration’ (art. 78), which was one of the most contentious issues 

during the consultation. Beyond this ‘classical’ argument related to migration between the two 

continents, the new partnership also refers to the importance of taking into consideration the AU 
Migration Policy Framework for Africa, to support intra-African mobility (art. 75) and highlights the 

link between ‘diaspora, remittances and sustainable development’ (art. 76). Finally, it is worth 

mentioning that under the Migration chapter, art. 73 stresses that ‘all the Parties shall encourage 

triangular cooperation between sub-Saharan, Mediterranean and European countries on 

migration-related issues. The Parties shall foster dialogue in addressing all migration issues and 

shall cooperate to foster appropriate and relevant response strategies’.  

Fostering sub-Saharan, Mediterranean and European countries dialogue is also stressed in the 

recent New Agenda for the Mediterranean. Increased cooperation with regional actors and 

organisations, notably the League of Arab States, the African Union and relevant sub-regional 

groupings, will be key. Furthermore, pragmatic initiatives, based on variable geometry, should be 

explored to support those willing to advance further in the cooperation on common 
Mediterranean goods. The New Agenda for the Mediterranean was launched on 9 February 

2021 by the EU joint communication in a renewed partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood, 

proposing to relaunch the cooperation and realise the untapped potential of the region after the 

recognised failure of the Barcelona Process. The agenda proposes five main areas of action: 1) 

Human development, good governance and the rule of law; 2) Strengthen resilience, build 

prosperity and seize the digital transition; 3) Peace and security; 4) Migration and mobility; 5) 

Green transition: climate resilience, energy, and environment. The new agenda launched the 
‘Economic and Investment Plan for the Southern Neighbours’ to ‘ help spur long- term socio-

economic recovery, foster sustainable development, address the region’s structural imbalances, 

and tap into the region’s economic potential’ via a strategic collaboration between international 

financial institutions (IFIs), in particular the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the European 

Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), the World Bank, the International Monetary 

Fund, as well as banks from the region and the private sector134.  

 

 
134 https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_renewed_partnership_southern_neighbourhood.pdf;  
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_426  Consulted in February 2021.  

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/joint_communication_renewed_partnership_southern_neighbourhood.pdf;
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_426
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1.4. Conclusion 
Global governance in development aid and relations with Africa has evolved during recent 

decades, both in terms of tools used and of actors involved. There are some generally interesting 

trends outlined by this research. The first is an increasing interest towards Africa from non-
traditional actors in respect of international development and cooperation with the continent. This 

could be better described as actors without any historical ties linking them to the colonisation 

period. This trend has been triggered by another trend, the increasing South-South cooperation 

in the international arena. Countries from the ‘Global South’ find ways of cooperation with each 

other, which seems to be less based on conditionalities and more on the ability to understand the 

needs of partner countries. Another trend is represented by a tendency to move from traditional 

ODA to public–private financial frameworks and from development projects to investment in 

infrastructure development. All these trends are also followed and promoted by the EU. 
Nevertheless, the EU seems to be stuck between an international organisation frame of mind, 

which is focused on building partnerships and coordinating actors, and a sovereign state frame 

of mind, which protects borders and disincentivises migration. This controversial way of acting is 

embedded in the EU’s nature, but risks compromising its capacity to act and being recognised as 

a unique and coherent actor in the international arena, at least concerning development and 

relations with Africa. The next chapter will try to assess the EU’s actorness in this field.  

2. EU’s Actorness in development policy and relations 
with Africa 

2.1. Introduction 
In the academic literature, concepts such as ‘power’, ‘agency’, ‘influence’ and ‘legitimacy’ have 

been used to analyse the EU’s capability to act independently. The least normative of these 

concepts is perhaps that of actorness, which allows a separation between the description of the 

features of the EU’s conduct and the environment in which it materialises, as well as the overall 

impact and effectiveness of EU action at the global level. At the same time, there has been no 

agreement, amongst scholars, over a shared concept and definition of actorness: some studies 
use the definition adopted by Sjöstedt (1977), who refers to the’capacity to behave actively and 

deliberately concerning other actors in the international system’. TRIGGER consolidated existing 

literature contributions into a comprehensive definition of actorness, which depends on a variety 

of internal and external factors. Therefore, TRIGGER defined actorness as a sum of seven 

dimensions: three which can be considered ‘internal’, because they depend on the EU’s factors 

(Authority, Autonomy, Cohesion); three ‘external dimensions’ which depend more on the external 

environment and third party actors (Recognition, Attractiveness, Opportunity/Necessity to act); 

furthermore a final ‘cross-cutting’ dimension, which can be analysed by looking at the policy area 
studied from both the external and the internal perspective (Credibility). 
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Once the definition for each actorness dimension was provided, the TRIGGER consortium 
developed an agreed framework to follow, in an attempt to assess each dimension through the 

assignment of a ‘level’ ranging from ‘low’ to ‘high’. For each ‘level’ a set of characteristics and 

factors determining the level of reference has been attributed (see Annex 1).  

The analysis of actorness has been implemented identifying some key moments relating to the 

policy domain under study. In the case of EU development policy and relations with Africa, fig. 3 

reports the main milestones considered key in the evolution of EU actorness in this policy domain. 

The definition of the milestones comes from the analysis of EU governance developed in the 

previous chapter.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, the European Union and African countries have a long history of 

cooperation, which has been nurtured since the early stage of European integration. At the very 

early stage of cooperation between the two continents, joint relations were strictly linked and 

influenced by the tides of colonial history. Over the years, European integration on one side and 

African integration on the other, paved the way for a radical change in the type of relations 
between the two and the involvement of new actors/institutions. In fact, both in Europe and in 

Africa, the governance landscape has rapidly and radically changed, with increasing 

institutionalisation. This process led to the development of a ‘continent-to-continent’ approach 

amongst equals, which together helped shape global governance. While the final objective does 

not seem to have been reached yet, the intention is clear, as actions have been taken to push 

forward this idea.  

 

Figure 3 - EU actorness milestones in the Africa-EU partnership. 
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The first event, reported in Fig.3 is the establishment of the European Development Fund (EDF) 
in 1958 (active since 1959) and the 2020 timeline closure which represents, amongst other things, 

the last year before the budgetisation of the EDF. The EDF has been the major European 

instrument for financing development and the key instrument for financing cooperation with sub-

Sahara African Countries. With the approval of the new MFF 2021-2027, the EDF has been 

budgetised and absorbed, along with other main instruments for development, under one single 

instrument managed by the European Union. The year 2020 represents a key moment for the 

EU’s actorness towards Africa, as explained in Chapter 1. While all the moments reported in Fig.3 
have been key for the development of the relationship between the two continents, in our analysis, 

the highlighted ones represent the turning points for EU Actorness in the EU-Africa partnership 

and development policy. Therefore, the three key moments for analysing changes in actorness 

are defined as follows:  

● ‘First partnership’ 1995-2006, key events:  

- During these years, the EU engaged itself with the north and south African countries 
with two legal frameworks to regulate the relations between the EU and Africa for 

future decades.  

- The EDF was rationalised and became more co-managed between the EU and the 
ACP countries, through the joint institutions and committees established with the 

Cotonou Agreement.  

- First European Consensus on Development. 

- The 1st Africa-EU Summit took place, the first meeting between the EU and Africa at 
the continental level; start of the Africa-EU partnership began with the Cairo 

Declaration.  

● ‘Second partnership’ 2007-2016, key events: 
- With the Treaty of Lisbon, the European Union acquired legal authority in external 

action. 
- Africa and the EU presented the first Joint Africa-EU Strategy (JAES).  
- The EU launched the use of delegated cooperation and blended finance for 

development.  
- The creation of the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM), the intergovernmental Euro-

Mediterranean organisation which brings together all countries of the European 

Union and the 15 countries of the southern and eastern Mediterranean.  
● ‘Third partnership’ 2017-2020, key events: 

- Abidjan Declaration.  

- More cooperation and blending instruments for Africa (External Investment Plan, EU-

Africa Alliance for Sustainable Development and Jobs).  

- Post-Cotonou consultation and European Proposal for a comprehensive strategy with 
Africa. 
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2.2. Summary  
The table below reports the results of the assessment of the EU’s actorness on development 

policy and partnership with Africa, during the three periods considered, for each actorness 

dimension. 

 

Phase 
Partnership 

phase I 
Partnership 

phase II 
Partnership 

phase III 

Period 1995-2007 2008-2017 2017-2021 

Authority       

Autonomy       

Cohesion       

Recognition       

Attractiveness       

Opportunity/Necessity 
to Act       

Credibility       

Table 1 - Overall level of EU actorness in partnership with Africa recurrent meetings 
(after 2010) 

 

The assessment of the internal dimension of actorness (authority, autonomy and cohesion) 
reveals an increasing trend. As for the dimension of authority, this has seen a gradual shift from 

a ‘moderate’ level of authority in the period from 1995 to 2006, to a ‘moderate/high’ level of 

authority since the Treaty of Lisbon (2007). However, in practice, the possibility for the EU to act, 

based on the powers and competences conferred upon it by the Member States (MS), must be 

assessed against strong regional interests of some Member States in parts of Africa. As regards 

autonomy, there has been a remarkable increase between the ‘first’ (1995-2006), ‘second’ (2007-

2016) and ‘third partnership’ (2017-present) periods, with the level of autonomy today assessed 
as being ‘moderate/high’. This is also thanks to the budgetisation of the EDF. A high level of 

autonomy would be reached if the EU were to undertake further institutional reforms, such as the 

creation of an agency for development and a European bank for sustainable development.  

Despite several initiatives to strengthen joint action and coordination on development 

programming, EU cohesion remains a vital bargaining constellation sending mixed signals (mixed 

MS and EU interests), which are particularly evident from the misalignment between MS and the 

EU towards the budgetisation of the EDF, among other elements, suggesting the willingness of 

the MS to maintain a certain level of autonomy in development aid and, particularly, towards 

Africa. EU cohesion in this domain has been assessed as ‘moderate/low’ in the ‘first’ period (1995-

Legend 

Low   

Low/ 
medium   

Medium   

Medium/ 
high   

High   
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2006), ‘moderate’ during the ‘second’ partnership phase (2007-2016) and also ‘moderate’ in the 
‘third partnership’ phase (2017-present). 

The external dimensions of actorness show a decreasing trend over the period considered – 
except attractiveness – which kept a ‘moderate/high’ level of assessment (the EU still leads the 

field in Africa for trade, ODA, and investment, with an increasing engagement in new investment 

platforms for financing development). In the analysis, the EU’s level of recognition in this domain 

has shifted from ‘moderate’ in the ‘first partnership’, to ‘moderate/high’ during the ‘second 

partnership’, because of the active participation of the EU in international forums, for its increasing 

institutional engagement in partnership with Africa and for being among the most significant 

donors for ODA (EU institutions + MS). The level assessed turned to ‘moderate’ in the final period 

observed, when the EU’s development action in Africa seems to have increasingly lacked visibility 
(in Africa and at the international level), while other new actors (mainly China) are increasing their 

role on the continent. The levels attributed to the dimension of opportunity/necessity to act is 

‘moderate/high’ during the ‘first partnership’, while it is only ‘moderate/low’ in the following period 

observed, given the repeated incidents in which the EU has missed an opportunity to act, as also 

testified by the growing presence of Turkey and China in various parts of Africa. 

The level assigned to the last dimension, credibility, is ‘moderate/high’ for the ‘first partnership’, 

‘moderate’ for the ‘second partnership’ and ‘moderate/low’ for the final period considered, 

denoting a decreasing trend. The primary cause of the decrease in credibility is related to 

significant criticism concerning the inconsistency between objective and practical action from one 

side and the nature of the objective for the partnerships and development programme (too difficult 
to achieve or too being much based on EU strategy rather than development purposes). The 

analysis has shown a general low capacity for achieving the main results (the Barcelona Process 

principles, the difficulties with Economic Partnership Agreements) and a low capacity for reacting 

coherently to some main challenges (i.e., the EU's incapacity to make a diplomatic impact in the 

region after the Arab Spring; bad management of the refugee crisis, amongst others).  

The preliminary analysis seems to reveal that most of the dimensions (except authority, autonomy 

and attractiveness) have shown a decreasing trend, particularly after 2007. It is worth noting that 

pre-2007 can be considered a period of very optimistic momentum for the EU internationally and 

in terms of cooperation, while post-2007 has been characterised by significant challenges, 

particularly for development aid and EU-Africa relations: the economic crisis, the Arab Spring and 
the refugee crisis, and finally the UK withdrawal, have particularly put the EU’s development and 

cooperation strategy under stress.  

Overall, the EU’s actorness in development policy and its relations with Africa can be considered 
moderate across all dimensions. Despite the decreasing trends observed, it has also been 

observed that there has been increasing EU engagement in trying to regain visibility in 

development aid and African relations (i.e., Team Europe, the New comprehensive strategy with 
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Africa, the New Agenda for the Mediterranean etc.). The 2020/2021 period also represents a 
crucial phase for EU-Africa regarding development aid in general and this could represent the 

next main turning point for actorness in this deep dive.  

Finally, it is worth underlining the fact that this study represents a preliminary exercise in trying to 

apply a new actorness framework to a very broad and controversial issue, like the one presented. 

To better understand the actorness in this field, further research is needed, to include more 

variables in the analysis. Furthermore, since the 2020-2021 period will be crucial for the EU-Africa 

relationship and development aid, it will be of particular interest to further apply this framework in 

the coming years. 

2.3. Authority: analysis and level assessment  
Authority refers to both legal personality and the competence to act, as provided to the EU by 

the Treaty and/or secondary legislation. This element is directly related to governance 

arrangements in the EU and, in particular, to general constitutional aspects, as well as 

differentiated integration and multi-level governance in various policy areas. The analysis of the 
EU’s authority in development policy and relations with Africa considers both primary and 

secondary law, with attention to the evolution during the three periods considered. 

2.3.1. Primary law  

The chapter on EU governance shows that the evolution of the EU’s engagement with Africa is a 

process strictly linked with European integration and rooted in the decolonisation process. The 
European Union’s engagement towards Africa is outlined in art. 8 of the TEU which states: ‘the 

Union should develop a special relationship with neighbourhood countries aiming at establishing 

an area of prosperity and good neighbourhood’. The same article specifies that: ‘the Foreign 

Affairs Council shall elaborate the Union’s external action based on strategic guidelines laid down 

by the European Council and ensure that the Union’s action is consistent. Ensure the 

effectiveness and consistency of the EU’s external action is the Council’s central role’. Before the 

Maastricht Treaty (1993), the EU treaties did not provide explicit bases for EU development and 

cooperation competences, which was conducted through general competence for external action. 
Therefore, in the first partnership phase, the role of the Council and Member States, was key. 

Article 46 of the TEU states that: ‘the Union shall have legal personality’ and this included the 

possibility to conclude and negotiate international agreements. In particular, with the Treaty of 

Nice (2001), the TEU was enriched with specific legally based provisions for financial and 

technical cooperation with third party countries, also including non-developing countries (i.e. 

North African countries) (HM Government 2013).  

The EU has shared competences in international cooperation and humanitarian aid (art.4 TFEU). 

The EU and EU Member States (EU MS) can both legislate and adopt legally binding acts in this 

policy area. The main purpose of the cooperation with third party countries and humanitarian aid 
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is the eradication of poverty (TFEU, Part V, Title III) and MS still maintain competences to 
negotiate in international bodies and to conclude agreements communicating with the EU: ‘the 

Union and MS shall coordinate their policies and development cooperation projects consulting 

each other. They may undertake joint action, and MS shall contribute, if necessary, to the 

implementation of Union aid programmes’ (TFEU, art. 210). The treaty specifies that policies of 

the European institutions should not compromise the ability of MS to pursue their bilateral 

development policies and cooperation programmes (Furness, Mark et al. 2020). With the ‘second 

partnership phase’, the role of the European Commission in shaping development aid increased, 
with the creation of the VP/HR and European External Agency Service (EEAS) figures and the 

clear attribution of legal authority in external action to the European Union.  

Partnership agreements with Africa cover development and cooperation (and other issues not 
considered for the actorness analysis, i.e. Trade). The competence of the European Union (at 

that time the European Economic Community, EEC) in development cooperation was already 

established in 1957 with the Treaty of Rome (TEC), with the possibility for overseas countries and 

territories of European States to be ‘associated’ with the EEC and to receive its financial and 

technical support for development projects. The Union (the Council after a consultation with the 

Commission) may conclude with one or more third party countries, or international organisations, 

agreements establishing an association involving reciprocal rights and obligations, collective 

action and particular procedures; the agreements are binding upon the institution of the Union 
and on its MS (art. 216 TFEU). In particular, the Cotonou Agreement was an association 

agreement governed by article 217 of the TFEU: ‘the Union may conclude with one or more third 

countries or international organisations agreements establishing an association involving 

reciprocal rights and obligations, common action and special procedure’.  

All the shared competences, in terms of development and cooperation, as well as agreements 

with third party countries shall occur without prejudice for MS to do so independently. 

Nevertheless, they have to communicate with the Council, implying a mechanism of control from 

the EU. The main instrument for development aid towards African countries was established 

under the TEC: the European Development Fund (EDF), managed by the Commission and based 

on MS contributions. Following the gradual gaining of independence of many of the overseas 
countries and territories after the Treaty of Rome, the EEC and its MS started establishing 

conventions and agreements with them – from Yaoundé in 1963 to Cotonou in 2000 – maintaining 

the EDF as the main instrument, always managed by the Commission through MS contributions. 

To date, the EDF has constituted one of the largest and most important European financial 

instruments for development in Africa135. The intergovernmental nature of this instrument implies 

a low level of EU authority in the allocation of the development budget. In fact, the EDF was 

financed by direct voluntary contributions from EU MS, covered by its own financial and 

 
135 In 2021, with the new MFF 2021-2027, the EDF has been incorporated into the EU’s budget with other European 
financial instruments for development, see Chapter 1 on Governance.  
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implementation rules set in the European Council’s specific financial regulations, formulating the 
general framework for EDF programming. Furthermore, the Parliament did not have any influence 

over EDF expenditure.  

2.3.2. Secondary law 

The volume of secondary law is also an aspect which relates to authority. The figure below 

represents the EU’s accumulated secondary legislation from 1960 to 2019. The figure is based 
on CEPS EurLex dataset of EU secondary law (Borrett and Laurer 2020).  

 
Figure 4 - EUs cumulated secondary law production: Africa and development policies. 

Source : https://ceps-eurlex.eu/ 

The graph builds on the EU’s cumulative secondary legislation (regulations, directives, decisions, 

international agreements) weighted for ’regulatory equivalents’136. The keywords used in order to 
show up the EU’s accumulated legal authority in partnership with Africa and financing for 

development were: Africa, Barcelona Process, African Caribbean and Pacific States (ACP) and 

European Development Fund (EDF). The figure shows a sharp increase in secondary law 

production in the defined area between 2000 and 2006/2007, with a slight increase between 2008 

and 2015, when production started rising sharply again. While this provides only a rough indicator 

for the EU’s actual number of legal acts related to the issue, it provides a sense of the EU’s legal 

production engagement in issues related to partnership with Africa and development aid. The 

application counted 173 documents, amongst which were: 30 Regulations, 110 Decisions, 14 
International agreements and 19 Communications.  

 
136 Directives are scored as 0.5, Decisions as 0.1 and International Agreements as 1. If a legal act is an amendment to an 
existing act, then its score is reduced to 20 %. See http://eurlex-env.eba-pvxpmhm7.eu-west-3.elasticbeanstalk.com/  

https://ceps-eurlex.eu/
http://eurlex-env.eba-pvxpmhm7.eu-west-3.elasticbeanstalk.com/
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2.3.3. Assessment table  

Key Phases Level  Summary  

Authority ‘first 
partnership’ 

Moderate  

The ‘first partnership’ period is characterised by increasing the EU's 

authority with a more explicit definition of its role for development and 

cooperation in the treaties. The EU in the Mediterranean went beyond 
association agreements with single states, proposing a regional 

strategy for the Mediterranean. In the case of Sub-Saharan Africa, the 

previous conventions with the ACP countries became a ‘Partnership’. 
Nevertheless, the level can be assessed as ‘moderate’ since there are 

shared legal competencies, the EU defines development priorities, but 

MS still play a central role. 

Authority 
‘second 

partnership’ 

Moderate-to-

high 

During the ‘second partnership’ period, treaty provisions did not 

change the share of competencies still held in development and 
cooperation with Africa. With the Treaty of Lisbon (which came into 

force in 2009), the EU increased its authority with the institution of the 

EEAS and the HR/VP, with an increased EU role in external action in 
general.  

Authority ‘third 
partnership’ 

Moderate-to-

high 

During the ‘third partnership’ period, treaty provisions did not change, 

and the share of competencies still held in development and 

cooperation with Africa. The EU maintained the same level of 
authority. 

Table 2 - Authority assessment table 
 

2.4. Autonomy: analysis and level assessment  
Autonomy captures the availability of resources and capability to act, meaning that the actor 

owns the appropriate resources, both in terms of human capital and in terms of budget to pursue 

its scopes and purposes. The analysis of autonomy considers the institutional capacity and the 

budget capacity of the European Union over the three periods covered.  

2.4.1.  Institutions, personnel and agenda setting  

During the first phase, DG DEV (Directorate-General for Development and Relations with African, 

Caribbean and Pacific States) and AIDCO (EuropeAid Cooperation Office) were both playing a 

key role in European development and cooperation. DG DEV’s main objective was to reduce and 

eventually eradicate poverty in developing countries, and to stimulate sustainable development, 

democracy, peace and security. DG AIDCO was focused on long-term assistance; it was in 
charge of coordinating foreign aid on behalf of the European Commission and was responsible 

for all steps taken in the foreign aid process (not for humanitarian aid, since it is not tied to long-
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term EU development goals). The two agencies were merged in 2011 under one directorate-
general, DG Development and Cooperation – EuropeAid (DEVCO), renamed in 2015 DG 

International Cooperation and Development. The two DGs were merged to serve as a central 

reference for both the making and the implementation of development policies137. Under DG 

DEVCO the ‘ACP’ directorate was split, suggesting the European Commission’s intention to give 

more emphasis to Sub-Saharan Africa regional development, with its own directorate; on the other 

side, the ‘Caribbean’ group of countries falls into the ‘Latin America’ directorate, and the ‘Pacific’ 

one into the ‘Asia’ directorate, for economic, regional and political closeness (ECDPM 2011). 
From 2011 on, the principal role in development and cooperation has been played by DG DEVCO, 

in collaboration with the European External Action Service (EEAS). The EEAS, in charge of the 

diplomatic service and combined foreign and defence ministry of the EU, was created with the 

Treaty of Lisbon (2007), but started operating in 2010. With the establishment of the EEAS, the 

Service for Foreign Policy Instruments (FPI) was also built, with responsibility for the 

implementation of several EU programmes in the field of external policies. Furthermore, with 

DEVCO’s reorganisation, the operational sections of the delegations are linked to the four 

geographical directorates, making the operational and other European Commission departments 
closer, particularly those involved in partnership with Africa for development aid, mainly DG 

NEAR, DG ECHO. DG DEVCO (which became INTPA in 2020, see Chapter 1) alone accounts 

for 10 % of the Commission’s staff (3 921 staff members)138. The European External Action 

Service is responsible for EU Delegations and offices around the world. The creation of the High 

Representative/Vice President of the European Commission covers a key role in defining 

development policies and partnership with Africa. Nevertheless, inter-ministerial meetings 

between European and African countries remain crucial in setting the priorities. Furthermore, it is 

worth mentioning that, with the 9th EDF (under Cotonou Partnership Agreement, 2000) a system 
of rolling programming was introduced to improve the flexibility of the fund and to give ACP 

countries a greater responsibility. The Commission is responsible for the functioning of the EDF, 

but European Delegations and the partner countries set the agenda by preparing a Country 

Strategy Paper.  

In the European Commission, there are around 32 000 permanent and contracted employees. 

DG DEVCO, DG NEAR and DG ECHO together account for 5 763 members139. Numbers for 2019 

are very close to 2016’s numbers, suggesting a constant human resources allocation between 

‘phase two’ and ‘phase three’. Furthermore, since its establishment in 2010, a key role has been 

played by the EEAS, whose staff is composed of five main categories: officials, temporary agents, 

contract agents, local agents and seconded national experts, who oversee or assist in the daily 
work of the EEAS in HQ and in Delegations. At the end of 2019, the number of people working in 

 
137 https://www.eumonitor.eu/9353000/1/j9vvik7m1c3gyxp/vkt3bc6dfgzg?ctx=vg8xdjeo1zoj&tab=2&n=7, consulted in 
December 2020.  
138 Ibid. 
139 Ibid.  

https://www.eumonitor.eu/9353000/1/j9vvik7m1c3gyxp/vkt3bc6dfgzg?ctx=vg8xdjeo1zoj&tab=2&n=7,
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the EEAS was: 1 252 officials, 1 058 local agents, 497 contract agents, 461 seconded national 
experts and 333 temporary agents. The work of the EEAS is complemented by other support 

personnel, such as external staff, trainees and junior professionals. Five large EEAS departments 

cover different areas in the world (Asia-Pacific, Africa, Europe and Central Asia, the Greater 

Middle East and the Americas) (EEAS 2019). After 2007, the pre-Lisbon responsibilities of rotating 

the Presidency for local coordination and external representation of EU positions were transferred 

to the 139 EU delegations (of which 49 are in Africa)140. In terms of personnel, the EEAS has 

increased during recent years. In fact, in 2011, just after its institution, the EEAS included 50 units 
and 1 400 officials in EC Headquarters and 3 000 officials in 110 EU Delegations (ECDPM 2011). 

Notwithstanding the difficult budget situation, the EEAS has been able to develop the network in 

response to new political priorities (i.e., providing in the 2016 budget for the establishment of a 

permanent presence for the Delegation to Somalia in Mogadishu) (Council of the European Union 

2016).  

The European Investment Bank (EIB) is considered the EU’s development bank and accounts for 

around one third of the EU’s total ODA141. The EIB accounts for over 3 450 human resources and 

has been key for funding development in Africa, particularly during the last three EDFs, providing 

funds for loans (EIB 2020). In 2019. the EIB was active in Africa with around 26 projects worth 

around EUR 832 million overall (Ibid.). Indeed, the EIB is responsible for managing the ACP 

Investment Facilities, which is the revolving fund legally based on the Cotonou Agreement, 

through which it invests in a wide range of projects in ACP countries, mainly on financing 
infrastructure projects and businesses in the private sector. But the EIB is also engaged with Sub-

Saharan Africa SSA with its own resources, increasing the development of projects on climate 

action, economic resilience, fragile economies, food security, gender equality and young people, 

and regional integration. The EIB total investment in ACP countries in 2019 accounted for 

EUR 2 355 billion of which EUR 658 million was from the ACP Investment Facility (including 

EUR 85 million from the Impact Financing Envelope), EUR 496 million from the EIB’s own 

resources and the ACP Infrastructure Package, and EUR 101 million invested from the EIB’s own 

risk facilities, through the Climate Action and Environment Facility (Ibid.). Furthermore, the EIB 
also signed off EUR 100 million of investment in South Africa through a country-specific window 

of the External Lending Mandate of the EIB142. Nevertheless, it is important to stress that the EIB 

still plays a limited role in the deployment of aid in SSA; in fact, the OECD (OECD 2018) reports 

that in 2018 the EIB disbursed around 5 % of EU aid to SSA, much lower than the total share of 

 
140 Germany (GIZ) presents 40 agencies in Africa, France 30.  
141 https://www.eib.org/en/products/mandates-partnerships/donor-partnerships/donors/european-commission, consulted 
in January 2021.    
142 The External Lending Mandate of the EIB was set up by Decision No 466/2014/EU of the European Parliament and of 
the Council of 16 April 2014 granting an EU guarantee to the European Investment Bank against losses under financing 
operations supporting investment projects outside the Union. Amongst the potentially eligible regions and countries, Sub-
Saharan African countries did not figure, with the only exception being South Africa which had a specific window. The 
North African countries are covered under the Neighbourhood and Partnership countries window, whilst some Caribbean 
and Pacific countries are included in the Asia and Latin America window. 

https://www.eib.org/en/products/mandates-partnerships/donor-partnerships/donors/european-commission,
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EU aid managed by the EIB (between 2013 and 2018) which accounted for almost a quarter of 
the total EU aid disbursed (EUR 20.6 billion out of EUR 88.1) (Jones, Alexei, Niels Keijzer, Ina 

Friesen and Pauline Veron 2020). 

In 2019, the EU’s international and cooperation policy started a process of deep transformation, 

beginning with the establishment of the new ‘geopolitical’ Commission, followed by the 

transformation of DG DEVCO into DG INTPA (International Partnership, see Chapter 1). The new 

DG presents a different division for what concerns the organigramme; on one side it makes clear 

new priorities for development (i.e. green and sustainable development) and on the other side it 

underlines the changed way of looking at Africa (i.e. one directorate dedicated to Africa as a 

whole)143.  

2.4.2. European instruments for financing development in Africa 

The principal instrument used under the EU-Africa Partnership is the European Development 

Fund (EDF), established in 1957 with the Treaty of Rome. Until now, the EDF has been external 

from the EU budget, composed of MS direct contributions, with Germany and France being the 

largest contributors144. The Multiannual Financial Framework for the ACP-EU partnership was 

separated from the EU’s Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) and follows a different 
procedure. Nevertheless, particularly during recent years, discussion about EDF contributions 

was carried out in parallel with the one on the EU's MFF, for the sake of coordination and 

effectiveness of budget allocation for development. The EDF’s MFF indicates the amount of 

resources directly provided by MS, the division between broad categories of expenditure and 

additional funds that the European Investment Bank can provide for the Investment Facility of the 

EDF. During the Monterrey Consensus (2002), the EU committed to reaching 0.7 % GNI in ODA, 

but never reached the target (ODA has remained at between 0.3 % and 0.4 % during recent 
years)145. The European Council Conclusions on the EU’s MFF for 2014-20 also included 

decisions on the 11th EDF (Council Conclusion 2013). The EDF’s MFF was adopted by the joint 

ACP-EU Council of Ministers, so the EDF resources are discussed by MS following a proposal 

made by the Commission. The internal agreement must be ratified by each EU country. The MFF 

sets the maximum amount of resources available for financial development assistance under the 

ACP-EU partnership, therefore the influence of Member States is key. Council Regulation (EU) 

2015/323 sets the general framework for EDF programming and implementation, aiming at 

ensuring consistency between this and other areas of EU action (i.e. the European Consensus 
for Development and the Agenda for Change).  

 

 
143The INTPA’s Directorate for ‘Africa’ consists of different offices: The Strategic Partnership with Africa and with the ACP; 
the Regional and Multi-Country Programmes for Africa; Western Africa; Eastern and Central Africa; Southern Africa, Indian 
Ocean; Finance and Contract. See https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/organisation-chart_en.pdf  
144 Ibid.  
145 See more at https://donortracker.org/country/eu  

https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/organisation-chart_en.pdf
https://donortracker.org/country/eu
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EDF Year Legal basis Contribution 

1st 1959-64 Convention on OCTs  
(annexed to the Treaty of Rome) - 

2nd 1964-70 Yaoundé I Convention - 
3rd 1970-75 Yaoundé II Convention - 
4th 1975-80 Lomé I Convention BECU 3 
5th 1980-85 Lomé II Convention BECU 4 542  
6th 1985-90 Lomé III Convention BECU 7 440 
7th 1990-95 Lomé IV Convention ECU 10 940 million 
8th 1995-2000 Lomé IV bis Convention (revised Lomé IV) ECU 13 132 million 

9th 2000-07 Cotonou Agreement EUR 13.5 billion (+ EUR 9.9 from 
prev.) 

10th 2008-13 Revised Cotonou Agreement (2005) EUR 22 682 million 
11th 2014-20 Revised Cotonou Agreement (2010) EUR 30.5 billion 

Table 3 - EDF yearly contribution and relative legal basis 
Source: European Commission 

Another instrument legally based on the Cotonou Agreement was the African Peace Facility, 

which was funded through the EDF. While the willingness of the Member States and the Council 

was critically important in determining budget allocation, a dialogue between stakeholders, 

European institutions and delegations was, nevertheless, key to setting the priorities and the 

budget.  

Meanwhile, the legal framework for the partnership with the North African countries is mainly 

regulated under the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). The European Neighbourhood 

Instrument (ENI) funds bilateral, multi-country and cross border cooperation programmes with 

neighbourhood countries146, with an overall budget of EUR 15 433 billion147. The reviewed version 

of the ENP, edited in 2015, strengthened the link with the Union for the Mediterranean and 
reinforced coordinated dialogue with partners, as well as with the EU's MS. In 2016, 

EUR 6.7 billion of new EU commitments were coordinated through the Southern Mediterranean 

Investment Coordination Initiative (AMICI), co-funded by the EU and Member States. The bulk of 

EU support is provided by loans and equity finance (76 %) (European Commission 2017c).  

To enhance cooperation with European Financial Institutions (EFIs) and international financial 

institutions (IFIs), the EU has also undertaken closer coordination with non-EU donors. The Treaty 

of Lisbon (2009) introduced the legal possibility for the EU to manage multi-donor funds that, until 

that time, was only possible for the World Bank and UN bodies; in 2013, the EU’s Financial 

Regulation introduced the possibility for the Commission to create EU Trust Funds (Jones et al. 

2020). Trust funds became a major tool for delivering rapid support to the region, in conjunction 
with Member States and other donors. Launched under the Valletta Action Plan, in 2016 the 

 
146 Algeria, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Egypt, Georgia, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, the Republic of Moldova, 
Morocco, Palestine, Syria, Tunisia and Ukraine.  
147 The budget reported refers to ENI 2014-2020. 
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European Union Emergency Trust Fund for Africa supported six programmes in North Africa, 
focusing mainly on improving migration governance and management, responding to protection 

needs and addressing the root causes and drivers of irregular migration. 

Other instruments are used for funding development projects in Africa which were directly funded 

through the European budget. An important recently established programme, the Pan-African 

Programme, is complementing the ENI and the EDF supporting activities of a trans-regional, 

continental or global nature, in and with Africa. It was funded through the Development 

Cooperation Instrument (DCI) (EUR 845 million under DCI for 2014-2020)148.  

The EIB is also engaged in countries outside Europe, particularly in Africa. In 2016, Africa was 

the second beneficiary of EIB loans after the enlargement countries (EUR 2.14 billion) and the 

EIB invested EUR 500 million under the ACP Investment Facility (EIB 2019).  

The EU is the largest donor in the world, if considered in conjunction with its MS. European 

institutions alone are the fifth largest donor in the world149. Making certain comparisons with the 

EU MS, Germany is the second-largest donor. Germany has two major state-owned development 

agencies – the GIZ and KfW Development Bank. GIZ alone accounts for 22 199 workers, of which 

70 % work abroad. Therefore, despite the large number of European institutions and agencies 
involved in development issues, the total amount of human resources remains lower than a very 

well performing member country, like Germany. Accounting for the relevance of MS, in terms of 

contribution to the total ODA of the EU and also for human resources that countries like Germany 

are able to dedicate to development issues, the EU has not yet reached a high level of autonomy. 

In 2008, European development financing started to focus more on delegated cooperation and 

blending. Sustainable growth and job creation became key priorities and blending instruments 

were increasingly used to attract private investment. Since delegated cooperation is based on 

specific agreements with MS development institutions, through which the EU decides what to 
delegate and the modalities for monitoring, it could actually represent an increase in autonomy, 

since more than a pure ‘delegation’ realistically it works as an ‘extension’ of resources for 

development. For blending instruments, the same reasoning could be applied.  

As already mentioned, the annual EU budget included the allocation decision for the total EU 

Institutions’ ODA trend during the last two decades (Fig.5); it shows a slight increase during the 

first decade. In 2012, ODA sharply increased to then assume a non-consistent trend and 

decreased during the last three years observed. It is worth noting that the sector allocation seems 

to maintain almost the same proportion during every year, except for Economic Infrastructure and 

 
148 Development Cooperation Instrument (DCI). The DCI was the principal funding instrument under the EU’s budget 
Heading 4 (Global Europe) dedicated to developing countries (EUR 19.7 billion, MFF 2014-2020). 
149 See more at https://donortracker.org/country/eu  

https://donortracker.org/country/eu
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Services150, which appears to gain more budget allocation at the expense of Social Infrastructure 
and Services151, particularly during the last 10 years. 

 

Figure 5 - EU Institutions’ ODA allocation by main sectors 2000-2018. 
Source: Author’s elaboration on OECD. stat data, November 2020. 

 

Overall, in 2018, 41 % of the EU institutions’ budget support was received by Sub-Saharan Africa, 

higher than for any other region (Jones et al. 2020). 

The largely debated MFF for the period 2021-2027 will restructure the European financial 
framework, particularly for what concerns the European External Action (Global Europe – 

Heading 6). The new MFF presents a modernisation of Heading 6, for which the key feature is 

the merging of several financial instruments into a single one, including the off-budget European 

Development Fund. The MFF for 2020-2027 aims to allocate EUR 98.4 billion to Heading 6, which 

will include the new Neighbourhood Development and International Cooperation Instrument 

(NDICI) and the Humanitarian Aid Instrument. The NDICI would receive EUR 79.5 billion 

 
150 The major heading ‘Economic Infrastructure and Services’ covers assistance for networks, utilities and services that 
facilitate economic activity. It includes but not exclusively:  Energy: production and distribution of energy, including 
peaceful use of nuclear energy. Transportation and Communications: essentially equipment or infrastructure for road, rail, 
water and air transport, and for television, radio and electronic information networks 
151 The main category ‘Social Infrastructure and Services’ covers efforts to develop the human resource potential and 
ameliorate living conditions in aid recipient countries. It includes, but not exclusively: d Education: educational 
infrastructure, services and investment in all areas. Specialised education in particular fields, such as agriculture or 
energy, is reported against the sector concerned. Health and Population: assistance to hospitals and clinics, including 
specialised institutions, such as those for tuberculosis, maternal and childcare; other medical and dental services, 
including disease and epidemic control, vaccination programmes, nursing, provision of drugs, health demonstration, etc.; 
public health administration and medical insurance programmes; reproductive health and family planning. Water Supply, 
Sanitation and Sewerage: all assistance given for water supply, use and sanitation; river development, but excluding 
irrigation systems for agriculture. 
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(European Council 2020) (under the new deal, NDICI’s thematic funding also received a cut of 
EUR 534 million with respect to the initial European Commission’s proposal) (Aidsfonds 2020). 

This budget envelope includes the ’global challenges’ budget line, which will fund many 

multilateral development initiatives.  

Some scholars see that the new NDICI could let the more EU-self-interested use development 

aid, in line with other authors who highlight the increasing ’securitisation’ of development aid in a 

’migration-oriented’ dynamic (Kugiel 2020; Holden 2020). Nevertheless, despite a decrease in 

budget and still limited human resources dedicated to development aid policy, the new instrument 

could provide a factor that might increase EU autonomy through a more flexible reallocation of 

resources and less influence from MS.  

 

2.4.3. Assessment table  

Key Phases Level Summary 

Autonomy ‘first 
partnership’ 

Moderate-to-

low 

There are DGs and funds dedicated to development under the Africa-

EU partnerships, but the MS have strong influence.  

Autonomy 
‘second 

partnership’ 
Moderate  

There are DGs and funds dedicated to development under the Africa-

EU partnerships, but the MS have strong influence. Nevertheless, 

institutional reforms and increasing European instruments for funding 
development under the different partnerships with Africa, increased 

the autonomy of the EU.  

Autonomy ‘third 
partnership’ 

Moderate-to-

high 

There are DGs and funds dedicated to development under the Africa-

EU partnerships. Further institutional reforms and the budgetisation of 
the EDF implies an increase in EU autonomy. 

Table 4 - Autonomy assessment table 
 

2.5. Cohesion: analysis and level assessment 
Cohesion refers to the presence of a consistent line of argument amongst the involved nation-

states, a certain level of coherence between EU institutions and the Member States and amongst 

the European institutions, as well as between policy domain purposes and the EU’s policies. To 

assess the overall cohesion, the analysis starts from the consideration of the main frameworks 

adopted by the EU to pursue this scope and some main sources of ‘misalignment’. 



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
368 

2.5.1. Main frameworks adopted by the EU to ensure cohesion in 
development policy and relations with Africa  

The EU has implemented many initiatives to enhance coherence between the EU’s institutions 

and its MS, amongst different EU institutions and between external action and EU values. One of 

the key initiatives in that sense is embedded in the Treaty: Policy Coherence for Development 

(PCD, art. 208 TFEU). The PCD was already introduced in the EU’s fundamental law with the 

Treaty of Maastricht, then reinforced with the Treaty of Lisbon (2009) and reaffirmed by EU 

institutions and the Member States in the new European Consensus on Development (2017). The 

Maastricht Treaty called upon the Delegations and the Member States' diplomatic missions to ‘co-

operate in ensuring that the common positions and joint actions adopted by the Council are 

complied with and implemented’, establishing for the first time explicit parallel EU MS 

competences in development cooperation. EU member countries are responsible for ensuring 

PCD in their national policies. The European Commission (EC) twice a year organises an 

international meeting for analysing national PCD contact points and sharing information on PCD 

priorities and best practices. The aim of this meeting is also to promote dialogue at the 

international level (via OECD) and ensure coordination between the European External Action 

Service, the EU delegations and other EU institutions. During this meeting, MS, the European 

Commission and the EEAS collaborate to provide elements to the Commission, which is in charge 

of preparing a report. The role of the Council is to develop some conclusions on the guidance 

provided by the Commission, while the Parliament has a more marginal role, being involved in 

development and cooperation decisions mainly through its Development Committee (DEVE). 

Besides the PCD, in 2007 MS and the Commission committed themselves to implement certain 

principles in development policies set out in the EU Code of Conduct (CoC) on complementarity 

and Division of Labour (Mürle Holger 2007). Nevertheless, this Code is voluntary and flexible: it 

sets out 11 guideline principles to guide policy and actions of MS and the Commission. It might 

be implemented in a country-based approach, taking into account the specific situation of the 

partner countries. Even so, its voluntary nature and general provision compromise its effective 

implementation. As for the EU’s development aid agenda setting, DG DEVCO designed 

development policy, established thematic programmes and its geographical desks implement 

development initiatives. DG DEVCO and DG NEAR have staff in EU delegations for programme 

implementation. The EEAS is responsible for the programming of development instruments and 

for looking at regional strategies, with its staff in charge for the political session (Núñez-Borja et 

al. 2018.). 

The last External Evaluation of the EU’s PCD (2009-2016) highlighted that stronger coordination 

is needed between headquarter and political and operational staff at country level regarding areas 

of PCD relevance. (Núñez-Borja et al. 2018). Another issue stressed by the report is the lack of 
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common understanding of the PCD concept and the wide range of interpretations that different 

stakeholders have of the PCD. Some Member States used the Policy Coherence for Sustainable 

Development (PCSD) in their country report rather than PCD, which stems from the 2030 agenda 

and Addis Ababa Action Agenda. Despite the considerable efforts spent on better harmonisation 

in development policy and programming, there is still fragmentation. The EU accounts for 21 

finalised joint documents with joint programming strategies presented in 60 countries and the 

Member States are trying to follow the same strategy. Nevertheless, the evaluation shows that 

joint documents are not producing particularly desirable effects in the synchronisation, or in the 

greater ownership of the project of partner countries, underlining the need for a reinforcement of 

dialogue with the national government, stakeholders and civil society in partner countries. 

Bilateral interests still represent a constraint to cohesion in development aid and African issues. 

Despite the rhetoric surrounding the common EU position towards development objectives in 

Africa and the new engagement of the European Commission with the African Union Commission, 

European countries are continuing to pursue their own interests in Africa (i.e., Germany Marshall 

Plan for Africa, 2017). Against this backdrop, Africa accounts for the largest share of joint 

programming, either finalised or in draft, representing 57.5 % of Global Joint Programming 

Countries152. Enhancing joint programming is at the core of the recently adopted Team Europe 

Approach (European Commission 2021b). Team Europe was created in response to the COVID-

19 pandemic, but the European Commission and the European Member States are working 

together to move the ‘Team Europe initiative’ beyond COVID-19 needs, as a new instrument for 

enhancing cooperation for long-term development policies. The package has been set up 

extraordinarily quickly, thanks to the use of a less formal and bureaucratic process (i.e. the EU 

Director-General of Development Cooperation met MS directly, bypassing the Council’s working 

parties and other formal passages) and was rapidly agreed by Member States (Jones and Teevan 

2021).  

The Commission and MS committed to increase participation in joint multiannual programming, 

based on partner countries’ development strategies and to use the EU joint programming 

framework as a practical tool to advance the Division of Labour principle (DoL) (Commission of 

the European Communities 2007). The EU also launched the FastTrack Initiative on Division of 

Labour (2008) and the EU Toolkit for the Implementation of Complementarity and Division of 

Labour (2009). Despite the large number of efforts aimed at coordinating and harmonising donor 

activities, fragmentation and proliferation of aid is still an issue, and is mainly due to the lack of 

cohesion. In the Agenda for Change (2011), the European Commission (EC) calls upon the EU 

to take a more active leadership role and put forward proposals to make EU aid more effective. 

 
152 https://europa.eu/capacity4dev/joint-programming-tracker/distributionregion, consulted in February 2021. 

https://europa.eu/capacity4dev/joint-programming-tracker/distributionregion,
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The main objective of EU development cooperation, stated in Article 208 TFEU, is to reduce and, 

in the long term, eradicate poverty. In this context, the EU must comply with its commitments and 

take account of the objectives approved within the United Nations and other international 

organisations.  

To analyse the cohesion of the EU in its relations with Africa, it is worth emphasising the difficulties 
that come from having many different frameworks for relations with the African continent, each 

one with its own objectives and a different EU role (see Chapter 1). The Joint Africa-EU strategy 

(JAES) is a multi-level and multi-actor partnership, guided by EU and AU Member States, along 

with several non-state actors. Together with its counterpart, the African Union Commission (AUC), 

the EC has a major role to play in ensuring the success of the JAES. Nevertheless, its 

implementation on the European side still remains a joint responsibility of the EC (through various 

Directorates-General) and the EU Member States (Tywuschik and Sherriff 2009). Indeed, the 
partnership consists of institutional meetings at various levels of African and European institutions 

and countries, but also involves formal stakeholders’ dialogue, constituting a series of preparation 

meetings for the Joint Declaration. Every three years at the Summit of the European and African 

Unions, Heads of States and Government adopt a joint declaration, taking into account all the 

findings and suggestions coming from the preparation meetings. In the relationship between the 

EU and North Africa, an important role is played by the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) and 

the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), which represent the main cooperation and funding 

frameworks for European relations with the North African countries. The UfM Secretariat is the 
platform for putting into practice decisions taken by Member States153 during their ministerial 

meeting. The Parliamentary Assembly of the UfM (formed by components from the UfM Member 

State parliaments) adopts resolutions or recommendations in all aspects of Euro-Mediterranean 

cooperation that concern the executive organs of the UfM, the Council of the EU, the European 

Commission and the national governments of partner countries. It represents the strongest 

regional engagement of the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP). A key element in this context 

is the bilateral ENP Action Plans (AP), which is mutually agreed between the EU and each partner 

country. The AP sets out an agenda of political and economic reforms, with short and moderate-
term priorities, serving as the political framework guiding the priorities for cooperation. Relations 

between the EU and Sub-Saharan Africa are governed by the Cotonou Agreement, where African 

countries relate to the EU as part of the bigger ACP group of states. The major instrument for 

cooperation under the Cotonou Agreement, which is largely analysed in Chapter 1, is the EDF: 

an intergovernmental instrument based on direct contribution from EU Member States. The 

different framework for cooperation with African countries hampered the capacity of the EU to act 

as a unique coherent actor with Africa as a whole and, as will be stressed in the following section, 
represents a source of ‘misalignment’ between European Member States and EU institutions.  

 
153 As for Member States here, we refer to the 43 UfM countries, 28 EU Member States and 15 Mediterranean countries. 
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Finally, it is worth considering the cohesion between EU institutions, EU Member States and EU 

Delegations. Delegations have established procedures for regular meetings of EU Heads of 

Mission, as well as meetings at other levels and reporting is generally exchanged with Member 

States. EU Delegations and MS missions and embassies are working together on public 

diplomacy, joint visits and other collective activities that reinforce the coherence, visibility and 

effectiveness of the EU. Member States have also agreed to the creation of a number of specific 

posts in key delegations for security/counter-terrorism specialists and, more recently, additional 

staff to deal with migration issues (in both cases, on the basis of seconded national experts). 

There has also been good progress on practical cooperation between EU delegations with 

national embassies of Member States and the offices/representatives of EU institutions/bodies in 

third party countries (Council of the European Union, 2016). 

A very recent initiative is worth considering – the Team Europe package154 – representing an 

outstanding example of cohesion between European institutions, Member States and their 

respective financial institutions and implementing agencies together with EU development 

financing institutions, which collected their resources for financing the pandemic’s recovery 

programme globally. As already metnioned, it was set up extraordinarily quickly, thanks to the 

use of a less formal and bureaucratic process (i.e. the EU Director-General of Development 

Cooperation met MS directly, bypassing the Council’s working parties and other formal passages) 

and was rapidly agreed amongst the EU Member States (Jones and Teevan 2021). Through 

Team Europe, the EU mobilised around EUR 2.2 billion for the COVAX initiative, another initiative 

that has seen strong collaboration and engagement between EU institutions and Member States; 

nevertheless, only 16 European countries figure as donors for the COVAX facility155. Whether the 

‘Team Europe Approach’ could be implemented further, with a scope that goes beyond the 

urgency of the pandemic, is not yet clear.  

2.5.2. Some sources of ‘misalignment’  

As already mentioned in previous sections, the European Development Fund (EDF) was the main 

instrument financing the EU-Africa partnership and the role of Member States was crucial in 

determining the budget allocation under this fund, due to its intergovernmental nature. Over the 

years, the European Commission, supported by the European Parliament, has advanced several 

proposals for a budgetisation of the instrument, in order to include it under the EU budget. The 

 
154 Team Europe was created in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, but the European Commission and the European 
Member States are working together to move the ‘Team Europe Initiative’ beyond COVID-19 needs, as a new instrument 
for enhancing cooperation for long-term development policies. The package combined resources from the EU, its Member 
States and the EIB and the EBRD mobilised EUR 38.5 billion for sustainable recovery in partner countries (as for 
November 2020, in April a EUR 20 billion package was initially pledged). 
155 The list of COVAX donors (as of February 23rd) is available at https://www.gavi.org/sites/default/files/ 
covid/covax/COVAX-AMC-Donors-Table.pdf  

https://www.gavi.org/sites/default/files/
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Commission and the Parliament thought that a budgetisation of the EDF would have led to an 

increase in the effectiveness of EU development aid, but Member States seemed to be sceptical 

about it. To be specific , an in-depth analysis by the European Parliamentary Research Service 

on the issue (D’Alfonso 2014) stresses the idea that European MS feared that a budgetisation of 

the fund could have led to an increase (or decrease) in respective financial contributions and, 

therefore, could change their levels of commitment and influence in developing countries.  

Another important aspect to consider is the coexistence of the ACP-EU partnership and the other 

Africa-EU frameworks, leading to diverging ideas amongst European Member States and 

European institutions about continuing with the EU-ACP framework or adopting a new regional 

differentiated cooperation approach. The debate on a post-Cotonou regional framework for 

cooperation started in the Council in 2015. A number of the EU MS (i.e., Germany, the Nordic 

Countries and Eastern countries) were in favour of having separate agreements with Africa, the 

Caribbean and the Pacific regions outside of the ACP framework. Germany, through the German 

Agency for International cooperation (GIZ), stated that the future of the partnership could only be 

regional, in the form of a partnership with continental Africa. Other MS (i.e., France, Spain and 

the UK) expressed the preference to keep the ACP structure, moving as a main reason the strong 

collaboration of the ACP group during international negotiation agreements (i.e., the Paris 

Agreement) (Schefer 2019). Furthermore, the EU-Africa partnership coherence is also a 

conflictual relationship between the ACP and AU (Carbone 2018). Finally, in EU-Africa 

partnership and cooperation there is a complicated network of regional organisations and 

individual states forming one side, and regional VS continental agreements on the other, which 

are undermining overall EU coherence. Nevertheless, as a whole, the post-Lisbon EU foreign 

policy architecture contributed to increasing coherence and complementarities between the EU 

and its Member States, particularly with the use of delegated cooperation, the expansion of 

blending facilities and the joint programming with Member States.  

During the last ‘partnership phase’, the final decision to establish a unique instrument under the 

EU budget for development and cooperation, thereby eliminating the EDF, suggests an alignment 
towards a willingness to present the EU as a stronger unique actor for development in the global 

arena. On the other hand, the post-Cotonou consultations revealed that there are still some 

misalignments on development and cooperation issues amongst EU countries. While a political 

deal on the text for the post-Cotonou partnership was finally reached in December 2020, the final 

text was criticised by certain MS (i.e., Poland and Hungary) saying that the final text is far from 

the 2018 negotiation mandate (Chadwick 2021). Nevertheless, during the ‘third partnership’ 

phase, cohesion seems to have maintained an overall moderate level.  
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2.5.3. Assessment table  

Key Phases Level  Summary  

Cohesion ‘first 
partnership’ 

Moderate-to-

low 

In this phase, cohesion between EU institutions, MS and partner 

countries and organisations is low. There are joint EU interests and 

initiatives, but there are still disagreements between MS and EUIs. 
Furthermore, despite the willingness to establish a continent-to-

continent partnership with Africa, EU cooperation and development 

with North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa is governed by distinct 
instruments and policy frameworks. 

Cohesion 
‘second 

partnership’ 
Moderate 

In this phase, cohesion between EU institutions, MS and partner 
countries and organisations increased, with many initiatives to better 

coordinate development strategy in Africa. The differentiated regional 

approach towards Africa remains and there is still a bargaining 
constellation sending out a mixed signal. 

Cohesion ‘third 
partnership’ 

Moderate 
In this phase, cohesion between EU institutions, MS and partner 

countries and organisations remained moderate.  

Table 5 - Cohesion assessment table 
 

2.6. Recognition: analysis and level assessment 
Recognition refers to the fact of being recognised as an actor and a legitimate negotiation partner 
by other actors within the international system. The analysis considers both formal and informal 

recognition. While the first looks at the institutional frameworks in which the EU is operating and 

is recognised both in development aid policy and Africa relations, the second tries to understand 

the ‘perceived’ recognition by the actors involved in development policy and in cooperation with 

Africa.  

2.6.1. Formal recognition  

During recent decades, the EU has shaped international aid in development and cooperation in 

general. Of particular interest, is the Monterrey Conference where the EU has increased its aid 

contribution and pushed MS and third party countries to commit to doing the same (Carbone 

2012). Furthermore, the European Policy on Coherence for Development (PCD) and the 

European Consensus on Development are explicitly mentioned by the OECD as guidance for the 

promotion of Policy Coherence on Sustainable Development (PCSD). The OECD thanked the EU 

for having facilitated several developing countries to join the Global Forum on Transparency and 
Exchange of Information for Tax Purposes to combat illicit financial flows (OECD 2018). The EU 
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is recognised as a crucial actor for development aid in the international arena, being with its MS, 
the largest donor worldwide. 

The EU has been part of the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) since 1961, 
together with 23 other nations also including some European countries156. Like all the other 

Member States, the EU maintains a Permanent Delegation to the OECD, contributing to the 

formulation of programming work and monitoring the Secretariat; nevertheless, the EU’s 

representatives are not entitled to vote on the OECD’s Council decisions. The EU is the only 

multilateral organisation taking part in DAC, showing that the EU has been able to position itself 

as a recognised actor on the development scene. The EU, as a development aid actor, is also 

highly recognised at the regional level, participating in various multilateral forums and institutional 

frameworks with other regional organisations, with a mix of trilateral/bilateral cooperative 
agreements (Söderbaum and Van Langenhove 2006). The one with ACP States represents one 

of the largest EU cooperation agreements, but the EU is also engaged with ASEAN, SAARC and 

other regional organisations, and has participated in all the High-Level Forums on Aid 

Effectiveness (Rome, 2002; Paris, 2005; Accra, 2008; Busan, 2011). The EU has had ’permanent 

observer’ status at the United Nations since 1974 and has ’observer’ status in most of the UN 

specialised agencies. Thanks to its enhanced participation since 2011, the EU has obtained the 

right to speak early amongst other major groups when speaking on behalf of the EU Member 

States and was invited to intervene in the general debate at the opening of the General 
Assembly157. Most of all, the EU has obtained the right to orally present proposals and 

amendments, the only ‘observer’ at UNGA to have this right.  

To analyse the recognition of the EU in development aid and cooperation with Africa, it is worth 

considering the recognition of its bank: The European Investment Bank (EIB). The EIB provides 

a large part of the EU’s total aid and is amongst the major multilateral development banks in the 

world, with total assets of USD 606.5 billion. The EIB participates in the annual general meeting 

of the World Bank and at the annual Multilateral Development Banks’ Heads of Procurement. 

Back in 2005, the European Commission and the EIB signed a memorandum of understanding 

on an enhanced strategic partnership for cooperation with African Countries with the African 

Development Bank. In 2018, a new agreement was signed between the EIB and the African 
Development Bank to improve the impact of joint projects in Africa (EIB 2018). The EIB also led 

the Working Group on Joint co-financing agreements in project procurement under the Heads of 

Procurement of Multilateral Development Banks Group. Its first Procedural Framework on 

Procurement was agreed with the EBRD in 2015 and constituted the beginning of a trend that is 

currently being followed by other MDBs.  

 
156 Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden. 
157 See more at https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/unga/  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/unga/
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With the Cotonou Partnership Agreement (CPA), the EU and ACP States agreed on strong 
institutional cooperation and political dialogue (art. 8 CPA). The agreement defined some key joint 

institutions (art. 15 CPA): the Council of Ministers, the Committee of Ambassadors (monitoring 

body), the Joint Parliamentary Assembly (consultative body), composed of ACP countries and 

EU representatives. The Joint institutions meet regularly. With the establishment of the Africa-EU 

partnership, the level of institutional cooperation between the EU and Africa became more 

intense, both in terms of the number of institutions involved and the regularity and plurality of 

meetings between them. The pre-Lisbon responsibilities of the rotating Presidency for local 
coordination and external representation of EU positions have been fully and successfully 

transferred to the 139 EU delegations, 49 of which are in Africa (See annex 2). The European 

Union has established a Delegation to the African Union, set up in 2008 to enhance the EU-AU 

partnership158.  

Finally, formal recognition seems to be moderate-to-high in Africa. However, many stakeholders 

consider the EU is still too focused on cooperation with governments, despite the principle of 

involvement of other actors enshrined in the Cotonou Agreement (D’Alfonso 2014). Major criticism 

is related to the fact that the EU is still perceived to focus more on government interests and less 

on people, risking the creation of more inequality (e.g., in technological divide, access to 

education) with the new strategy recently proposed by the EC (Ibid.). Furthermore, the EIB has 

offices in Africa (Rabat, Dakar, Tunis, Cairo, Addis Ababa, Abidjan, Yaoundé, Nairobi, Pretoria, 

see annex 2).  

2.6.2. Informal recognition 

For the last 20 years, the European Development Fund (EDF) seems to have contributed 

substantially to the recognition of the EU as an outstanding actor in development (mainly with 

ACP countries). Being a long-term programming instrument, it allowed for high predictability, 

appreciated both by donor and recipient countries. According to Negre et al. (2013), most of the 
ACP stakeholders agree that the EDF played a positive role in development cooperation. Indeed, 

one of the most appreciated features of the Fund is its predictability: While funding from other 

donors is subject to annual negotiations, the multiannual framework of the EDF allowed 

stakeholders to plan their development actions in the moderate term, which is said to contribute 

to the effectiveness of relevant programmes. The EU is recognised as an important actor for 

development and cooperation, particularly when it comes to Africa, backed by a good 

performance in terms of aid delivery: more than 70 % of the past EDFs were dedicated to SSA, 
37 % of European gross bilateral ODA in 2018 went to Africa, and Africa was also the main 

regional recipient of the EU institutions’ earmarked contributions to multilateral organisations 

 
158 EU Delegations are also operating with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, the UN in Geneva, UN in New 
York, UN in Rome, the World Trade Organisation, the OECD and UN in Paris, the Council of Europe and the International 
Organisation in Vienna. 
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(OECD 2019b). The EU is widely recognised as an example of regional integration, inspiring 
similar projects in Africa (e.g. the East African Community, or the Common Market for Eastern 

and Southern Africa) (Bachmann 2013; Söderbaum and Van Langenhove 2006). Nevertheless, 

a recent study from the Afrobarometer reveals that, for Africans, China ranks second after the US 

as a development model, and second only to the former colonial power for external influence 

(Appiah-Nyamekye Sanny and Selormey, 2020). Furthermore, the EU is often criticised for 

maintaining a post-colonial approach in some African countries; being too bureaucratic in 

providing access to funding and interfering with national affairs; these critics contributed to 
allowing China, and South-South cooperation in general, to become increasingly more visible and 

appreciated by partners of developing historical European countries. (Bachmann 2013). Indeed, 

when it comes to development policies, the EU is widely criticised for having too much 

bureaucracy for accessing funds and interferes too much in national affairs. In particular, the latter 

criticism is the one that more challenges the EU’s role in development aid with the respect to new 

actors, particularly China, providing an alternative development model that is less paternalistic 

and with less conditionality, pursuing a ‘non-interference’ approach that seems to be particularly 

appreciated. The recognition in the global arena of new development actors and approaches (i.e. 
the Chinese one) puts pressure on the EU that, particularly in Africa, it is trying to maintain its 

development role by increasing the dialogue for setting development priorities and enhancing 

commission-to-commission relations (European Commission and African Union’s Commission). 

By talking directly with African institutions and regional organisations more than with single states 

and presenting itself as a single institution and less as a collective voice of different European 

States, the EU is pursuing a strategy that could increase the recognition of the EU as 

supranational actor in development, particularly in the African context. 

A study on the EU’s perception, conducted in 2015 (PPMI, NCRE, NFG, 2015), reveals that the 

visibility of the European Union in the area of international development is low; even if considered 

an active actor, other actors (the USA and UN) are together considered more relevant. Team 
Europe aims precisely at enhancing the EU’s recognition in partner countries, with a huge amount 

of resources mobilised to third party countries and via the development of the ‘Team Europe 

Approach’ concept for branding the EU’s collective global efforts. ‘Team Europe’ became a brand 

sponsoring the EU (and its MS) engagement in helping partner countries; it was used mostly 

through social media sharing all the ‘good practices’ developed under the hashtag #TeamEurope 

or #StrongerTogether (Jones and Teevan 2021). If the ‘Team Europe Approach’ can consistently 

develop under the auspices of the European Commission, more efforts could be spent on 

strengthening the Approach’s branding capacity, in order to improve the EU’s visibility. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that EU citizens seem to widely recognise the importance of 

development and cooperation with Africa and the key role of the EU. A specific Eurobarometer 
on the development and cooperation of citizens’ perceptions finds out that most Europeans 

believe that helping people in developing countries is important, benefiting both the EU and 
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recipient countries (European Commission 2019a). In particular reference to Africa, the large 
majority support the increase in investment and the strengthening of the EU’s cooperation with 

the African continent. Respondents also seem to agree on the importance of the private sector’s 

role in enhancing sustainable development of developing countries, which is one of the main key 

objectives agreed by the EU and MS in the new European Consensus on Development (Ibid.).  

2.6.3. Assessment table 

Key Phases Level  Summary  

Recognition 
‘first 

partnership’ 
Moderate 

The EU (with its MS) represents the most significant donor for Africa. 
The EU is formally recognised as an actor for development aid, sitting 
on international organisations and forums. Although it has no voting 
rights in most cases, it retains a significant role in providing opinions. 
The EU built a robust framework of ‘joint institutions’ with African 
partners, implying a solid reciprocal recognition between EU 
institutions and African institutions. 

Recognition 
‘second 

partnership’ 

Moderate/ 

high 

The EU (with its MS) represents the most significant donor for Africa. 
The EU is formally recognised as an actor for development aid, sitting 
on international organisations and forums. However, while it has no 
voting rights, it retains a significant role in providing opinions. The EU 
built a robust framework of ‘joint institutions’ with African partners, 
implying a robust reciprocal recognition between EU institutions and 
African institutions. In this second phase, the institution of the High 
Representative for Foreign and Security Policy and the EEAS agency, 
strengthened the role of EU delegations in Africa. At the same time, 
the political alliance between the two continents was strengthened.  

Recognition 
‘third 

partnership’ 
Moderate 

The EU still represents the most significant donor for Africa and is still 
formally recognised at the international level as an actor for 
development aid in Africa. Nevertheless, the EU’s development action 
in Africa seems to lack visibility in Africa and at the international level, 
and other new actors (mainly China) are increasing their role in the 
continent.  

Table 6 - Recognition assessment table 

2.7. Attractiveness: analysis and level assessment 
Attractiveness refers to the willingness of other parties to cooperate with the selected actor. The 

sheer size of the Single Market (still the largest integrated economy in the world), the ‘Brussels 

effect’ in global norm-setting and Europe’s ability to stand behind its values and principles, all 

increase the attractiveness of the Union from an external perspective. One could also add that 

the ability of the EU to forge international coalitions and networks of like-minded countries, further 

increases the attractiveness of the EU in the eyes of other international actors. This session will 

start from the analysis of the EU’s development policy in the international context, to then focus 

on cooperation with Africa.  
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2.7.1.  International scene and development aid 

Overall, it seems that the EU has contributed to shaping international aid on the development 

scene. Of particular interest is the Monterrey Conference, where an increase in the EU’s aid 

contribution pushed MS and other third-party countries towards doing the same (Carbone 2013). 

Furthermore, Carbone (2013) sees the Monterrey Consensus on Financing for Development as 

a crucial turning point in the approach to development cooperation by the international community. 
The international conference on financing for development, held in Monterrey (Mexico) from 18 

to 22 March 2002, led to a consensus on the financing of world development in developing 

countries. The EU, which has received over 50 % in global official development aid, played a 

significant role in the success of this conference. The EU defined its contribution to the Monterrey 

conference at the Barcelona European Council in March 2002 (European Union 2002). In 

Monterrey, the European Union committed to increasing its collective volume of aid from 0.33 %, 

at the time of the Monterrey Consensus, to 0.39 % of GNI by 2006. The EU was able to influence 
the behaviour of other donors that boosted their contributions, in an area in which national 

sensitivities had always prevailed. Furthermore, the increase in the quantity of aid made the issue 

of quality of aid more urgent (Carbone 2013). Financing for development started to be firmly 

placed on the global agenda with the Paris Declaration (it was the first United Nations-sponsored 

summit-level meeting to address key financial and related issues about global development). 

Furthermore, the European Policy on Coherence for Development (PCD) and the European 

Consensus on Development are explicitly mentioned as a guide for the development of Policy 

Coherence on Sustainable Development (PCSD), promoted by the OECD (Núñez-Borja, 
Baudelet, Picarello 2018). The EU development discourse significantly influenced the 

international debate and action towards development aid policies. 

2.7.2. Development and cooperation with Africa 

Despite the international attractiveness of the EU's approach to development (as set out in the 

previous paragraph), more recently amongst African states and organisations there has been 
evidence of opposition. The AU-EU partnership is currently the only one where the AU 

Commission also has a critical agenda-setting role, which since 2015, at the start of the 

consultation process of preparation for a post-Cotonou Agreement, even led to the raising of 

concerns amongst some AU Member States about the relevance of maintaining the ACP group 

as a channel for securing African interests, vis-à-vis the EU (Medinilla and Bossuyt 2019). 

Furthermore, European and African interests are not necessarily the same at the UN and at the 

UN General Assembly (UNGA). African states vote with the G77+China more often than with the 
EU (Medinilla et al. 2019). To develop a strong partnership with Africa, the EU will need to be 

prepared to support a greater number of African resolutions at UNGA (Medinilla and Teevan 

2020). 
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On the other hand, the EU multilateral engagement denotes a strong attractiveness for 
collaboration in terms of development, even if it is not with all the big players in the international 

arena. The EU is engaged in the innovative AU-EU-UN trilateral partnership (September 2017) 

that was an unprecedented experiment of multilateralism, focused on peace and security 

investment for young people, climate change and human rights. It also put in place a joint task 

force to evacuate thousands of people from detention centres in Libya159. If a trilateral cooperation 

with the EU was attractive for the AU and UN, it does not seem to be the case when it comes to 

a trilateral partnership with the AU and China. China is engaging in Africa with no political 
conditionalities. Since the fifth FOCAC in 2013, with the adoption of the Beijing Declaration and 

relative action plan, China started building a new type of China-Africa partnership, including key 

objectives like: strengthening political consultation and strategic dialogue, making Africa’s Peace 

and Security Architecture operational, strengthening China’s cooperation with the AU and sub-

regional organisations in Africa and taking joint measures to promote Africa’s unity and regional 

integration, amongst others (Manrique 2015). Therefore, China is increasingly involved in Africa, 

not only economically but also in political and security issues and seems to do it by using a similar 

framework as the EU, with the difference that it does not impose conditionalities. Back in 2008, 
the European Commission called for a cooperative three-way agenda with African and Chinese 

partners in different areas, where there would have been maximum synergies and mutual 

benefits. The African Union and its member states rejected the proposal, while the Chinese 

authorities did not seem to be interested (Bertucci and Locatelli 2020). Nevertheless, China is 

currently engaged in bilateral dialogue and bilateral partnerships with African countries, while 

some European Member States are involved in trilateral cooperation ventures with Chinese and 

African companies. Certenly, the increasing influence of the BRICS (especially China) in Africa 

has led to a relative decline in the EU’s influence in the region, including the attractiveness of the 
values promoted by the EU (Hackenesch 2018). What some scholars called the ‘European’ or 

‘Brussels’ Consensus as opposed to the Washington Consensus (Carbone 2013; Bachmann 

2013), seems to be perceived as being too paternalistic by African countries, whereas they see 

the Chinese approach, with no conditionality attached, more attractive because it is less neo-

imperial than the European approach (and the American) one (Bachmann 2013). Therefore, while 

the EU’s development strategy is mainly based on budget support remaining attractive for 

developing countries, the heavy bureaucracy and policy conditionalities linked to the 
disbursement of funds are seen as important obstacles (Ibid.).  

During the last decade, the EU has also tried to push for the extensive use of blended finance 

operations for development, using grant contributions for attracting investment projects in 
developing countries. As is better explained in the chapter on Governance, the EU started using 

blended finance as long ago as 2007, with some investment facility programmes. After 2016, the 

EU launched several initiatives for blending, attracting several actors that are currently involved 

 
159 EEAS (2019). The European Union’s Global Strategy. Three years on, looking forward.  
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and often where Africa is the key geographical scope. The EU Platform for Blending in External 
Cooperation (EUBEC 2012) is a platform aimed at improving the quality and the efficiency of EU 

development and external cooperation blending mechanisms, and promoting cooperation and 

coordination between the EU, EIB and other FIs and stakeholders.  

The main institutions participating in blending are: the Development Bank of Austria (OeEB), the 

European Investment Bank (EIB), the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

(EBRD), Agence Française de Développement (AFD), the German Credit Institute for 

Reconstruction (KFW), the Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation (AECID), 

the African Development Bank (AfDB), the Council of Europe Development Bank (CEB), the 

World Bank (WB), the Portuguese financial credit institution (SOFI), the Inter-American 

Development Bank (IADB); the China Development Bank (CDB); the Nordic Investment Bank 
(NIB); the Private Infrastructure Development Group (PIDG); the Development Bank of Latin 

America (CAF); the aid and development agency of the government of Luxembourg (LUXDEV); 

the Finnish Fund for Industrial Cooperation (FINNFUND); Compañía Española de Financiación 

del Desarrollo (COFIDES); the Belgian Investment Company for Developing Countries (BIO); the 

Central American Bank for Economic Integration (CABEI); the Italian development finance 

institutions (CDP and SIMEST); the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD); the 

International Finance Corporation (IFC); other local and European businesses and non-

governmental organisations and governments. 

In 2016, the European Commission launched the ambitious External Investment Plan (EIP), 

specifically encouraging investments in Africa and the EU Neighbourhood region and, in 2018, 
during the State of Europe, Commission President Juncker announced a new Alliance for 

Sustainable Investment and Jobs between Europe and Africa. Both plans involved other 

development banks and financial institutions participating in the initiative. The External Investment 

Plan (EIP) aims to mobilise private investors in Africa and the European neighbourhood countries, 

investing nearly EUR 1.3 billion in 52 blending projects. The increasing reliance on blending 

finance seems to be part of a general EU strategy aimed at regaining attractiveness through 

private sector engagement. 

Against this backdrop, the EU continues to hold the highest total stock of foreign direct investment 

(FDI) in Africa. Total investment stock held by EU Member States in Africa totalled EUR 261 billion 

in 2017 (Hurt 2020). It seems that, overall, the Cotonou Partnership Agreement (CPA) has 
positively contributed to improving the investment climate. For some, the CPA has been effective 

in contributing towards an increase in agricultural development and trade, particularly thanks to 

the European Development Fund (EDF). This has led to increased crop productivity and access 

to water for low-income rural populations, agricultural research and extension services, and 

engagement with low-income rural populations (European Commission and EEAS 2016). 
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Nevertheless, a smaller group believes that the CPA has not contributed, since it has resulted in 
increased levels of exports (Ibid.). 

In fact, the EU has not been able to change the nature of its trade relationship with Africa, since 
data for 2018 highlighted that a broadly neo-colonial pattern persists with the majority of EU 
exports being manufacturing (65 %) and the majority of imports from Africa (ACP) primary goods 
(73.3 %) (Hurt 2020). Nevertheless, the EU has been the main trade partner for Africa since 2000. 
In fact, between 2000-2007, on average, African imports from Europe accounts for 31 %, followed 
by China (17 %), United States (8 %) and, lastly, Africa (8 %) (UN et al. 2019). For African exports 
(average export trade in the 2010-2017 period) figures are similar to those observed for imports: 
31 % to the European Union, 13 % to China, 8 % to United States and 7 % to Africa (Ibid.). The 
EU is also leading the FDI stock scene in Africa, with EUR 222 billion in 2017, followed by the 
United States (EUR 42 billion) and China (EUR 38 billion) (European Commission 2020). Overall, 
the EU seems to preserve a ‘moderate/high’ level of attractiveness in development policy and 
relations with Africa, even if it may also lead to a future decline, unless the EU manages to forge 
a new cooperation between peers, abandoning the patchwork of interests that has driven the 
relationship between the two continents until now. 

2.7.3. Assessment table 

Key Phases Level  Summary  

Attractiveness 
‘first 

partnership’ 

Moderate-to-
high 

The EU is an attractive actor for Africa and the International 
Community for development and cooperation, engaging Africa in a 
comprehensive, extensive and innovative partnership. 

Attractiveness 
‘second 

partnership’ 

Moderate-to-
high 

The innovative North-South cooperation implemented with Cotonou 
seems to be at risk because of new South-South engagement, 
particularly from China, increasingly engaging with Africa with an 
innovative partnership that seems to follow the EU model (in the 
intensity of political engagement between the parties). The latter 
consideration could have a double effect on attractiveness. While it 
could represent a threat to the EU's attractiveness compared to other 
actors, it can also be seen as an element of attractiveness, in the 
sense that the European way of building ‘partnership’ is ‘emulated’ by 
other actors. Nevertheless, the EU still leads the way in Africa for 
trade, ODA and investment, with increasing engagement in a new 
investment platform for financing development and various actors. 

Attractiveness 
‘third 

partnership’ 

Moderate-to-
high 

The attractiveness in recent years seems to have maintained the 
same moderate-to-high level.  

Table 7 - Attractiveness assessment table 
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2.8. Opportunity/necessity to act: analysis and level assessment  
Opportunity or necessity to act refers to the degree to which the EU can or cannot take the 

opportunity to be an actor amongst the various developments and constellations in the 

international arena (it includes both options and threats). To assess the level of opportunity / 
necessity to add a dimension over the years, this session will highlight some issues which 

constituted a source of opportunities or threats for the EU as an actor for development policy and 

relations with Africa. 

2.8.1. Human Rights  
Amongst opportunities taken by the European Union at the early stages of the partnership 
with Africa, there is the promotion of Human Rights. The Vienna Convention (1969) started 

a general movement for the introduction of clauses respecting human rights into international 

treaties. Democracy, human rights and the rule of law are part of the fundamental values of the 

EU, and these values are reflected in the EU’s external action, particularly after the Lomé IV 

Convention. During the 1970s, the EU lacked legal instruments allowing the suspension of 

development aid payments to partner countries where bloody dictatorships were committing 

atrocities (i.e., Uganda). The Lomé IV Convention for the first time introduced a reference to 

human rights and their importance in achieving development (1989). From that moment, the 
human rights protection clause became a standard clause for all EU agreements (bilateral and 

multilateral) but with different strengths. In 2000, the Cotonou Partnership Agreement (CPA, art.9) 

included a human right clause stating that respect for human rights, democratic principles and the 

rule of law, which underpin the CPA, constitute essential elements of the agreement and shall 

underpin the domestic and international policies of the parties. The CPA provided an opportunity 

for the EU to introduce certain legal procedures, allowing its eventual suspension of the 

agreement with a country found to be violating human rights or the rule of law. Art. 96 of the CPA 

provides for a consultation procedure and ‘appropriate measures’ as regards human rights, 
democratic principles and the rule of law. While art. 96 was a potentially positive instrument for 

enforcing these principles, ACP countries saw this article as a sanctioning instrument (Hazelzet 

2005). During the last 20 years the ‘appropriate measures’ described in article 96, that have been 

taken in response to breaches of the Human Rights Clause, have mainly consisted of the 

suspension of development aid and cooperation by the EU. Trade preferences have not been 

suspended, denoting a general reluctance of the EU to apply a clause in relation to trade (Zamfir 

2019). Furthermore, conditionality is normally not activated when human rights violations occur 
in isolation, without a coup d’état followed by flawed elections (Ibid.). Therefore, the EU has taken 

many steps towards the promotion of human rights; it takes the opportunities given by signing 
new agreements with the continent to enforce the provision of human rights respect 
clauses, but at the same time, it missed many opportunities to concretely apply those rules.  
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In recent years, the Arab Spring provided a major missed opportunity for the EU to enhance 
human rights and good governance, as stressed by the European Parliament in its resolution of 

27 March 2019, ‘Post-Arab Spring: way forward for the MENA region’ (European Parliament 

2019). The document criticises the incapacity of the European Union to act in a coherent and 

decisive way in Africa, particularly in the Mediterranean. This was after years of strong European 

engagement in the Mediterranean, particularly after the Barcelona Process in 1995 and with the 

European Neighbourhood Policy (2008, renewed in 2015, taking into account consequences of 

the Arab Spring). The Arab Spring in the Mediterranean area was, in fact, an opportunity for the 
EU to demonstrate its capacity to ensure the protection of human rights, by establishing and 

encouraging democratic and transparent institutions. Despite continued MS and EU efforts and 

despite a 15-year policy focus on Southern and Eastern Mediterranean countries, renewed policy 

efforts and increased budgetary resources in the wake of the Arab Spring (or Arab Springs), the 

EU’s goals and policies have not yet been achieved to the extent needed (and in some instances 

the situation has become worse). Consequently, a real process of socio-economic inclusion has 

yet to begin; the external action of the EU, vis-à-vis post-Arab Spring countries, did not factor in 

the realities on the ground, nor did it adapt policy strategies and their implementation accordingly. 
The Mediterranean area constituted an important arena for the EU considering its historically tight 

relations. The EU leadership and initiative in working towards the resolution of protracted conflicts 

can be considered insufficient and this has weakened the EU’s capacity to make a diplomatic 

impact in the region (European Parliament 2019).  

The so-called refugee crises (2015) posed new challenges for the EU’s integrity and 
coherence in terms of respect of human rights. By 2014, with the Juncker Commission, 

migration started to be a key priority for the EU (European Commission 2015b). Nevertheless, 

instead of focusing initiatives towards a better management of human mobility, the EU response 

to the refugee crisis was mainly to try to relocate refugees inside Europe and increase border 

security, particularly engaging with Libya and Turkey (Chakrabarti, Suma and Obiageli Ezekwesili 

2021). In this case, the EU missed an opportunity to play an outstanding role in proposing a new 

approach to migration, more in line with EU principles and fully benefiting from the economic and 
social potential of migration, through the development of humanitarian visas, new procedures 

enabling asylum seekers to apply more easily for labour, student or family visas. In particular, the 

EU’s action in relation to the Sahel and Maghreb regions seems to rely excessively on an ideology 

of short-term stability’ (European Parliament 2019), with a security-focused perspective on 

migration and on the challenge of terrorism (Chakrabarti and Ezekwesili 2021). 

2.8.2. EU enlargement 
Some sources of opportunities and challenges for the EU’s development policy and relations 

with Africa came from the EU enlargement. Development policies are, in fact, strictly linked to 

each nations’ internal policies. As discussed within the dimension of Authority, development policy 

falls under shared competences and, therefore, each MS will bring its own policies and objectives 
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for development to the EU level. As has been discussed in Chapter 1, at the early stage of EU 
integration, France and the UK played a crucial role in the definition of development policies, both 

in terms of quantity of aid and in terms of the selected recipient countries selected. As described 

in Chapter 1, the colonial ties between European countries and African countries were extremely 

important in shaping overall Africa-EU relations. After the Cold War, the EU expanded from 12 to 

25 countries, also including East Germany. In fact, the end of the Cold War represented a key 

turning point for the EU, as it also did for the international development and aid landscape. While 

it represented the end of bipolarism and, as a consequence, an opportunity for the European 
Union to play a bigger role on the international stage; with the end of the Soviet bloc, Eastern 

European countries applied to enter the European Union (the European Community at that time). 

The major change occurred in global governance, resulting in a critical change also for 

development policy worldwide. Aid during the 1980s was largely considered as an instrument for 

the maintenance of bipolar influences. With the collapse of the Soviet bloc, the world started to 

become multipolar and new poor countries in Central and Eastern Europe began to need 

assistance, since they were struggling to cope with both poverty and political and economic 

instability. Therefore, the EU (the EC at that time) took the opportunity to gradually include more 
countries from the East of Europe and to strengthen trade and commercial relations with eastern 

countries. Eastern European countries were not able to move high level of funds towards 

development aid for other countries; in fact, their initial contribution was very low. Furthermore, 

Western European and Northern European countries did not have a history of strong development 

aid policies, therefore it was difficult to pretend that there would be large contributions to a 

European development policy (and to the EDF). Both Northern and Eastern European countries 

were not particularly interested in Africa. In parallel, there was the risk that the increasing interest 

in Eastern neighbourhood countries would have overshadowed traditional European interests 
towards the Southern Neighbourhood region. Despite all these concerns, the EU was able to push 

forward its partnership with North Africa and the Middle East through the Barcelona Process 

(1995) and with Sub-Sahara African with the Cotonou Agreement (2000), renewing and 

highlighting the willingness of the EU to cooperate strongly with Africa (Cairo Declaration 2000). 

Particularly with the Cotonou Agreement, the EU took the opportunity to improve the shape of 

development aid policies, rationalising the European Development Fund (EDF) which was co-

managed by the European Union Member States and by the ACP countries. Cotonou helped 
strengthen political ties between the EU and MS institutions and ACP State institutions. With the 

Cotonou Agreement, the EU has taken the opportunity to formalise requests coming from the 

African countries, since it has taken many years to break the hierarchical, neo-colonial model of 

cooperation based on bilateral economic ties and pure development assistance, by embracing a 

framework of more post-colonial cooperation, with an inclusive and global orientation (Farrell 

2010).  
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2.8.3. Aid effectiveness 

During the same period (early 2000s), the EU was very active in the international debate around 

aid effectiveness. Despite the low level of engagement in development policies and aid delivery, 

during the Monterrey Conference the EU played a crucial role in pushing countries to commit to 

dedicating 0.7 % GNI to development aid. Therefore, it is possible to state that, after the end of 

the Cold War until the early 2000s, the EU was able to transform challenges coming from 
having more heterogeneous countries in the decision-making institutions, in order to 
enhance the role of the EU as a unique actor for development in Africa. The European Union 

and Member States took the opportunity raised by the international context around the issue of 

aid effectiveness, by taking part in several international initiatives to enhance and improve aid 

effectiveness during the early 2000s (i.e. the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness -2005, the 

High-Level Forums in Accra resulting in the Accra Agenda for Action – 2008 – and in Busan, 

resulting in the Busan Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation – 2011). The EU’s 
Financial Regulation 2002 provided the opportunity for the EU to engage with Member States and 

other development actors in delegated cooperation through Delegation Agreements (DAs) 

(European Commission 2016c). Delegated cooperation strives for better coordinated 

development action on the ground, by delegating the implementation of a programme or the 

management of aid on the ground to a Member State, or another actor that has some comparable 

advantage in the recipient countries, or with the objectives pursued through such an aid 

programme. Delegated cooperation is linked to the European Union’s effort to enhance the 

concept of aid effectiveness, which is strictly related to the concept of division of labour (see 
Chapter 1 on governance, and the cohesion dimension of actorness in this chapter). 

2.8.4. Brexit and COVID-19 

More recently, Brexit and COVID-19 represented two major sources of challenges and 
opportunities for the European Union. The UK withdrawal creates a big challenge, since it 

deprives the EU of a player that, together with France and Germany, represented 60 % of the 
EU’s total development assistance in 2014 (Szynol 2020), and was the country that spent more 

in least developed countries (LDCs). The UK’s withdrawal has been seen as a big challenge for 

the EU’s capacity to finance external action in general and development policy in particular. The 

UK alone accounted for around 15 % of the European Development Fund (EDF) budget between 

2014 and 2016 and, in 2018, was the only EU MS that met the international target of dedicating 

0.7 % GNI to aid (Parliamentary questions 2020). Nevertheless, in November 2020, the UK 

government stated that the development aid spending target of 0.7 % GNI will not be met in 2021, 
announcing a general aid budget cut (-30 % with respect to 2019) (BBC 2020; Worley 2021). The 

cut in bilateral aid to Africa by the UK is particularly large: around a 66 % cut (from more than 

GBP 2.2 billion in 2020 to GBP 760 million in 2021) (Wintour 2021). The UK declaration worried 

the international community, being one of the few countries that reached the international target 
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for development aid of 0.7 % GNI and amongst the largest DAC donors – the fourth largest DAC 
donor after EUIs, France and Germany (Hackenesch and Keijzer 2019). As already mentioned in 

Chapter 1 on the analysis of governance, the UK has been fundamental in the formation of the 

OACP (former ACP) group of countries Therefore, beyond the risks of a reduction in the overall 

EU development aid budget, another source of concern related to Brexit was the possibility that 

this would undermine the capacity to renew the Cotonou Agreement.  

Back in 2018, the Juncker Commission issued a Communication titled ‘A new, modern 

Multiannual Financial Framework for a European Union’ (European Commission 2018c) in which 

it is recognised that the withdrawal of the UK would have implied the loss of a significant 

contributor to EU funds for policies and programmes, implying the need for the EU to carefully 

design the EU budget in an efficient and modernising way. An attempt to modernise the EU 
budget has been effectively made with the new MFF 2021-2027, with a particular impact on the 

budget dedicated to development policy in Africa. In the context of the expiring of both the MFF 

(2014-2020) and the Cotonou Agreement (December 2020), with MFF 2021-2027 the EDF has 

now been budgetised, aggregating most of the instruments for financing development under the 

EU budget into a single instrument called the ‘Neighbourhood, Development and International 

Cooperation Instrument’ (NDICI). With this new architecture, the EU took the opportunity to better 

focus on its strategic priorities both geographically and thematically, for which Africa plays a key 

role (Immenkamp 2021).  

The NDICI will also include a ’flexibility cushion’, which will not be programmed in advance, but 

will be allocated based on emerging needs (a rapid response pillar to complement humanitarian 
aid, to be used if rapid action is needed to address foreign policy needs), enabling the 

Commission to easily move funding where needed during the seven-year financial framework 

period. Under the NDICI, (EUR 79.5 billion overall budget) EUR 60.38 billion should be allocated 

for geographic programmes, within which at least EUR 19.32 billion should be dedicated to the 

Neighbourhood, while at least EUR 29.18 billion should be allocated for Sub-Saharan Africa 

(EUR 8.48 billion for Asia and the Pacific, and EUR 3.39 billion for the Americas and the 

Caribbean) (European Commission 2021b). These changes are expected to positively affect EU 

actorness in development aid. With the budgetisation of the EDF, the EU will shape the budget 
allocation for development in the ACP region and the Parliament will be involved in the decision-

making process (the Parliament was previously excluded from decisions related to the EDF). 

Furthermore, the unique instrument for financing development will allow the EU to more easily 

move funds amongst different thematic/geographic sectors and ease the complicated framework 

for aid allocation, thereby potentially increasing effectiveness.  

The extraordinary event of the pandemic created an opportunity for the EU to enhance the 
level of coordination and collaboration between its institutions, with its Member States, 
private donors and international financing institutions though the Team Europe 
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initiative160; Team Europe was also a means for the European Union to enhance its visibility 
while supporting the neighbourhood and African countries during the COVID-19 crisis. Besides 

Team Europe, COVAX also provided another opportunity created by the pandemic to reinforce 

the EU’s role as an actor, helping the neighbourhood countries and Africa (as of 24 February 

2021, the European countries, under the Team Europe umbrella, contributed USD 2 billion to 

COVAX AMC )161. Since its inception during the first phase of the pandemic the debate around 

nationalistic approaches towards the pandemic responses have been quite contained, the 

scramble for vaccines highlighted two distinct behaviours, called ‘vaccine nationalism’ and 
‘vaccine diplomacy’, that can also apply to the provision of general medical equipment from the 

very beginning of the pandemic.  

Despite the capacity of China to deliver millions of masks and test kits to Africa, during the first 
and second waves of the pandemic, the EU, through Team Europe, has also shown the capacity 

to be engaged in helping neighbourhood countries (particularly North African countries and 

Eastern European countries). Things have changed with the vaccines’ phase, where the EU 

missed the opportunity to play a crucial role in Africa and in the LDCs. In fact, despite the important 

investment made by the EU in the COVAX platform, the delay of vaccine delivery to Africa, allowed 

actors like China and Turkey to use the deployment of vaccines to increase their visibility in the 

continent. Despite the good intentions declared since the beginning of the pandemic regarding the 

importance of the fair distribution of vaccines globally, the EU adopted a behaviour similar to other 
wealthy nations ensuring, via pre-purchase agreements, various doses of vaccine for European 

countries – well above the countries’ needs – jeopardising the already precarious capacity of LDCs 

to access vaccines (Toulemonde 2021; WHO Africa 2021; Murphy 2021; European Commission 

2021c; ‘The Battle For Shoulders – Which Vaccine Should Be Injected?’ 2021).  

The extremely unequal distribution of vaccines has forced LDCs to call upon wealthy countries 
for the waiver of patents for vaccines and medicines used for the prevention and treatment of 
COVID-19. South Africa and India, backed by many LDCs, proposed patent waivers at the TRIPS 
session at the WTO. The EU Commission positioned itself against this proposal, missing the 
opportunity to demonstrate its role in promoting the needs of LDCs, particularly in Africa. 
Whatever decisions will follow in open debate around the issue, the EU Commission’s decision 
in the first instance could compromise the EU-ACP commitment to work more closely together in 
multilateral forums. In this regard, the adoption of the Global Strategy for the European Union’s 

 
160 Team Europe was created in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, but the European Commission and the European 
Member States are working together to move the ‘Team Europe Initiative’ beyond COVID-19 needs as a new instrument 
for enhancing cooperation for long-term development policies. The package combined resources from the EU, its Member 
States and the EIB and EBRD mobilising EUR 38.5 billion for sustainable recovery in partner countries (as for November 
2020 and in April a EUR 20 billion package was initially pledged). 
161 Team Europe was created in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. At the same time, the European Commission and 
the European Member States are working together to move the ‘Team Europe Initiative’ beyond COVID-19 needs as a 
new instrument for enhancing cooperation for long-term development policies. The package combined resources from 
the EU, its Member States and the EIB and EBRD mobilising EUR 38.5 billion for a sustainable recovery in partner 
countries (as for November 2020 and in April a EUR 20 billion package was initially pledged). See 
https://www.gavi.org/sites/default/files/covid/covax/COVAX-AMC-Donors-Table.pdf  

https://www.gavi.org/sites/default/files/covid/covax/COVAX-AMC-Donors-Table.pdf
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Foreign and Security Policy in 2016 (hereafter the Global strategy) and the new European 
Consensus on Development in 2017, constituted important progress in the EU’s efforts to 
coordinate external action and the EU became an important influential network in the multilateral 
negotiation, particularly as regards climate policies.  

In tackling global challenges in recent decades, ACP countries chose to cooperate with groups 
other than the EU, i.e., G77, which may have been perceived as better articulating their interests 
(European Commission – Directorate-General for International Cooperation and Development – 
and European External Action Service (EEAS) 2016). Nevertheless, the EU played a decisive 
role in reaching an accord on the Paris Climate Agreement, through its work in establishing the 
High Ambition Coalition (a group consisting of 79 African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries, 
the United States and all EU Member States) which forged a strategic alliance amongst developed 
and developing countries (Schneider 2017). This represented a great opportunity for the 
European Union to shape climate policies and it was also possible thanks to its development 
policy, which created a strong relation and capacity to co-act in the international arena between 
the EU MS and the ACP countries. The Coalition of High Ambition is an example of what could 
be replicated in the future, strengthening the partnership with the ACP group, to better tackle 
global challenges. On the other hand, generally speaking, the EU is missing opportunities to play 
a crucial and coherent role in the international arena, particularly in 2020.  

The EU saw itself eclipsed by other powers in early 2020, due to its continued inability to present 
a united front in response to crises in its neighbourhood, notably in Libya (Medinilla and Teevan 
2020). While the EU has tried to engage more in a trilateral partnership with the AU and China in 
recent years, this has not met with major success, the recent re-engagement of the US in the 
international process (with the election of Biden in 2020), in contraposition to China’s influence, 
could represent an opportunity for the EU to build a new strategic partnership in Africa, with in a 
new multilateral post-COVID-19 framework (Chakrabarti and Ezekwesili 2021). Nevertheless, 
China seems to have maintained an important role in African countries and, therefore, the 
competition between China and the US could represent a challenge in shaping multilateral 
relations with Africa.  

2.8.5. Assessment table  

Key Phases Level  Summary  

Opportunity/necessity 
‘first partnership’ 

Moderate / 
high  

The EU created a strong partnership with African countries and 
played a critical role in the Aid Effectiveness debate. 

Opportunity/necessity 
‘second partnership’ 

Moderate/ 
low  

The EU demonstrated a moderate/little reaction to the 
unexpected crisis and missed various opportunities to better 
engage in furthering EU values in its partnership with Africa. 

Opportunity/necessity 
‘third partnership’ 

Moderate/ 
low  

The EU has repeatedly missed opportunities to act in the African 
continent development area, as also testified by the growing 
presence of Turkey and China in many African countries. 

Table 8 - Opportunity/necessity assessment table 
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2.9. Credibility: analysis and level assessment  
Credibility refers to the capacity to strive for goals and be reliable and trustworthy when it comes 

to agreements. 

Credibility is a cross-cutting dimension, strongly linked with all the previously mentioned ones, 
both internal and external. While the core EU values and goals are largely recognised as 

legitimate and desirable, the difficulties for the EU to coherently and effectively realise them on 

the ground partly undermines its credibility which, overall, is around a moderate level. The fact 

that PCD results are modest because of the limited political will of the EU MS and the bureaucratic 

obstacles within EU institutions (Langan 2020), amongst other factors contributing to an ongoing 

incoherence which, it is argued, severely reduce the EU’s international credibility (Carbone 2013).  

The EU development policy, with increasing attention to migration and securitisation issues, 

reduced trust in the EU amongst developing countries. The EU strategy towards the use of more 

blending finance instruments represents an attempt by Europe to be more impactful in creating 

jobs and infrastructure in developing countries, and in earmarking funds to meet SDG targets. 
Nevertheless, recent research shows that, particularly for low-income countries, the actual 

leverage ratio is very low. It is unlikely, therefore, that blended finance will end up bridging the 

SDG financing gap (CONCORD 2019). Other research contributions highlight the risk that 

investing in blended finance diverts attention from the eradication of poverty in the poorest 

countries (Attridge and Engen 2019). Generally, the EU’s credibility seems to be hampered by 

some criticism related to its reliance on a post-Washington consensus approach, mainly focused 

on aid for trade, particularly in Africa (Hurt 2020). As already mentioned, section 6 of this chapter 

Zamfir (2019) notes that human rights conditionality tends to be activated only when the situation 
in a country suddenly deteriorates (i.e., a coup d’état, flawed elections) and the EU seems to be 

generally reluctant to apply suspension of development aid and cooperation, when the agreement 

featured a strong trade dimension. While trade is considered an important tool for development, 

the EU credibility in this area in Africa seems to follow a declining trend. Looking at the European 

Partnership Agreements (EPAs) with ACP countries, most of them failed to be signed by African 

countries, after long and difficult negotiations. With the new joint strategy (March 2020), the EC 

started trying to rebuild trust with African countries, proposing a peer-discussion on priorities for 
the future of the partnership. Major criticism concerns the inconsistency between objective and 

practical action on one side and the nature of the objective for the partnerships and development 

programmes on the other hand (too difficult to achieve or too much based on EU strategy rather 

than development purposes). These major criticisms resulted in the EU being less credible. 

Generally, there is a perception from partners that nothing has been achieved and there is 

incoherence (linked with opportunities, the failure of the Barcelona Process and countries 

reluctant to sign EPAs).  
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More recently, former European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker launched the 
Africa-Europe Alliance for Sustainable Investment and Jobs. But while the Alliance’s focus on 
moving from an aid-focused approach to an investment-focused one was certainly in keeping with 
what a growing number of African leaders are asking for, that particular initiative lacked prior 
consultation with African stakeholders. It also involved quite a bit of repackaging of existing EU 
initiatives (Medinilla and Teevan 2020). 

Against this backdrop, it is important to note that the European Union seems to be seen as quite 
a credible actor for other multilateral institutions, like the African Union. The fact that some 
Member States have a strong and controversial colonial past seems to make the European Union 
a more desirable interlocutor (Bachman 2013). Furthermore, being a multilateral institution, the 
EU, in some cases, seems to be perceived as a more credible actor than Member States and 
when also compared to major powers like the US and China (Ibid.).  

Moreover, the EU strategy towards more blended financing instruments for development outlines 
the EU’s willingness to be more impactful in creating jobs and infrastructure in developing 
countries and in earmarking funds to meet SDG targets. Nevertheless, recent research shows 
that, particularly for low-income countries, the actual leverage ratio is very low; it is unlikely, 
therefore, that blended finance will end up bridging the SDG financing gap (CONCORD 2019). 
Other research contributions highlight the risk that investing in blended finance diverts attention 
from the eradication of poverty in the poorest countries (Attridge and Engen 2019). Furthermore, 
while poverty eradication should be the primary objective for European development assistance, 
the largest share of the EU’s ODA is allocated to upper-middle-income countries (OECD 2018). 
Only 27 % of EU ODA goes to the least developed countries (the average for DAC countries is 
49 %). Furthermore, CONCORD (2019) estimates that, at the actual rate, the 0.7 % ODA/GNI 
target will not be met until 2061. 

2.9.1. Assessment table 

Key Phases Level  Summary  

Credibility ‘first 
partnership’ 

Moderate-to-
high 

During the ‘first partnership,’ the EU can be considered an actor with 
moderate-to-high credibility in development policy in Africa. Its strong 
engagement in enhancing the partnership with the continent, through 
a partnership approach, corresponds to a high level of response, in 
terms of engagement from the African side, suggesting a relatively 
moderate to a high level of credibility. 

Credibility 
‘second 

partnership’ 

Moderate 
 

During the ‘second partnership’ a decline in credibility is observed due 
to the difficulty of the EU in facing many and increasing challenges, 
partially coming from revolutions and migration issues (as seen in the 
previous dimension). The EU started receiving some criticism over 
inconsistency between objective and practical actions. 

Credibility ‘third 
partnership’ 

Moderate-to-
low 

During the ‘third partnership’, a further decline in credibility is 
observed. The decrease could be related to the growing role of third 
party actors in the continent and the higher standards the EU aims to 
achieve in line with SDGs, highlighting some inconsistency between 
objective and practical actions. 

Table 9 - Credibility assessment table 
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3. Effectiveness of the European Union as an actor in 
development policy and relations with Africa  

3.1. Introduction 
The relations between the European Union and Africa have been historically built on differentiated 

and often overlapping approaches and partnerships, involving different regional actors. The EU 

approach towards Africa is, therefore, fragmented and could be considered as detrimental to the 

effectiveness and harmony of the more comprehensive Joint African European strategy (Kouassi 

2017). The analysis will highlight that the EU has maintained similar objectives in its cooperation 
with Africa over recent decades, with different aligned but also overlapping frameworks. The aim 

of this chapter is to explore the effectiveness of the EU as an actor for development in Africa, 

specifically looking at its relationship with the Sub-Saharan Africa region under the Cotonou 

Agreement (CPA) and the post-Cotonou agreement. While the official evaluation of the CPA 

suggested that the partnership contributed to the eradication of poverty (one of the principal goals) 

and improving access to basic services (European Commission, 2016b), at the same time, the 

EU has also demonstrated itself as moving towards a more interest-driven international and 

development cooperation, widely reflected in its priorities with Africa (Jones, Alexei, et al. 2020). 
This approach has been sustained by new modalities and instruments for financing development 

objectives (i.e., EU trust funds) and the use of development aid to ensure cooperation, for 

example, on migration, mainly on readmission and return (Idem).  

During recent decades leveraged private investment for development has been key in the 

international scene, particularly in order to achieve the SDGs. As already discussed in the 

previous chapters, the EU has progressively changed its development finance strategy, 

particularly with Africa using, amongst other instruments, blending. On the other hand, the EU’s 

strategic interests in migration issues have grown and been put even more at the centre of its 

development strategy. These two tendencies are particularly evident with the new EU-OACP 

agreement (text agreed on 15 April 2021), which will be analysed in the last part of this chapter.  

TRIGGER aims at exploring the effectiveness of the EU in the different policy domains analysed 

considering, ‘effective an actor that achieves its goals, irrespective of whether such goals are 

desirable or not from an external viewpoint’. This definition implies to look at the external 
effectiveness of the EU as an actor and as a negotiator. In fact, as for TRIGGER definition, the 

effectiveness comes from the capacity to achieve, or pursue, the key stated goals, which is 

something visible from the negotiation processes.  

The chapter will start from the identification of what TRIGGER defined as ‘meso-goals’ of the EU 

in development policy, with a particular focus on the EU-Africa partnership, highlighting and 

comparing the objectives set in the different frameworks for cooperation between the two 

continents. Given the alignment amongst the different frameworks for cooperation with Africa, we 
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decided to focus the analysis of the Cotonou Partnership Agreement (CPA) in the following 
section, by looking at the evolution of the goals during the two revisions of the agreement, to then 

analyse meso-goals under the new EU-ACP agreement. The last section will focus on the 

negotiation process for the new EU-ACP agreement, looking mainly at two of the most debated 

points as case studies: the mobilisation of financial resources for Africa and aid effectiveness, 

and the migration issues between the two continents.  

3.2. Identification of the EU Goals in development policy in the EU-
Africa partnership context 

3.2.1. Meso-goal dimension 

TRIGGER defined ‘meso-goals’ as those goals which are specific for an individual policy domain.  

Looking at the European Union's goals in the development policy domain, with a specific focus 

on the EU-Africa partnership, and from a meso-perspective, implies looking at different layers of 
primary and secondary legislation.  

The overarching meso-goal of the EU’s development policy is the reduction and, in the long term, 

the eradication of poverty, as stated in art. 208 TFEU. The primary aim of eradicating poverty is 
also stressed in art. 21(d) TEU, within the European External Action objectives. In this context, 

the EU must comply with its commitments and take account of the objectives approved within the 

United Nations and other international organisations. Moreover, since 2015, development and 

cooperation issues are strictly related to SDGs, thus broadening the scope for development.  

In line with the objectives set out in Article 21(2) TEU, development policy also contributes to:  

● supporting democracy;  

● promoting the rule of law and human rights;  

● preserving peace and preventing conflict; 

● improving the quality of the environment and the sustainable management of global 

natural resources;  

● assisting populations, countries and regions confronting natural or man-made disasters; 

● promoting an international system based on stronger multilateral cooperation and good 

global governance (EU 2017).  

 

By the beginning of the 2000s, the Commission’s six priorities of EU development aid had already 

been launched: (1) the link between trade and development; (2) support for regional 
integration and cooperation; (3) support for macroeconomic policies; (4) transport; (5) 
food security and sustainable rural development; (6) institutional capacity building (good 
governance and rule of law) (European Commission, 2000; European Commission, 2016a). 

Driven by these principles, the Agenda for Change (2011) and particularly the European 
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Consensus on Development (the new Consensus published in 2017) can be considered as the 
two key documents shaping the EU’s objectives on development and external action. Both the 

consensus and the Agenda for Change renewed the need for the EU’s development policies to 

prioritise least developed countries and low-income countries to fight poverty, with particular 

attention on the EU’s neighbourhood and Africa. The prioritisation of Africa is confirmed by the 

EU’s ODA allocation in the region. In fact, in 2019, 35 % of total EU-27 collective ODA (around 

EUR 19.9 billion) went to Africa162. Nevertheless, the New EU Consensus on Development does 

not set any specific objective for Africa; while it recognises the importance of targeting ODA to 
the African continent, it does not mention what was suggested in the previous version of the 

consensus (2005), when the EU and its MS engaged in dedicating to Africa at least half of the 

planned increase in ODA (Jones, Alexei, et al. 2020).  

The previous chapters underlined the existence of different European frameworks for its relations 

with Africa. Since the 2000s, the EU has increased efforts to establish development policy and 

relations with Africa under a unique umbrella with a continent-to-continent approach. Still, 

relations with Africa and the relative development objectives are set out under different 

frameworks, renewed in the last couple of years (2020-2021). The table below reports the EU’s 

key meso-goals stated under the three different frameworks with Africa163 and puts them in a 

‘thematic’ comparison with the European Consensus on Development (2017). The new European 

Consensus on Development (2017) emphases the alignment of the EU’s development objectives 
with the SDGs, proposing a common framework reflecting agenda 2030’s five ‘Ps’: People, 

Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership. 

European Consensus on 
Development (2017) 

New comprehensive 
strategy with Africa 

(2020) 
New Agenda for the 

Mediterranean (2021) 
Africa-EU Protocol 

(New EU-OACP, 
2021) 

People - human 
development and dignity - 
migration 

Build a partnership for the 
green transition and 
energy access 

Improve human 
development, good 
governance and rule of 
law  

Promote inclusive, 
sustainable economic 
growth and 
development  

Planet - protecting the 
environment, managing 
natural resources and 
tackling climate change 

Build a partnership for 
digital transformation 

Strengthen resilience, 
build prosperity and 
seize the digital 
transition 

Promote human capital 
and social 
development - Improve 
the partnership on 
migration and mobility 

Prosperity – inclusive and 
sustainable growth and jobs 

Build a partnership for 
sustainable growth and 
jobs  

Promote peace and 
security 

Promote and improve 
environment and 
natural resource 
management  

 
162 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_1704; see also Chapter 1 on EU Governance. 
163 For each area there are several actions that the EU is planning to enhance to achieve the major objectives.  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_1704;
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Peace - peaceful and 
inclusive societies, 
democracy, effective and 
accountable institutions, 
rule of law and human rights 
for all 

Build a partnership for 
peace and governance  

Enhance partnerships 
on migration and 
mobility  

Promote and enhance 
peace and security 

Partnership - EU – Member 
States – Multilateral 
Institutions and Partner 
countries 

Build a partnership on 
migration and mobility  

Green transition – 
climate change 
resilience, energy and 
environment 

Promote human rights, 
democracy and 
governance, 
particularly gender 
equality, rule of law, 
justice and financial 
governance 

Table 10 - Comparison between the European Consensus on Development and the three 
main frameworks for cooperation with the African continent 

Source: Author’s elaboration based on official documents 

 

The table comprises different colours which refer to the relative ‘p’ of the Consensus, in order to 
make a visual comparison between the European Consensus on Development (2017) and the 

three most recent EU frameworks for cooperation with Africa: the New Comprehensive Strategy 

with Africa, targeting the overall African continent; the New Agenda for the Mediterranean, 

targeting the North African countries; and the most recent one, the new post-Cotonou Partnership 

Agreement, more specifically the Africa Protocol, constituting the legal framework for cooperation 

with the Sub-Sahara Africa region. The three frameworks reported in the table are strongly aligned 

with each other and with the Consensus.  

While the full comparison of the different frameworks goes beyond the scope of this study, it is 

important to underline that the dimension of partnership can be considered as an objective that 

crosscuts all the frameworks for cooperation with Africa. Apparently only highlighted in the 

consensus, it can be considered embedded in all the three frameworks, since each of them are 

proposing or establishing partnership schemes. Furthermore, building partnerships with other 

partners in the international arena is a core objective in all the three frameworks under 

consideration. Part III of the Negotiated Agreement between the EU and the OACPS is titled 

‘Global Alliances and International cooperation’. There, the parties engage in strengthening 
multilateralism and reinforcing global alliances. In particular, the Africa Regional Protocol of the 

agreement promotes the support of the regional and continental integration in Africa (art.3, 

Regional Protocol, Part I, Ch.1). Furthermore, the parties engage in ensuring complementarity 

and coherence between the regional protocol and the continent-to-continent framework, 

recognising the important role of the AU and the Regional Economic Communities (RECs) for 

both continental and cross-regional issues. The new comprehensive strategy with Africa stressed 

that both the African Union and the EU are strongly committed to the international rule-based 

order and multilateral system, recalling the African Union’s Agenda 2063, the Global Atrategy for 
the EU’s Foreign and Security Policy and the European Consensus on Development. Of great 
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interest in the document it is stated: ‘Together, Africa and Europe form the largest voting bloc in 
the UN. By pooling forces, we have brought about key international agreements such as the 2030 

agenda for Sustainable Development and its sustainable development goals and the Paris 

Agreement on climate change and are committed to their implementation. This approach should 

be pursued also in the various specialised UN agencies. Africa and the EU should seize every 

opportunity to continue to act together effectively in all strategic areas of mutual interest across 

the three pillars of the UN and ensure cooperation and alignment of positions whenever relevant. 

We should also partner and seek alignment in all other multilateral forums, such as the G20 and 
the World Trade Organisation (WTO)’ (European Commission, 2020a).  

In the strategy, both the African continent and OACPS are taken as examples of cooperation 

frameworks with a clear commitment to enhancing multilateralism. The new agenda for the 

Mediterranean stresses the need to increase cooperation between North and Sub-Saharan Africa 

‘also as triangular cooperation with the EU’ and coherence between what the EU does with the 

Northern African partners and the rest of the African continent. The same paragraph also 

highlights the need to increase cooperation with other regional actors and organisations, mainly 

the Gulf and Red Sea region, the League of Arab States and the African Union. The document 
highlights the need to advance cooperation on common Mediterranean goods and scale up 

climate and energy diplomacy, both at bilateral and regional level (European Commission, 2021). 

In the Investment Plan accompanying the New Agenda, it is stated that ‘the EU will be ready to 

explore further regional, sub-regional or trilateral cooperation and joint initiatives between partner 

countries across the board, including in light of the recent normalisation of relations between Israel 

and a number of Arab countries’ outreaching to partner countries, civil society, private and 

financial institutions, and all other possible relevant stakeholders (Ibid.). 

Given the alignment amongst the different frameworks for cooperation with Africa, we decided to 
focus the analysis on the Cotonou Partnership Agreement (CPA). This choice is driven by several 

considerations that matured during the drafting of the governance chapter. First, the CPA 

represents the EU's partnership agreement with the states' largest partner group. Secondly, the 

CPA has governed development and cooperation between the EU and Sub-Saharan Africa for 

more than 20 years. Notably, in SSA, most countries are low-income or less developed and 

development aid has played a critical role. Thirdly, the European Development Fund has been 

the financial arm of the CPA and was one of the most prominent European instruments for 
financing development. Since the Lomé conventions in the 1970s, the EU-ACP agreement has 

represented the core element of the common European development policy (Tröster, Bernhard 

2019). Finally, as already mentioned in the previous chapters, 2020-2021 represented a turning 

point for the CPA and the relative development financing instrument, making the study of the 

evolution of objectives under the partnership and the EU's effectiveness as an actor under this 

framework even more appealing.  
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3.2.2. Key meso-goals under Cotonou Agreement and their evolution 

The Cotonou Agreement, signed in 2000, outlines certain objectives typically characterising the 

cooperation with ACP countries that are already ingrained in previous conventions: (1) reduce 
poverty aiming at its eradication; (2) support sustainable economic, cultural and social 
development; (3) help partner countries’ economies to progressively integrate into the 
world economy. Article 1 clearly states that the key objective of the overall partnership is the 
reduction and, eventually the eradication of poverty, adding that this is ‘consistent with the 

objectives of sustainable development and the gradual integration of the ACP countries in the 

world economy’. The centrality of the reduction of poverty is further stressed in art. 19 (1) of the 

CPA, in which the statement of article 1, previously mentioned, is repeated, adding ‘cooperation 

framework and orientations shall be tailored to the individual circumstances of each ACP country, 

shall promote local ownership of economic and social reforms and the integration of the private 

sector and civil society actors into the development process’. The core of the development 
objectives has also remained the same with the two Cotonou revisions in 2005 and 2010, which 

had nevertheless brought some changes.  

The first EDF included in the CPA (the 9th EDF) was aligned with the Commission’s six priorities 

of EU development aid (see section 1.1). With the first revision (2005), the development and 

security links were particularly strengthened. In the preamble, the importance of ensuring the 

prosecution of serious crimes of concern to the international community was stressed, calling 

upon the enhancement of a global collaboration on the issue. Furthermore, in Article 11 on peace-

building policies, conflict prevention and resolution, a paragraph has been added on the ‘fight 
against terrorism’ (the development and security links were further strengthened with the second 

revision). Article 11 on ‘Peace-building policies, conflict prevention and resolution’ added into the 

title ‘response to situation of fragility’ introducing a quite new concept to the developed literature 

at that time, which generally referred to a combination of several characteristics, amongst which 

are the unstable and weak governance and high propensity to conflict and civil war (Bertocchi, 

Graziella 2010).  

The last review in 2010 introduced, for the first time, the reference to the aid effectiveness 
concept. Aid effectiveness principles have to be considered as overarching principles. In the 2010 

preamble the wording, ‘subscribing to the aid effectiveness agenda started in Rome, pursued in 

Paris and further developed in the Accra agenda for Action’, has been added. In art. 2 about 

fundamental principles the following wording has been added t ‘the agreement shall be guided by 

the internationally agreed aid effectiveness agenda regarding ownership, alignment, 

harmonisation, results-oriented aid management and mutual accountability’ and ‘cooperation in 

countering the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction’.  

Migration under the CPA was regulated by art. 13. The article stressed the importance of the 
respect of human rights and the elimination of all forms of discrimination ‘based particularly on 
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origin, sex, race, language and religion’, with particular reference to workers. With regards to 
workers, the article also highlighted that ‘the Community shall support, through national and 

regional cooperation programmes, the training of ACP nationals in their country of origin, in 

another ACP country or in a Member State of the European Union. As regards training in a 

Member State, the Parties shall ensure that such action is geared towards the vocational 

integration of ACP nationals in their countries of origin’, and both parties should facilitate access 

of students from ACP States to education. The second part of the article focused on illegal 

migration and readmission, stating that each Member State (both ACP and EU) ‘shall accept the 
return of and readmission of any of its nationals who are illegally present on the territory of a 

Member State – of the other party – at that Member State’s request and without further formalities’ 

(13 (c) (i) CPA). Although during the first revision of the CPA (2005) art. 13 on Migration was not 

touched upon, critically it was changed during the second revision (2010). Already before the 

review, the EU Parliament had suggested to both the EU and ACP Commissions ‘to include in 

Article 13 of the ACP-EU Agreement, on migration, the principle of circular migration and its 

facilitation by issuing circular visas; stresses that this article insists on respect for human rights 

and the fair treatment of citizens of ACP countries, but that the scope of these principles is 
seriously compromised by bilateral readmission agreements – concluded with transit countries in 

a context of outsourcing by Europe of the management of migratory flows – which do not 

guarantee respect for the rights of migrants and can lead to ‘cascade’ readmissions that 

jeopardise their safety and their lives’ (Parlamento Europeo 20s10, art. 32). The revision of the 

CPA, carried out in 2010, added a Joint Declaration on Migration and Development (art. 13) where 

the parties committed to strengthen their dialogue on migration via a comprehensive and 

balanced approach, based on three pillars: 1) migration and development, including issues 

relating to diasporas, brain drain and remittances; 2) legal migration including admission, mobility 
and movement of skills and services; 3) illegal migration, including smuggling and trafficking of 

human beings and border management, as well as readmission. Thus, illegal migration remains 

of crucial interest to the EU, which is also at the centre of the main initiatives undertaken in the 

2000s.  

Generally, the EU’s development policy objectives, particularly in the context of the EU-Africa 

partnership, have evolved over recent decades following three main changes:  

1) The alignment with a new comprehensive and universal concept of sustainable 
development policy 

2) An increasing prioritisation of questions related to border security and migration 
(particularly illegal) 

3) The increasing attention to new mechanisms for financing development and the 
involvement of the private sector  

The next paragraph will analyse the meso-goals in the new post-Cotonou Agreement.  
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3.2.3. Meso-goals in the post-Cotonou Agreement 

The first article of the CPA (CPA 2000, 2010 consolidated version) stated that the principal 
partnerships’ objective is the reduction and, finally, the elimination of poverty, promoting and 
accelerating the economic, cultural and social development of ACP States, which is seen as the 
key driver for political stability and democracy in the continent. The new Cotonou Partnership 
Agreement maintained a common foundation, based on six strategic priorities areas: (1) Human 
Rights, Democracy, and Governance in People-Centred and Rights-Based Societies (2) 
Peace and Security, (3) Human and Social Development, (4) Environmental Sustainability 
and climate change, (5) Inclusive Sustainable Economic Growth and Development, and (6) 
Migration and Mobility. These fundamental meso-goals are linked to the specific goals stated 
in the regional protocols for Africa, Caribbean and Pacific.  
Art. 7 of the new agreement states cross-cutting themes, which will be taken into consideration 
for all the areas of cooperation, and are: human rights, democracy, gender equality, peace 
and security, environmental protection, the fight against climate change, culture and 
youth. Interestingly, art. 7 seems to be inspired by the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
placing emphasis on the importance of promoting the exchange of best practices and knowledge 
transfer and on strengthening the resilience of each country, with respect to environmental and 
climate change-related challenges, economic shocks, conflicts and political crises, epidemics and 
pandemics. Title III, titled Human Development and Social Development, reaffirms poverty 
eradication in all its forms as a key objective, with particular attention to women, young people 
and the vulnerable population. These categories are also stressed as those that are at the centre 
of socio-economic empowerment, which is at the core of Title IV ‘Inclusive, sustainable 
economic growth and development’. Under the same title the importance of supporting the 
private sector to attract and retain domestic and foreign investment, public–private partnership 
dialogue and sustainable trade is stressed. Part IV is dedicated to the ‘Means of Cooperation and 
Implementation’. In this section, art. 81 stresses the importance of financing development as key 
for the implementation of the 2030 agenda for sustainable development and the Paris Agreement 
and the commitment to the development effectiveness principles. Art. 82 specifically addresses 
the issue of international development and cooperation, for which the EU reaffirms the 
commitment to ‘enhance development cooperation resources with a view to achieving 
sustainable development, particularly by eradicating poverty and combating 
environmental degradation and climate change’. Here is where one of the major changes from 
the previous agreements comes out. In fact, since the EDF longer exists, the EU ‘commits to 
making available the appropriate level of financial resources in line with its internal 
regulations and procedures’ and that both the EU and more advanced OACP countries shall 
‘undertake to develop new forms of engagement, including innovative financial 
instruments and co-financing’. In line with the principles of aid effectiveness, both the parties 
engage in promoting aid predictability and security of resource flows, to base the programming 
on ‘early, continuous and inclusive dialogue between the parties’ also with national and local 
authorities, regional, continental and international organisations and involving parliaments, civil 
society, the private sector and other stakeholders.  
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As for the specific Africa Regional Protocol, the meso-goals are those that are reported in the 
following table. 

Meso-goals Sub-meso-goals  

Promote inclusive, 
sustainable economic 
growth and development  

1. Economic governance 
2. Human capital and skills 
3. Business and investment climate 
4. Infrastructure  
5. Intellectual property 
6. Investment  
7. Industrialisation  
8. Private sector development  
9. Trade cooperation 
10. Agriculture 
11. Livestock and leather  
12. Blue economy and fisheries  
13. Extractive industries and 

processing  

14. Manufacturing  
15. Transport  
16. Sustainable energy 
17. Information and communication 

technologies and digital economy  
18. Tourism  
19. Science and technology 

development 
20. Research and innovation 
21. Space and geospatial technology 
 
 

Promote human capital and 
social development  

22. Education 
23. Health  
24. Water, sanitation and housing  
25. Food security and improved 

nutrition 
26. Inequality and social protection  
27. Decent work 
28. Persons with disabilities  

29. Culture, sport and people-to-
people contacts 

30. Demography  
31. Gender equality and 

empowerment of women  
32. Youth  
33. Sustainable urbanisation and 

rural development 

Promote and improve 
environment and natural 
resource management  

34. Biodiversity and ecosystems 
35. Circular economy 
36. Ocean governance 
37. Land management and land 

degradation 
38. Forests 

39. Wildlife  
40. Water and freshwater 

management 
41. Climate action 
42. Drought and desertification 
43. Resilience to natural disasters 

Promote and enhance 
peace and security 

44. Regional and multilateral 
cooperation 

45. Conflicts and crisis  
46. Terrorism violent extremism and 

radicalisation 
47. Organised crime  

48. Small arms and light weapons 
49. Cybersecurity and cybercrime 
50. Illicit drugs 
51. Maritime security  
52. Law enforcement cooperation 

Promote human rights, 
democracy and 
governance, particularly 
gender equality, rule of law, 
justice and financial 
governance + Improve the 
partnership on migration 
and mobility 

53. Human right  
54. Gender equality 
55. Democracy  
56. Rule of law and justice 
57. Good governance  
58. Public administration, statistics 

and personal data 
59. Corruption 
60. Financial governance  
61. Legal migration and mobility  

62. Intra-Africa mobility  
63. Diaspora, remittances and 

sustainable development  
64. Irregular migration, smuggling of 

migrants and trafficking in 
persons 

65. Returns readmission and 
reintegration 

66. Protection and asylum 

Table 11 - Africa-EU protocol under the new EU-OACP agreement: meso-goals and sub-meso-goals 
Source: Author’s Elaboration based on official documents 

Note: The colours represent the relative main objectives stated in the European Consensus on Development as for 
Table 1. 
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It is important to note that, in the protocol for Africa, is underlined that ‘the Parties agree to ensure 
coherence and complementarity between this Protocol and the continent-to-continent partnership 

as defined in successive AU-EU Summits and related outcome documents. In their aspiration to 

achieve the continental priorities as articulated in Agenda 2063, that recognise the role of the AU 

as well as of regional economic communities on continental and cross-regional issues. In this 

context, they may engage in dialogue and cooperation on cross-regional and continental issues 

with those African countries not party to the Agreement’.  

As better explained in Chapter 1 and as will be recalled later in the next sections, the negotiations 
for a post-Cotonou Agreement took more than two years. The post-Cotonou negotiations started 

in September 2018 and concluded with a political deal reached between the negotiators from the 

European Union (EU) and the Organisation of African, Caribbean and Pacific States (OACPS) on 

3 December 2020  

3.3. How has the EU sought to attain its goals over time?  
This section aims at providing a brief overview of the main methods and instruments for 

governance that the European Union has used to pursue development objectives, in general, but 

particularly regarding its relationship with Africa. In this respect, we have identified some key 

strategies: strategic and partnership agreement, trade strategy, cooperation with other regional 

organisations and institutions and with international governmental organisations. In the context of 

development policy and relations with Africa, partnership agreements are the key instruments 
used by the EU to set the goals and the instruments through which these goals are achieved. As 

largely explored in the governance chapter, the EU has engaged with Africa since the early stage 

of the decolonisation process, setting up a framework for cooperation increasingly aimed at 

creating ‘partnership amongst equals’. Furthermore, the EU’s partnership strategy, in the case of 

the one with Africa, presents a strong political engagement with the creation of joint institutions. 

Partnership agreements have been accompanied by cooperation with international governmental 

organisations, other regional organisations and institutions. One example, amongst others, is the 

cooperation with the African Union that, as explained in the Governance chapter, has been 
strengthened over the years. While intensifying its cooperation with the African continent and the 

African institutions, the EU has also increasingly been looking for multilateral frameworks with the 

African Union and other international actors. As seen in the Governance chapter and in the 

previous section of this chapter, the EU aims at cooperating more closely with Africa in the 

international arena, setting up trilateral cooperation frameworks. One example is the AU-EU-UN 

taskforce to save and protect the lives of migrants and refugees along the routes and, in particular, 

inside Libya (the taskforce was put in place following the 5th AU-EU Summit, in 2018). Beyond 

trilateral cooperation with multilateral international institutions like the UN, the EU also tried to 
engage in trilateral cooperation with states such as China. While the trilateral cooperation with 

the UN and the AU has been renewed and reinforced over the years, the one with China has 

never been implemented (since the first attempt from the EU side in 2008). Finally, one of the 
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most important modalities for engagement in cooperation with Africa has been trade. Trade has 
been used as an instrument for economic development, seen as capable of boosting economic 

growth and reducing poverty. At the international level, the UN has emphasised the key role of 

trade in reaching firstly the Millennium Development Goals (2000) and then the Sustainable 

Development Goals (2015). The EU, particularly in its cooperation with Africa, has always put 

trade at the centre, with the bilateral association agreements, then the EPAs with Sub-Saharan 

Countries (see chapter on Governance) and with aid for trade projects in the ODA context. With 

the Treaty of Lisbon (2009)in particular, the EU clearly called for trade policy to be meant as an 
instrument to defend European values, regarded as part of the varied EU tools (i.e. initiatives, 

policies, institutional frameworks) to achieve non-trade objectives, amongst which are 

development objectives for the African partners (Bilal, Hoekman and Njinkeu 2020).  

3.4. EU in action: Financing development and migration issues in 
the new partnership agreement with OACP countries  

After the exploration of the EU’s main meso-goals in development policies and relations with 

Africa, this section aims at analysing how effective the EU has been at attaining its goals. To do 
that, we have highlighted the case of the negotiation process for a post-Cotonou partnership 

agreement, looking at the micro-goals related to financing development and regulating migration 

between the two continents.  

By 2015, the partnership had already started to be included in the European Commission’s annual 

work programmes, putting the completion of the negotiations amongst the priorities for 2020 (year 

of the CPA expiring). In 2016, a Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the Council 

on a renewed partnership with the countries of Africa (European Commission, 2016a), the 

Caribbean and the Pacific already outlined their vision for the future partnership, after a joint 

evaluation of the Cotonou Agreement (European Commission, 2016b). Amongst the ‘strong 

features’ coming out from the CPA evaluation there are the following (Pichon 2021; European 
Commission 2016b): 

- Positive contribution of the EU in eradicating poverty, improving food security and social 

protection for the most vulnerable in the ACP countries. 
- General budget support has been one of the main ways of improving economic 

governance, as it has promoted macroeconomic stability, improved public finance 

management and encouraged more strategic and efficient public expenditure.  

- EU support has contributed to improved and more equitable access to basic services. 

Amongst the weaker features there are the following: 

- In some cases, ACP partner countries have considered issues related to human rights 

and fundamental principles to be inconsistent with their own values and culture, resulting 
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in a lack of political will to change or improve the human rights situation (actually, an 
inefficient application of art. 96 of the CPA).  

- The expected results on increasing diversification and reducing commodity-dependency 

have not yet been achieved and the support provided directly to private sector 

organisations and productive sectors has been sporadic and not always compatible with 

the procedures and systems for providing EU support.  

- Improvements to social infrastructures and services have, in some cases, stagnated.  

- The legal obligation contained in Article 13 of the CPA, requiring countries to readmit their 
own nationals has not, in practice, been implemented satisfactorily, while other initiatives 

that go beyond the ACP-EU framework have better addressed migration issues. 

Negotiation for a post-Cotonou Agreement officially opened in September 2018. Robert Dussey, 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation of Togo has been the Chief Negotiator of the ACP 

Group, with Neven Mimica, Commissioner for International Cooperation and Development, as the 

EU Chief Negotiator. The chief negotiators met several times between 2018 and 2020 (without 

making public the details of either agreed or outstanding points) (Pichon 2021). 

The main points brought by the new agreement, with respect to the CPA, are: 

- Strong regional focus, with regional protocols having specific objectives, strategies and 

political dialogues targeted for each region.  

- The EDF does not exist anymore, finance for development will depend on EU’s budget 

allocation.  

- The EPAs are no more part of the agreement, instead becoming stand-alone international 

agreements. 

The development finance instruments and the migration regulations were amongst the most 

difficult themes discussed during the long consultations for a post-Cotonou Agreement. 
Particularly, on the development finance side, the ACP countries were not in favour of the EDF 

budgetisation; on the migration side, the ACP negotiating mandate called for greater 

consideration of the intra-ACP migration to include the voluntary nature of returns to the country 

of origin and a ban on using development aid as a means of negotiating border controls (Pichon 

2021). Therefore, we will focus on these two issues to analyse the EU in action, trying to assess 

the effectiveness of the EU in attaining its goals.  

3.4.1. Goal 1: Aid Effectiveness and the mobilisation of financial resources 
for Africa  

The conceptualisation of aid effectiveness started to assume a critical role in the international 
debate after the Cold War and was enhanced by the introduction of the millennium development 

goals (MDGs) (MDG 8 called specifically for creating and enhancing a global partnership for 

development). In 2011 at the Busan High-Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness, the four development 
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effectiveness principles were set up: ownership of development priorities by developing countries; 
focus on inclusive partnerships; transparency; and mutual accountability. Transparency is critical 

for development aid effectiveness. Without transparency, there is no certainty about where the 

money goes and for what purpose, increasing the likelihood of illicit financing and corruption. The 

Aid Transparency Index reveals that the transparency in the EU’s financial assistance has 

increased significantly164. The EU's performance was enhanced thanks to various recent 

measures the EU implemented in this regard, for example, the recently launched EU Aid Explorer 

tool, which allows users to freely explore EU and MS spending on official development assistance. 
All services of the European Commission were ranked in the ’Good' category (donors with a score 

of between 60 and 80). The last OECD Development Cooperation Peer Reviews (OECD 2018) 

reveal that the EU has demonstrated global leadership and a strong commitment to development 

effectiveness. In particular, the EU has shown leadership in its efforts towards reaching global 

agreements on sustainable development and climate change, as well as in shaping the 

international humanitarian landscape. The EU’s enhanced ownership and inclusiveness in partner 

countries has extensive use of budget support and a variety of delivery instruments (OECD 2018). 

The table in Annexe 1 reports the performance of the EU and Member States in pursuing 
effectiveness development principles, taken from the analysis of the 2019 Global Partnership for 

Effective Development Cooperation (GPEDC) monitoring report. The GPEDC monitoring report 

reveals a deterioration in the EU’s effectiveness, since the majority of the indicators observed in 

2018 are decreasing with respect to 2016 levels (table in Annexe 1, third column). The only 

indicators showing an improvement are: alignment at objective level (percentage of development 

interventions whose objectives are drawn from country-led result frameworks for each partner 

country), annual predictability (measures the amount of development cooperation disbursed 

during the reporting year, as a proportion of the amount of development cooperation that had 
been scheduled at the beginning of the year for disbursement during the year), budget (the 

proportion of development cooperation funding disbursed for the public sector that used national 

budget execution procedures) and untied aid (share of development cooperation that is 

committed for disbursement in partner countries without legal and regulatory barriers to open 

competition for procurement).  

In response to the call of the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, the EU promoted activities to enhance 

financing for development. The European Commission (EC) adopted a Collect More and Spend 

Better approach in 2015 to contribute to improving domestic resource mobilisation and public 

financial management in partner countries (OECD 2018).  

Beyond the official development assistance, particularly after COVID-19, the role of the private 

sector in financing development has assumed increasing importance. However, the need to 

gather funds to boost sustainable and inclusive development raised by the 2030 agenda has been 

 
164https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/news/aid-transparency-index-2020-efforts-improve-transparency-eu-

financial-assistance-bear-fruit_en , consulted on 30 August 2021.  
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hampered by the COVID-19 pandemic, which risks deteriorating the precarious socio-economic 
situation in most developing countries and fragile states. However, blending and involvement of 

the private sector in financing development has begun to be recommended by international 

communities. The EU followed this line, particularly after the Treaty of Lisbon gave the EU the 

legal possibility to manage multi-donor funds.  

The European Commission started experiencing blending facilities for Africa in 2007 with the EU-
Africa Infrastructure Trust Fund (ITF), substituted by the Africa Investment Platform (AIP) in 

2019, the Neighbourhood Investment Facility (NIF) and the Emergency Trust Fund for Africa 
(2015). Between 2007 and 2012, Regional Blending Facilities spread across the seven regions 

of EU external cooperation (other than neighbourhood and Africa, Latin America, Central Asia, 

Caribbean, Asia, Pacific). The agenda for Change (2012) emphasised the role of blending in 

leveraging additional resources and increasing the impact of EU aid. In the same year, the EU 
Platform for Blending in External Cooperation (EUBEC) was created.  

In 2015, The Addis Ababa Action Agenda (AAAA) on financing for development, part of Agenda 

2030, further highlighted the need to mobilise more domestic resources for achieving the SDGs 

and more private finance. Recognising the need to move beyond traditional aid, multilateral 
development finance institutions called for moving ‘from billions to trillions’ (AfDB et al. 2015) in 

mobilising financial flows to achieve the SDGs, emphasising the role aid can play. These 

international developments highlighted the critical roles private sector engagement and finance 

play in development, including in EU-Africa relations. Following the rising instability in Africa and 

the Mediterranean, the consequences of the global financial crisis and the New Agenda 2030, in 
2016 the European Commission launched the ambitious External Investment Plan 
(EIP), specifically encouraging investments in Africa and the EU Neighbourhood region. In line 

with the Addis Ababa Action Agenda on Financing for Development, the EU tried to develop an 
innovative financing model for achieving SDGs, mobilising public and private resources in Africa 

and the European neighbourhood countries, investing nearly EUR 1.3 billion in 52 blending 

projects. The plan is based on three pillars: (1) European Fund for Sustainable Development 

(EFSD); (2) Technical Assistance; (3) promoting a conducive investment climate.  

With the MFF 2021-2027, the EFSD will become EFSD+ and the primary instrument for EU 

cooperation with partner countries and the NDICI. The plan involves the European Fund for 

Sustainable Development (EFSD) (which offers guarantees primarily to the EIB), the European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the European development finance 

institutions (DFIs). In doing so, the EU has addressed the challenges posed in evaluating blended 

finance operations on the lack of diversification of implementing partners and a heavy focus on 

infrastructure projects and middle-income countries (OECD 2018).  

The EIP is a systematic effort by the EU to pursue a more coherent and coordinated approach to 

stimulate sustainable investment in Africa and European neighbourhood countries. It was framed 
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as part of the EU response to the perceived migration crisis, needed to address the root causes 
of illegal migration to Europe by promoting investment and job creation, notably in poorer and 

fragile countries. The EIP proposes an integrated framework, combining complementary means 

to leverage more private finance for a more significant sustainable development impact in 

countries that are most in need. As the first pillar of the EIP, the European Fund for Sustainable 

Development (EFSD)165 is an enhanced tool to more significantly pursue blended finance 

opportunities in priority areas defined by the EU (Bilal et al. 2020). Whilst the effectiveness of the 

EFSD and guarantees remain to be seen, it demonstrates EU commitment to mobilise more and 
better private finance for sustainable development. The EIP also emphasises improving the 

investment climate in partner countries and the overall design of the EIP is meant to broaden and 

better integrate different dimensions of EU development cooperation, as well as to better integrate 

EU aid with EU trade interests and private sector promotion, in order to support geostrategic 

ambitions (Idem). However, it is worth underlining that, as stressed by Bilal et al. (2020), the 

establishment of the EIP has been a very Euro-centric process, driven by European 

considerations, with no consultation with Africa. 

As already stressed in the previous chapters, 2020 and 2021 have been years of important 
changes in the context of EU-Africa development aid and finance. The key event has been the 

decision of the EU to finally budget the European Development Fund, under the unique instrument 

for financing development, NDICI. The Multiannual Financial Framework for 2021-2027, finally 

approved on December 17 2020, merges most of the existing instruments into the NDICI 

‘Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument’. The NDICI will allocate 

resources based on three main pillars: geographical preferences; specific projects in the areas of 

human rights and democracy, civil society, stability and peace; and a rapid response pillar to 

complement humanitarian aid, to be used should rapid action be needed to address foreign policy 
needs. The NDICI will also include a ’flexibility cushion’, which will not be programmed in advance, 

but will be allocated based on emerging needs. In March 2021, the European Parliament and the 

Council endorsed the political agreement on the NDICI ’Global Europe' for the next MFF, 

supporting the EU's external action with an overall budget of EUR 79.5 billion. This includes 

EUR 60.38 billion for geographic programmes (at least EUR 19.32 billion for the neighbourhood, 

at least EUR 29.18 billion for Sub-Saharan Africa, EUR 8.48 billion for Asia and the Pacific, and 

for Americas and the Caribbean EUR 3.39 billion); EUR 6.36 billion for thematic programmes 
(Human Rights and Democracy, Civil Society Organisations, Peace, Stability and Peace Conflict 

Prevention and Global Challenges); and EUR 3.18 billion for rapid response actions. In addition, 

a ‘cushion’ of unallocated funds of EUR 9.53 billion was foreseen in case of unforeseen 

circumstances, new needs or emerging challenges and to promote new priorities. The EDF was 

 
165 The EFSD guarantee is a new risk-mitigating mechanism open to development finance institutions (DFIs). Once they 
are entrusted to manage EU funds, they can provide the guarantee to their clients (private investors and financing 
institutions) in developing countries. From http://respect.eui.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2021/01/Bilal-Hoekman-
Njinkeu-EU_Africa_August_2020.pdf  

http://respect.eui.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2021/01/Bilal-Hoekman-


D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
406 

the main instrument for financing development in Sub-Saharan countries and the only instrument 
outside the EU budget. With the budgetisation of the EDF and the new flexible NDICI, from one 

side (the EUIs) the general thinking is that financing development will be more efficient and 

effective. On the other side (ACP countries), there was the fear that the allocation of funds would 

have become more EU-interest led. In fact, the ACP-EU financial cooperation will be governed 

by EU internal rules through the NDCI regulations and this, for some ACP states, represents a 

‘setback from the previous agreement’ because the predictability of funds is largely lost and aid 

programming and management rules are not established jointly anymore. Finally, even if blending 
and public–private partnerships for raising funds for development are gaining increasing 

relevance in the international arena, there are some concerns coming from several scholars 

around the risk of prioritising business interests rather than development objectives. 

‘Over the next seven years, under the new EU financing instrument, ‘Global Europe’, 

EUR 29 billion is foreseen for Sub-Saharan Africa and EUR 12.5 billion is set aside for our 

Southern Neighbourhood, of which a significant part will go to North Africa. Our collective 

financial firepower will further increase with that of our Member States through the new Team 

Europe Initiatives in Africa. Discussions are ongoing on the priorities that should constitute the 
backbone of national and regional interventions in Sub-Saharan Africa and North Africa with 

our African partners. Derisking private investment and sovereign lending in Africa will be an 

essential element of our collective efforts.’ (May 2021 European Commission) 

Beyond a new development funding architecture, the EU Commission has also changed the name 

and, in part, the structure of the main Directorate-General managing development aid and 

international partnerships. On 15 January 2021, the Directorate-General (DG) International 

cooperation and Development (DG DEVCO) officially became Directorate-General (DG) for 

International Partnerships (DG INTPA)166. The transition, started in 2019, reflects the new 
geopolitical Commission’s emphasis on the role of international partnership for building a stronger 

EU role in the global fight against poverty and the promotion of the SDGs. The directorates under 

DEVCO were: Sub-Sahara Africa and horizontal ACP matters; neighbourhood policy; Latin 

America and the Caribbean; Asia, Central Asia and the Pacific. 

3.4.1.1  Development financing in the negotiation of a post-Cotonou partnership  

This section aims at analysing how effective the EU has been in achieving its micro-goals in 

relation to development finance, looking at the negotiation process for a post-Cotonou partnership 

agreement between the European Union and the OACP (former ACP). Both the EU and the 

OACP issued the Negotiating Directives and the Negotiating Mandate in 2018 (the OACP in May 

and the EU in June). The table in Annexe 2 and 3 reports the comparison between the ACP 

mandate, the EU mandate and the agreed text for the post-Cotonou partnership. 

 
166 https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/news/dg-international-cooperation-and-development-becomes-dg-
international-partnerships_en, consulted on 30 July 2021.  
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As already mentioned in the previous chapters, the budgetisation of the European Development 
Fund was one of the most debated points during the negotiation phase. The ACP group, in fact, 

was strongly in favour of maintaining the European Development Fund (EDF) as the main 

financial instrument in support of ACP-EU development cooperation (ACP 2018, art. 82).  

Already by 2012 during the Sipopo Meeting, the ACP head of states were raising concerns about 

the possible reduction of the EDF allocation and, particularly, the ACP States: ‘urge the EU and 

its Member States to refrain from taking unilateral measures which are prejudicial to our States, 

and to adhere to the legal framework of the Cotonou Agreement’ (ACP 2012). This concern mainly 
stemmed from the concept of ‘differentiation’ stated in ‘An Agenda for Change’. There, the EU 

stated that the EU must seek to ‘target its resources where they are needed most and address 

poverty reduction and where they could have greatest impact’ (European Commission 2011a, 

art.4) to maximise development impact and value for money167. To apply this differentiation 

approach, the EU development assistance allocation should follow certain criteria: country needs, 

country capacity (generation of domestic resources/absorption), country commitment and 

performance (i.e. investment in education, health, etc.) and, finally, the potential EU impact (in 

terms of the EU’s ability to promote and support political, economic, social and environmental 
policy and an increasing leveraging effect for other sources of finance for development). Since 

this new approach ‘for some countries may result in less or no EU development grant aid and the 

pursuit of different development relationship based on loans, technical cooperation or support for 

trilateral cooperation’ (European Commission 2011a, art. 4) it generates some concerns from the 

ACP side, even though the concept of differentiation is not new in the context of ACP-EU 

cooperation168.  

In their mandate (officially adopted in May 2018), the OACP countries stressed that the EDF has 

represented one of the main factors making the ACP-EU partnership a unique development 
cooperation model (art. 84 ACP/00/011/18 FINAL). Amongst the main justifications raised in 

advocating the maintenance of the old instruments, the core issue seems to be related to the 

effectiveness of development finance. On one side, the EDF allowed both parties to ‘co-manage’ 

development cooperation, which was a unique feature of the instrument; on the other side, the 

seven-year programming of the EDF allowed for the predictability of resources, another key 

positive element of the instrument. In its mandate, the OACP group recognises the innovative 

approach to financing development, which had begun to be explored, particularly after the AAAA. 
Even so, Official Development Assistance is considered a critical development finance pillar both 

for its ‘classical’ role of supporting governments and projects in developing countries and for its 

role as an instrument for ‘supporting efforts to mobilise and channel financial resources from other 

 
167 https://europa.eu/capacity4dev/public-fragility/wiki/agenda-change  
168 Art 2 CPA: ‘cooperation arrangements and priorities shall vary according to a partnerʼs level of development, its needs, 
its performance and its long term development strategy. Particular emphasis shall be placed on the regional dimension. 
Special treatment shall be given to the least developed countries. The vulnerability of landlocked and island countries 
shall be taken into account. Particular emphasis shall be placed on regional integration, including at continental level’. 
 

https://europa.eu/capacity4dev/public-fragility/wiki/agenda-change
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sources to achieve SDGs’ (ACP group 2018), as well as playing a key role in de-risking private 
investments. Furthermore, the ODA’s predictability and effective implementation of new forms of 

new loan financing instruments are also stressed, taking into account the needs of middle-income 

ACP countries and debt management. Beyond development financing instruments, the document 

also puts emphasis on the need to enhance domestic resource mobilisation, to increase and 

facilitate remittances from diaspora and to further explore the potentiality of South-South and 

triangular cooperation, combining South-South and North-South cooperation. 

The EU’s mandate does not mention the EDF explicitly, while regarding aid delivery modes, it 
states: ‘The Agreement will state that different and complementary modalities and modes of aid 

delivery will be used, depending on each country's and region's capacities, needs and 

performance. The choice between the aid delivery modalities and modes will also take into 

account debt sustainability’ (Council of the European Union 2018, art. 6). The document, in fact, 

includes an entire session dedicated to ‘diversified cooperation’ where it is stated: ‘The Agreement 

will state that the Parties will agree to make available the appropriate means, both financial and 

non-financial, in order to fulfil the objectives, set out in this Agreement. Cooperation will be 

diversified, encompassing a range of policies and instruments, and will be tailored to specific 

needs, strategies, priorities and available resources so as to reflect the growing variety of 

circumstances across countries and regions’ (Ibid.). In this section, in alignment with what was 

also stressed by the ACP group, the EU underlines its alignment with the AAAA, reiterating ‘the 
importance of a comprehensive and integrated approach to mobilise financing and other means 

of implementation from all available sources (public/private, domestic/international) and all actors, 

including the possibility of third-country participation and including through innovative financing 

sources and instruments, knowledge, expertise, capacity building, technology and non-financial 

resources, as well as South-South and triangular cooperation consistent with development 

effectiveness principles’. Furthermore, the EU also reaffirms the commitment of providing 0.7 % 

of its GNI as ODA by 2030, also recognising, as with the ACP document, the importance of 

hampering private sources of financing and remittances channels. The document also stresses 
that the development effectiveness principles will be always applied and joint programming should 

be promoted and strengthened.  

With the approval of the new MFF 2021-2027, the EDF has been budgetised. The resources for 

financing development in Africa will come from the new instrument – NDICI – and will be financed 

by the EU budget and will not be under the new partnership agreement. The negotiated 

agreement, published in April 2021, contains an entire section dedicated to the ‘means of 

cooperation and implementation’ (Negotiated Agreement text initialled by the EU and OACPS 
chief negotiators on 15 April 2021, part IV) where the articles focus on:  

- effective and diversified means of cooperation (art. 81), where both parties agree on 

the diversification of the means of cooperation;  



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
409 

- international development cooperation (art. 82), where both parties agree on 
prioritising the most vulnerable countries, where the resources have more impact and 

where the EU reaffirms their commitment to enhance development cooperation 

resources, making available the appropriate level of financial resources, underlining that 

this will be done ‘in line with internal regulations and procedures’; also, the parties agree 

on the fact that cooperation may take different forms, any decision to provide budget 

support shall be based on a clear set of eligibility criteria and a careful assessment of the 

risks and benefits, to promote predictability and security of resource flows and step up 
efforts to further improve the way in which they manage and implement development 

cooperation; the [EU Party] and more advanced OACPS Members shall undertake to 

develop new forms of engagement, including innovative financial instruments and co-

financing;  

- domestic public resources (art. 83) OACPS members aim at enhancing revenue 

collection and both EU and OACPS parties agree to increase efforts to combat illicit 

financial flows and scale up international tax cooperation;  
- domestic international private resources (art.84), where the parties acknowledge that 

private capital is vital in complementing national development efforts. 

In conclusion, the EU can be considered as an effective actor in this first goal analysed. The 
EU was able to use new mechanisms to finance development, also engaging private 
sectors and other development finance institutions. In particular, the EU has obtained 
consent from all its Member States to pursue, in a united way, the objectives stated in the 
negotiations mandate, budgetising the EDF. Whether this strategy will turn into an efficient 
partnership, increasing aid and, in general, development finance effectiveness, will be 
seen in the next few years.  

3.4.2. Goal 2: Migration and mobility  

Migration and mobility are important aspects of the EU-Africa partnership. African migration has 

grown in line with overall population growth and, while more than one in every two African 

migrants moved to another African country, the others moved mostly to Europe, Western Asia or 
North America (European Commission, 2018). In 2000, the EU received 488 800 migrants from 

Africa, 791 800 in 2015 and 918 100 in 2020169, an increasing trend mainly driven by ‘irregular 

migration’170.  

Migration has increasingly been recognised as an important driver for development (through 

remittances, knowledge transfer, investment, social factors, etc.) and, therefore, on the policy side 

 
169 https://migration-demography-tools.jrc.ec.europa.eu/atlas-migration/, consulted on 30 August 2021.  
170 The EU defines ‘irregular migration’ as the ‘Movement of persons to a new place of residence or transit that takes place 
outside the regulatory norms of the sending, transit and receiving countries’ https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/orphan-
pages/glossary/irregular-migration_en  
 

https://migration-demography-tools.jrc.ec.europa.eu/atlas-migration/,
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/orphan-
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creating opportunities for legal migration and supporting migrants’ rights are clearly conditions for 
exploiting the full development potential of migration (Koeb and Hohmeister 2010). Nevertheless, 

the EU seems to increasingly use an approach to migration which is focused on securitisation of 

borders and limiting illegal migration.  

By 1990, it was already clear that immigration was one of the key priorities of the EU, with the 

Dublin Convention and the Schengen Agreement.  

In 2005, the European Council defined the Global Approach to Migration (GAM), further 

developed in 2007 and 2008, constituting the framework for the cooperation of the EU with third 
countries in the area of migration and asylum. In 2011, particularly after the Arab Spring, the need 

for a renewed strategy on migration, mainly with Africa, became evident. This was jeopardised by 

the rising issues of climate change (Stockholm Programme recognised climate change as a global 

challenge that is increasingly driving migration and displacement) and demographic transition in 

the continent. In the same year, GAM was evaluated and, despite confirming the added value of 

the approach and the valuable results achieved, it also affirmed that a new GAM should ‘better 

reflect the strategic objectives of the Union and translate them into concrete proposals for 

dialogue and cooperation, notably with the Southern and Eastern Neighbourhood, Africa, 
enlargement countries and with other strategic partners’ (European Commission, 2011b).  

The EU then adapted the new policy framework, the Global Approach to Migration and Mobility 

(GAMM), with the objective of reaping the benefits that well-managed migration can bring and 
responding to the challenges of changing migration trends. The renewed GAMM focuses on four 

main priorities: (1) improving the organisation of legal migration and facilitated mobility; (2) 

preventing and reducing irregular migration in an efficient and humane way; (3) strengthening the 

synergies between migration and development; (4) strengthening international protection systems 

and the external dimension of asylum (Ibid.). Nevertheless, before the renewed GAMM, in 2007 

following the Treaty of Lisbon, the European Union launched the EU-Africa Partnership on 

Migration and Employment (MME). The partnership is linked to the African Union–European 
Union Summit. Over the years, the EU has established: dedicated bilateral and regional migration 

dialogues with countries of West, Central and North Africa (Rabat Process) and East Africa 

(Khartoum Process); bilateral Mobility Partnerships (MP) and Common Agendas on Migration and 

Mobility (CAMM) (with a number of strategic partners, such as Morocco, Tunisia and Nigeria)171. 

Beyond political dialogue and engagement, the EU also launched new instruments for financing 

migration and mobility related issues. In 2015, the Valletta Summit on migration brought together 

European and African Heads of State and Government, in an effort to strengthen cooperation and 

address both the challenges and the opportunities of migration. The political action plan adopted 

also launched the EU Emergency Trust Fund, a flexible and innovative funding mechanism 

drawing on both EU and Member State funds (and other donors). In 2018, the Board of the EUTF 

 
171 https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/international-affairs/africa_en, Consulted on 30 July 2021.  

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/international-affairs/africa_en,
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for Africa agreed on the need to further prioritise future actions, based on six priority areas: (1) 
return and reintegration; (2) refugee management (Comprehensive Refugee Response 

Framework); (3) completing progress on the securitisation of documents and civil registry; (4) anti-

trafficking measures; (5) essential stabilisation efforts in the Horn of Africa (in particular, in Sudan, 

South Sudan and Somalia) and in the Sahel/Lake Chad region; (6) supporting migration 

dialogues. The last monitoring report on the EUTF highlighted some key achievements of the 

instruments over the complicated year of 2020 (in terms of delivering basic social services, 

providing assistance or protection to migrants in transit, refugees, asylum seekers and IDPs, 
supporting plans and policy documents aimed at supporting governance and policymaker efforts 

and delivering assistance to combat COVID-19) (Altai Consulting 2021). Nevertheless, it is also 

recognised that funding has also sustained initiatives related to migration in Africa, that have 

natural contradictions with EU values, as too often happens when it comes to migration issues 

(i.e. support to the Libyan authorities and border migration control)172. In fact, during recent years, 

border control seems to have been increasingly the focus of the EU’s action, particularly after the 

2015-16 refugee crisis. In 2020, the Commission’s communication on a New Pact on Migration 

and Asylum particularly emphasised the issue of return procedures (European Commission, 
2020b). In the next paragraph, analysing the EU’s micro-goals related to migration issues under 

the EU-OACP agreement, it will become evident how crucial the theme of return is for the EU. 

3.4.2.1 Migration issues in the negotiation of a post-Cotonou partnership  

This section aims at assessing the effectiveness of the EU in getting its negotiating priorities on 

migration into the post-Cotonou partnership, through the analysis of the European Union and the 

OACP (former ACP) negotiating mandates. Both the EU and the OACP issued the Negotiating 
Directives (or Mandate) in 2018 (the OACP in May and the EU in June). The table in Annexe 3 
reports the comparison between the ACP mandate, the EU mandate and the agreed text 
for the post-Cotonou partnership.  

As analysed in the previous sessions, the issue of migration, particularly irregular migration, has 

become one of the key priorities of the EU in its relations with Africa. Migration and mobility are 

amongst the six new key priority areas173. In the already cited EU joint communication (European 

Commission, 2016b) the EU set out some specific objectives related to mobility and migration in 
the context of a new EU-ACP partnership. Since the aim of the EU was to further regionalise the 

new partnership agreement, providing for specific regional protocols for Africa, Caribbean and 

Pacific, the migration and mobility objectives stated in the 2016 Joint Declaration are already part 

of the EU’s priorities tailored to Africa. In line with the European agenda on Migration and its new 

 
172 https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/sites/default/files/eutf_libya_en.pdf, Consulted on 30 August and 
https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/region/north-africa/libya_en Consulted on 30 August 2021. 
173 The EU aims at setting up a more political cooperation and geared to achieving greater ambitions at local, national and 
international level, basing the new Agreement on six priority areas representing the main challenges for the next decades: 
1) human rights, democracy and governance; 2) peace and security; 3) human and social development; 4) environmental 
sustainability and climate change; 5) inclusive sustainable economic growth and development; 6) migration and mobility. 

https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/sites/default/files/eutf_libya_en.pdf,
https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/region/north-africa/libya_en
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partnership framework with third countries, the 2014 EU-Africa Migration and Mobility Declaration, 
as well as in the Valletta Summit Declaration and action plan, the EU’s specific objectives were 

as follows: 

- Promote the conception and implementation of migration policies, promoting 

regular channels and tackling irregular migration flows, including return and readmission;  

- Better organise intra- and inter-regional labour mobility, facilitating institutional 

dialogue and cooperation along the migratory routes, and facilitating ’brain circulation’ 
through recognition of skills and qualification, dialogue on visas, and promotion of 
students, researchers and academic mobility. Reduce the cost of remittances and 

enhance the role and engagement of the diaspora;  

- Tackle irregular migration by putting in place adequate prevention measures, 

including the fight against human trafficking and smuggling of migrants through integrated 

border management and the promotion of alternatives to irregular migration;  

- Address more effectively and efficiently return, readmission and reintegration 
challenges (the provisions of Article 13 of the Cotonou Agreement need to be 

strengthened and made enforceable); 
- Address forced displacement and promote international protection based on the 

principle of responsibility sharing, by helping preserve and enhance human capital of 

those forced to flee their homes, help ensure their protection and ultimately provide 

developmental benefits for the displaced and their hosts (for both populations fleeing their 

country and internally displaced people).  

As already visible from the objectives stated in 2016, the EU is particularly interested in tackling 

irregular migration. Furthermore, in general, migration and mobility, under the new ACP-EU 

partnership, is defined by the EU as a key issue that will require ‘more emphasis than in the past’. 

On the other hand, as already mentioned in the previous sections, the ACP negotiating mandate 

called for the inclusion of the voluntary nature of returns to the country of origin and, particularly, 
for a ban on using development aid as a means of negotiating border controls (Pichon 2021). 

Nevertheless, in December 2020, in a meeting between Commissioner Urpilainen and the 

European Parliament's committee on Development, the willingness to have a post-Cotonou 

Agreement going far beyond Article 13 of the CPA was highlighted, particularly enforcing and 

making more predictable the areas of return and readmission. In the ACP mandate (art. 158) it 

proposed to make the ‘return and readmission process to the country of origin’ as per art. 13 of 

the CPA on a voluntary basis. ACP countries also stress that Article 13 did not pay enough 

attention to the intra-ACP migration, the promotion of legal migration and the rights of movement 
of persons, which constitute the ‘positive side of migration’. Furthermore, the EU mandate 

underlines the importance of recognising that regular migration and mobility can have positive 

impacts on sustainable development when properly managed. Nevertheless, the EU called for a 

new agreement, strengthening the commitment of the parties to cooperate in ‘stemming the flows 
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of irregular migration, in full respect of international asylum law, acknowledging negative impacts 
of irregular migration on countries of origin, transit and destination, including related humanitarian 

and security challenges, as well as the increased risk for migrants to experience human rights 

violations and to become victims of trafficking and abuses’ (Council of the European Union 2018, 

Title VI Migration and mobility). Nevertheless, to ‘turn mobility and migration into opportunities 

and address challenges together’ is one of the specific priorities outlined by the EU for the future 

partnership with ACP countries. Looking at the new EU-OACP agreement, one of the key priorities 

is precisely to ‘implement a comprehensive and balanced approach to migration, so as to reap 
the benefits of safe, orderly and regular migration and mobility, stem irregular migration while 

addressing its root causes, in full respect of international law and in accordance with the Parties’ 

respective competences’ (Negotiated Agreement text initialled by the EU and OACPS chief 

negotiators on 15 April 2021, art. 3 (f)). Title VI of the new EU-OACP Agreement is dedicated to 

migration and mobility, with the first chapter being dedicated to legal migration and mobility, while 

irregular migration is covered under Chapter 3, after the second chapter which is dedicated to 

migration and development, followed by a chapter on return, readmission and reintegration 

(chapter 4) and one on protection and asylum (chapter 5).  

The fact that the first chapter is dedicated to ‘legal’ migration seems to suggest a reorientation 

in the migration paradigm between the two continents. The first article of the chapter (art. 63) can 

be considered innovative with respect to the previous partnership. In fact, the article stresses the 
importance for the parties to consider circular migration, also mentioning ‘family reunification’ and 

‘portability of pension’. Furthermore, a lot of attention seems to be placed on encouraging 

identification and filling of skill gaps, investing in job opportunities and labour migration policies, 

and improving the comparability of all qualifications.  

Chapter Two on migration and development underlined the capacity of well-managed 
migration to be a source of prosperity, innovation and sustainable development (art. 65), 
the role that diasporas play in the development of their countries of origin, the relevance of South-
South migration (creating challenges and opportunities), recognising and taking into account the 

nexus between migration and natural disasters, climate change and environmental 
degradation (art. 69). In Article 67, the parties commit to reduce transaction costs of 
remittances to less than 3 %, to eliminate remittance corridors with costs higher than 5 % and 

to improve regulatory frameworks for enhanced involvement of non-traditional players  

Chapter Three tackles irregular migration. The parties commit to address together the root 
causes of irregular migration and forced displacement (art. 70), to increase joint efforts to 

prevent migrant smuggling and to work together in investigating and prosecuting related criminal 
organisations, likewise for trafficking of persons (art.72); the parties also commit to promote 

and support integrated border management (art. 73).  
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Chapter Four is dedicated to return, readmission and reintegration. The parties reaffirm their 
right to return illegally staying third-country nationals, and, differently from what was 

suggested in the ACP mandate, the legal obligation of each Member State of both parties to 

readmit their own nationals who are illegally present in the territory of another Member State (art. 

74). As for reintegration ‘The Parties shall explore ways to cooperate in order to promote voluntary 

return and to facilitate sustainable reintegration of returned persons including, where relevant, 

through sustainable reintegration programmes’. 

In conclusion, the EU can be considered as an effective actor in this specific case study. 
Indeed, the EU was able to pursue its strategies and the objectives stated in the initial 
negotiation mandate, even if integrating some requests outlined in the ACP mandate, the 
core issues, such as the obligation in returning illegal migrants, have been maintained.  

3.5. Conclusions and caveats of the effectiveness analysis  
The chapter illustrated the EU’s main goals and objectives related to development and 

cooperation with Africa. At the meso-level, the main goals have remained the same over the years 

and are aligned with the different frameworks that are in place for development and cooperation 

with Africa. For the analysis of effectiveness and, therefore, looking at certain micro-goals, we 

have looked at development finance and migration issues, since they were the most controversial 
during the post-Cotonou consultation, looking at the intentions of both the EU and the OACP at 

the start of the consultation and at what has been decided in the published post-Cotonou 

Agreement. TRIGGER aims at exploring the effectiveness of the EU considered as ‘effective an 

actor that achieves its goals, irrespective of whether such goals are desirable or not from an 

external viewpoint’. In the context of the negotiations with the OACP for a post-Cotonou 

Agreement, micro-goals related to financing development and migration, can be considered 

effective. Nevertheless, it is worth highlighting some caveats in the analysis. The analysis of 
effectiveness does not take into account whether these goals are desirable or not for having an 

effective overall partnership (i.e., the analysis does not explore to what extent the abolition of the 

EDF instrument and the mandatory return of illegally staying third-country nationals have been 

achieved). Another caveat is that, while we can state that the EU has been an effective negotiator 

in the cases analysed, we have only picked out two micro-goals set under the same negotiation 

framework. While these were chosen because they represented the most debated issues and, 

therefore, gave even more weight to the capacity of the EU to achieve its goals in the negotiations, 

they cannot, nor do they aim to, provide a general assessment of the EU’s overall effectiveness. 
For example, the case of trade under the post-Cotonou Agreement has not been analysed in this 

study; nevertheless, the fact that EPAs have been taken out of the partnership could be 

considered as an element representing a lack of EU effectiveness in pursuing the objective of 

linking trade and development.  
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To conclude, the EU’s effectiveness will certainly give different results, based on the goals taken 
into account, as well as the actors involved in the international arena. Furthermore, actorness will 

play a role in the capacity of the EU to achieve certain goals. Further studies will need to explore 

those links.  

3. Conclusion: opportunities and challenges  
Over the chapters of this deep dive on EU development policy and relations with Africa we have 

explored the role of the EU in the evolving global governance landscape.  

In the first chapter we have provided an overview of the evolution of global governance and the 

EU’s governance since the 1990s (and before). Global governance in development aid and 

relations with Africa have evolved both in terms of tools used and of actors involved during the 

last decades. There are some general interesting trends outlined by this research. The first is an 

increasing interest towards Africa from non-traditional actors, actors without an historical tied links 

to the colonisation period. This trend has been triggered by another one, the increasing South-

South cooperation in the international arena. Countries from the ‘Global South’ find ways of 
cooperation among each other which seem to be less based on conditionalities and more able to 

understand the needs of partner countries. Another trend is represented by a tendency to move 

from traditional ODA to public–private financial frameworks, and from the financing of 

development projects to financing investment for infrastructure development. All these trends are 

followed and promoted also by the EU. Nevertheless, the EU seems to be stuck in between an 

international organisation attitude, focused on building partnership and coordinating actors, and 

a sovereign state attitude to protect borders and internal interests and disincentivised migration. 

This controversial way of acting by the EU is embedded in its nature, but it risks compromising its 
capacity to act and be recognised as a unique and coherent actor in the international arena, at 

least as regards development and relations with Africa. 

In the second chapter we assessed the ‘actorness’ of the EU using the TRIGGER project’s seven-

dimension model. The assessment of the internal dimension of actorness (authority, autonomy 

and cohesion) reveals an increasing trend. As for the dimension of authority, this has seen a 

gradual shift from a ‘moderate’ level of authority in the period from 1995 to 2006, to a 

‘moderate/high’ level of authority since the Treaty of Lisbon (2007). However, in practice, the 

possibility for the EU to act, based on the powers and competences conferred upon it by the 
Member States must be assessed against strong regional interests of some Member States in 

parts of Africa. As regards autonomy, there has been a remarkable increase between the ‘first’ 

(1995-2006), ‘second’ (2007-2016) and ‘third partnership’ (2017-present) periods, with the level 

of autonomy today assessed as being ‘moderate/high’. Despite several initiatives to strengthen 

joint action and coordination on development programming, EU cohesion remains a vital 

bargaining constellation sending mixed signals (mixed MS and EU interests). EU cohesion in this 

domain has been assessed as ‘moderate/low’ in the ‘first’ period (1995-2006), ‘moderate’ during 
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the ‘second’ partnership phase (2007-2016) and also ‘moderate’ in the ‘third partnership’ phase 
(2017-present). The external dimensions of actorness show a decreasing trend over the period 

considered – except attractiveness – which kept a ‘moderate/high’ level of assessment (the EU 

still leads the field in Africa for trade, ODA, and investment, with an increasing engagement in 

new investment platforms for financing development). In the analysis, the EU’s level of recognition 

has shifted from ‘moderate’ in the ‘first partnership’, to ‘moderate/high’ during the ‘second 

partnership’. The level assessed turned to ‘moderate’ in the final period observed, when the EU’s 

development action in Africa seems to have increasingly lacked visibility (in Africa and at the 
international level), while other new actors (mainly China) are increasing their role in the continent. 

The levels attributed to the dimension of opportunity / necessity to act is ‘moderate/high’ during 

the ‘first partnership’, while it is only ‘moderate/low’ in the following period observed, given the 

repeated incidents in which the EU has missed an opportunity to act, as also testified by the 

growing presence of Turkey and China in various parts of Africa. The level assigned to the last 

dimension, credibility, is ‘moderate/high’ for the ‘first partnership’, ‘moderate’ for the ‘second 

partnership’ and ‘moderate/low’ for the final period considered, denoting a decreasing trend. 

In the third chapter we analysed the EU’s effectiveness. We started by illustrating the EU’s main 
goals and objectives related to development and cooperation with Africa. At the meso-level, the 

main goals have remained the same over the years and are aligned with the different frameworks 

that are in place for development and cooperation with Africa. For the analysis of effectiveness 

and, therefore, looking at certain micro-goals, we have looked at the development finance and 

migration issues, since they were the most controversial during the post-Cotonou consultation, 

looking at the intentions of both the EU and the OACP at the start of the consultation and at what 

has been decided in the published post-Cotonou Agreement. In the context of the negotiations 

with the OACP for a post-Cotonou Agreement, micro-goals related to financing development and 
migration, can be considered effectively achieved.  

Nevertheless, it is worth highlighting some caveats in the analysis such as the fact that it does 

not take into account whether these goals are desirable or not for having an effective overall 

partnership. We have only picked out two micro-goals set under the same negotiation framework, 

though they cannot, nor do they aim to, provide a general assessment of the EU’s overall 

effectiveness. EU effectiveness will certainly give different results, based on the goals taken into 

account, as well as the actors involved in the international arena possibly affecting the 
achievement of these goals. Furthermore, actorness will play a role in the capacity of the EU to 

achieve certain goals. Further studies will need to explore those links. 

In this concluding chapter we build on the previous ones to highlight a number of factors that we 

believe are likely to determine the EU’s actorness and effectiveness in the development policy 

and relations with Africa. The following paragraphs briefly outline some possible sources of 

challenges and opportunities for the EU’s actorness and effectiveness in development policy and 

relations with Africa.  
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a. The need for coherence 
The need for coherence is one of the main challenges facing the EU if it is to increase its actorness 

and effectiveness in development policy and relations with Africa. The coherence needed is 

transversal and includes (1) coherence among EU stakeholders (the Member States and 
Agencies), (2) coherence between values and actions, (3) coherence among the different 

frameworks for cooperation with the continent.  

The first point relates to what has been raised, particularly in the actorness chapter. The EU has 

tried to enhance cohesion among the agencies and between agencies and the Member States. 

However, the study reveals that there is still a bargaining constellation of interests among the 

actors involved. The EU counts on many different agencies for development policy, both national, 

for each Member State, and European ones (i.e., many DGs are involved in development and 

cooperation programmes). Moreover, the funding mechanisms for development and cooperation 
are split among different financial institutions (i.e., the EIB and the EBRD at the European level 

and several financial institutions from the Member States). This complicates the bureaucracy 

beyond development programmes and leads to inefficiencies causing a decrease in trust from the 

developing countries involved. The second point refers to the lack of coherence between the 

overarching goals and principles of the EU and its actions. One example is the migration issue. 

The EU's engagement is increasingly concentrated in border control and readmission policies 

rather than visas, labour permits and humanitarian corridors, often turning to make agreements 
controversial in terms of human rights protection (i.e., the case of Libya). The third point refers to 

coherence among the different frameworks for cooperation with Africa. While the macro-goals in 

the various schemes are coherent among each other and with the EU's values, the existence of 

many different channels of cooperation with the continent could undermine the continent-to-

continent approach, pursuing a ‘spaghetti bowl’ approach that could lead to inefficiencies. 

All the three previously mentioned sources of incoherence strongly undermine the credibility of 

the EU, particularly with one of its key partners for development which is Africa.  

b. Sustainable trade and sustainable infrastructure 
development  

As shown in the previous chapters, particularly in the actorness one, the EU is still one of the 

leading trade partners for Africa and trade has been one of the main tools for increasing 

development and cooperation with Africa for a long time. Nevertheless, the last AATM reports 

suggests that the continent is increasingly diversifying agricultural export destinations with an 

increasingly smaller share going to the European Union (EU) and a growing share going to 
emerging and high-growth economies174. Overall, trade between the EU and Africa has remained 

unbalanced, with the EU mainly importing raw materials from Africa, while the latter imports 

 
174AATM 2021, downloadable at  https://www.resakss.org/node/6838  

https://www.resakss.org/node/6838
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manufactured goods. Between 2020 and 2021, many critical facts occurred in trade between the 
EU and Africa. As already highlighted in the actorness chapter, the imbalances in trade patterns 

were among the factors lowering the credibility of the EU, and the post-Cotonou Agreement does 

not include the European Partnership Agreements (EPAs). For the first time in decades of 

cooperation between the European Union and Sub-Saharan Africa, trade is not central to the 

legal cooperation framework. On the other hand, in February 2021, the Trade Policy Review 

Communication confirmed that Africa is a key partner for EU trade policy. The comprehensive 

strategy with Africa (European Commission 2020b) identifies trade and regional and continental 
economic integration as significant elements to promote sustainable development in African 

countries. It is aligned with Agenda 2030 recognising international trade as an engine for inclusive 

economic growth and poverty reduction and an important means to achieve the SDGs. Although 

trade remains an important factor for development and cooperation between the two continents, 

the EU still faces some significant challenges: (1) competing with other actors in the global arena 

increasingly acquiring importance as Africa’s trade partner (i.e. China), (2) avoiding the European 

Green Deal (EGD) becoming a barrier to trade and (3) promote the AfCFTA initiated in 2021. All 

these three points are, in a certain way, linked to sustainable infrastructure development, which 
can be considered the main opportunity the EU has to increase its actorness and its effectiveness. 

The lack of infrastructure is one of the major problems preventing Africa from exploiting its trade-

related untapped potential. If the EU were a key actor promoting sustainable infrastructure 

development this would favour its position as a trade partner, facilitating the AfCFTA and 

accelerating the EU-Africa partnership green transition. The Global Gateway partnerships 

announced by the European Commission on 15 September 2021 seems to go in that direction, 

seeking to increase investments in Africa to ‘create a market for green hydrogen that connects 

the two shores of the Mediterranean’175. It could represent an occasion for the EU to regain 
actorness in the Mediterranean and Africa, particularly after the 25th anniversary of the Barcelona 

Process in 2020, recalling the partnership's failure, mainly in its willingness to better connect the 

two shores of the Mediterranean through the creation of a free trade area. Finally, it is worth 

stressing that following the pandemic, the number of people at risk of being vulnerable, food 

insecurity and poverty have increased dramatically, and the EU’s trade policies could play a key 

role in helping Africa to counteract these trends.  

c. Migration 
This study has highlighted the fact that migration-related issues have represented an increasing 

source of misalignment between the EU and Africa. Future EU policies on migration issues will 

play a critical role for the EU’s actorness in its relations with Africa. The effectiveness chapter 

analysed the recent key EU initiatives on migration issues overall and with Africa. The EU can be 
considered as an effective negotiator in terms of migration during the post-Cotonou consultations; 

 
175 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_21_4701  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_21_4701
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nevertheless, as has been stressed in the conclusion section of that chapter, being an effective 
negotiator in pursuing one specific goal does not provide an overall idea of the efficacy implication 

of that goal achievement. The EU is pursuing a migration policy which is increasingly focused on 

border control, blocking illegal migration and facilitating return of illegal migrants from Europe. 

Meanwhile, too few of the EU’s actions and speeches are dedicated to improving worker and 

student exchanges, facilitating corridors for refugees and rethinking the migration in light of the 

increasing impact of the climate crisis and increasing poverty due to the pandemic. The EU has 

the opportunity to rebuild trust with African countries moving the dialogue towards the previously 
mentioned points, and this could be done during the EU-Africa Summit that is due to take place 

in February 2022. Nevertheless, if the EU follows the line drawn by the New Pact on Migration 

and Asylum, the future of the partnership could be less successful176. 

d. Global Health and Future Pandemics  
COVID-19 represented an unprecedented challenge for the whole world. As already highlighted 

in the actorness chapter when analysing the dimension of opportunity and necessity to act, the 

EU has lost the opportunity to play a key role in Africa. The EU participated in the COVAX initiative 

but was not able to push the platform providing vaccines quickly and, in the middle of the crisis, 

as most of the wealthier countries, secured more doses than needed for its own citizens. 

Meanwhile, the EU also strongly countered both South Africa’s and India’s proposal for a patent 

waiver. African countries are calling for increased cooperation in research, development and 
sharing of knowledge. The distribution of vaccines is unequally skewed towards the richest 

countries and those where manufacturing companies are based. The EU tried to respond to this 

with purpose and engagement but with lack of results, undermining both actorness and 

effectiveness. On 18 May 12021, President Macron of France invited African and European 

leaders to Paris, together with heads of international and regional organisations for a summit on 

financing African economies. The summit declaration builds on two pillars (1) addressing 

financing needs to support a prompt, green, sustainable and inclusive recovery; (2) supporting 

long-term growth driven by a vibrant sector and entrepreneurial dynamic and the emergence and 
financing of qualify infrastructure projects. On 21 May 2021, The President of the European 

Commission and the President of the European Investment Bank outlined a new initiative under 

Team Europe: The Sustainable Healthcare Industry for Resilience in Africa (SHIRA) – a financing 

platform that will enable political and development finance partners to coordinate and strengthen 

health security and resilience in Africa. The ability of the EU to attain those initiatives in practice 

will be key for its actorness and effectiveness with Africa and development policy. 

 
176 https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/promoting-our-european-way-life/new-pact-migration-and-
asylum_en; https://www.ceps.eu/download/publication/?id=33829&pdf=IPOL_STU2021697130_EN.pdf  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/promoting-our-european-way-life/new-pact-migration-and-
https://www.ceps.eu/download/publication/?id=33829&pdf=IPOL_STU2021697130_EN.pdf


D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
420 

e. Beyond aid 
Finally, the challenge and opportunity for the future is to raise more and effective funds for Africa. 

To reach the SDGs more public–private financing is needed. After COVID-19, and particularly for 

Africa, for countries struggling with scarce financial resources and over-indebtedness even before 
the pandemic, more funds will be needed to rebuild in a green, sustainable and resilient way. The 

need to raise funds for boosting sustainable and inclusive development raised by Agenda 2030 

is hampered by the current pandemic which risks deteriorating the precarious socio-economic 

situation in most developing countries and fragile states. As explored by this study, blending and 

involvement of the private sector in financing development has been recommended by the 

international communities for more than a decade, and the EU followed this line, particularly after 

the Treaty of Lisbon. The challenge for the EU will be to maintain a key role as an actor for 

development, better coordinating its agencies for development and financial institutions (both 
national and international) to be able to implement and coordinate public–private partnerships, 

co-guarantee schemes and collaborative blended finance platforms.  
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Annex 1 - Some instruments for development in Africa 
other than ODA 

 
Figure 6 - Some instruments for development in Africa other than ODA. 
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Figure 7 - Private finance mobilized by region, 2017-18 average. 
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Annex 2 - An overview of the EU’s ODA  

 
Figure 8 - EU Institutions’ gross bilateral ODA overview. 

Source: OECD-DAC elaboration, retrieved from 
https://public.tableau.com/views/AidAtAGlance/DACmembers?:embed=y&:display_count=no?&:showVizHome=no#1 , 

accessed 15 June 2021. 
Note: EU Institutions’ gross bilateral ODA, 2018-2019 average unless otherwise shown. 

 

 

 
Figure 9 - EU Institutions’ net total ODA to Africa 1995-2018 

Source: Author’s elaboration based on data extracted from OECD.Stat, accessed 20 April 2020. 

Note: EU Institutions’ net total ODA, in constant 2018 prices,USD.  

https://public.tableau.com/views/AidAtAGlance/DACmembers?:embed=y&:display_count=no?&:showVizHome=no#1
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Annex 3 - EPAs signed and under negotiation177 
The consultation on EPAs with West Africa region countries178 involved two regional economic 

communities: The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the Western 

African Economic and Monetary Union (WAEMU). EPAs were signed by all the countries in this 

regional group between 2014 and 2016, the only exception being Nigeria. EPA provision for these 

countries covers goods and development cooperation, with the possibility to start new 

negotiations for the inclusion of sustainable development, investment and other trade-related 
issues.  

In Central Africa regional group countries179 only Cameroon signed the agreement in July 2014. 
The EPA between Cameroon and the EU provides that all goods from Cameroon can enter the 

EU duty and quota-free and defines a gradual removal (over 15 years) on 80 % of EU exports to 

Cameroon. It is a stepping-stone agreement, meaning that further negotiation could include other 

trade-related issues. It covers trade in goods, aid for trade, institutional issues and dispute 

settlement. Other countries in this region are bound by the EU's Everything But Arms scheme 

(EbA), allowing those countries to have duty-free and quota-free access to the EU's market. The 

exception to this is Congo, whose relations with the EU are regulated by the EU's Generalised 

Scheme of Preference (GSP) allowing duty reductions. Gabon did not sign the EPA and has not 
been eligible for GSP since 2014 when it started being classified as an upper-middle-income 

country. Interim EPA between the EU and five countries in Eastern and Southern Africa (ESA)180 

began to be provisionally applied from 2012. Six countries in the region did not agree, while 

Zambia concluded negotiations in 2007. The agreement provides for the gradually opening up of 

EU export sto these countries and the EU elimination of duties and quota for imports from these 

countries. Furthermore, the EPA provides rules on development cooperation, rules of origin, 

fisheries and trade defense, and a dispute settlement mechanism. Comoros, Madagascar, 

Mauritius, Seychelles and Zimbabwe declared their intention to move beyond trade in goods 
toward a more comprehensive agreement, and the interim agreement includes cooperation on 

technical barriers to trade and standards on animals and plant health.  

The East African Community (EAC)181 finalised the negotiations for EPA with the EU in 2014. 

In 2016 Rwanda signed the agreement and Kenya ratified it. It covers trade in goods and 

development cooperation, with a specific chapter on fisheries focused on reinforcing cooperation 

 
177 Informations on EPAs retrieved from https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/ consulted in June 2020.  
178 Benin, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Ivory Coast, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, 
Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Togo. 
179 Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo (Brazzaville), the Congo Democratic Republic of (Kinshasa), 
Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Sao Tome & Principe. 
180 Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Seychelles, Sudan, Zambia, Zimbabwe. 
181 Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda. 

https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/
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on the sustainable use of resources. The agreement is in line with the EAC Common External 
Tariff and bans unjustified or discriminatory restrictions on imports and exports.  

Southern African Development Community (SADC)182 signed an EPA with the EU but without 
some partners countries. Democratic Republic of Congo, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Zambia 

and Zimbabwe are official partners of the SADC but decided to negotiate Economic Partnership 

Agreements with the EU as part of other regional groups, namely Central Africa or Eastern and 

Southern Africa. The agreement provisionally applies to all countries except for Angola since 2016 

(since 2018 for Mozambique). South Africa and EU trade relations are regulated by the Trade, 

Development and Co-operation Agreement (TDCA) since 1999. In 2016 the EPA entered into 

provisional application repealing the trade component of TDCA. The EPA includes a bilateral 

protocol between the EU and South Africa on the protection of geographical indications and trade 
in wines and spirit. The agreement guarantees duty-free and quota-free access to the EU market, 

and it also provides the possibility to shield sensitive products from full liberalisation and there is 

a provision for a safeguards mechanism that can be deployed if imports from the EU are growing 

too quickly.  

  

 
182 Angola, Botswana, Lesotho, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Eswatini. 
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Annex 4 - The complex EU development policy chain of 
command and instruments 

 

Figure 10 - The complex EU development policy chain of command and instruments 
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Annex 5 – JAES First Action Plan 2008-2010: Key 
partnerships and actions  

 

Partnerships KEY ACTIONS 

Peace and 
security  

 Enhance dialogue on challenges to peace and security  
 Full operationalisation of the African Peace and Security Architecture 
 Predictable Funding for African-led Peace Support Operations. 

Democratic 
governance and 
Human Rights  

 Enhance dialogue at global level and in international fora  
 Promote the African Peer Review Mechanism and support the African Charter 

on Democracy, Elections and Governance  
 Strengthen cooperation in the area of cultural goods. 

Trade and 
regional 
integration  

 Support the African integration agenda 
 Strengthen African capacities in the area of rules, standards, and quality 

control  
 Implement the Africa-EU Infrastructure Partnership. 

Millennium 
Development 
Goals (MDGs)  

 Ensure the finance and policy base for achieving the MDGs  
 Accelerate the achievement of the Food Security Targets of the MDGs 
 Accelerate the achievement of the Health Targets of the MDGs 
 Accelerate the achievement of the Education Targets of the MDGs. 

Energy   Implement the Energy Partnership to intensify cooperation on energy security 
and energy access. 

Climate Change  
 Build a common agenda on climate change policies and cooperation; o 

Cooperate to address land degradation and increasing aridity, including the 
‘Green Wall for the Sahara Initiative’. 

Migration 
Mobility and 
Employment  

 Implement the Declaration of the Tripoli Conference on Migration and 
Development 

 Implement the Africa-EU Plan of Action on Trafficking of Human Beings  
 Implement and follow up the 2004 Ouagadougou Declaration and Action Plan 

on Employment and Poverty Alleviation in Africa. 

 Science, 
Information 
society and 
space 

 Support the development of an inclusive information society in Africa; o 
Support S&T Capacity Building in Africa and Implement Africa's Science and 
Technology Consolidated Plan of Action 

 Enhance cooperation on space applications and technology. 

Table 12 - JAES First Action Plan 2008-2010: key partnerships and actions 

Source: JAES Action Plan 2008-2010 from https://africa-eu-

partnership.org/sites/default/files/documents/jaes_action_plan_2008-2010.pdf 

  

https://africa-eu-
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Annex 6 - Institutional stakeholders involved in the 
Africa-EU partnership and recurrent meetings, after 
2010 
 

 

Figure 11 - Institutional stakeholders involved in the Africa-EU partnership, and main 
recurrent meetings (after 2010) 

Source: Author’s elaboration from https://africa-eu-partnership.org/en/about-us/how-it-works 

 

https://africa-eu-partnership.org/en/about-us/how-it-works
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Annexe 7 – EU’s Aid effectiveness: main indicators and 
trends (2016 and 2018)  

 

Source: Author’s elaboration based on data retrieved from ‘Effective Development Cooperation. Does the EU deliver? 

Detailed Analysis of the EU Performance. Output 2 – Detailed Analysis of the EU Institutions and Member States 

performance’. Consortium BKP Development. Submitted to DG DEVCO A2 Date: 05/05/2020 

Note: The data presented in the report examines the performance of the EU and Member States, building on the analysis 

of the 2019 Global Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation (GPEDC) monitoring report. The GPEDC regularly 

monitors progress on implementation through a biannual and voluntary monitoring exercise, the latest rounds of which 

have been conducted in 2014, 2016 with the last concluded in 2018. 

Indicator Trend Trend 

2016 2018 2016 2018
Development partners use of country-
led results frameworks

65% 62% -3%
65% 
(66%)

59% 
(64%)

-6%

Alignment at objectives level 81% 84% 3% 79%
(85%)

80%
(83%)

1%

Alignement at results level 62% 56% -6%
62%

(62%)
54%

(59%)
-8%

Alignement at monitoring and 
statisctics level

53% 43% -10%
43%

(52%)
53%

(50%)
10%

Percentage of New Interventions that 
Plan a Final Evaluation with 
Government Involvement 

54% 52% -2%
51%

(48%)
46%

(59%)
-5%

Annual Predictability 73% 84% 11%
75%

(83%)
83%

(87%)
8%

Medium Term Predictability 66% 56% -10%
61%

(71%)
46%

(67%)
-15%

Development co-operation is included 
in budgets subject to parliamentary 
oversight 

55% 36% -19%
54%

(66%)
35%

(61%)
-19%

Use of partner country public financial 
management systems 

53% 47% -6%
49%

(50%)
48%

(49%)
-1%

Budget 46% 47% 1%
47%

(52%)
48%

(56%)
1%

Financial reporting 59% 48% -11%
53%

(57%)
48%

(52%)
-5%

Audit 54% 46% -8%
48%

(57%)
47%

(53%)
-1%

Procurement 56% 48% -8%
49%

(37%)
49%

(53%)
0%

Untied aid 89% 93% 4%
84%

(78%)
92%

(81%)
8%

EU in Africa 
EU in partner countries 
overall (average other 

donors)
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Annexe 8 – Main objectives for a new ACP-EU 
partnership  

EU Negotiation Mandate  ACP Negotiation Mandate  ACP-EU new Partnership  

 Forging a comprehensive 
partnership focussed on 
building peaceful, stable, 
well-governed, 
prosperous and resilient 
states and societies 

 Accelerating progress 
towards the attainment of 
the Sustainable 
Development Goals and, 
in particular, poverty 
eradication 

 Building effective alliances 
in international settings, 
with a view to driving 
global action forward. 

 Alignment to Agenda 2030 and the 
SDGs as the overarching development 
framework 

 Commitment to democracy, peace and 
security, post-conflict reconstruction and 
rehabilitation 

 Promotion of regional integration, and 
respect for the principles of subsidiarity, 
complementarity, and proportionality in 
relation to regional and continental 
groupings, as well as maintaining the 
geographical and geopolitical character 
of the ACP Group 

 Unequivocal support for multilateralism, 
and a fair and equitable rules-based 
world order for facilitating international 
dialogue 

 Promotion of preferential trading 
arrangements, including those amongst 
ACP countries. as envisaged by the 
Caribbean Single Market and Economy 
(CSME) or the African Continental Free 
Trade Agreement (AfCFTA) 

 Increase the role of the private sector in 
the social and economic transformation 
of ACP Member States 

 Provision of a dedicated multiannual 
financial mechanism available to all ACP 
States, including those that have or will 
graduate to Middle-Income Status, 
delivering substantial and predictable 
resources for financing development 
objectives and incorporating the 
internationally agreed principles of the 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness. 

 Enhancement of the preferential trading 
arrangements, in both goods and 
services and development cooperation 
provisions of EPAs/Interim EPAs, to 
ensure that ACP States, inter alia, derive 
greater trade benefits and the 
developmental gains on which the EPAs 
are premised. 

 Promote, protect and fulfil human 
rights, democratic principles, the 
rule of law and good governance, 
paying particular attention to 
gender equality 

 Build peaceful and resilient states 
and societies, tackling ongoing 
and emerging threats to peace 
and security 

 Foster human and social 
development, and in particular to 
eradicate poverty and address 
inequalities, ensuring that 
everyone enjoys a life of dignity 
and that no one is left behind, with 
special attention paid to women 
and girls 

 Mobilise investment, support 
trade and foster private-sector 
development, with a view to 
achieving sustainable and 
inclusive growth and creating 
decent jobs for all 

 •Combat climate change, protect 
the environment and ensure the 
sustainable management of 
natural resources  

 Implement a comprehensive and 
balanced approach to migration, 
so as to reap the benefits of safe, 
orderly and regular migration and 
mobility, stem irregular migration 
whilst addressing its root causes, 
in full respect of international law 
and in accordance with the 
Parties’ respective competences. 

Source: Author’s elaboration based on official documents. 
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Annexe 9 – Compared tables of content: The ACP 
Negotiation Mandate, the EU Negotiation Mandate and 
the new EU-OACP Agreement (April 2021).  
ACP Mandate EU Mandate  New EU-OACP Agreement 
TABLE OF CONTENTS  
PART I - CONTEXT  
PART II - GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
FOR THE NEGOTIATION 
PART III - OBJECTIVES OF A 
POST-COTONOU AGREEMENT 
PART IV - CROSS-CUTTING 
THEMES  
A. Capacity Building  
B. Vulnerability and Resilience-
Building  
C. Ocean and Seas 
D. Climate Change  
E. Gender Equality 
F. Health  
G. Youth and the Demographic 
Dividend 
H. Culture and Development  
I. Peace, Security and Democracy  
 
PART V - STRATEGIC THEMATIC 
PILLARS  
PILLAR 1 - TRADE, INVESTMENT, 
INDUSTRIALISATION AND 
SERVICE  
1- BACKGROUND SPECIFIC 
OBJECTIVES 
2-AREAS OF COOPERATION  
A. Trade in Goods and Services 
B. Investment 
C. Industrialisation 
PILLAR 2 - DEVELOPMENT 
COOPERATION, TECHNOLOGY, 
SCIENCE, INNOVATION AND 
RESEARCH 
1- BACKGROUND 
2- SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES  
3- DEVELOPMENT 
COOPERATION 
A. The Benefits of Development 
Finance Cooperation  
B. Intra-ACP Cooperation 
C. Institutional Arrangement  
D. Main Areas of Development 
Finance Support  
E. Technology, Science, 
Innovation and Research  
F. Research and Innovation in 
Strengthening Health Systems 
PILLAR 3 - POLITICAL DIALOGUE 
AND ADVOCACY 
1- BACKGROUND 
2- SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES  
3- GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR 
POLITICAL DIALOGUE 
4- AREAS OF COOPERATION  
A. Political Dialogue and SDGs  
B. Peace and Security 
C. Political Dialogue Processes  

1. NATURE AND SCOPE OF THE 
AGREEMENT  
2. FOUNDATION  
PART 1 COMMON PROVISIONS  
Title I Objectives 
Title II Principles 
Title III Political dialogue  
Title IV Policy coherence for 
development  
 
PART 2 STRATEGIC 
PRIORITIES  
Title I Human rights, fundamental 
freedoms, democracy, rule of law 
and good governance 
Title II Human development and 
dignity 
Title III Inclusive sustainable 
economic development  
Title IV Environmental 
sustainability, climate change and 
sustainable management of 
natural resources 
Title V Peace, security and justice  
Title VI Migration and mobility  
PART 3 INTERNATIONAL 
COOPERATION  
 
3. EU-AFRICA PARTNERSHIP 
Part 1 BASIS FOR 
COOPERATION  
Part 2 STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 
Title I Peace and security 
Title II Human rights, fundamental 
freedoms, democracy, rule of law, 
and good governance 
Title III Human development and 
dignity 
Title IV Inclusive sustainable 
economic development  
Title V Mobility and migration  
Title VI Environmental 
sustainability, climate change and 
sustainable management of 
natural resources  
4. EU-CARIBBEAN 
PARTNERSHIP  
Part 1 BASIS FOR 
COOPERATION  
Part 2 STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 
Title I Environmental sustainability, 
climate change and sustainable 
management of natural resources  
Title II: Inclusive and sustainable 
economic development  
Title III: Human security, human 
rights, and good governance 

PART I - GENERAL PROVISIONS  
PART II - STRATEGIC 
PRIORITIES  
TITLE I - HUMAN RIGHTS, 
DEMOCRACY, AND 
GOVERNANCE IN PEOPLE-
CENTRED AND RIGHTS-BASED 
SOCIETIES  
TITLE II - PEACE AND SECURITY  
TITLE III - HUMAN AND SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT  
TITLE IV - INCLUSIVE, 
SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC 
GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT  
TITLE V - ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY AND CLIMATE 
CHANGE  
TITLE VI - MIGRATION AND 
MOBILITY  
PART III - GLOBAL ALLIANCES 
AND INTERNATIONAL 
COOPERATION  
PART IV - MEANS OF 
COOPERATION AND 
IMPLEMENTATION  
PART V - INSTITUTIONAL 
FRAMEWORK  
PART VI - FINAL PROVISIONS  
REGIONAL PROTOCOLS:  
AFRICA REGIONAL PROTOCOL 
PART I - FRAMEWORK FOR 
COOPERATION  
PART II - KEY AREAS OF 
COOPERATION 
TITLE I - INCLUSIVE 
SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC 
GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT 
TITLE II - HUMAN AND SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT  
TITLE III - ENVIRONMENT, 
NATURAL RESOURCES 
MANAGEMENT AND CLIMATE 
CHANGE  
TITLE IV - PEACE AND 
SECURITY 106 
TITLE V - HUMAN RIGHTS, 
DEMOCRACY AND 
GOVERNANCE  
TITLE VI - MIGRATION AND 
MOBILITY  
 
CARRIBEAN REGIONAL 
PROTOCOL:  
PART I - FRAMEWORK FOR 
COOPERATION  
PART II - KEY AREAS OF 
COOPERATION  
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D. Political Dialogue and 
Migration 
E. Advocacy  
F. Actors of Political Dialogue 
PART VI - PROVISIONS FOR 
LDCS, LLDCS, SIDS, MICS AND 
HIMICS  
PART VII - PARTIES/ ACTORS  
PART VIIII - INSTITUTIONAL 
FRAMEWORK 
PART IX - FINAL PROVISIONS  
 
 
 
 

Title IV: Human development and 
social cohesion  
5. EU-PACIFIC PARTNERSHIP 
Part 1 BASIS FOR 
COOPERATION  
Part 2 STRATEGIC PRIORITIES  
Title I Environmental sustainability, 
climate change and sustainable 
management of natural resources  
Title II Inclusive and sustainable 
economic development  
Title III: Security, human rights, 
and good governance  
Title IV: Human development and 
social cohesion  
 
6. DIVERSIFIED COOPERATION 
 
7. INSTITUTIONAL 
FRAMEWORK 
 
8. FINAL PROVISIONS 
 
 

TITLE I - INCLUSIVE 
SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC 
GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT  
TITLE II - ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY, CLIMATE 
CHANGE AND SUSTAINABLE 
MANAGEMENT OF NATURAL 
RESOURCES  
TITLE III - HUMAN RIGHTS, 
GOVERNANCE, PEACE AND 
SECURITY  
TITLE IV- HUMAN 
DEVELOPMENT, SOCIAL 
COHESION AND MOBILITY  
PACIFIC REGIONAL PROTOCOL:  
PART I - FRAMEWORK FOR 
COOPERATION  
PART II - KEY AREAS OF 
COOPERATION  
TITLE I - ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY AND CLIMATE 
CHANGE  
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TITLE III - OCEANS, SEAS AND 
FISHERIES  
TITLE IV - SECURITY, HUMAN 
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GOVERNANCE  
TITLE V - HUMAN AND SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT  
 
ANNEXES  
ANNEXE I:  
RETURN AND READMISSION 
PROCESSES  
 
ANNEXE II: OPERATIONS OF 
THE EUROPEAN INVESTMENT 
BANK  
 
DECLARATIONS  
 
EU DECLARATION ON MEANS 
OF COOPERATION AND 
IMPLEMENTATION  
DECLARATION BY THE PARTIES 
TO THIS AGREEMENT BOUND 
BY THE AFRICA REGIONAL 
PROTOCOL THAT ARE 
MEMBERS OF THE 
ORGANISATION OF AFRICAN, 
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Source: Author’s elaboration based on official documents 

Note: Parts highlighted in pink refer to the first set of micro-goals analysed while parts highlighted in green refer to the 
second set of micro-goals analysed. 
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Annexe 10 – The Atlas of Migration, European 
Commission’s Knowledge Centre on Migration and 
Demography (KCMD) (Africa’s profile) 
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Introduction 
Data protection is one of the most important policy domains for the EU in terms of its global 

governance ambitions and successes. It is routinely cited as a paradigmatic case of the so-called 

Brussels effect (Bradford 2020, 2012), and after decades of consistent consolidation and 

development the EU’s data protection framework is now an unavoidable point of reference for the 

growing number of countries that are developing frameworks of their own (Greenleaf 2021). In 

this deep dive, we assess the evolution of the EU’s data protection framework from the 
perspective of the TRIGGER model of actorness and effectiveness (Teebken, Jacob, and Guske 

2019). It is hoped that this exercise will provide an insightful analysis of the data protection 

domain, but our overarching objective across the four deep dives in this deliverable is to assess 

how well our definition and operationalisation of the actorness and effectiveness concepts can 

capture real-world developments across a diverse set of policy domains.  

1) Our data protection analysis proceeds in four stages. In our first chapter, we outline how 

data protection governance, in the EU and globally, has evolved since the 1980s. We 

highlight the steady progression in the EU from a patchy set of national data protection 

measures through to the implementation of the GDPR since 2018 – a process that has 

seen the EU consolidate its position as a global leader in this field. In the second chapter, 
we focus on actorness. We assess how the EU has performed over time on each of the 

seven dimensions in the TRIGGER actorness model. We look at three broad periods: 

from 1980 until the 1995 Data Protection Directive, from the directive through to the 

agreement of the GDPR, and the period since then. Although there are important 

differences between how the EU fares on different dimensions, the overall picture that 

emerges is an unambiguous one of increasing actorness. In the third chapter, we turn to 

consider effectiveness, which is defined in terms of external goal attainment. We identify 

six key goals of the EU in the data protection domain. Two are of particular importance: 
the protection of individual rights (where we highlight concerns around compliance and 

consent) and the positioning of the EU as a global driving force (where we conclude the 

EU has been highly effective). The effectiveness chapter also includes two case studies 

that focus on narrower ‘micro’ goals in specific negotiation contexts: the EU’s Privacy 

Shield negotiations with the US, and its work with the Council of Europe to ensure that 

the CoE’s revised Convention 108 is aligned with the GDPR. The deep dive then 

concludes with a short final section which highlights four factors that in our view are likely 
to be important determinants of the outlook for the EU in the data protection domain. 

These are (i) the need to prevent slippage on data protection fundamentals, such as 

consent; (ii) continuing challenges related to national fragmentation; (iii) possible trade-

offs between strong data protection and levels of EU innovation and growth; and (iv) the 

prospect of further increases in the EU’s international influence.  
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1. Global and EU governance of data protection: an 
overview 

1.1. Global governance 
This chapter of the deep dive on data protection looks at the evolution of global and EU 

governance since the 1970s, when technological developments pushed data protection onto the 

policy agenda. Although the governance landscape has evolved very significantly in the 

intervening decades, it remains something of a patchwork globally, with different principles being 

applied in different ways in different places. There has not been a landmark global agreement on 
data protection, equivalent to the Paris Climate Accords or the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Consequently, the analysis that follows is structured around a series of phases of activity, rather 

than around individual milestones. These phases are not rigidly defined, but they identify broad 

periods in which significant governance change took place.  

As we shall see, one of the key global governance challenges has been to accommodate 

deepening patterns of data globalisation within a fragmented regulatory landscape. The European 

Union has been central to that process, with both formal mechanisms (such as ‘adequacy’ 

decisions) and more informal weight of influence – the so-called Brussels effect’(Bradford 2020) 

– making the EU’s approach to data protection an increasingly important part of the global 

governance landscape. For this reason, there is significant overlap between some of the key 

milestones analysed in the two subsections that follow. In the first of these, on the evolution of 
global governance, discussion of developments in the EU is limited to those aspects that have 

made a significant difference to the evolution of the global picture. The second subsection looks 

more closely at the dynamics within the EU that have shaped the bloc’s changing approach to 

data protection over the decades. Both of these strands – internal dynamics and external 

influence – will then feed into the next section of this report, which focuses on the EU’s actorness 

in this policy domain. 

1.1.1. A timeline of global governance 

The following table provides a timeline of selected important developments in the evolution of the 

global governance of data protection. It also indicates the three phases into which this evolution 

has been divided for analysis in subsequent subsections. 
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 Year Development 
Ph

as
e 

1 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Art .12 includes privacy) 

1970 World’s first data protection law, in Hesse, Germany 

1973 First national data protection law, in Sweden 

1970s Introduction of national laws in countries including: Sweden, Denmark, Norway, 
Germany, Austria, France and the UK 

1980 OECD Guidelines on the Protection of Privacy and Transborder Flows of Personal 
Data 

1981 Council of Europe Convention for the protection of individuals with regard to 
automatic processing of personal data (Convention 108) 

1990 UN Guidelines for the Regulation of Computerized Personal Data Files 

Ph
as

e 
2 1995 EU Directive 95/46/EC on the protection of individuals with regard to the 

processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data 
1995 US Privacy And The National Information Infrastructure: Principles For Providing And 

Using Personal Information 

1997 US A Framework for Global Electronic Commerce 

2000 EU-US: Safe Harbor adequacy decision 

2005 APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation) Privacy Framework 

2007 OECD Recommendation on Cross-border Co-operation in the Enforcement of Laws 
Protecting Privacy 

2011 ISO 29100 Privacy framework 

2012 Global Privacy Enforcement Network (GPEN) Action Plan  

Ph
as

e 
3 2013 Snowden revelations; trigger launch of Schrems I case 

2013 Revision of 1980 OECD guidelines 

2014 AU (African Union) Convention on Cyber Security and Protection of Personal Data 

2015 EU Schrems I CJEU verdict: Safe Harbor invalidated 

2015 EU-US ‘umbrella agreement’ covering data transfer for law enforcement  

2015 UN Special Rapporteur appointed 

2016 EU-US Privacy Shield introduced to replace Safe Harbor 

2016 EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 

2017 China Cybersecurity Law 

2017 EU-US Schrems II challenge to standard contractual clauses 

2018 Cambridge Analytica scandal 

2018 GDPR into force 

2018 Council of Europe Revised CoE Convention 108 (Convention 223) 

2018 Major national and subnational laws. California; Brazil; first India draft 

2018 China Personal Information Security Specification 

2019  ISO 27701 Privacy management 

2019 India revised law 

2019 Schrems II advocate general opinion (supports SCCs) 

Table 1 - Timeline of significant global governance developments 
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1.1.2. Phase 1: Up to 1995 

1.1.2.1 Beginnings in Hesse 

Data protection first became a significant focus of governance attention in the 1970s. The first 

data protection regulation was passed in 1970, in the German state of Hesse. (In general, the 

evolution of data protection governance has been driven by national, international or 

supranational actors, but it is interesting to note that subnational influence has increased again 

recently, with state-level legislation setting the pace in the United States – see the discussion of 

Phase 3 below.) The Hesse regulation highlights a feature of data protection global governance 

that has remained crucial ever since: the role of technological change as a driver of governance 
evolution. The Hessian Data Protection Act was a response to the advent of large-scale 

government databanks (Simitis 2010). In Hesse, such databanks began being used in the 1960s, 

with a view to improving long-term policymaking in areas such as finance, social security and 

healthcare. However, the potential misuse of sensitive medical or financial data for other 

purposes, has the potential to contribute to a surveillance society. There is an echo of more recent 

debates in the fact that one of the specific motivations for the statute was concern that Hesse’s 

databanks might be used to ‘manipulate an individual’s behavior through the increasingly 
sophisticated processing or personal data’ (Simitis 1995). The law only covered the automated 

processing of personal data in the public sector; the assumption was that no private-sector entity 

could have the financial and technological resources that would be needed to engage in mass 

data processing at the level of the population, even in a subnational polity (Simitis 2010). 

Even the drafting of this first subnational regulation demonstrated the inherently international 

nature of this policy domain. Simitis (2010) notes that the passing of the Hessian act was 

preceded by a study of how US legislators were approaching similar issues. Although no US 

legislation had been passed at that point, Congressional hearings had been held in the late 1960s 

on topics including ‘computer privacy’ and a Congressional report had been published on ‘privacy 

and the national data bank concept’.  

The regulation in Hesse was followed by the passage of a series of national data protection laws 

during the 1970s, predominantly in Europe. Sweden was the first to pass such a national law, 

followed by others including Germany, France, Norway and Denmark. In three European 
countries – Portugal, Spain and Austria – early data protection rules were given constitutional 

force during the 1970s.  

Outside Europe, in 1974 the US passed the Privacy Act, which focused on the risk of public-sector 
data processing leading both to breaches of individual privacy and to wider harms resulting from 

the misuse of ‘information systems’. This law came a year after an important Department of 

Health, Education and Welfare committee report, Records, Computers and the Rights of Citizens, 

which introduced ‘fair information practices’ for the first time, an idea that has since become 
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central to the governance of data protection (US Department of Health and Welfare 1973). These 
are the five principles suggested by the report:  

 There must be no personal data record-keeping systems whose very existence is secret. 

 There must be a way for an individual to find out what information about him is in a record 

and how it is used. 

 There must be a way for an individual to prevent information about him obtained for one 

purpose from being used or made available for other purposes without his consent. 

 There must be a way for an individual to correct or amend a record of identifiable 

information about himself. 

 Any organisation creating, maintaining, using, or disseminating records of identifiable 

personal data must assure the reliability of the data for their intended use and must take 
reasonable precautions to prevent misuse of the data. 

In general, however, data protection legislation in the US developed on a sectoral basis from an 

early stage (Cody 1998).  

1.1.2.2 The OECD and Council of Europe 

By the beginning of the 1980s, with computerised data processing and resulting concerns about 

data protection both on the rise, the formal internationalisation of governance in this area begins. 

The two key developments here are the OECD’s Guidelines on the Protection of Privacy and 

Transborder Flows of Personal Data, published in 1980, and the Council of Europe’s Convention 

for the Protection of Individuals with regard to Automatic Processing of Personal Data, published 
a year later. One important feature of both the OECD and Council of Europe data protection 

principles is that they explicitly apply across both the public and private sectors, an important shift 

from initial assumptions that only the public sector could amass enough data to require 

safeguards. However, in terms of the substantive principles of data principles, there was continuity 

with the consensus that had been developing among a growing number of advanced economies 

during the 1970s. 

The title of the OECD’s 1980 guidelines captures a tension that remains important to the evolution 

of data protection rules today. On the one hand, the OECD recognised the growing importance 

of the kinds of privacy concerns that had begun to cause ‘alarm’ in the 1970s and that had 

prompted national legislators to begin putting protections in place (OECD 2013). On the other 
hand, the organisation’s mandate was ‘to foster economic growth and contribute to the expansion 

of world trade’, and so it sought to ensure that data protection rules did not create barriers to the 

free flow of information that might hold back growth. Privacy and the free flow of data are referred 

to in the OECD Council Recommendation preceding the guidelines as ‘fundamental but 

competing values’ (OECD 2011). The OECD’s objective was to try to align these competing 

values – to establish fundamental principles of data protection that would apply across its member 

countries, thereby giving them the confidence to allow data to flow freely between them, without 
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worrying about data protection standards dropping. The guiding objective was to protect privacy 
in a way that would avoid the need for new restrictions on cross-border data flows.  

The OECD guidelines were agreed in September 1980 and comprised eight national data 
protection principles and four principles relating to cross-border data flows. The principles were 

non-binding (OECD 2011). 

 Collection limitation. Data collection should be lawful and fair, and ‘where appropriate’ 
with the knowledge or consent of the individual. 

 Data quality. Personal data should be accurate, complete, up to date and relevant to 

their intended purpose. 

 Purpose specification. The purpose of personal data collection should be made clear 
at the time of collection, and data should only be used for other purposes if this does not 

conflict with the original purpose and if the individual is informed. 

 Use limitation. Personal data should not be processed except (i) with the consent of the 

individual, or (ii) the law requires it 

 Security safeguards. Personal data should be protected against risks such as loss, 
unauthorised access, destruction, disclosure, etc. 

 Openness principle. Individuals should be able to establish the existence, nature and 

purpose of personal data, as well as the identity and residence of the data controller. 

 Individual participation. Individuals should be able to receive ‘in a form that is readily 
intelligible’ the personal data that a data controller holds about him. 

 Accountability principle. A data controller should be accountable for complying with 

these principles. 

 International principle 1. Countries should take into consideration the implications for 
other countries of their domestic processing and export of personal data. 

 International principle 2. Cross-border flows of personal data, including through transit 

countries, should be uninterrupted and secure. 

 International principle 3. OECD countries should not restrict cross-border flows of 

personal data to another OECD country unless: (i) the OECD principles are not observed 
there, (ii) re-export of the data could breach domestic privacy rules, or (iii) restrictions are 

justified by domestic legislation relating to certain categories of personal data. 

 International principle 4. Countries should not use privacy and individual liberties as 

pretexts for introducing rules that exceed their stated purpose and are actually intended 

to impede cross-border flows of personal data. 

The principles embodied in the Council of Europe’s Convention 108 are broadly in line with those 

of the OECD. The similarity between the two sets of principles reflects two things: the fact that 

international consensus was already emerging in this area, and the fact that the two teams 

drafting their respective sets of principles worked in ‘close collaboration’ with each other (Council 
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of Europe 1981). There is a difference in emphasis, however. While the potential tension between 
domestic regulation and international data flows is foregrounded in the OECD guidelines, the 

former has greater priority in Convention 108. According to an explanatory paper published with 

the convention: ‘The object of this convention is to strengthen data protection, i.e. the legal 

protection of individuals with regard to automatic processing of personal information relating to 

them’ (Council of Europe 1981). The convention is also framed in terms of power and 

responsibility – ‘Information power’ brings with it a corresponding ‘social responsibility’ – a 

formulation with contemporary resonance given current efforts to adapt the governance of data 
protection for an era of big data, social media and giant technology companies. 

There are three notable differences between the OECD guidelines and Convention 108. The first 

is that the convention is binding, although governments are free to decide how to implement its 
principles. The second is that the convention requires sensitive data to be treated differently. The 

OECD guidelines allow for special treatment of sensitive data but do not require it. And the third 

difference is that the convention applies only to the automated processing of data, whereas the 

guidelines cover manual records and processing too. Together the two sets of principles 

encapsulate the consensus on data processing principles that had developed during the 1970s, 

and that was being implemented in a growing number of countries, particularly in Europe. A 

broadly similar set of principles was included in the UN’s Guidelines for the Regulation of 

Computerized Personal Data Files in 1990. More significantly, Convention 108 formed the basis 
for the EU’s Data Protection Directive 95/46, which marked an important step in the globalisation 

of data protection governance.  

1.1.3. Phase 2: 1995 to 2012 

The second phase of the evolution of global governance of data protection, from 1995 to 2012, 
spans a period in which digital technology and economic globalisation advanced rapidly and in 

tandem, with the advent of the internet and e-commerce. If the first phase was characterised by 

the emergence of a broad consensus on data protection principles, the second phase is 

characterised by very different approaches taken on the two sides of the Atlantic. The EU built on 

Convention 108 to create its own binding data protection rules in the 1995 Directive. Two years 

later the US adopted an approach relying much more heavily on corporate self-regulation. The 

tension between these two approaches risked a rupture in transatlantic data flows. Efforts to 

square that circle began with the Safe Harbor programme in 2000 and still have not been fully 
resolved at the time of writing in 2020.  

1.1.3.1 The EU: The 1995 Data Protection Directive  

The dynamics that led to the agreement of the 1995 Data Protection Directive 95/46/EC are dealt 

with in the next section, which focuses on the evolution of European data protection governance. 

Our concern here is the impact that the directive, which took effect in 1998, had on the global 

governance landscape. The answer is that it had a very significant impact. Amply fulfilling the 
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intention expressed by the European Council in 1994 ‘to set an example’, the directive put in place 
a system of extraterritorial influence which over time has allowed the EU to become a regulatory 

superpower in this area (Simitis 1995).  

The key provisions of the directive in this respect are the principle of adequacy (Article 25) and a 

series of derogations (Article 26), which set out the conditions under which data can be transferred 

to third countries. In important ways, the directive closely mirrors the OECD and guidelines and 

the CoE’s Convention 108. It establishes the principles of data protection that should apply across 

the EU, and it ties the free flow of personal data to the upholding of these principles. Where the 

directive differs is that it is backed by the economic heft of a bloc which in 1995 accounted for 

around 27% of global GDP. The directive ties data protection to market access, in a move 

described as ‘aggressive’ by more than one scholar (Salbu 2002).  

The data protection principles embodied in the directive are based on those in Convention 108. 

Birnhack (2008) summarises them as follows:  

‘The core principles (art. 6), are that personal data must be processed fairly and lawfully, 

collected for specified, explicit and legitimate purposes and not further processed in a way 

incompatible with those purposes; that the data collected is adequate, relevant and not 
excessive in relation to the purposes for which they are collected and/or further processed; 

that it is accurate and, where necessary, kept up to date; that it is kept in a form which permits 

identification of data subjects for no longer than is necessary for the purposes for which the 

data were collected or for which they are further processed. Furthermore (art. 7), personal 

data may be processed only under certain circumstances: if the data subject has 

unambiguously consented to the processing; if it is necessary for performing a contract to 

which the data subject is a party or complying with a legal obligation, protecting vital interests 

of the data subject, or if the processing is necessary for the public interest or for the 
controller’s legitimate interests. The directive further prohibits the processing of special 

categories of data (art. 8), such as racial origins, political beliefs or data relating to health or 

sexuality.’ 

Chapter IV of the directive deals with the export of data to third countries. The adequacy principle 

is introduced in Article 25(1), which states that: 

‘The Member States shall provide that the transfer to a third country of personal data which 

are undergoing processing or are intended for processing after transfer may take place only 

if, without prejudice to compliance with the national provisions adopted pursuant to the other 

provisions of this directive, the third country in question ensures an adequate level of 

protection.’  

The directive does not spell out what constitutes ‘an adequate level of protection.’ This 

question was left to a working party established by the directive and comprising 
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representatives of the Member State supervisory authorities and of the EU institutions. In a 
working paper adopted in July 1998, the working party pointed to a set of ‘core’ requirements 

based on the provisions of the directive itself, covering both (i) legally enshrined data 

protection principles, and (ii) procedural and enforcement standards (WP12 1998). The 

working party added, however, that the definition of adequacy should ‘not be set in stone’, 

and it introduced the idea of risk-based assessment: ‘The degree of risk that the transfer 

poses to the data subject will be an important factor in determining the precise requirements 

of a particular case.’ 

The directive goes on in Article 25(4) to spell out the consequences of a decision that a country 

does not have adequate levels of data protection: ‘Member States shall take the measures 

necessary to prevent any transfer of data of the same type to the third country in question.’ In 
practice, however, this situation did not arise. In the decade after the directive took effect, no 

countries were declared to have inadequate levels of data protection. This is not because all 

countries had adequate data protection measures in place. It is because the directive provided a 

number of derogations (Article 26) which data controllers in third countries could rely on to permit 

data transfers even if country-level protections were insufficient. Such a data transfer could be 

permitted if: 

 the data subject had unambiguously consented to it (Article 26(1)(a)), or the transfer was 

necessary for the contractual reasons (Article 26(1)(b-c)) or to protect the public interest 

(Article 26(1)(d)) or the data subject’s vital interests (Article 26(1)(f)); 

 it was part of a business-to-business data flow that was based on ‘standard contractual 

clauses’ written by the Commission with a view to ensuring adequate levels of data 

protection (Article 26(4)); 

 it was an intra-company transfer within a multinational company, and was covered by 
‘binding corporate rules’ that embody the directive’s data protection principles (Article 

26(2); Birnhack 2008, 514). 

The absence of many formal adequacy decisions, coupled with the ability of third-country data 
controllers to use the derogations to justify data transfers, may suggest that the directive had 

limited direct global governance impact. But this would miss the catalysing role that the directive 

played by establishing a new benchmark for data protection and creating incentives for third-

country actors to increase their standards. These incentives were material, via the easing of 

commerce with the EU and the facilitation of domestic data-based economic activity. But there 

was also an important symbolic incentive in some cases, where adoption of the EU’s best practice 

was a marker of a country’s modernity (Birnhack 2008). However, neither of these incentives 

carried much weight for the US, which in the mid-1990s was the world’s unrivalled superpower 
and the engine of the burgeoning era of e-commerce. Its approach to data protection in the 

internet era was to be very different from the EU’s. 
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1.1.3.2 The US: Self-Regulation and Safe Harbor 

As we will see in the next section on EU governance, one important background factor in the 

development of the 1995 Directive was the evolution of the EU into an increasingly political as 

well as an economic union. The responsibility of the EU institutions for the smooth functioning of 
the single market began widening to include the protection of individuals’ fundamental rights. 

Accordingly, the directive strikes a balance between focusing on data flows as a matter of 

economics or individual rights. As Simitis notes, this marked a particular change for the 

Commission, the engine behind the directive’s development, which had previously seen data 

more narrowly in terms of economic activity and the single market (Simitis 1995).  

In the US, the direction of travel was in the other direction. In the mid-1990s the debate on data 

protection governance shifted firmly towards innovation and growth and towards relying on 

market-based regulatory mechanisms. It is easy to over-simplify the regulatory differences 

between the US and the EU (Wiener et al. 2017). However, this broad pattern of the US leaning 

more towards markets and the EU more towards rights persists as a feature of transatlantic data 
protection governance (Schwartz and Peifer 2017). It also influences digital governance trends 

more generally (Collins et al. 2020).  

As we saw earlier, it was in the US that the first list of ‘fair information practices’ was drafted, 
before being taken up and consolidated by the OECD and CoE. With the advent of the internet in 

the 1990s, there was renewed debate about fair information practices and principles (Cody 1998). 

For example, sets of principles were drawn up by the Information Infrastructure Task Force (IITF), 

the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and the National Telecommunications and Information 

Administration (NTIA). However, the landmark statement of internet governance principles in the 

US during the 1990s was a 1997 document from President Clinton entitled ‘A Framework for 

Global Electronic Commerce’ (White House 1997). Although this acknowledged the principles 
developed by the IITF, FTC and NTIA, its overriding message was the internet – including privacy 

and data protection issues arising on the internet – should be governed by private-sector self-

regulation, as opposed to the kind of top-down government regulation embodied by the EU 

Directive. This overarching philosophy rests on the role of innovation and growth. The US view 

was that the early growth and commercialisation of the internet had been due to private initiative 

and that this process should be allowed to continue: 

‘Though government played a role in financing the initial development of the internet, its 
expansion has been driven primarily by the private sector. For electronic commerce to 
flourish, the private sector must continue to lead. Innovation, expanded services, broader 
participation, and lower prices will arise in a market-driven arena, not in an environment that 
operates as a regulated industry. Accordingly, governments should encourage industry self-
regulation wherever appropriate and support the efforts of private sector organisations to 
develop mechanisms to facilitate the successful operation of the Internet’ (White House 
1997). 
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This approach extended to privacy concerns, with the government arguing that the private sector 
should lead, and there is only a weak suggestion that the government will step in if the private 

sector is found lacking. It is also important to note that any envisaged government intervention is 

seen as grounded on individuals’ rights as consumers rather than their fundamental political rights 

as in the EU: 

‘The Administration supports private sector efforts now underway to implement meaningful, 

consumer-friendly, self-regulatory privacy regimes. These include mechanisms for 

facilitating awareness and the exercise of choice online, evaluating private sector adoption 

of and adherence to fair information practices, and dispute resolution. The Administration 

also anticipates that technology will offer solutions to many privacy concerns in the online 

environment, including the appropriate use of anonymity. If privacy concerns are not 
addressed by industry through self-regulation and technology, the Administration will face 

increasing pressure to play a more direct role in safeguarding consumer choice regarding 

privacy online’ (White House 1997). 

This approach was seen by some as a missed opportunity to develop an omnibus approach to 

privacy and data protection in place of the status quo, an ad hoc approach that had ‘led to 

incoherence and significant gaps in the protection of citizens’ rights’ (Reidenberg 1999). Given 

this backdrop, one unavoidable question was how data flows (and related trade in goods and 

services) between the US and the EU – by far the two largest economic centres in the world at 

the time – would be facilitated. Greer (2011) notes unsurprisingly that the US assessed that its 

data protection regime would not be declared ‘adequate’ by the EU. Rather than rely on the EU 
Directive’s Article 26 derogations, two years of EU-US negotiations were launched, with a view to 

establishing a joint legal framework that would meet the adequacy threshold.  

The result was the Safe Harbor programme, which was declared adequate by the EU in July 2000 
and which took effect in November 2000, becoming a key feature of the global governance 

landscape until 2015, when it was ruled invalid by the CJEU. The idea at the heart of Safe Harbor 

was to ‘bridge the gap’ between the self-regulatory regime of the US and the EU’s requirement 

for legally enforceable protections (Kobrin 2004). The FTC was given a crucial role in achieving 

this aim. Participation in Safe Harbor was entirely voluntary for US companies. Those that decided 

to participate had to declare that they were in compliance with a series of data protection 

principles that met the EU’s requirements. There were seven principles (Stevens 1999): 

 Notice: individuals must be informed about the processing of their personal data; 

 Choice: individuals must be able to choose whether and how their personal data are 

used; 

 Onward transfer: individuals must be able to choose whether and how their data are 

transferred to third parties; 
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 Security: reasonable steps must be taken to protect data and ensure they are only used 
for the intended purpose; 

 Data integrity: data must be accurate, complete and up to date; 

 Access: individuals have the right to access their data and to amend or delete inaccurate 
information (unless the cost would be disproportionate); 

 Enforcement: mechanisms should be in place to ensure compliance with the principles. 

Under Safe Harbor, federal enforcement was provided indirectly – via companies’ self-

declarations of compliance with the principles. These declarations could be enforced by the FTC 

because of its jurisdiction over ‘unfair or deceptive acts or practices’ (Reidenberg 2001). Safe 

Harbor was contentious from the outset, and it was approved despite a (non-binding) vote against 

it in the European Parliament (Salbu 2002). Concerns became particularly acute in the wake of 

9/11, when the US government began requiring access to greater amounts of private-sector data 

for counter-terrorism purposes (Birnhack 2008). Safe Harbor weathered these storms in the first 
half of the 2000s, but the trigger for its collapse a decade later was for similar reasons, namely 

concerns about US data breaches in the wake of the Snowden revelations.  

1.1.3.3 Other developments  

It is worth noting that while this second phase of data protection global governance was 

dominated by the EU and US, there were also a number of initiatives that marked the involvement 

of a growing number of actors in this domain. For example, at a regional level 2005 saw the 21-
member Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) produced a regional privacy framework 

including nine data protection principles and seeking, like most of the Phase 2 initiatives we have 

discussed to balance the protection of privacy and the free flow of data. However, Birnhack (2008) 

notes that the APEC framework had little impact outside the APEC membership. In 2011, the 

International Organization for Standardization published an international standard for privacy 

principles (ISO 29100), which contained 11 privacy principles, all of which are familiar in light of 

the various frameworks we have been discussing (Wright and Raab 2014). And in 2012, an action 
plan was published by the Global Privacy Enforcement Network (GPEN), a network of privacy 

enforcement authorities that had been established on the basis of an OECD recommendation that 

there should be greater international coordination in this area (OECD 2007).  

1.1.4. Phase 3: 2013 to 2020 

The period since 2013 has been exceptionally significant for the evolution of data protection global 
governance. As in previous phases, this is partly a reflection of trends in technology and society. 

The exponential rise of social media and connected devices has led to an explosion of personal 

data, and therefore of data protection challenges. Similarly, the nature of the data ecosystem has 

changed. In earlier phases of regulatory activity, data flows were assumed to be relatively simple: 

transfers from one point to another. In the era of cloud computing, the locations where data are 
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stored, processed, accessed and used are much more dispersed. The US and China have been 
at the technological vanguard during this period, but the EU has remained at the heart of the 

global governance discussion, building on the influence of the 1995 Directive in the 2016 General 

Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) which consolidated the extraterritorial scope of the EU’s data 

protection regime. The influence that the GDPR enjoys has been reinforced by a succession of 

crises that have highlighted the increasing risks associated with personal data breaches. An 

example in the private sector is the Cambridge Analytica scandal, which took place around the 

time that the GDPR was coming into force. In the public sector, the Snowden revelations upended 
the Safe Harbor programme; uncertainty still persists over the legal basis of hugely significant 

EU-US data flows. 

1.1.4.1 From Safe Harbor to Privacy Shield 

The most significant development in the latest phase of the evolution of data protection global 

governance was the agreement of the GDPR in 2016. However, this was preceded by a collapse 

in the EU-US data governance arrangement which highlights important elements in the changing 
governance landscape. The trigger for the collapse was Edward Snowden’s leaking of information 

about the extent of global surveillance by the US National Security Authority (Landau 2013; 

Kalyanpur and Newman 2019). The chain of events that this led to demonstrates the increasingly 

complex network of actors and cross-border interventions that were now characterising the 

governance landscape for EU data protection: an Austrian citizen lodged a complaint with the 

data protection authority in Ireland questioning the legality of data transfers being carried out by 

a US-based company (Facebook), leading to a judgment by the CJEU that the entire Safe Harbor 

programme was invalid.  

The specific complaint in the so-called Schrems I case (named for the complainant, Maximilian 

Schrems) was that in light of the Snowden revelations, Facebook could not guarantee the 
protection of personal data being transferred from the EU to the US because it was now clear that 

US security authorities were intercepting them (Lam 2017). The complaint was lodged with the 

Irish Data Protection Commission (IDPC) because that was where Facebook’s EU servers were 

located. The IDPC rejected Schrems’s complaint, on the basis that Facebook was a participant 

in Safe Harbor, which had been deemed adequate by the Commission. Schrems appealed this 

decision to the Irish High Court, which in turn referred the matter up to the CJEU, which used the 

opportunity to assess the overall validity of Safe Harbor. Its judgment turned on the interpretation 

of the adequacy requirement in Article 25 of the 1995 Directive. It took an expansive view, 
interpreting adequacy to mean a level of protection is ‘essentially equivalent’ to the protection 

guaranteed within the EU (Drechsler 2019).  

The CJEU’s decision that Safe Harbor was invalid marked an important shift in the underlying 
governance philosophy that shaped data protection in Europe. As we have seen repeatedly, and 

following the lead taken by the OECD and CoE, the EU sought to balance fundamental rights and 
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economic growth in its approach to cross-border data flows. The CJEU decision came down more 
firmly on the side of fundamental rights, insisting that EU levels of protection be in place in third 

countries.  

The Schrems I verdict in October 2015 affected around 4 500 US companies using it as the basis 

for their data transfers with the EU. This triggered emergency negotiations to find a legal 

framework to replace Safe Harbor. The result was the Privacy Shield, which was agreed in 

February 2016 and deemed adequate by the Commission in July 2016. The new programme 

included four core principles (Schwartz and Peifer 2017): 

 Data Integrity and Purpose Limitation Principle. In particular, the Privacy Shield 

included an ‘express prohibition on incompatible processing’. It also added new 

safeguards protecting EU personal data from US government access. 

 Choice. Here the Privacy Shield moves closer than Safe Harbor to requiring the same 
protections as prevail within the EU.  

 Enforcement. This was the area where the Privacy Shield moved furthest in terms of 

requiring additional protections on the US side, with multiple mechanisms stipulated, 

including: 

o the ability of EU data subjects to complain with US companies using Privacy 
Shield, or with their own national data protection authorities 

o the availability of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms 

o the establishment of an arbitration mechanism (the Privacy Shield Panel) with 

the power to make binding decisions against US companies 

o the establishment of an independent US Ombudsperson 

 Oversight. The Privacy Shield is subject to an annual joint review by EU and US officials, 
and enforcement proceedings are overseen by the FTC and the Department of 

Commerce. 

1.1.4.2 The General Data Protection Regulation 

While the adequacy of the Privacy Shield programme was being assessed by the Commission, 

in April 2016, the EU adopted the GDPR, the successor to the 1995 Directive and another 

milestone in the evolution of data protection global governance. The EU governance implications 
of the GDPR – notably its directly binding impact across Member States – are discussed later in 

this report. Here we focus on its impact on wider patterns of global governance. One of these is 

general: the GDPR consolidates the EU’s position at the centre of the global governance 

landscape. Not in the sense that EU rules or norms prevail across the globe, but that those rules 

and norms are an unavoidable part of the debate about governance. Increasingly, other countries’ 

approaches are understood and evaluated relative to the EU benchmark, a sign of significant soft 

power. 
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There are some substantive data protection changes in the GDPR, such as an expansion of the 
definition of personal data to include genetic data, GPS data and pseudonymous data (Houser 

and Voss 2018). In addition, new financial enforcement mechanisms were introduced, with fines 

of up to 4 % of companies’ global revenues or USD 20 million, whichever is higher (Article 83). 

For our purposes, however, and the direct impact of the GDPR on the global governance 

landscape, the main provisions in the GDPR relate to adequacy and extraterritoriality.  

The basic adequacy framework (Article 45) remains broadly aligned with that contained in the 

1995 Directive. The GDPR still refers to the need for ‘an adequate level of protection’. However, 

Recital 104 now clarifies that ‘adequate’ is to be understood in light of the ‘essentially equivalent’ 

meaning laid down by the CJEU in Schrems I. Article 45 specifies that an adequacy decision need 

not relate to an entire country, but can also be sought by ‘a territory or one or more specified 
sectors’ within a third country. It also lists a number of factors that the Commission must take into 

account when assessing adequacy, including the rule of law, respect for human rights, the 

relevant legal context (including defence, criminal and national security law), independent 

supervision and commitments to international data protection instruments. As with the 1995 

Directive, there are other avenues that data controllers can use to justify transfers in the absence 

of an adequacy decision.  

On extraterritoriality, the GDPR is clearer than the 1995 Directive was on the circumstances in 

which its provisions have force beyond the borders of the EU (Houser and Voss 2018). Article 3 

addresses this point directly. 

 Article 3(1) stipulates that the GDPR applies to all data controllers in the EU, even if they 

conduct their data processing elsewhere: ‘This Regulation applies to the processing of 
personal data in the context of the activities of an establishment of a controller or a 

processor in the Union, regardless of whether the processing takes place in the Union or 

not.’ 

 Article 3(2) stipulates that the GDPR also applies to data controllers outside the EU when 

they process the personal data of individuals in the EU for certain purposes: ‘This 

Regulation applies to the processing of personal data of data subjects who are in the 
Union by a controller or processor not established in the Union, where the processing 

activities are related to: (a) the offering of goods or services, irrespective of whether a 

payment of the data subject is required, to such data subjects in the Union; or (b) the 

monitoring of their behaviour as far as their behaviour takes place within the Union.’ 

The combination of the GDPR’s adequacy and extraterritorial provisions puts in place a powerful 

set of de facto and de jure mechanisms through which the EU’s data protection framework now 

exerts influence on actors across the global governance landscape183. Influence at the country 

 
183 For a useful discussion of changing patterns of cross-border regulatory influence, see Chander, Kaminski, and 
McGeveran (2019). 
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level is achieved formally through the adequacy principle and informally through the GDPR’s de 
facto role as a global benchmark for data protection best practice. In practice, the annual reviews 

of the new national and international data protection instruments that have been introduced 

conducted by Greenleaf (2019a; 2019b) highlight the strong de facto influence that the EU 

framework exerts on the evolving global system. This is discussed further in the next subsection. 

As for formal influence via the adequacy principle, the 12 adequacy decisions under the 1995 

Directive remain valid until they are replaced (Drechsler 2019). The Commission has made one 

adequacy declaration since the GDPR came into force, relating to Japan (Schwartz 2019). 
Negotiations with South Korea are ongoing.  

In terms of influence over private sector actors, as we have seen the GDPR explicitly applies to 

many companies operating or based overseas. A more informal source of influence on private 
sector actors is via the so-called Brussels effect, which refers to the incentives that large 

companies have to align their operations around a single set of rules rather than to manage 

multiple fragmented systems across their operations. As Anu Bradford, who coined the phrase, 

puts it: ‘[M]ultinational corporations often have an incentive to standardize their production 

globally and adhere to a single rule. This converts the EU rule into a global rule’ (Bradford 2012). 

A good example of the Brussels effect in practice is Microsoft, which in the week the GDPR took 

effect announced that it would apply its core provisions globally: ‘As an EU regulation, GDPR 

creates important new rights specifically for individuals in the European Union. But we believe 
GDPR establishes important principles that are relevant globally. That’s why today we are 

announcing that we will extend the rights that are at the heart of GDPR to all of our consumer 

customers worldwide’ (Brill 2018). 

1.1.4.3 Data protection proliferation 

Although milestones such as the 1995 Directive and the GDPR stand out particularly prominently, 
one of the clearest indicators of the evolution of data protection global governance has been the 

increase in the number of countries with data protection laws in place. We saw earlier that the 

first such law was enacted in Sweden in 1973. By 2011, 76 countries had data protection laws in 

place, an average increase of around two per year in the intervening four decades. Between 2011 

and 2019 the number of countries with laws in place increased by 56 to 132, an average increase 

of 7 per year (Greenleaf 2019a).  

Many of the newest laws to be adopted have been modelled on or at least strongly influenced by 

the GDPR (Greenleaf 2021; Schünemann and Windwehr 2020). Examples include Brazil, which 

adopted a new national law in 2018 (Perrone and Strassburger 2018), and Kenya where the Data 

Protection Act was signed into law in November 2018 (Monyango 2019). However, the spread of 

data protection laws around the world is not simply a story of the EU approach being replicated. 
This is particularly true of the US and China, the other two giants in the landscape of data 

processing and protection, to which we will turn presently. But it can also be true elsewhere and 
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India provides a useful example. Although the country’s data protection law has yet to be enacted, 
its difficult evolution points to the fact that for all its global weight, the GDPR’s strong data 

protection principles still have to compete with other governance priorities. The entry into force of 

the GDPR has coincided with a tumultuous era in international relations in which multilateralism 

has been weakened and a growing number of countries have sought to re-emphasise the 

importance of nationalism, sovereignty and strong central leadership. These governing traits do 

not necessarily sit easily alongside the protection of fundamental rights embodied in the GDPR.  

In July 2018, India published a draft data protection bill, in response to an instruction from the 

Supreme Court (Determann and Gupta 2018). The bill was drafted by a commission headed by 

a retired Supreme Court judge, BN Srikrishna, and comprising six representatives of government 

and three representatives of industry. The bill closely followed the GDPR in important respects. 
However, a process of consultation and amendment within government followed, and by the time 

the bill was finally placed before parliament in December 2019, Mr Srikrishna was quoted as 

saying that its removal of judicial oversight for government access to citizens’ personal data could 

‘turn India into an Orwellian state’ (Mandavia 2019). Greenleaf (Greenleaf 2020) acknowledges 

that the freedom granted to the government by the bill represents a ‘major exception’ to its scope, 

and he also notes that provisions relating to the processing of foreign nationals’ data would be an 

obstacle in adequacy discussions with the EU. But he argues that the bill remains broadly in line 

with the GDPR in key areas such as extraterritorial application, the creation of a powerful data 
protection authority, and the need for a lawful basis for all data processing.  

The US remains a data protection outlier, with no national omnibus data protection framework in 
place. Data protection rules remain structured in line with the sectoral pattern we noted in relation 

to the 1970s, when data protection rules were first being codified globally. Sectors such as 

healthcare and financial services have their own laws, which are enforced by their own regulators. 

Arguably, this sectoral approach to data protection is as important a feature of US data protection 

governance as the contrast mentioned above between the priority on fundamental rights in the 

EU and on consumer interests in the US (Schwartz 2019).  

The absence of an omnibus data protection law at the federal level should not obscure the great 

amount of activity that has been under way in the US over recent years. As Chander et al (2019) 

note, multiple such federal proposals have been proposed in Congress. At least as significant is 

the fact that within a 12-month period ‘nearly half of state legislatures have proposed or enacted 
broad privacy bills or have established privacy legislation task forces.’ There is perhaps an echo 

here of developments in Hesse in 1970, where subnational legislative developments signalled the 

direction of travel that larger legislatures would soon follow. In the US, the most prominent state-

level data protection initiative is the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA), which was agreed 

in June 2018 (a month after the GDPR took effect) and which entered into force in early 2020. An 

interesting debate has emerged about the relationship between the CCPA and the GDPR, which 
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may have a significant bearing on the future of data protection global governance. For Schwartz 
(2019), the CCPA reflects ‘the global success of EU data protection’. If this is true, then it becomes 

relatively easy to plot the development of an increasingly EU-aligned global governance 

landscape, with the US converging on EU norms and instruments and with China as the major 

outlier. However, Chander et al. (2019) reject this narrative. They see the CCPA as embodying 

‘a fundamentally different regime for data privacy’ and point to five key substantive differences: 

 The CCPA remains rooted in the American tradition: it treats data protection as a matter 

of consumer protection rather than fundamental rights. 

 The CCPA covers a much narrower range of entities – businesses only, and only those 
meeting a number of criteria – than the GDPR 

 There is no private right to initiate enforcement action under the CCPA, whereas the 

GDPR allows for this 

 The CCPA creates limited but detailed requirements, whereas the GDPR issues broad 
standards and relies on various layers of guidance to flesh them out 

 The GDPR is strengthened by the weight given to privacy and data protection in the 

treaties and by the CJEU, whereas the CCPA is constrained by ‘increasingly deregulatory 

First Amendment doctrine’ 

Chander et al. suggest that ongoing governance developments at both state and federal level in 

the US owe more to this CCPA regime than to the GDPR. They conclude that far from being a 

reflection of a ‘Brussels effect’ that extends the EU’s influence in the US, the CCPA embodies a 

distinct ‘California effect’ that is catalysing data protection law in the US and that could plausibly 
rival the EU’s dominance in global data protection governance.  

In China, the third of the technology superpowers, a very different culture of individual rights 

prevails, including in relation to privacy. The country’s authoritarian one-party government makes 
extensive use of mass digital surveillance, in tandem with key actors in the private sector. Over 

the past 10 years, the country has put in place a series of measures that share many features 

with data protection regimes of the sort we have discussed throughout this section. However, the 

practical weight of these measures needs to be considered against the backdrop of the wider rule 

of law and respect for fundamental rights.  

The most important data protection measure introduced in China has been the Cybersecurity Law 

adopted in 2016 and enforced in 2017. Greenleaf and Livingston (Greenleaf and Livingston 2016) 

describe it as ‘China’s most comprehensive and broadly applicable set of data privacy principles 

to date’. They note that the law covers most (and perhaps all) of the private sector and strengthens 

protections in areas such as data correction rights, deletion, re-use and disclosure, breach 
notification to users and data localisation. But they also point to significant absences in 

comparison with typical data protection laws elsewhere. Of particular importance is the absence 

of user access rights, which Greenleaf and Livingston argue elsewhere (2017) means that China’s 



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
467 

data protection framework is missing one of the most fundamental elements. Other data 
protection gaps in the Cybersecurity Law include the absence of a data protection authority, 

requirements on data quality and special treatment for sensitive data.  

Personal information is defined in the Cybersecurity Law in familiar terms of identifiability. It 

includes ‘all kinds of information, recorded electronically or through other means, that taken alone 

or together with other information, is sufficient to identify a natural person's identity, including, but 

not limited to, natural persons' full names, birth dates, identification numbers, personal biometric 

information, addresses, telephone numbers, and so forth’ (Greenleaf and Livingston 2016). The 

principles that apply to this personal data are summarised in Article 41: ‘Network operators 

collecting and using personal information shall abide by the principles of legality, propriety and 

necessity; make public rules for collection and use, explicitly stating the purposes, means, and 
scope for collecting or using information, and obtaining the consent of the person whose data is 

gathered.’  

The Cybersecurity Law presupposes a policy of data localisation. It is explicitly stated that all data 
produced by ‘critical information infrastructure’ (CII) must be stored locally, unless export outside 

China is ‘truly necessary’. CII is defined broadly as ‘public communication and information 

services, power, traffic, water, finance, public service, e-governance [as well as] other critical 

information infrastructure that if it is destroyed, loses its ability to function or encounters data 

leaks, might seriously endanger national security, national welfare and the people's livelihood, or 

the public interest’ (Greenleaf and Livingston 2016). Although this prohibition on data exports is 

not explicitly applied outside the CII category, other network operators are ‘encouraged’ to 
‘voluntarily participate’. In late 2017, China also introduced a recommended standard – 

’Information Security Techniques - Personal Information Security Specification’ – which aims to 

provide greater clarity on how privacy-related laws will be applied across both the private and 

public sectors. Greenleaf and Livingston (2017) describe this as an important step in the evolution 

of data protections in China.  

1.1.4.4 Other developments 

The third phase of global governance evolution also saw both the OECD and Council of Europe 

revisit the influential principles they had established in the early 1980s. The OECD’s revised 

guidelines were published in 2013 (OECD 2013). The basic principles remain unchanged, but 

they are elaborated upon differently in light of the profound changes in the data ecosystem and 

economy in the intervening decades. Four changes stand out: 

 The accountability principle is expanded and has a section of its own in the new 
guidelines, reflecting the need for greater implementation of accountability within 
businesses (Kuschewsky 2014). 
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 Notification of data breaches becomes mandatory, reflecting the increasingly 
intertwined relationship between privacy issues and other concerns such as criminality 
and cybersecurity. 

 On cross-border data flows, the revised guidelines emphasise the accountability of 
data controllers ‘without regard to the location of the data’. They also follow the 1995 
Directive in referring to risk as an important factor in weighing whether or how to transfer 
data to a third country. 

 The revised guidelines also point to the importance of non-regulatory elements of the 
data protection ecosystem, such as privacy professionals and privacy-enhancing 
technologies. 

The revised CoE Convention (designated Convention 108+) was yet another piece of data 
protection to be concluded in 2018. The protocol amending the convention was adopted in May 
2018 and opened for signatures the following month. It is not expected to take effect before 2023. 
Greenleaf (Greenleaf 2018c) notes that Convention 108+ is closely modelled on the GDPR, 
incorporating its key innovations, albeit ‘in less prescriptive form’. This leads him to suggest that 
108+ may become a de facto global standard for data protection, because it captures the key 
elements of the EU’s gold standard, while differing significantly from the EU in allowing third-
country ratification. This process of CoE internationalisation is already evident with the original 
Convention 108, which continues to attract new ratifications. There are currently 55 in total: 47 
European (which compares with the 27 Member States in the EU) and an additional eight outside 
Europe: Argentina, Cabo Verde, Mauritius, Mexico, Morocco, Senegal, Tunisia and Uruguay. 

1.2. EU governance 
In this section, we focus on the development of data-protection governance in the EU. To do this, 
we return to consider in greater detail two of the milestones discussed in the previous section: the 
1995 Directive and the GDPR. As well as being crucial features of the global landscape, these 
instruments also represent the two key inflection points for data protection governance within the 
EU, when circumstances aligned to produce a significant shift in the bloc’s data protection 
governance regime. Rather than rehearse the previous section’s discussion of the main 
provisions of the directive and the GDPR, this section will focus on the dynamics between the 
various governance actors in this field, and in particular the EU institutions, the Member States, 
and the increasingly influential network of national data protection authorities. More specifically, 
we will consider three aspects of the directive and the GDPR: first, the background conditions that 
allowed or required these regulatory instruments to be introduced; second, the intra-EU dynamics 
during the two negotiation processes; and third, the concrete results in terms of key features of 
the EU governance landscape. In the broadest terms, the story of EU data protection governance 
is one of gradual harmonisation, constitutionalisation and agencification at the EU level, albeit 
with a number of carve-outs being maintained at the national level. Our mapping of intra-EU 
dynamics in this section will prepare us for the discussion of EU actorness in the next chapter, 
particularly in relation to the authority, autonomy and cohesion dimensions.  
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1.2.1. A timeline of EU governance 
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1981 European Commission recommends that MSs ratify CoE Convention 108, raising the 
prospect of proposing an EU instrument if they fail to 

1983 German federal court decision on census data, with emphasis on connection between 
data protection and individual liberties 

1987 Council of Europe Recommendation R(87)15 on the use of personal data in the police 
sector 

1990 European Commission publishes its draft proposal for a Data Protection Directive 
1992 Revised draft of the directive 
1992 Maastricht Treaty 
1993 Single Market 
1993 European Commission publishes a white paper, on ‘Growth, competitiveness and 

employment – the challenges and ways forward into the 21st century’ 
1995 Adoption of the Data Protection Directive 
1998 The 1995 Directive enters into force  
2001 Regulation (EC No 45/2001) on data processing by EU institutions  
2002 Directive Concerning the Processing of Personal Data and the Protection of Privacy 

in the Electronic Communications Sector 
2003 Special Eurobarometer 196 on Data Protection 
2006 Data Retention Directive 
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2009 Lisbon Treaty comes into force, establishing data protection as a fundamental right 
and giving legal force to EU CFR 
 

2009 Amendment of 2002 directive 
2009 European Commission consultation on data protection (167 replies) 
2010 European Commission Communication: ‘A comprehensive approach on personal 

data protection in the European Union’ 
2011 European Commission consultation on data protection (288 replies) 
2011 Special Eurobarometer 359 on data protection and electronic identity  
2012 European Commission publishes GDPR draft proposal 
2013 European Commission Regulation 611/2013 on the measures applicable to the 

notification of personal data breaches under Directive 2002/58/EC 
2014 Amended text of GDPR passed by European Parliament 
2014 Data Retention Directive ruled invalid 
2014 CJEU rules on right to be forgotten 
2015 European Council publishes its amended version of GDPR 
2015 EDPS commentary on GDPR 
2015 Special Eurobarometer 431 on data protection 
2016 Final text of GDPR adopted  
2016 Also adopted: Directive on data protection and law enforcement 
2017 European Commission proposes new regulations on ePrivacy and on data protection 

rules applicable to EU institutions 
2018 GDPR enters into force  
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2018 Commission launches proceedings against 19 Member States for delays on 2016 
directive transposition into national law 
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2019 Schrems II hearing and advocate general opinion (supports SCCs) 
2019 Commission Communication ‘Data protection rules as a trust-enabler in the EU and 

beyond – taking stock’ (European Commission 2019) 
2019 City of Hamburg (Germany) Commissioner for Data Protection and Freedom of 

Information opens urgency procedure re Google Assistant 
2019 Special Eurobarometer 487a on General Data Protection Regulation 
2019 First large GDPR fine: French Data Protection Authority fined Google EUR 50 million 

for lack of transparency and valid consent surrounding use of data for ads 
personalisation 

2020 GDPR review by May (delayed to June) 

Table 2 - Timeline of EU governance 
Source: Compiled by the authors. 

1.2.2. Milestone 1: The 1995 Directive 

1.2.2.1 Backdrop 

What were the background conditions that led to the introduction of the 1995 Directive? In 1981, 

the European Commission recommended that Member States ratify the CoE Data Protection 

Convention. Repeatedly during the 1980s, it adopted a stance of ‘passive resistance’ to European 

Parliament calls for EU-wide regulatory action (Simitis 1995). Yet by 1990, the Commission had 
published a draft directive (Schünemann and Windwehr 2020). What changed during this period 

that so fundamentally altered the Commission’s stance on data protection? There are three main 

answers, relating to economic, political and institutional developments in the EU. 

The 1980s were a pivotal decade for European economic integration, with the Single European 

Act (which took effect in 1987) promising an integrated market across the bloc by the start of 

1993. The economic rationale for greater harmonisation of data protection laws is reflected in the 

fact that the first words of the directive root it in Article 100 of the Treaty Establishing the European 

Community, which relates to the steps needed to create the single market. One of the key roles 

of the Commission has always been to promote economic activity and integration. During the 

early 1980s, this led to its reticence about data protection regulations: the Commission wanted to 
support the development of economically significant new information technologies and saw data 

protection as a ‘threat to the promotion of computer-based processing’ (Simitis 1995). However, 

this zero-sum understanding of the relationship between data flows and data protection became 

less tenable as the 1980s proceeded. Data flows became increasingly important to economic 

activity at the same time as there was a major push to deliver increasing levels of cross-border 

economic activity in the EU. This led to a marked shift in the attitude of the Commission. 

Consistent data protection rules across the EU were now seen as necessary to enable free flows 

of information which in turn were viewed as vital to the completion of the single market (Pearce 
and Platten 1998). This reflects, at an EU level, the thinking that underpinned the OECD 

guidelines and the CoE Convention: data would not flow smoothly across borders if data 

protection standards differed.  
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Greater impetus was given to this approach to data protection during the negotiation period with 
the publication of a European Commission white paper on the economic challenges of the 21st 

century. It explicitly discussed the single market in relation to the growing importance of the 

information economy (Pearce and Platten 1998). This white paper led the European Council to 

mandate a high-level group (the Bangemann Group) on Europe’s information infrastructure. This 

group reported in 1994 and highlighted the importance of robust data protection in order to ensure 

consumer trust in in the emerging ‘information society’ (Pearce and Platten 1998). On foot of this 

report, the European Council called for a swift resolution of negotiations on the data protection 
directive.  

A second enabling factor for the 1995 Directive was political. The evolution of the EU in the 1980s 

and 1990s was political as well economic. As well as moving towards a single market and 
monetary union, the EU was also beginning to enshrine fundamental rights in its constitutional 

documents. The Maastricht Treaty introduced EU citizenship and stressed the EU’s commitment 

to fundamental rights and the principles of democracy. But even in 1990, when publishing its draft 

proposal for a directive, the Commission stressed that fundamental rights were a core motivation, 

pointing back to this passage in the preamble of the Single European Act: ‘DETERMINED to work 

together to promote democracy on the basis of the fundamental rights recognised in the 

constitutions and laws of the Member States, in the Convention for the Protection of Human 

Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and the European Social Charter, notably freedom, equality 
and social justice.’ For Simitis, this increasingly political character of the EU is what explains the 

shift in the Commission’s attitude to data protection during the 1980s: ‘the clearer the Member 

States emphasized the fundamental rights, the less the Commission could hold to its initial 

position. Instead, the Commission had to align itself with the view that any discussion about the 

processing of personal data is at the same time a debate on the essentials of a democratic society’ 

(Simitis 1995). 

A third factor that helps to explain the agreement of the 1995 Directive relates to the institutional 

consequences of the regulation that was taking place at the national level during the 1970s and 

1980s. In particular, the establishment of independent data protection authorities (DPAs) created 

a new locus of regulatory influence in this field. The first European DPA to be created was in 
Sweden in 1976. By 1988 there were 11. Seven of these 11 were inside the EU; the remaining 

five Member States did not have a data protection law or a DPA in place: Belgium, Greece, Italy, 

Portugal and Spain (Newman 2008). This division within the EU between two groups of states 

with and without DPAs created an opportunity for regulatory leverage. In 1989 a meeting of DPAs 

resolved that progress towards the single market would require guarantees of data protection 

across the bloc. In July of that year, CNIL, the French DPA, threatened to block data transfers 

between the French and Italian offices of the carmaker Fiat, because of the absence of adequate 
data protection in the latter. For Newman, this positions the seven DPAs within the EU as the key 

governance actors ahead of the negotiation of the 1995 Directive:  
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‘Fearing that market integration would threaten levels of protection across Europe and 
undermine their regulatory authority, national data privacy authorities created by earlier 

domestic legislation pushed for Pan-European rules. Collaborating with their peers, they 

employed extensive expertise to define a supranational agenda. Using domestically 

delegated power to ban the transfer of cross-border data flows, they blocked data 

transmissions to Member States with no or lax legislation. National data privacy agencies 

leveraged authority granted to them nationally to change the cost-benefit analysis of 

supranational policymakers’ (Newman 2008) 

Newman notes that other key actors were either silent (Member States) or hostile (industry) on 

the idea of EU-wide data protection rules184. This highlights important aspects of multi-level 

governance in the EU. Powers delegated to national actors can end up exerting significant 
supranational force because of the capacity of obstructions at the national level to hinder the 

smooth operation of the larger system. So even though they may have been created primarily as 

part of national data protection frameworks, the DPAs were able to function as ‘de facto veto 

players’ (Newman 2008). 

1.2.2.2 Process and outcome 

There were three main stages in the negotiation of the 1995 Directive. The Commission published 
its initial proposal in September 1990, at which time the intention was for the directive to take 

effect at the start of 1993 (Greenleaf 1995). In practice, the process took twice as long. By October 

1992, the Commission published a revised draft of the directive, taking on board the views of the 

European Parliament, a working group of the Council of Ministers, the national DPAs and industry. 

This then led to 30 months of difficult negotiation between the members states, conducted in the 

working group mentioned above. A ‘common position’ was finally agreed at the Council of 

Ministers in February 1995 (albeit with the UK abstaining), and this version was adopted in July 
following minor final amendments by the Parliament.  

Once the process had been initiated by the Commission, the Member States were the key actors 

in determining the shape of the final directive. According to Bendrath (2007): ‘The ministers 
negotiated behind closed doors, and the citizens and parliamentarians only found out about the 

outcome later. The European Parliament, in particular, had no real impact on the 1995 Directive. 

It was mainly shaped by the struggle among influential governments in the European Council.’ 

The initial Commission draft was strongly influenced by the approach to data protection in 

Germany (Pearce and Platten 1998). Subsequent changes were in large measure driven by 

Member States’ efforts to ensure that the final directive incorporated elements from a wider range 

of national frameworks. As Simitis notes, Member States wanted a directive that was broadly in 

 
184 On hostility from business, see also Peace and Platten: ‘Among the business community there was also growing 
unease about the potential financial and administrative costs of implementing the proposed directive. The major banks, 
insurance companies, travel agencies and credit reference agencies, all of which rely on the extensive use of personal 
data, were opposed to the proposed directive.’ 
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line with the provisions they already had in place: the challenge for the Commission was not to 
create innovative new data protection rules, it was to combine existing rules in a way that would 

keep Member States happy (Simitis 1995). This explains why Denmark, Ireland and the UK were 

the most reluctant among the Member States to sign up to the directive, because of the wider gap 

between their existing national regulatory approach and the new EU-wide proposals. However, it 

would be a mistake to think of each Member State as a monolithic actor in relation to the directive. 

Debates were also ongoing within countries. In the Netherlands, for example, ‘reactions to the 

1992 text ranged from outright hostility to cautious enthusiasm’ (Pearce and Platten 1998). In the 
end, the report from the Bangemann Group on the role of data protection in opening a European 

‘information space’ was a key development in terms of breaking the impasse among the Member 

States.  

Although the process of national bargaining over the directive created a risk of a ‘race to the 

bottom’ in order to find a solution acceptable to all, the core provisions were not affected (Simitis 

1995). The 1995 Directive enshrines substantive principles of data protection that are familiar 

from the OECD guidelines and the CoE Convention discussed in the previous chapter/section. 

Greenleaf (1995) highlights seven noteworthy aspects of the substantive principles of data 

protection in the directive: 

 Data quality requirements, such as the need to ensure that data are accurate, up to date 

and not retained for longer than is needed  

 A set of six lawful criteria that permit the processing of personal data  

 The ‘finality principle’, which means that use and disclosure of personal information are 

limited to the original purposes for which the data were collected 

 The requirement for data controllers to put appropriate security safeguards in place 

 A system of notification, with exemptions for data processing operations that are unlikely 

to affect individuals’ rights or where an independent data protection officer is in place 

 Special categories of personal information, notably sensitive data relating to factors such 

as health, ethnicity or political beliefs. 

 Additional rights, including the right to be informed as to the purposes of data processing, 
and to obtain a copy of information held about oneself. 

In terms of the governance architecture created by the directive, there are eight key points to 

note. The first is that as a directive rather than a regulation, the 1995 text had to be transposed 

into national law in each of the Member States, rather than being applied directly. This created 

scope for continuing variation in the way in which the principles are applied. Member States were 

given 3 years to implement the directive (with some exceptions, such as a 12-year transition for 

dealing with manual as opposed to computer data).  

Second, the role of the Commission fell short of what it had initially hoped for, reflecting the driving 

role played by the Member States. The directive tasks the Commission with monitoring the 
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implementation of the directive, but not with additional rulemaking powers. The Commission had 
sought such powers for itself in Article 33 of its 1992 (revised) draft, but this was removed during 

negotiations between the Member States in the Council of Ministers (Greenleaf 1995). As 

discussed in the previous chapter/section, another key role that the directive gives to the 

Commission is in assessing whether third country data protection frameworks meet the adequacy 

threshold required for Article 25 data transfers. 

Third, the directive was potentially extraterritorial in scope. Article 4(1)(c) stipulates that a Member 

State must apply their data protection laws to data controllers based outside the EU if the 

controller is processing data using equipment that is located in the Member State (with an 

exception if the data is only in transit through the EU).  

Fourth, the directive consolidated the network of DPAs discussed above. All Member States were 

now required to have an independent DPA, with a range of powers of investigation and 

intervention (Article 28). Moreover, Article 29 establishes a working party (hereafter WP29) 

composed of representatives of the Member States’ DPAs, a representative of the European 
Commission, and a representative of the authority responsible for data protection in the EU 

institutions. WP29 was given an important advisory role in the new data protection governance 

landscape, notably in relation to (i) consistency across the EU, (ii) assessments of the adequacy 

of third-country data protection rules, and (iii) assessments of sectoral codes of conduct. WP29 

was required to publish an annual report on data protection in the EU and in third countries, while 

the Commission was required to publish an annual report detailing its responses to WP29 

recommendations. This new range of powers enjoyed by Europe’s DPAs lends weight to 
Newman’s view that they are crucial to understanding the genesis of the directive.  

Fifth, the directive also establishes (Article 31) a committee comprising representatives of each 

Member State and chaired by a representative of the Commission. A key role of this committee 
is to take a final decision on proposals from the Commission on whether a third country meets 

the adequacy threshold for Article 25 data transfers, or whether the other justifications for data 

transfers listed in Article 26 apply.  

Sixth, the directive introduces an element of risk-based regulation, by establishing (in Article 20) 

a system of ‘prior checking’ for data processing operations that can be expected to ‘present 

specific risks to the rights and freedoms of data subjects’. This is a precursor to the data protection 

impact assessments (DPIAs) introduced in the GDPR. 

Seventh, enforcement of the data protection rules derived from the directive remain at the national 

level. Individuals must be given the right to take enforcement actions, but where breaches are 

shown to have occurred, the sanctions are determined nationally. In practice, this leaves 

significant scope for the directive to operate differently in different Member States, creating 
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incentives for data processing activities to be re-located within the EU to countries seen as having 
implemented the directive less strictly, such as Ireland.  

Eighth, the directive introduces a system of certification which, in effect, creates a hybrid system 
of ‘regulated self-regulation’ (Bendrath 2007). The basic idea is that companies or business 

associations would submit their national data protection codes of conduct to the DPA for an 

assessment as to whether they comply with national law. EU-wide codes of conduct would be 

submitted to WP29 instead. The directive actively encourages the use of codes of conduct as a 

way of strengthening the implementation of national data protection laws. 

1.2.3. Milestone 2: GDPR  

The second EU governance milestone that we consider is the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR), which was adopted in 2016 and took effect in 2018. In this section, we will mirror the 

approach we took towards the 1995 Directive. In the first subsection, we consider the drivers that 

led to the introduction of the GDPR. In the second subsection, we look at the dynamics of the 

negotiation process and the key features of the resulting governance landscape.  

1.2.3.1 Backdrop 

A variety of factors combined to create the conditions that led the EU to adopt the GDPR. Some 

of these have been discussed in the previous chapter, and so we will not dwell on them at length 

again here. In essence, as time passed the governance framework enshrined across the EU by 

the 1995 Directive became less and less fit for purpose. This is because developments inside and 

outside the EU were calling for an increasingly robust approach to data protection, and because 

problems with the 1995 governance arrangements were becoming increasingly clear. We can 

distinguish three key drivers: (i) another period of treaty change in the EU, which further prioritised 
data protection, (ii) the advent of the internet era and its transformation of the societal and 

economic role of personal data, and (iii) the persistence of fragmentation and ineffectiveness after 

the 1995 Directive. Let us look at each in turn.  

We noted above that the increasingly political character of the EU from the mid-1980s was one 

of the factors that contributed to the drafting of the 1995 Directive. By the 2000s, this process had 

continued apace, and this led to the rights dimension of the EU’s data protection framework 

becoming increasingly predominant. In 2005, proposals to create a European Constitution were 

rejected by voters in France and the Netherlands, but two years later the adoption of the Lisbon 

Treaty implemented many of the changes that the proposed constitution had contained. In terms 

of data protection governance within the EU, the Lisbon Treaty (which took effect in 2009) was 
important for two reasons. First, it enshrined data protection as a fundamental right within the 

EU’s quasi-constitutional order. Article 16(1) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 

Union (TFEU) states that ‘Everyone has the right to the protection of personal data concerning 

them’. Second, the Lisbon Treaty incorporates the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 



D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
476 

European Union (CFREU) into EU law, giving it the same legal force as the treaties themselves. 
This provided further constitutional underpinning for data protection in the EU, as Article 8 of the 

CFREU includes the following provisions: ‘1. Everyone has the right to the protection of personal 

data concerning him or her. 2. Such data must be processed fairly for specified purposes and on 

the basis of the consent of the person concerned or some other legitimate basis laid down by law. 

Everyone has the right of access to data which has been collected concerning him or her, and 

the right to have it rectified. 3. Compliance with these rules shall be subject to control by an 

independent authority.’ This strengthening of the EU’s legal duties to protect citizens’ personal 
data in the early 2000s coincided with huge changes in the economic and societal role of such 

data. As discussed in the previous chapter on global governance, widespread use of the internet 

and electronic commerce shaped new economic activities and trading patterns both within and 

between states. This in turn created an ongoing pressure to adapt and update EU governance 

arrangements to ensure that they remained fit for purpose given changing conditions. (As noted 

before, this is in contrast to the situation in the US where the emphasis on self-regulation meant 

private-sector actors had much greater latitude to shape the societal and economic impact of new 

digital technologies.) A series of other EU data-related laws were passed between the directive 
and the GDPR, including a regulation on data processing by EU institutions (2001) and directives 

on electronic communications (2002) and data retention (2006). 

Just as variance in data protection rules across Member States was one of the factors that led to 
the adoption of the 1995 Directive, so the pressure for greater uniformity in a new regulation was 

a response to continued regulatory fragmentation across the EU after the directive came into 

force. Some of this was inherent in the provisions of the directive: Simitis (1995) notes that the 

directive’s recitals acknowledge that ‘disparities’ will be inevitable. Moreover, in 1999, a year after 

the directive took effect, seven of the EU’s then-15 Member States had not introduced 

implementing legislation as they were required to do (Fromholz 2000). A further four years on, a 

European Commission evaluation of data protection in the EU highlighted numerous problems. It 
pointed to ‘reasons for serious concern’ and ‘very patchy compliance’ and noted that the ‘risks of 

getting caught seem low’ (Bendrath 2007).  

A further factor that contributed to the introduction of a new EU-wide data protection governance 
instrument was the role of public opinion. The increasing ubiquity of personal data flows in 

everyday life with the advent of the internet, smartphones and social media meant that data 

protection was becoming a more prominent political rather than technocratic issue. As noted in 

the previous section, this was particularly true when scandals such as the Snowden revelations 

erupted. In the years following the 1995 Directive, the European Commission conducted three 

special Eurobarometer surveys of public sentiment in relation to data protection. Their findings 

included the following: 
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 In 2003, 68 % of respondents were unaware of the existence of DPAs, one of the key 
citizen-facing elements of the directive’s governance architecture. 

 In 2011, 90 % of respondents said it was important for the same data protection standard 

to apply across the EU. 

 In 2015, 89 % of respondents said it was important for the same standards to apply to 
businesses regardless of where the businesses are located. 

 Also in 2015, 81 % of respondents said they did not feel they had complete control of 

their personal data, and 67 % of that group said they were concerned by this lack of 

control. 

1.2.3.2 Process and outcome 

The legislative process that led to the adoption of the GDPR was intense, particularly from 2013 

when the Snowden revelations pushed data protection concerns up the global policy agenda 

(Jančiūtė 2018). Between 2009 and 2011, the European Commission held two consultations on 

data protection (Hilden 2019). It also published the Communication ‘A comprehensive approach 

on personal data protection in the European Union’. In 2012, the formal legislative process got 

underway with the tabling of the Commission’s draft proposal for a new regulation. The process 
that followed involved three main stages as the co-legislators, the Council and Parliament, moved 

towards an agreed text. The Parliament adopted an amended version of the regulation in March 

2014, following a range of inputs from various committees and notably the Committee on Civil 

Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE), which, significantly, was the lead committee on this 

file (Coyne 2019). The Council moved more slowly (parliamentary minds had been focused by 

the fact that there were elections in 2014) and agreed a compromise text in mid-2015. The 

Council’s deliberations were not smooth, with reports of a ‘crisis’ in late-2013, leading to 

speculation that the reform process would collapse (Jančiūtė 2018). However, once the Council 
had agreed its version of the text, the next stage of the legislative process moved much more 

quickly. The trilogue process, involving the Commission, Council and Parliament, was completed 

in December 2015, allowing the final text of the GDPR to be approved in April 2016. 

Broadly speaking, the Parliament and Council had quite different goals during the negotiation 

process. The Commission’s initial draft had emphasised a by-now-familiar synthesis of 

fundamental rights and economic development. The Parliament leaned towards ensuring the 

protection of fundamental rights. In part this reflected the long-standing position of MEPs on this 

issue; as noted before, the Parliament had first called for EU-wide data protection laws as early 

as the 1970s. It also reflected more fortuitous developments, such as the choice of rapporteur to 

manage the passage of the GDPR through the Parliament’s institutional machinery. This was Jan 
Philipp Albrecht, a Green politician with the Parliament’s strongest record of voting in favour of 

privacy protections. Originally it looked like the rapporteur might have been Axel Voss, from the 

EPP, who by contrast had the Parliament’s strongest record of voting for measures that weakened 

privacy protections (Jančiūtė 2018).  
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If the Parliament sought to ensure that the GDPR delivered strong data protection across the EU, 
the Member States in the Council sought to ensure that their room for discretion at the national 

level was not unduly restricted. Eighteen months after the Commission had published its draft text 

in 2012, eight Member States still preferred to replace the 1995 Directive with another directive, 

rather than with a directly binding regulation. (It is worth noting that the Commission had already 

moved data protection issues related to law enforcement into a proposal for a separate directive 

rather than include them in the draft GDPR185.) Although a regulation was ultimately agreed upon, 

Member State reticence about harmonisation persisted throughout the negotiation process, 
leading to a ‘directivised’ regulation with a ‘staggering’ number of flexibility clauses (Jančiūtė 

2018). Although corporate lobbying was more intense in the Parliament than in the Council (Hilden 

2019), a number of Member States took a business-friendly approach to the negotiations, notably 

including Ireland where many multinational technology companies located their EU operations. 

Ireland held the rotating Council presidency towards the beginning of the legislative process, and 

Jančiūtė (2018: 136) notes that: ‘the version of the first four chapters of the GDPR elaborated by 

the Irish Presidency promoted a more self-regulatory, risk-based approach as opposed to the 

more prescriptive framework featuring in the Commission and EP versions. Such a self-regulatory 
approach was largely in line with the industry demands expressed in some statements’. The 

economic backdrop was dire during much of the negotiation period, so arguments premised on 

maximising economic activity had strong supporters in the Parliament as well as among the 

Member States. 

The CJEU also played an important role during the negotiation process, albeit in the background, 

handing down several major rulings. These rulings clarified the significance of the Lisbon Treaty 

changes that had put the full weight of EU law behind the principle that data protection is a 

fundamental right of all EU citizens. In the last chapter we discussed the 2015 Schrems ruling, 

which invalidated the Safe Harbor programme. Before that ruling, in 2014, the CJEU had also 

invalidated the entire 2006 Data Retention Directive (Lynskey 2014). In the same year, it had also 
ruled that Google must remove certain search results when asked to do so in order to respect 

citizens’ ‘right to be forgotten’ (Lindsay 2014). These judgments were a wake-up call for the 

negotiating institutions. So too was the fallout from the Snowden revelations, which increased the 

salience of data protection issues generally and which are widely seen as having impressed on 

Member States the political imperative to introduce more robust data protection measures. The 

European Council made a number of calls for timely data protection reforms during 2013 and 

2014, and 16 national parliaments made a joint call for speedy reform in September 2014 

(Barbière 2014).  

The WP29 group of DPA representatives made an important intervention during the final trilogue 

stage of the legislative process. This phase moved swiftly, but one point of contention related to 

 
185 See: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52012PC0010 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52012PC0010
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the processing of data for purposes incompatible with the original purpose for which the data had 
been collected. The Council wanted such ‘incompatible purposes’ processing to be permitted if it 

fell under the ‘legitimate interest’ of the data controller. This prompted a warning from WP29 that 

the prohibition on incompatible purposes should not be weakened in this way, arguing that it would 

result in a lower level of data protection than the 1995 Directive provided (WP29 2015). Their 

warning was heeded.  

We now turn to consider the outcomes of the negotiation process. As in the section on the 1995 

Directive, we look both at the substantive principles of data protection enshrined in the GDPR and 

at the changes that it made to the EU’s data-protection governance architecture. On the first of 

these, the GDPR follows the 1995 Directive closely, setting down the following six broad principles 

(Hoofnagle, van der Sloot, and Borgesius 2019): 

 Lawfulness, fairness, and transparency: this is an overarching obligation to comply with 
applicable laws and to act in good faith. 

 Purpose limitation: data should only be collected for specified purposes and not 
subsequently used for incompatible purposes. 

 Data minimisation: personal data should be ‘adequate, relevant and limited to what is 
necessary in relation to the purposes for which they are processed’. 

 Accuracy: data controllers must take all reasonable steps to ensure that personal data are 
accurate and up to date. 

 Storage limitation: personal data should only be kept for as long as necessary, and time 
limits for erasing data should be set at the outset. 

 Integrity and confidentiality: appropriate safeguards are required against loss, destruction, 
damage and unlawful processing or personal data. 

The GDPR also imposes a range of obligations on data controllers, relating to matters such as 

record-keeping, having a data protection policy and, for governmental organisations and larger 

private companies, a requirement to appoint a data protection officer. Another important 
requirement of the GDPR is that data users build data protection into their services by design and 

by default (Jasmontaite et al. 2018).  

In terms of the governance mechanisms required by the GDPR, we highlight eight important novel 
features (Albrecht 2016; Kalyanpur and Newman 2019):  

 The first is the evolution from enshrining data protection rules in a directive to enshrining 
them in a regulation. This means that the principles listed above are binding across the EU, 

without the need for any implementing national legislation. However, as mentioned earlier, 

the GDPR incorporates significant exceptions that give the Member States greater discretion 

to set their own rules in specific areas. Most notably, there is a wholesale exemption from 

the GDPR for data processing related to national security and policing, which are covered in 

a separate directive. (There is also a wholesale exemption for personal and household 
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activities.) In addition, the GDPR contains numerous smaller provisions for Member State 
discretion. Out of a total of 99 articles, 37 include some scope for Member State flexibility186.  

 Second, whereas the 1995 Directive was rooted primarily in treaty provisions related to the 

creation of the single market, the GDPR starts with the fact that data protection is now a 

fundamental right in the EU treaties. The role of data protection in facilitating economically 

valuable flows of data is a secondary consideration. This is likely to have continuing 

jurisprudential significance given the willingness of the CJEU to take dramatic steps when 
data protection rights are threatened. In this regard, it is worth noting that the preamble to 

the GDPR calls for a balanced approach: ‘The right to the protection of personal data is not 

an absolute right; it must be considered in relation to its function in society and be balanced 

against other fundamental rights, in accordance with the principle of proportionality.’ 

 Third, as discussed in the previous chapter, the GDPR extends the extraterritorial reach of 

the EU’s data protection framework, primarily by including in its remit third-country data 
controllers who are providing goods or services to individuals based in the EU.  

 Fourth, the GDPR introduces much higher sanctions for breaches of the rules. Crucially, 

these sanctions are uniform across the EU, ending the situation under the 1995 Directive 

whereby Member States could set their own penalties. In Articles 77 and 78 The GDPR 

provides a route for individuals to take a case through their national DPA and national court 

system and up to the CJEU if necessary. (This is not new; it is the process that a case like 
Schrems 1 went through before the CJEU invalidated the Safe Harbor programme.) The 

GDPR also introduces a provision allowing NGOs to represent data subjects in taking 

complaints to the authorities (Article 80).  

 Fifth, DPAs are increasingly pivotal to the governance of data protection under the GDPR. 

The WP29 group becomes the European Data Protection Board (EDPB) and is given binding 

decision-making powers to maintain regulatory consistency across a decentralised system 
of supervision led by the national DPAs. This system operates as a so-called one-stop shop, 

the idea being that a data controller operating across numerous Member States would only 

have to deal with one DPA. This was part of the Commission’s draft text from the outset, 

because it offered greater legal clarity and lower business compliance costs. This proposal 

raised concerns that it would lead to forum shopping by large companies seeking to be 

supervised by the least strict DPAs. Ireland’s DPA was cited as a potential weak link in the 

chain of DPAs because it had relatively few resources but was the lead DPA for many of the 

world’s largest data-processing businesses (Jančiūtė 2018). At one point Germany proposed 
a centralised system with a single EU-wide super-agency. However, in the end the GDPR 

introduced a backstop for the one-stop shop instead, allowing for legally binding interventions 

if a lead DPA is seen by its counterparts to be undermining the consistent implementation of 

 
186 See more at https://dpnetwork.org.uk/gdpr-derogations-list/ 

https://dpnetwork.org.uk/gdpr-derogations-list/


D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
481 

the GDPR (Articles 63-65). The Commission had sought this role of enforcing the new 
‘consistency mechanism’, but it was granted instead to the new EDPB. 

 Sixth, the GDPR introduces data protection impact assessments (DPIAs). Article 35 states 

that a DPIA is required: ‘Where a type of processing in particular using new technologies, 

and taking into account the nature, scope, context and purposes of the processing, is likely 

to result in a high risk to the rights and freedoms of natural persons’. It goes on to clarify 

three categories of risk: (i) the use of automated processing to carry out systematic and 
extensive evaluations that lead to legal (or similarly significant) effects, (ii) large-scale 

processing of special categories of data, and (iii) systematically monitoring a publicly 

accessible area on a large scale.  

 Seventh, the GDPR requires that a Data Protection Officer (DPO) be appointed by all public 

bodies and by any private-sector entities that are either processing data on a large scale or 

processing sensitive data. The role of the DPO is to be an independent expert, monitoring 
and advising on the organisation’s fulfilment of its data protection obligations.  

 Finally, the Committee established by Article 31 of the 1995 Directive remains in place in the 

GDPR (now Article 93), with the same role of deciding on Commission proposals in areas 

such as the adequacy of third-country data protection frameworks.  

1.2.3.3 After GDPR 

The EU’s activity in the area of data protection governance has continued since the adoption of 

the GDPR. The regulation consolidated the EU’s position as a leading global actor in this domain, 

and as we have seen, the GDPR has been an important influence on the wave of data protection 

laws that other countries have drafted in the years since. As we will discuss in more detail in the 

later chapter on EU effectiveness, the goal of being a global leader on data protection has become 

increasingly important to the EU. This was evident in a review published by the Commission to 

mark two years since the adoption of the GDPR (European Commission 2020c). However, this 
increased focus on projecting EU rules and values globally should not detract from the work that 

still needs to be done to ensure the smooth and consistent application of the GDPR within the 

EU. Compliance levels remain relatively low, and despite the steady progression from directive to 

regulation, the Commission’s two-year review highlighted continuing problems relating to 

fragmentation across Member States, notably in relation to cross-border cases. It is also worth 

noting that the EU continues to work on an ePrivacy Regulation, which would establish new 

requirements – aligned with the GDPR – for electronic communications, including messaging 

apps, direct marketing, rules for cookies, etc (Bensinger, Kociok, and Zollitsch 2021). In February 
2021, the Council adopted a version of the draft regulation, and this now forms the basis of 

negotiations between Council, Commission and Parliament before it is finalised187.  

 
187 See more at https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-6087-2021-INIT/en/pdf 

https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-6087-2021-INIT/en/pdf
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More broadly, the EU has been developing a wider data strategy, which seeks to boost the scale 
of the EU data economy without weakening the principles embodied by the GDPR (European 

Commission 2020a). This objective is also reflected in initiatives such as GAIA-X, which seeks to 

implement data protection by design across Europe, using a network of data infrastructure 

suppliers all following a shared standard188.  

As well as being a tacit response to criticisms that the GDPR has hampered data-intensive 

innovation and growth in the EU, the Commission’s new data strategy reflects the increasing 

geopolitical significance of digital technologies. It is an explicit goal of the von der Leyen 

Commission to achieve ‘technological sovereignty’, in which the EU’s capability to make its own 

choices and follow its own values is not restricted by over-reliance on other global actors. This 

highlights the increasing real-world relevance of the TRIGGER model of actorness, and in the 
next chapter we consider how that model applies to the data protection case study.  

2. EU actorness in the data protection domain  
2.1. Introduction 
This chapter of the data protection deep dive presents an analysis and scoring of each dimension 

of the EU’s actorness in the data protection domain. The primary focus of the analysis is on current 

conditions (and levels). However, one of the objectives of these deep dives is to trace the 

evolution of EU actorness over time and so an attempt has been made to provide an overview of 

how the dimensions of actorness have changed. In the main sections below, a series of three 

levels of actorness is allocated to each dimension, corresponding to three phases in the evolution 
of the data-protection governance landscape in the EU. These are: (i) the period prior to the 1995 

Data Protection Directive (DPD)189, (ii) the period between the DPD and the adoption of the GDPR 

in 2016190, and (iii) the current (i.e., post-GDPR) period.  

Given the prominence of the EU in the global evolution of data protection rules and norms, it is 

perhaps surprising that there has not already been a wider discussion of EU actorness in this 

area. Mărcuț (2020) assesses the EU’s actorness in digital policy more broadly, but her analysis 

only touches briefly on data protection issues. Moreover, it relies on a model of actorness that 

focuses on three of the seven dimensions used in the TRIGGER model (authority, autonomy and 

recognition).  

The analysis in this chapter draws heavily on the discussion in the last chapter of how the global 

and EU governance of data protection has evolved since the 1980s. Additional evidence and data 

 
188 See more at https://www.gaia-x.eu/ 
189 See Directive 95/46/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 October 1995 on the protection of 
individuals with regard to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data, OJ 1995 L281/31 
190 See Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 27 April 2016 on the protection of 
natural persons with regard to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data, and repealing 
Directive 95/46/EC (General Data Protection Regulation) [2016] OJ L119/1. 

https://www.gaia-x.eu/
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are marshalled in support of the scoring exercise, but there are methodological considerations 
that should be acknowledged at the outset. Three stand out in particular. The first of these is the 

unavailability or inaccessibility of robust quantitative data capturing the various dimensions of 

actorness. This means that the analysis is largely qualitative in character and the levels are a 

matter of judgement, which can (and should) be contested. Second, where data have been 

available, they have tended to favour recent years, making comparisons over time difficult within 

each of the dimensions. And third, similar difficulties apply to comparisons of actorness levels 

across the four deep dives, owing to significant variation in the availability of data (which in turn 
reflects the substantive differences between the topics of the four deep dives). This may affect 

the comparability of levels across the deep dives, although the authors of the respective deep 

dives have worked together to benchmark and calibrate their work.  

These methodological caveats highlight the desirability of further work on the actorness concept 

after the conclusion of the TRIGGER project. The deep dives in work package 7 have made 

significant progress in building on the conceptual framework developed in work package 3, and 

in developing a consistent approach to the measurement and scoring of each dimension 

(Teebken, Jacob, and Guske 2019). However, further work will be needed in order to fully 

operationalise the various concepts and to build the datasets that would be needed if it were decided 

to roll out a larger series of actorness assessments covering a wider range of policy areas.  

2.2. Summary  
 The table below provides an overview of the evolution of each of the seven dimensions of 

actorness in each of the three phases of data protection governance. In line with the qualitative 

approach to assessing actorness, this overview uses colour-coding rather than a numerical score 
to illustrate changes in actorness over time. There are five levels in this scheme: low, 

low/moderate, moderate, moderate/high and high. The darker the blue, the stronger we assess 

the EU to be on a given dimension of actorness. 

 

Figure 1 - Levels of actorness for each dimension and phase 

Phase Pre-directive Directive to 
GDPR Post-GDPR 

Period 1980-1994 1995-2015 2016-2020 

Authority       
Autonomy       
Cohesion       
Recognition       
Attractiveness       

Opportunity/ 
Necessity to Act       

Credibility       

Legend 

Low   

Low/ 
medium   

Medium   

Medium/ 
high   

High   
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While we are not combining the results of our analysis across the various dimensions to produce 

a composite measure of actorness, the results nevertheless point to a clear increase in the EU’s 

actorness with respect to data protection. Across the seven dimensions, there is an average 

increase of almost three steps on our five-point scale between the first and third phases. The 

biggest change recorded on any of the dimensions is for recognition, which increases from ‘low’ 

in the first phase to ‘high’ in the latest phase. This contributes to a more general trend that sees 

greater increases on the three external dimensions (recognition, attractiveness and 
opportunity/necessity to act) compared to the three internal dimensions (authority, autonomy and 

cohesion). Assessing possible causal relationships between the various dimensions of actorness 

is beyond the scope of this report, but one possibility is that improvements on the internal 

dimensions of actorness lead either directly or indirectly to (even greater) improvements on the 

external recognition and attractiveness dimensions. However, these changes have taken place 

against the backdrop of dramatic changes in the external policy context – reflected in the 

opportunity/necessity to act dimension – with the rise of the internet and the data economy 

creating an increasing impetus for the regulation of global data flows and greater protection for 
personal data in particular.  

2.3. Dimension 1: Authority 
Authority is defined in D3.1 as follows: ‘This dimension refers to the legal competences that the 
EU has in a specific policy area. These competences are laid out in the Treaties of the European 

Union, but may also be complemented by issue specific agreements.’ The authority dimension is 

primarily about the formal powers of the EU institutions (vis-à-vis the Member States), and the 

TRIGGER definition goes beyond the treaties to include EU legislation, as well as the policy cycle 

(that is, who is formally responsible for what at different stages of the policy cycle). An assessment 

of ‘high’ for authority would be appropriate in an area where the Member States have transferred 

all or nearly all formal authority to the EU. A level of ‘low’ would be appropriate where the Member 

States retain all or nearly all formal legal authority.  

2.3.1. Analysis 

After decades of evolving EU governance in this area, data protection is now firmly anchored in 

the treaties and in EU legislation. This creates a baseline of robust EU authority but needs to be 

qualified with reference to a significant number of exceptions that exist.  

Data protection is rooted in Article 16 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 

(TFEU)191. This appears in Title II which contains ‘provisions of general application,’ implying that 

the protection of personal data is far-reaching, extending across both the public and private 

 
191 See Consolidated version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) [2016] OJ C202/1 
[https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A12016E%2FTXT]  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A12016E%2FTXT
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sectors. Article 16(1) states that ‘Everyone has the right to the protection of personal data 
concerning them.’ Article 16(2) goes on to mandate the EU to ‘provide for data protection in all 

areas of European Union law’ (Hijmans 2010).  

This broad treaty basis for EU authority in relation to data protection is subject to a number of 

caveats, but these are minor in the overall scheme of things. First, Article 16 TFEU notes explicitly 

that its provisions do not apply to the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), as laid 

down in Article 39 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU)192. Second, declarations 20 and 21 to 

the TFEU note that special treatment of personal data may be required in the areas of national 

security and policing. Third, the protocols to the TFEU contain derogations related to Article 16 

for Ireland and the United Kingdom (Protocol 21) and for Denmark (Protocol 22).  

The EU’s strong authority is also reflected in a pair of legislative instruments that were agreed in 

May 2016 and have been implemented since May 2018: the GDPR and the Data Protection Law 

Enforcement Directive (LED)193. Whereas the GDPR directly imposes EU-wide authority on the 

Member States, the LED continues to rely on implementing measures being introduced by the 
Member States. Thus, the EU does not enjoy uniform authority across all aspects of this policy 

domain.  

Although we are primarily concerned here with assessing the EU’s authority vis-à-vis the Member 

States, it is worth noting that the GDPR (like the DPD before it) allows the EU to wield significant 

influence over international actors. The clearest example is the extraterritorial reach of the GDPR 

via Article 3 (Kuner 2015). Another is the fact that the European Commission takes the leading 

role in assessing whether data protection in third countries reaches the EU’s standard of 

adequacy (Article 45) (Drechsler 2019). In the absence of formal global governance institutions 

relating to data protection (equivalent to the WTO in the trade field, for example), provisions such 

as these give the EU a significant degree of external authority. 

While the freedom that Member States enjoy when implementing directives should not be 

overstated, the direct applicability of the GDPR marks an increase in EU authority relative to the 
1995 Directive. The GDPR’s horizontal direct effect also widens the potential exposure of private 

actors for data protection infringements. The territorial, material and personal scope of the GDPR 

is extremely broad. However, it is worth noting that the EU’s increased authority is subject to a 

number of exceptions. The preamble of the GDPR notes that it does not apply to national security, 

law enforcement, CFSP, or to data processing within households. The substantive articles of the 

regulation also allow for national rules in a range of areas. These relate, inter alia, to children 

 
192 See Consolidated version of the Treaty on European Union (TEU) [2016] OJ C202/1 [https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A12016E%2FTXT] 
193 See Directive (EU) 2016/680 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 27 April 2016 on the protection of natural 
persons with regard to the processing of personal data by competent authorities for the purposes of the prevention, 
investigation, detection or prosecution of criminal offences or the execution of criminal penalties, and on the free 
movement of such data, and repealing Council Framework Decision 2008/977/JHA [2016] OJ L119/89. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
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(Article 8), sensitive data (Article 9), the right to be forgotten (Article 17) and ‘public interest’ data 
transfers to third countries (Article 49). Article 23 contains a list of rights and freedoms which may 

justify restrictions of GDPR protections. Finally, Chapter IX (Articles 85-91) provides a further list 

of areas in which national rules are permissible or required.  

Although the adoption of key legislative instruments like the GDPR has played a particularly 

important role in shaping the EU’s data protection authority, it is also important to note the 

catalysing role that the CJEU has played at various points. In a number of high-profile data-

protection decisions it has demonstrated a willingness to interpret its treaty-based authority 

broadly, and it has put rights protection increasingly at the centre of the EU’s data protection 

framework, even when it is potentially disruptive to do so, both in terms of inter-institutional 

dynamics within the EU, as well as in terms of political and economic relations between EU 
Member States and third countries. Important cases include Google Spain (2014) and Breyer 

(2016), but the most significant have perhaps been the CJEU’s decisions striking down the Safe 

Harbor agreement and its successor, Privacy Shield. Notably, these two decisions were primarily 

a rejection of decisions that had previously been made by the European Commission. This intra-

EU dynamic highlights the extent to which authority with respect to data protection is now located 

and contested at the EU rather than the Member State level. 

 

Figure 2 - The EU's accumulated legal authority 
 

It is also instructive to look at a wider survey of the body of EU law, beyond the milestone pieces 
of legislation. This approach assesses authority on the basis of the accumulation of all the legal 
instruments that the EU has passed on a given topic, with different categories of EU law coded in 
terms of ‘regulatory equivalents’ to reflect the greater or lesser impact that different types of 
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instrument can have194. As the chart below illustrates, by 2019 there were almost three times as 
many regulatory equivalents in the area of data protection (78.99) as in the average policy area 
(27.64)195.  

In terms of the evolution of authority over time, there has been a clear trend towards higher levels 
of EU authority in the area of data protection. This is most clearly illustrated in the changing nature 
of the legal regime for data protection across the EU, which as discussed in the previous chapter 
has progressed through three clear phases: initially ad hoc national measures, followed by 
national implementation of the common principles agreed in the DPD, followed by the directly 
applicable GDPR. This increase in the EU’s legislative authority was influenced by the evolution 
of the treaties towards a greater focus on the EU as a political (rather than solely economic) 
community underpinned by fundamental rights. The Lisbon Treaty made the commitment to data 
protection explicit, but as was noted in the previous chapter, the political dimension of the 
Maastricht Treaty was an important enabler of Commission action that led to the DPD, in addition 
to the economic dimension related to the smooth functioning of the internal market. Finally, 
external developments also contributed to the EU’s increasing authority in relation to data 
protection. The growth of the internet marked a profound economic and societal development and 
has challenged policymakers for decades. In the EU, the growing importance of the information 
economy meant that cross-border flows of personal data became an increasingly unavoidable 
aspect of regulating the internal market and upholding the rights of citizens (Pearce and Platten 
1998). However, the EU does not enjoy the same level of authority along all stages of the policy 
cycle. This is particularly true of enforcement, which takes place primarily at the Member State 
level, through the national data protection authorities (DPAs). This is not unique to the data 
protection domain: in almost all policy areas enforcement takes place at the national level. 
However, in the data protection domain the system of enforcement is a source of ongoing 
fragmentation – and occasional dispute – and therefore can be seen as a limit on the effective 
authority of the EU, notwithstanding the role of bodies such as the Article 29 Working Party and 
the European Data Protection Board in maximising consistency in this area (Hijmans 2016).  

Under the ‘one-stop shop’ system introduced in the GDPR, data processors with operations in 
multiple Member States only need to deal with the DPA in their primary location (Giurgiu and 
Larsen 2016). If that DPA is (or is perceived to be) a weak link in the system, then it hampers the 
EU’s formal authority from being enforced across the whole system and not just in the territory of 
the DPA in question. The possible reasons why an individual DPA might represent a weak link 
could include a lack of resources (which are allocated by national governments and can differ 
significantly between countries), as well as more substantive questions of political economy, 
relating for example to how a DPA believes it should balance data protection and national 
economic considerations (Kuner et al. 2012).  

 
194 Regulations are scored as 1 'Regulatory Equivalent', while Directives are scored as 0.5, Decisions as 0.1 and 
International Agreements as 1. If a legal act is an amendment to an existing act, then its score is reduced to 20%. 
195 For the CEPS-developed application used to conduct this analysis, see more at https://trigger.eui.eu/ceps-eurlex-
dataset-analysis/all/countryNotes 

https://trigger.eui.eu/ceps-eurlex-
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When the current system was being negotiated, the European Commission sought for itself a role 
that would help ensure consistency in the decentralised system of DPAs, with the power to 
temporarily suspend DPA decisions. Instead, control of this ‘consistency mechanism’ was granted 
in the GDPR to the new European Data Protection Board (EDPB) (Jančiūtė 2018). This EDPB 
role, as well as the guidelines, recommendations and best practices that the EDPB produces, 
aims, in effect, to limit the scope of DPAs to erode EU authority at the enforcement stage. And in 
the final instance, the CJEU can ensure that rules are applied consistently across the EU, as any 
complaints about DPAs can ultimately be referred to it.  

2.3.2. Levels 

Phase Level Note 

Pre-directive Low For most of this period, the EU plays a weak, inchoate role. 
As a legal framework for data protection begins to take 
shape, it is European countries rather than supranational 
institutions that take the initiative (including Sweden, 
Germany, Austria, France and others). Formal legislative 
authority rests at the national rather than the supranational 
level. Moreover, as discussed in the previous chapter, 
insofar as there is international coordination or influence, for 
much of this period it is provided by the Council of Europe 
and the OECD rather than the EU.  

Directive to GDPR Moderate There is a step change in the level of EU authority in 1995 
with the advent of the DPD. This phase also sees a twofold 
strengthening of the treaty basis for EU authority in this area: 
(i) internal market provisions develop more traction in relation 
to data protection as data become more commercially and 
economically more important, and (ii) data protection is 
established as a fundamental right in the treaties and the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights. This period also saw the 
introduction of the ePrivacy Directive (ePD), which was 
adopted in 1997 (and subsequently amended in 2002 and 
2009) in order to apply the principles of the DPD in the 
telecommunications sector.  

Post-GDPR Moderate/
High 

There is a further increase in authority in 2018 with the 
coming into force of the GDPR. The position is one of strong 
authority, with a clear treaty mandate shaping a large body 
of EU legislation including the landmark GDPR. However, 
the level does not increase to the highest level. This reflects 
a number of significant constraints on the EU’s authority in 
this area. There are many areas (notably relating to policing 
and security) in which Member States have retained the 
freedom to deviate from EU-wide rules. Moreover, the EU’s 
effective authority is limited by the fact that enforcement 
takes place predominantly at the Member State level, 
through the DPAs. Mechanisms designed to ensure 
consistency of enforcement have yet to remedy 
fragmentation in this area (European Commission 2020c).  

Table 3 - Levels of authority 
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2.4. Dimension 2: Autonomy 
Autonomy is defined in D3.1 as being complementary to authority. It ‘refers to the resources and 

capabilities to act’ and thus captures the potential gap that might exist between an actor’s legal 

right to act and its ability to follow through on that legal right. This is not solely a matter of material 
resources. Autonomy also includes capabilities such as knowledge, institutional expertise, 

policymaking, idea-generation, networking, innovation and agenda-setting. In some cases, 

autonomy may best be assessed in terms of the presence or absence of resource deficiencies 

that could prevent the EU from acting to the full extent of its formal authority. It is possible that 

autonomy might enable an actor to exert power and influence despite the weakness or absence 

of formal authority. One example here in the data protection domain might be the early role played 

by the European Parliament and European Commission in catalysing an EU-wide approach to 

data protection, which then resulted in increased authority being vested in the EU institutions. A 
level of ‘high’ for autonomy would be appropriate in an area where the EU enjoys levels of relevant 

resources (money, staff, skills, connections, ideas, etc) that allow it to ‘punch above its weight’ in 

terms of formal authority. A level of ‘low’ for authority would be appropriate where the EU enjoys 

little or no relevant resources and so struggles to deliver on its formal levels of authority.  

2.4.1. Analysis 

The EU enjoys strong political leeway and agenda-setting freedom in the field of data protection. 

In part this mirrors the strong authority discussed in the previous section: as well as establishing 

the EU as a formal locus of authority, the GDPR also confers great agenda-setting power on the 

EU institutions. Related to this, the autonomy of EU institutions is strengthened by the 

accumulated knowledge, expertise and networks (for example, between Commission officials, 

national DPAs and corporate privacy officers) that have been developed during the decades-long 

process of shaping how data protection is understood and implemented across the EU196. 
However, the inter-institutional dynamics do not all point in the direction of strong autonomy at 

the EU level. As noted above, the fragmentation of enforcement practices across the Member 

States is an important constraint on the EU institutions. Turning to the external impact of EU 

autonomy, there may be a connection here with the recognition dimension of actorness: the high 

levels of recognition that the EU enjoys among both state and non-state actors contributes to its 

ability to influence discussions about the global governance landscape for data protection 

(Greenleaf 2012). Within the Commission, data protection falls under the responsibility of two 

units in the Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers (DG JUST). The first of these units is 
‘Data Protection’; the second unit reflects the increasingly global reach of the EU’s data protection 

rules: ‘International data flows and protection’. Although staffing levels are relatively modest in 

these units (see below), they enjoy significant autonomy, particularly in the agenda-setting sense. 

This points to a potentially important relationship between the authority and autonomy 

 
196 For a list of key communications and similar documents, see the timeline in chapter 1, section 1.1.2.  
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dimensions. It suggests that an actor’s ability to leverage even meagre levels of available 
resources is higher when the actor enjoys high levels of formal authority (as well as the external 

recognition this may bring).  

In terms of the institutional arrangements created by the DPD and the GDPR, the decentralised 

system of national data protection authorities (DPAs) represents a potential constraint on EU 

autonomy (Schütz 2012). This is because of the significant powers enjoyed by the DPAs, such 

as on guidance and enforcement of rules, independent of both the EU and its Member States. 

While the overall trajectory of data protection governance in the EU has been from the national 

to the supranational, as noted in the previous section it remains possible for a national DPA to 

weaken the overall integrity and consistency of the EU-wide data protection regime.  

In the EU’s 2014-20 budget, data protection fell under the Rights, Equality and Citizenship (REC) 
programme in DG JUST. This programme was allocated EUR 439 million, out of a total Security 
and Citizenship budget of EUR 18 billion (and a total EU budget of EUR 1.1 trillion)197. An initial 
TRIGGER assessment of the number of people working in the EU on areas related to data 
protection points to very low staffing levels198. In the Commission, for example, the personnel 
database lists just 27 people with the phrase ‘data protection’ or the word ‘privacy’ in their job title 
or the name of their unit. This compares with much higher figures for the other three topic areas 
being covered in WP7: 467 Commission employees for sustainability, 259 for climate-related 
issues and 298 for the EU-Africa partnership. Notwithstanding questions about the accuracy of 
these budget and staffing data, a general pattern of relatively low levels of EU resourcing in the 
field of data protection would be consistent with the EU’s developing role as a ‘regulatory 
superpower’ in this area. Whereas policy areas such as climate change, sustainable development 
or the EU-Africa partnership involve major spending programmes, the EU’s role on data protection 
is more one of shaping agendas and codifying rules, relying on others to a significant extent for 
enforcement and monitoring of compliance. 

As the discussion so far suggests, the autonomy of the EU has increased over time. In part, this 
follows the trajectory of authority, with the introduction of the DPD and then the GDPR anchoring 
data protection at the EU level and therefore increasing the EU’s scope to set the agenda. This 
has been a self-reinforcing process, with the EU developing cumulative knowledge and expertise 
through successive multi-year legislative and institutional cycles. In addition, the baseline level 
for autonomy in the first measurement phase (before the DPD) is slightly higher than for Authority. 
This reflects a point made in the definition of autonomy above. It is a sign of higher autonomy 
when an actor is able to exert influence despite the absence or weakness of formal authority. This 
is a good description of the early role taken by the EU institutions in the 1980s (initially the 
Parliament, but then with the Commission gradually taking on a much more significant role) in 
creating the conditions for the formalisation of EU authority in this policy area.  

 
197 See more at https://ec.europa.eu/justice/grants1/programmes-2014-2020/rec/index_en.htm 
198 This is a dataset scraped from the EU’s official who-is-who.  

https://ec.europa.eu/justice/grants1/programmes-2014-2020/rec/index_en.htm
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2.4.2. Levels 

Phase Level Note 

Pre-directive Low/ 
Moderate 

As discussed in the previous section, the EU had weak 
authority at this time. By definition, the ability of EU 
institutions to ‘bootstrap’ a role for themselves in this policy 
area reflects the exercise of autonomy rather than 
authority. As discussed in the chapter on the evolution of 
EU governance, the European Commission was 
instrumental in this process, working to catalyse and then 
consolidate support for a supranational approach to data 
protection. 

Directive to GDPR Moderate The level across this time period increases by one step to 
‘moderate’. This is primarily a reflection of the EU’s 
increasing agenda-setting power in this domain, as its 
leadership position on data protection governance is 
bolstered first by the introduction of the DPD and then the 
adoption of the Lisbon Treaty. Ownership of large swathes 
of data protection policy was now situated firmly at the EU 
level, which as noted above allowed the EU to leverage 
the relatively modest resources devoted to data protection, 
both within the EU and externally.  

Post-GDPR Moderate The level for autonomy does not change in any of the post-
GDPR years, remaining at ‘moderate’. While the EU’s 
agenda-setting power has been further strengthened since 
the introduction of the GDPR,its own resources in this area 
remain low, and this is an important aspect of the 
autonomy definition. In addition, the EU institutions remain 
reliant on others for enforcement and monitoring.  

Table 4 - Levels of autonomy 
 

2.5. Dimension 3: Cohesion 
Cohesion is defined in D3.1 as ‘a consistent line of argument, meaning that the involved nation 

states are ‘speaking with one voice’ and share the same policy preferences in a specific policy 

area.’ It is a measure of shared values, norms, principles and interests. Although the primary 

focus of this actorness dimension is on cohesion between the Member States and EU 

supranational institutions, it also concerns intra-EU cohesion among the institutions. A level of 

‘high’ for cohesion would entail high levels of EU-MS and intra-EU alignment on all key aspects 

of a policy area. A level of ‘low’ would be appropriate in a policy area characterised by competing 
visions, narratives, values, preferences, interests, etc. 

2.5.1. Analysis 

There is a high degree of cohesion around most aspects of data protection in the EU. Clearly, 
important fundamentals are shared across the 27 Member States. Data protection is expressly 
laid down in the treaties as a fundamental right and a general principle of EU law. Important parts 
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of this principle have been operationalised in a binding EU-wide regulation. The core principles 
that underpin the governance of data protection in the EU are uncontested. They stretch back to 
the early 1980s and are aligned with international norms developed by the Council of Europe and 
the OECD.  

Despite this bedrock of shared fundamentals, there are various divergences over aspects of data 
protection. Not all of these should be seen as detrimental to cohesion. For example, the separate 
legislative treatment of data protection in the field of law enforcement (that is, in a directive 
requiring national implementing measures – the LED – rather than in the GDPR) is foreseen in 
the treaties, and so arguably counts as an expression of cohesion: it reflects a shared view as to 
the need for special provisions in that area. The specific treaty derogations enjoyed by Ireland, 
the UK and Denmark (see the Authority section, above) are a clearer instance of certain Member 
States delineating the limits of their willingness to rely on shared treaty provisions and legal 
instruments. More generally, as discussed in the chapter on EU governance, Ireland has been 
seen as comparatively soft on data protection because of its economic interest in continuing to 
host many of the European operations of some of the world’s largest data processors (Jančiūtė 
2018). Fragmentation of enforcement at the Member State level has been mentioned already in the 
authority and autonomy sections, but it can also be seen as a potential indicator of lower cohesion.  

It should also be noted that the existence of a strong degree of cohesion in the fundamentals of 
data protection does not imply homogeneity in this area. As the previous chapter noted, the 
negotiations leading up to the adoption of both the DPD and the GDPR were characterised by 
significant differences between EU institutions (notably the Parliament and Commission), and 
between the supranational institutions and the Member States in the Council. Differences have 
also been evident within individual EU institutions, such as between individuals from different 
political groupings in the Parliament. As discussed in the previous chapter, one factor that helped 
with passage of the GDPR through the Parliament was the choice as rapporteur of Jan Philipp 
Albrecht, a Green with a strong record of voting for privacy protections, rather than Axel Voss, 
from the EPP, who had a strong record of opposing such measures. Different Member States 
have also taken different positions during negotiations in the Council, with Ireland and the UK 
adopting a more business-friendly approach when the GDPR was being negotiated.  

EU cohesion on data protection has deepened significantly over the period under analysis. The 
starting point of our analysis in the 1980s was characterised by weak cohesion in this nascent 
policy area. However, as national laws were introduced they already shared some common 
features and principles, in line with an emerging international consensus on what the core of data 
protection entailed199. Nevertheless, there were still significant differences between national 
priorities and legal/commercial cultures across the EU, and as noted in the previous chapter, 
reconciling these national differences was one of the key challenges for the Commission in 
drafting the DPD. It is also worth recalling that during the 1980s, there were significant intra-EU 
differences, with the Parliament and the Commission taking different approaches to data 

 
199 For more details of the early evolution of data protection rules in the EU, see the previous chapter. 
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protection, largely on the basis of the perceived tension between data protection and the 
promotion of economically significant new information technologies (Simitis 1995). From the early 
1990s, the changing approach of the Commission (that is, an increasing focus on the normative 
dimension of data protection in addition to its economic significance) represented an increase in 
intra-EU cohesion in and of itself and was also a catalyst for a period of deepening cohesion 
among Member States. Key milestones over the next two decades included national laws being 
at least partially harmonised via the DPD and data protection being anchored in the treaties in 
2009. The evolution from the DPD to the directly applicable GDPR provides further evidence of 
deepening cohesion, despite the extensive national carve-outs that it contains. Moreover, 
negotiations leading up to the GDPR’s adoption also bolstered cohesion, even if the reasons for 
this were at times external and fortuitous, as with the galvanising effect of the Snowden 
revelations on Member States attitudes towards the need for stronger protections (Barbière 
2014).  

2.5.2. Levels 

Phase Level Note 

Pre-directive Low/ 
Moderate 

The first phase is one of relatively weak cohesion, as is 
natural given how new of a policy issue data protection was 
at that time. However, as a growing number of national rules 
are put in place, there are broad ‘family resemblances’. The 
biggest divergence among the Member States is not between 
competing visions of data protection, but between the 
countries that have or do not have data protection rules in 
place. Overcoming this divergence provides the impetus that 
leads to the introduction of the 1995 Directive.  

Directive to GDPR Moderate There is a significant strengthening of cohesion during this 
period. This averages out at a ‘moderate’ level across the 
whole period, but two separate developments indicating 
higher cohesion set the scene for a further increased level in 
the post-GDPR period. The first change during this period is 
the agreement of shared rules (albeit nationally implemented) 
in the directive. The second is the Member States’ agreement 
to explicitly include data protection as a fundamental right in 
the Lisbon Treaty.  

Post-GDPR Moderate/
High 

With the agreement of the GDPR (and the directive on law 
enforcement), there is another increase in the cohesion level, 
reflecting a further ratcheting upwards of the Member States’ 
alignment on data protection. This takes the cohesion level 
to ‘moderate/high’ in line with the equivalent post-GDPR level 
for authority. One way of thinking about this is to note that 
there is a strong degree of cohesion even about how 
authority should be divided between the Member States and 
the EU institutions. (In short, all the Member States agree that 
more national flexibility is needed in areas like national 
security and law enforcement. It is not that Member States 
have insisted on a patchwork of different national carve-outs.)  

Table 5 - Levels of cohesion 
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2.6. Dimension 4: Recognition 
Recognition is defined in D3.1 in terms of the EU being ‘recognised as an actor and legitimate 

negotiation partner by other actors in the international system.’ This is a relative rather than an 

absolute concept, with the EU’s recognition being considered in comparison in the context of how 
strong or weak is the recognition of other actors. It is also positive rather than normative: this 

dimension of actorness assesses only the relative strength/intensity of recognition, and is not 

affected by whether the EU is viewed favourably or unfavourably. (That normative aspect of 

external perceptions is captured in the attractiveness dimension.) Another important feature of 

the definition relates to the EU’s formal legal standing as a party to international organisations, 

conventions, etc. A maximum level for recognition indicates that the EU is widely viewed as one 

of the most powerful actors in the global governance of a given policy area. A level of ‘low’ 

indicates that the EU is viewed as having little or no power or legal standing.  

2.6.1. Analysis 

In an area such as trade policy, one way of gauging the recognition of the EU is through the legal 

quality of its participation and its independent standing in an international organisation like the 

WTO. There is no comparable multilateral governance body for data protection, although global 
interaction and collaboration are increasing in forums such as the Global Privacy Assembly (in 

which the European Commission and EDPB are observers). There is ample evidence of the EU 

being recognised externally as a powerful actor in the global governance of data protection. This 

reflects the explicitly international nature of the EU data protection regime. First, it is extraterritorial 

in scope, which means that the combined authority, autonomy and cohesion that the EU has 

accumulated over many years has direct relevance for many affected data processors in other 

countries. Second, EU institutions are at the heart of the system of adequacy decisions and 

related mechanisms that have shaped cross-border data transfers between the EU and third 
countries since the DPD.  

A possible counter-argument here is that these formal considerations overlook the reality of 

international diplomacy, which is still likely to see third countries use well-oiled bilateral 
relationships with Member States in order to raise any data protection issues that have arisen 

(Hilden 2019). While this is possible, it is limited by the increasingly clear position of the CJEU as 

the final arbiter on matters of data protection, a role that it has played independently and 

expansively: for example in its much broader interpretation than the Commission of what the term 

‘adequate’ requires in a third-country’s data protection regime (Drechsler 2019). 

Another potential rival for the EU institutions as a perceived interlocutor for external actors is the 

system of national data protection authorities (DPAs). The DPAs play an extensive enforcement 

role, creating potential incentives for data processors (or their home-country governments) to 

seek to cultivate a lenient relationship with a DPA or to ‘forum shop’ across the EU to exploit any 
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differences in enforcement standards between different DPAs. Even in the absence of any such 
gaming of the DPA system, the central role played by the DPAs in the day-to-day operation of the 

EU data protection regime potentially detracts from the recognition enjoyed by the EU institutions. 

In addition to their enforcement role, the DPAs also play a role in third-country data transfers 

involving standard contractual clauses (GDPR Article 46) and binding corporate rules (Article 47).  

Beyond these institutional considerations, it is difficult to identify indicators that will accurately 

reflect the level of recognition of the EU as a global governance actor. One potential proxy that 

has been explored by the TRIGGER project is a data mining exercise on a corpus of international 

media articles about data protection. According to a preliminary analysis of these data, the EU is 

the most frequently referenced public-sector entity over the 2010-20 period; the only group to be 

referred to more frequently in these articles is the ‘US tech giants’ category. However, without 
deeper qualitative assessment of the media sources and the individual mentions of different 

actors, these data should not be over-interpreted. A related proxy is the prominence of the EU in 

academic discussion of data protection over the past decade. A search of the titles of data 

protection articles indexed by Google Scholar reveals a greater focus on the European Union 

than in the US or China. Since 2010, there have been 803 articles with the phrases ‘data 

protection’ and either EU or European Union in the title200. The corresponding figures for the US 

and China are 105201 and 30202. Unlike in the media mining exercise, the US tech giants do not 

feature prominently in the results of the Google Scholar search, returning just 32 articles since 
2010203.  

2.6.2. Levels 

Phase Level Note 

Pre-directive Low There is weak recognition for the EU in the first phase. In part, 
this reflects the fact that data protection was still an emerging 
policy area, with limited arrangements for global governance. 
It also reflects the fact that before the introduction of the 
Directive other actors were seen as being in the lead on data 
protection. Insofar as there were international actors shaping 
the international governance of data protection, it was the 
Council of Europe and the OECD rather than the EU.  

Directive to GDPR Moderate The recognition of the EU as a global governance actor 
increased by two steps in this period with the introduction of 
the DPD and with the general increase in the relevance of 
data governance to international commerce and economics. 
While the primary focus of the directive was the 
harmonisation of Member State rules affecting the flow of 
data within the EU, it was also extraterritorial in scope, tying 
market access to third-country data protection adequacy.  

 
200 Search string: allintitle:’data protection’ (‘european union’ OR EU). 
201 Search string: allintitle:’data protection’ (‘united states’ OR US). 
202 Search string: allintitle:’data protection’ china. 
203 Search string: allintitle:’data protection’ (facebook OR google OR amazon OR alphabet OR apple). 
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Post-GDPR High  The introduction of the GDPR consolidated the EU’s position 
as a regulatory superpower in the area of data protection, 
establishing a framework of rules that few third-country actors 
(private sector or public sector) can afford to ignore. 
Notwithstanding the important role played by the DPAs – 
particularly in Ireland, where many of the largest third-country 
data processors have their EU operations – the European 
Commission and the CJEU are the key institutions in terms 
of projecting the EU’s data protection rules globally.  

Table 6 - Levels of recognition 
 

2.7. Dimension 5: Attractiveness 
Attractiveness is defined in D3.1 in the following terms: ‘It describes how much other actors 

perceive cooperation with the EU as something worth striving for. It is defined by both, the 

economic attractiveness of the EU, but also the values and norms or the EU’s soft powers.’ It 

therefore contains two key elements, one instrumental (the material benefits of aligning with EU 
governance in a policy area) and the other normative (the EU as a source of governance best 

practice to be emulated). The material benefits are defined primarily in terms of the economic 

benefits of alignment with the EU, either in terms of market access or investment flows. As with 

the recognition dimension above, attractiveness is a relative concept: how attractive is the EU in 

this policy area compared with other key actors. A level of ‘high’ for attractiveness is warranted 

where there is a high degree of policy emulation or influence and/or relevant investment to or from 

the EU. By contrast, a level of ‘low’ indicates that there is active reluctance to align with EU 
governance and/or little or no economic advantage in doing so. 

2.7.1. Analysis 

There is unambiguous evidence of third countries emulating or being influenced by EU 

approaches to the governance of data protection, particularly since the introduction of the GDPR 

(Greenleaf 2012; 2021). But because the EU was a relatively early and strong mover in this policy 
area, and with an explicitly normative approach, there can be a tendency to jump too quickly from 

an assessment that the EU is widely recognised as a global governance actor on data protection, 

to an assessment that it is seen globally as an attractive model to be emulated. For example, 

while the US and China might recognise the EU as a powerful global governance actor, there are 

significant limits to how attractive the EU’s governance model is to them. Notwithstanding the 

gradual evolution of a body of data protection rules in China, there is no sense in which it is 

emulating the EU’s individual rights-based approach, or seeking to attain the EU’s standard of 

adequacy (Sacks, Shi, and Webster 2019). The US is much closer to the EU’s legal and political 
culture than is China, and current moves to strengthen US data protection rules have undoubtedly 

been influenced by the EU example, but there remain significant normative divergences which 

limit the extent of policy emulation between the two. This was discussed in the chapter on the 
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evolution of data protection global governance; it continues to shape differing approaches to the 
digital economy. As the two largest consumer markets in the world, there are deep trade and 

investment connections between the US and the EU, and policymakers on both sides have 

consistently sought to avoid blocking these flows. However, it is noteworthy that (i) the US has 

only been willing to sign up to an amended or tailored version of the adequacy regime, with Safe 

Harbor and then the Privacy Shield, and (ii) that these agreements have subsequently been 

deemed invalid by the CJEU, precisely because of their failure to emulate the full protections 

required in the EU. This points to a tension between the instrumental and normative aspects of 
the attractiveness dimension with respect to the EU-US relationship. Aspects of the data 

protection regime in both the DPD and the GDPR have also been viewed with hostility by some 

US scholars. The extraterritorial reach of both instruments in particular has been seen by some 

as an ‘aggressive’ attempt to foist EU norms on non-EU countries (Salbu 2002). Given the 

undisputed status of the US and China as technological superpowers, and the share of global 

economic and data-related activity they account for, their reluctance to emulate the EU should 

inform our overall assessment of the EU’s attractiveness.  

The clearest evidence of the normative attractiveness of the EU’s data protection governance 

would be when another country replicates some or all of the EU regime in its own domestic rules. 

Perhaps the best example of this is Brazil, which published a data protection law in 2018 that 

closely mirrors the key provisions of the GDPR (Perrone and Strassburger 2018). This law took 
effect in August 2020. Another example is Thailand’s 2019 Personal Data Protection Act 

(Greenleaf and Suriyawongkul 2019). An example like India is more complicated, as discussed 

in the previous chapter, with a law that follows the GDPR in important respects, but which has 

also been amended to remove judicial oversight for government access to citizens’ personal data. 

It is not just countries that can be seen emulating the EU’s approach to data protection. 

Corporations have been doing so too, including Microsoft, which applies core provisions of the 

GDPR globally (Brill 2018). This is the ‘Brussels effect’ in action (Bradford 2012; 2020). There are 
commercial reasons for a multinational company to standardise its rules globally in this way, but 

that does not mean that the normative factors highlighted by Microsoft should be disregarded.  

It is important to note that when looking at whether policy emulation has occurred between 
countries, establishing the causality is not simple. There may be independent factors or pathways 

that lead to the similarity. In the case of data protection, it is worth recalling that some of the core 

principles underpinning the EU’s approach to data protection were first codified by the Council of 

Europe and the OECD. The EU’s data protection framework builds on a foundation that was 

developed internationally. There is a danger of blurring the lines between the recognition and 

attractiveness dimensions of actorness, and of jumping from the fact that the EU is a recognised 

leader in data protection governance to the conclusion that it also motivates the actions of others 
in this area. For example, while the growing debate about state-level and federal data protection 

rules in the US is clearly informed by developments in the EU, Chander et al. (2019) caution 
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against over-simplifying the extent to which the US is emulating the EU. They point instead to the 
roots of a statute such as the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA) in American legal and 

commercial culture, and they stress the role of ‘networked norm entrepreneurs’ in driving the 

process forward, as opposed to the more top-down process they see in the EU.  

Turning to the instrumental attractiveness of the EU’s data protection governance regime, we see 

that it relates primarily to market access rather than investment. Indeed, the EU’s strict data 

protection rules are frequently cited as an obstacle to investment in various emerging 

technologies that rely on data processing. Third countries have a clear incentive to meet EU 

standards in order to allow cross-border data flows in and out of the EU’s market of 500 million 

consumers with GDP per capita of around EUR 25 000204. At present, the EU recognises 13 

countries as providing adequate levels of data protection under the terms of the GDPR, and talks 
are ongoing with South Korea (European Commission n.d.). However, these country-level 

adequacy decisions are only one element in the panoply of methods by which third-country data 

protection standards can be validated. In addition to the troubled attempts to craft standalone 

agreements with the US, covering around 5 000 entities (Privacy Shield Framework 2020), the 

EU also allows for enterprise-level alignment with GDPR principles, via standardised contractual 

clauses (SCCs) that are used by thousands of businesses, and binding corporate rules (BCRs). 

2.7.2. Levels 

Phase Level Note 

Pre-directive Low Assessment of the attractiveness dimension is complicated 
by the range of contributory factors. As well as having to 
consider the normative and instrumental implications of the 
EU’s governance framework per se, it is also necessary to 
consider wider economic developments: the greater the size 
of the data-related EU market, the greater the attractiveness 
of securing or maintaining access to it. In the first period, as 
with the recognition dimension, the level for attractiveness is 
‘low’. In instrumental terms, the economic value of the 
‘information society’ remains potential rather than actual at 
this stage. And in normative terms, the EU is not yet a leader. 
As noted above, the Council of Europe and OECD were the 
early pioneers in terms of framing principles for widespread 
international adoption.  

Directive to GDPR Moderate The level rises by two steps to ‘moderate’ during this period. 
This increase reflects two things. The first of these is the huge 
growth in data-driven economic activity during this period, 
and the corresponding increase in the potential value of 
cross-border data transfers with the EU. The second relates 
to the introduction and evolution of adequacy and related 
provisions that tie third-country market access to having EU-
compliant data protection provisions in place. 

 
204 See more at https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/eu-position-in-world-trade/ 

https://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/eu-position-in-world-trade/
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Post-GDPR Moderate/
High 

There is a further increase in the level for attractiveness in 
this period, reflecting the same twin processes as in the 
previous period: growth in the economic value of cross-
border data flows, and the GDPR’s consolidation of the 
conditionality mechanisms tying market access to data 
protection.  

Table 7 - Levels of attractiveness 
 

2.8. Dimension 6: Opportunity or Necessity to Act  
This dimension of actorness differs from the others in that it incorporates into the actorness 

concept factors that may be beyond the control of the EU, namely the state of the external 

governance environment. This is perhaps counter-intuitive, given that the concept of actorness 

seeks to capture the ability of the EU to exert agency, influence and control. However, the level 
of agency, influence and control that the EU can exert in a given policy area is constrained by 

external circumstances: if there are no opportunities for the EU to act, then its ability to act is 

necessarily constrained, regardless of how strongly it may score on the other dimensions of 

actorness. As the definition in D3.1 puts it: ‘developments and constellations in the international 

arena [are] one factor that also determines the degree to which the EU can be an actor.’ This 

dimension is therefore concerned with the existence of windows of opportunity that create an 

opening for the EU to act. It also covers external threats or crises that make it necessary for the 

EU to act. The scoring also takes into consideration the nature of the EU’s response – proactive 
or reactive – to such developments in the external governance environment. A maximum level on 

this dimension is warranted where (i) there is ample opportunity/necessity for the EU (and other 

actors) to act, and (ii) the EU is proactive in exploiting such openings in order to shape the global 

governance landscape. A level of ‘low’ would be appropriate in circumstances in which there are 

no such openings for the EU to act.  

2.8.1. Analysis 

The EU has been an active and assertive governance actor in the data protection domain from 

the outset, and developments have provided it with plenty of opportunities to act. The external 

policy environment has been characterised less by isolated windows of opportunity than by 

multiple global and regional trends which have combined to provide an ongoing opportunity for 

the EU. These trends include: (i) digitalisation and the increasing volume and significance of 

personal data, (ii) the increasing size of the data-related economy, and (iii) developments in the 
EU – notably its increasingly political character since the 1990s – that brought data protection 

more firmly within its ambit.  

In terms of the EU’s response to these developments in the external policy arena, there is an 
important element of path dependency to highlight. The Commission moved quite early (1990) to 

propose the internalisation and harmonisation of an emerging core of data protection principles 
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around which other actors were already beginning to align – notably the Council of Europe and 
OECD, but also those Member States that had already introduced national data protection 

legislation. This early move positioned the EU institutions rather than the Member States as the 

natural locus for further policy moves in this area. This set the scene for a subsequent ratcheting 

up of policy in this area in response to technological and economic developments. The clearest 

instance of this subsequent ratcheting is the move from directive to regulation with the introduction 

of the GDPR.  

Another point to note about the EU’s approach is the early and assertive manner in which it sought 

to project its system of data protection governance externally. It incorporated explicit 

extraterritorial provisions into its core data protection instruments, leveraging its market size and 

power to incentivise the adoption of its approach in third countries. In the absence of a formal 
multilateral framework for data protection, this commitment to extraterritoriality also gave the EU 

an ‘early mover advantage’ in terms of being a key influence on the evolution of global norms and 

patterns of cooperation in this area. 

Risks related to surveillance and manipulation have been a repeated driver of data protection 

governance changes. The chapter on the evolution of global governance noted that the first data 

protection law, in 1970 in the region of Hesse, rested on fears that new government databanks 

would facilitate government surveillance and the manipulation of individual behaviour. Similar 

fears remain a commonplace feature in discussion of data protection governance, and the 2013 

Snowden revelations are a specific example of surveillance risks contributing to the policy 

development process in the EU. It would go too far to say that the Snowden episode created a 
‘necessity’ to act, but it certainly added impetus to GDPR negotiations at an important stage 

(Butler and Hidvegi 2015).  

Not all windows of opportunity are external. Arguably, the Lisbon Treaty can be seen as an 
internal window of opportunity, which was leveraged to deepen the EU’s commitment to data 

protection. From the perspective of the EU institutions, the new prominence of data protection in 

the treaties following Lisbon shifts the dynamic to one of ‘necessity to act’ rather than ‘opportunity 

to act’. The Schrems decisions are an example of this process in action, with the Commission 

twice developing bilateral workarounds in response to the fact that the US does not meet the 

adequacy threshold, and the CJEU twice deeming those workarounds insufficient. The fact that 

data protection is embedded in the treaties as a fundamental right means that the EU crosses the 
‘necessity to act’ threshold more easily than would otherwise be the case.  
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2.8.2. Levels 

Phase Level Note 

Pre-directive Low/ 
Moderate 

The level on this dimension is ‘low/moderate’ over the pre-
directive period, but that masks some evolution during that 
timeframe. The most important influences on the level during 
this phase were external: the changing role of data and the 
emergence of a patchwork of national responses across the 
EU created an opportunity for the EU institutions to take a 
coordinating role. This window of opportunity was 
strengthened by internal developments in the EU: as noted 
previously, the increasingly political character of the EU 
allowed (or required) the Commission to point to political as 
well as economic reasons for putting consistent data 
protection rules in place.  

Directive to GDPR Moderate/
High 

The level on this dimension of actorness continues to 
increase during this phase. Again, this largely reflects the 
continuing (and accelerating) evolution of the societal and 
economic role of data in the years following the introduction 
of the directive. As in the first phase, internal considerations 
also play a role: the incorporation of data protection into the 
Lisbon Treaty strengthens the responsibility of the EU 
institutions to act externally in order to protect the 
fundamental data protection rights of EU citizens. This phase 
also sees external factors push the EU towards action, such 
as the Snowden revelations in 2013, which galvanised 
progress towards the GDPR: 

Post-GDPR High The EU is at the maximum level throughout the post-GDPR 
period. This reflects (i) the pivotal and deepening role of data 
in almost all aspects of contemporary life, which makes it 
essential that there is ongoing vigilance and action to ensure 
that governance frameworks evolve, and (ii) how well 
positioned the EU institutions are to take the lead in this area, 
following decades of accumulated authority, experience, 
reputation, etc, during the preceding two periods.  

Table 8 - Levels of opportunity or necessity to act 
 

2.9. Dimension 7: Credibility 
In the TRIGGER project, credibility is defined primarily in terms of whether other global 

governance actors (typically states, but also including other important actors such as tech giant 

corporations) have good reason to believe that the EU will act consistently and follow through on 

what it commits to do205. It is therefore closely related to the EU’s record of goal attainment or 

effectiveness, which is the subject of the next chapter. In addition, the credibility dimension also 

presupposes a degree of ambition: it would not indicate significant credibility if a trivial 
commitment were upheld. Unlike the other dimensions of actorness, the credibility dimension is 

 
205 Thus defined, the credibility dimension of actorness is closely related to considerations of trust: is the EU trusted (to 
act consistently, in good faith, etc) in the area of data protection? 
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cross-cutting in the sense that it has both internal and external aspects. In other words, we are 
interested in the credibility of the EU institutions in the eyes of both Member States (internal) and 

global actors (external). A level of ‘high’ indicates that there are very strong reasons to expect the 

EU to deliver on its commitments. A level of ‘low’ indicates that there is little or no reason to expect 

the EU to follow through in this way.  

2.9.1. Analysis 

There is some overlap between this dimension of actorness and two that have already been 

discussed: authority and recognition. The recognition dimension is related to the EU’s credibility 

with external actors – the EU would not be recognised as a key interlocutor if it did not have a 

track record of behaving in a consistent and reliable manner, following through on commitments 

it has made. Similarly, a high level of authority is also likely to contribute to the EU’s credibility 

with external actors, in the sense that it has the formal powers required to make commitments 

and to stick to them. A strong level on the authority dimension also provides prima facie evidence 
that the Member States view the EU institutions as a credible and trustworthy custodian of a given 

policy area (Hoffman 2002). Authority demonstrates willingness by Member States to cede 

control, which they would be unlikely to do if they did not expect the EU to act responsibly, 

predictably and according to shared norms and values206. (In this sense, there is also some 

overlap between the internal aspect of credibility and the cohesion dimension.)  

We point to three factors that have contributed to a high level of EU credibility on data protection. 

The first is consistency over time. Data protection has been a focus of EU policymaking for almost 

four decades, and although there have been huge changes over that time, the current governance 

regime is still recognisably rooted in the values and objectives that characterised the EU’s early 

work in this area during the 1980s. For the most part, the evolution of the EU’s approach to 
governance has involved the introduction of new measures to advance existing principles more 

effectively, rather than the introduction of new principles. An exception to this might be changes 

in the weight attached to economic and fundamental rights considerations as the basis for data 

protection rules. However, as discussed in the previous chapter, this reflects deeper changes in 

the constitutional status of the EU rather than inconsistency on data protection.  

A second and related source of credibility relates to the twin objective of harmonising data 

protection rules within the EU and projecting them externally. Each stage in the evolution of the 

EU’s governance of data protection has reviewed progress on these objectives and tailored the 

regime in response. This provides a very clear signal (both to internal and external actors) that 

the EU views this as a core concern and will continue to iterate its regulatory approach in order 

 
206 In practice, matters might be more complicated than this suggests. There may be reasons why a Member State might 
cede authority to the EU despite concerns about its credibility. These reasons could include a weak negotiating position 
on the issue in question, or a strategic decision to cede authority in a low-priority area in order to preserve it in a higher-
priority area.  
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to deliver success. This is most clearly evident in relation to harmonisation, where, as the last 
chapter outlined, there has been a series of step changes: first, the relatively ad hoc national 

arrangements in the 1980s; second, the national implementation of the EU-wide DPD from the 

mid-1990s; and third, the directly applicable GDPR. This process continues. In its two-year review 

of the application of the GDPR, the Commission continues to highlight areas of possible 

fragmentation in the system that may need attention, such as the resourcing of national DPAs 

(European Commission 2020c). The international reach of the EU’s data protection principles has 

already been discussed in the attractiveness section, but it is also worth noting that this process 
of internationalisation can also increase credibility. An important example here is the cooperation 

between the EU and the Council of Europe on the revision of Convention 108, which brings 

important GDPR principles into a framework with which non-EU and non-European countries can 

formally affiliate (Greenleaf 2018c).  

A third important source of EU credibility on data protection is the strong line that the CJEU has 

taken in milestone decisions. These include the invalidation of the Data Retention Directive in 

2014, the clarification of the right to be forgotten, also in 2014, and the two Schrems judgments 

in 2015 and 2020 (Tzanou 2020; Granger and Irion 2014; Lynskey 2014; Lindsay 2014). The 

CJEU has interpreted data protection broadly and has repeatedly demonstrated its willingness to 

hand down decisions that are potentially highly disruptive both for other EU institutions and for 

external actors. This gives a very clear signal that the constitutional protection that data protection 
principles enjoy is not just formal but substantive, and will be pursued to its logical conclusions 

rather than being fudged. Paradoxically, this strong signalling of credibility by the CJEU may raise 

credibility issues elsewhere in the EU’s treatment of data protection. For example, the US has 

now twice agreed a data protection agreement with the Commission, and it has twice seen its 

agreement overturned by the CJEU. This may undermine the Commission’s credibility as a 

negotiator with the US, if it is perceived as being unable to gauge reliably the constitutional limits 

within which it has to operate.  

Another potential counter-argument to consider on credibility relates to the EU’s objectives around 

being an engine of innovation and economic growth. In an important sense, these objectives are 

separate from the EU’s constitutional commitments to data protection as a fundamental right. 
Nevertheless, it is now frequently suggested that the extent of the EU’s commitment to data 

protection has become an obstacle to its development in data-heavy activities that account for an 

increasing share of economic activity. In other words, the EU’s credibility on data protection may 

come, to a certain extent, at the expense of its credibility as an economic actor. The potential 

trade-off between these two aspects of the EU’s credibility is interesting given that the initial phase 

of the EU’s involvement in data protection, as discussed in the last chapter, saw strong data 

protection both as an end in itself (as an individual right) and as a means to other ends (increased 
cross-border economic activity). With this in mind, it is striking that recent proposals from the 

Commission target the development of policies, and even technological infrastructures, that will 
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allow the EU to increase its relative share of the global data-driven economy without 
compromising on its approach to data protection (European Commission 2020a; 2020b). (Another 

noteworthy initiative in this regard is GAIA-X, which envisages GDPR compliance by design, a 

development that would avoid or minimise the need for enhanced international regulatory 

cooperation to enforce GDPR.) The EU’s ability to balance the twin goals of data protection and 

economic dynamism is likely to be an important test of the EU’s credibility in the years ahead, 

particularly given current patterns of heightened geopolitical and geoeconomic uncertainty.  

2.9.2. Levels 

Phase Level Note 

Pre-directive Low The EU has a level of ‘low’ for this period, reflecting the fact 
that it did not have clear ambitions in the data protection area, 
let alone a track record of credibly delivering on them. 
Moreover, in the earliest years of this phase, the EU’s 
approach to data protection was characterised by inter-
institutional tension rather than consistency, with the 
European Commission rebuffing calls from the European 
Parliament for legislative action. However, the EU’s credibility 
begins to increase later in this phase, as the Commission’s 
proposal for directive initiates a decades-long process of 
building and strengthening the EU’s role in the governance of 
data protection across the bloc and in its third-country 
relationships.  

Directive to GDPR Moderate The credibility level increases during this phase, in line with 
significant changes in the legal/constitutional framework. 
First, in 1995 the EU delivered on its ambitions to improve the 
harmonisation of national laws with the introduction of a 
directive. Second, with the advent of the Lisbon Treaty and 
the elevation of data protection to a fundamental right and 
general principle of EU law, the CJEU becomes a powerful 
guarantor of the integrity of the EU’s data protection rules.  

Post-GDPR Moderate/
High 

The EU’s ‘moderate/high’ level during this period reflects the 
continuity of the EU’s approach to data protection: the 
predictable, rules-based and clearly signalled application of 
the same core principles that informed the drafting of the 
directive more than 25 years ago. One question that arises 
here (and that will recur in the later chapter on future 
opportunities and challenges) is whether the credibility of the 
EU’s approach to data protection governance is undermined 
by what some view as its adverse economic impact 
(particularly in terms of hampering the development of data-
intensive sectors in Europe). Our assessment assumes that 
– thus far at least – any such economic considerations have 
not eroded the EU’s credibility in this policy area. 

Table 9 - Levels of credibility 
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3.  EU effectiveness in the data protection domain 
3.1. Introduction 
The previous chapter assessed the actorness of the EU in the domain of data protection. In this 

chapter, we turn to consider how effective the EU has been in this area. We define effectiveness 

in terms of goal attainment and, in line with the overarching focus of the TRIGGER project, we 

are primarily concerned with those goals that relate to the EU’s influence over or impact on global 

governance. Assessing effectiveness requires an argument in two main stages. First, the EU’s 

goals must be identified. Second, the extent to which the EU has attained these goals must be 

assessed. The second of these steps is fraught with difficulties which will be beyond the scope of 

a chapter such as this to resolve fully. Smith (2010) captures these challenges succinctly: 
‘Measuring ‘effectiveness’ is inherently a difficult task – how can we attribute ‘success’ to the EU, 

rather than, say, to domestic actors or other international actors or beneficial international 

developments or just plain luck?’ In other words, it is not sufficient to assess whether a given EU 

goal has been attained. Determining how effective the EU has been means also assessing the 

extent to which the goal’s attainment can be attributed to the actions of the EU.  

This chapter proceeds as follows. In section 3.2, we identify the EU’s main goals in the data 
protection domain. These meso-level goals should be in line with the macro-goals of the EU, 
which have been discussed in the introductory chapter to this deliverable. They are also expected 
to determine the content of the EU’s micro-level goals, i.e., the more granular objectives that the 
EU adopts in specific contexts with a view to helping to attain its meso-level goals. In section 3.3, 
we provide an overview of the main methods and instruments with which the EU has sought to 
attain its data protection goals. By contrast with some other domains where international 
negotiations shape the global governance landscape, in the case of data protection the EU has 
mainly used its own legal instruments to shape the behaviour of other global governance actors. 
In the remainder of the chapter, our focus shifts to goal attainment. In section 3.4, we consider 
two case studies and assess the extent to which the EU has been able to achieve its aims in 
each. These case studies on their own will not be sufficient to make generalisable conclusions 
about the external effectiveness of the EU in relation to data protection, and so in section 3.5 we 
conclude with a wider discussion of the EU’s effectiveness.  

3.2. EU data protection goals  
This section provides an overview of the EU’s key meso-level goals in the data protection domain. 
It begins with an outline of six key goals which have played an important role in the EU’s approach 
to data protection for much or all of the period under review, from 1980. These goals have been 
identified through a review of key primary sources, including (i) the core legal instruments (the 
DPD and the GDPR), (ii) the EU treaties, (iii) Commission proposals, Communications and impact 
assessments, and (iv) CJEU judgments. The initial overview of the six key goals is followed by a 
discussion of the way in which these goals, and their prioritisation by the EU, have evolved over 
time.  
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3.2.1. Summary of key goals 

There has been a significant degree of continuity in the six goals listed below. Most have been a 

feature of the EU’s approach to data protection since before the DPD was enacted in 1995. The 

first two have been particularly foundational; they stretch back to the earliest intra-EU debates 

about data protection (Simitis 1995). The balance between them continues to evolve, but it is now 

clear (not least from various CJEU judgments) that the goal of protecting individuals’ fundamental 
rights is now the foremost goal of the EU’s data protection framework. The first goal, relating to 

the smooth functioning of the internal market, clearly focuses primarily on internal rather than 

external developments. Nevertheless, we retain it here because it has shaped the evolution of 

the other goals, and because the economic logic that ties data protection to cross-border data 

flows and economic activity within the EU is the same that was later applied to cross-border data 

flows between the EU and third countries.  

1. Contribute to the smooth functioning of the internal market. As economic activity 

increasingly entails the exchange of data, data protection standards become an increasingly 

important factor in facilitating cross-border economic activity. Within an individual state 

applying common rules across its territory, data protection is no constraint on economic 
activity, regardless of the absolute level of protection: the same data protection standards 

apply on both sides of any economic transaction. However, when transactions cross 

international borders, then differences in data protection standards can be a drag on 

economic activity, in particular due to reluctance on the part of higher-protection states to 

transfer data to trading partners that cannot guarantee to match the same level of protection. 

The agreement of common data protection standards in both territories removes this problem. 

Freeing up cross-border economic activity in the EU in this way has been a key goal of EU 
data protection policy from the outset. 

How should goal attainment be recognised/assessed? Goal attainment here would entail data 

protection not being cited (for example, by companies or Member State governments) as an 
obstacle to the smooth functioning of the internal market. However, given our primary focus on 

global governance and external actors, this goal is not at the forefront of our concerns.  

2. Protect individuals’ fundamental rights. The rationale for EU rules on data protection has 

never been solely economic. From early on, there has also been a political or normative 

motivation too, related to the upholding of individual rights that citizens enjoy with respect to 

their personal data. As was noted in the chapter on EU and global governance, this rights-

based motivation has strengthened over time, and it is now the dominant goal of EU policy in 

this area, both internally and externally. Moreover, it also applies as a general principle of EU 

law, since the introduction of Article 16 of the Lisbon Treaty. In other words, as well as being 

a meso-goal in this specific domain, upholding EU citizens’ data-protection rights is now also 
a macro-goal of the EU.  
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How should goal attainment be recognised/assessed? As we will see in section 3.5, this is a 
difficult goal to assess given how wide-ranging and open to interpretation it is. Examples of ways 

that effectiveness could be measured here include: changes in the behaviour of data subjects 

and processors; survey data; as well as evidence relating to successful enforcement action when 

rights are breached. In addition, because the CJEU is the ultimate guarantor of the rights 

contained in the EU treaties, its judgments (such as the Schrems judgments on EU-US data 

transfers, or the Google Spain decision on the right to be forgotten) play an important role in 

determining whether this goal of upholding citizens’ fundamental rights has been upheld. 

3. Harmonise data protection across the EU. The need for a strong degree of harmonisation 

is implicit in each of the first two goals. However, harmonisation warrants inclusion as a goal 

in its own right because it has been repeatedly returned to by the EU as a reason for changes 
to many aspects of data protection rules and, in particular, the way they are implemented. 

This includes EU efforts to ensure a harmonised approach towards influencing the behaviour 

of external actors.  

How should goal attainment be recognised/assessed? Goal attainment here would entail the 

existence of a harmonised system of data protection (the same rules, applied in the same way) 

across all the EU Member States. Given our global governance focus, we are concerned in 

particular with harmonisation of those aspects of the system that relate to the behaviour of 

external actors.  

4. Facilitate external data transfers in order to boost trade. This fourth goal effectively 

extends the economic logic of the first goal to the international sphere: there will be greater 

cross-border economic activity if data protection standards can be harmonised internationally. 

As we have seen in the governance chapter, this goal of aligning on data protection in order 

to reduce obstacles to trade shaped much of the early multilateral work in this domain; it 
underpinned the efforts of both the OECD and the Council of Europe in the 1980s. Arguably, 

one reason why the EU has been able to position itself as a global leader in data protection 

has been the fact that its supranational scale gave it a head start in developing a framework 

for dealing with cross-border data flows and economic activity. But it is worth noting that the 

goal of boosting trade is widely shared, and so we should be careful not to assume that any 

trade gains due to harmonised data protection should be attributed to the effectiveness of the 

EU rather than its trading partners. 

How should goal attainment be recognised/assessed? Attainment of this goal would entail (i) the 

creation of regulatory and/or other mechanisms that facilitate cross-border transfers, and (ii) the 

agreement of external actors to use these mechanisms.  
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5. Boost EU activity and innovation in the data economy. This goal is distinct from the 
preceding, trade-related, goal and focuses on the relationship between data protection to the 

vibrancy of the data economy across the EU. Given that it is often argued that the EU’s 

prioritisation of data protection hinders the development of data-intensive sectors, a modest 

formulation of this goal might focus on ensuring that the EU’s data protection regime does not 

slow economic activity and innovation (relative to a counterfactual baseline). However, the 

EU has also put forward the more ambitious goal of using data protection as a means of 

increasing economic activity and innovation relative to the baseline. Given the focus of the 
TRIGGER project on matters of global governance, this goal is not directly relevant to our 

assessment of (external) effectiveness. However, it could be of indirect interest if, for 

example, levels of economic activity were found to determine levels of influence over other 

global governance actors.  

How should goal attainment be recognised/assessed? Goal attainment here would be reflected 

in increasing levels of economic activity and innovation (measured, for example, by gross value 

added, employment, patents, etc) that can at least partially be attributed to the effects of the EU’s 

data protection regime. Given the global focus of this project, goal attainment here should be 

assessed in relative rather than absolute terms. A modest increase in the size of the EU’s data 

economy would not represent goal attainment if other global players recorded greater increases 

over the same time period.  

6. Position the EU as a driving force in global data protection standards. The last of the 

six goals we are highlighting reflects the increasing confidence of the EU in projecting itself 
as a global leader in the governance of data protection. In the other five goals, achieving 

influence over other global governance actors has had instrumental value as a means to other 

ends, such as protecting fundamental rights or benefiting the EU economy. With this sixth 

goal, influence is at least partially an end in itself. (Arguably, something like this is already 

incorporated in the TRIGGER actorness model, via the recognition and attractiveness 

dimensions.) There is also a significant degree of potential overlap between this goal and the 

other five. If the EU were able to influence other global governance actors to behave in the 

ways required to achieve the other five goals, then, by definition, it would be acting as a 
driving force. One way of distinguishing this goal from the others is to focus on the EU’s ability 

to influence the data protection standards that other actors adopt in non-EU contexts – for 

example, the data protection rules that a third-country government applies to its own citizens 

or that a company adopts in non-EU markets.  

How should goal attainment be recognised/assessed? Attainment of this goal would entail other 

global governance actors adopting or applying EU data protection rules and standards elsewhere 

than the EU, as discussed above.  
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3.2.2. Evolution of goals over time 

One of the earliest and clearest statements of EU goals in the area of data protection is in the 

Commission’s 1981 Communication recommending that Member States ratify the Council of 

Europe’s Convention 108. It contains a clear statement of three of the goals outlined above. Article 

2 highlights individual rights: ‘Data-protection is a necessary part of the protection of the individual. 

It is quite fundamental.’ Article 3 focuses on the internal market: ‘Approximation of data-protection 
is desirable so that there can be free movement of data and information across frontiers and in 

order to prevent unequal conditions of competition and the consequent distortion of competition 

in the common market.’ And Article 4 points to potential economic gains: ‘An approximated and 

assured level of data protection in the Member States will help to break down the reserve which 

exists in regard to data processing and to the data-processing industry.’ 

In 1990, when the Commission published its initial draft of the Data Protection Directive (DPD) 

and an accompanying communication, there were five key goals (European Commission 1990). 

In addition to the three included in the 1981 Communication, the 1990 Communication highlights 

the importance of harmonisation and the need to facilitate external transfers. Harmonisation is 

raised in the context of the ‘diversity of national approaches’ that has arisen since the 1970s, 
which the Commission sees as ‘an obstacle to the completion of the internal market.’ It continues 

with a passage that ties individual rights to the goal of facilitating data-driven economic (and other) 

activity: ‘If the fundamental rights of data subjects, in particular their right to privacy, are not 

safeguarded at Community level, the cross-border flow of data might be impeded just when it is 

becoming essential to the activities of business enterprises and research bodies.’ This economic 

rationale is stated more directly in paragraph 10 which says, ‘A Community approach to the 

protection of individuals in relation to the processing of data is also essential to the development 
of the data-processing industry.’  

On external transfers, the 1990 Communication highlights the twin goal of ensuring ‘the protection 

of data subjects and the cross-border flow of personal data.’ Interestingly, at this early stage, the 
Commission seems to view EU accession to the Council of Europe convention as being the key 

step for achieving this twin goal (see paragraphs 14 and 19), despite the fact that the 

accompanying draft directive includes Chapter VIII on the transfer of data to third countries, which 

introduces adequacy and related provisions that quickly became a cornerstone of the EU’s efforts 

to shape the behaviour of external actors. In 1995, the recitals in the final text of the DPD make 

explicit the relationship between these cross-border transfers and the goal of expanding 

international trade (see recital 56). 

The 1995 Directive also sees the EU’s broad meso-level goals begin to be translated into more 

concrete institutional provisions, such as requirements relating to data subjects’ consent or the 

lawful processing of personal data. While these clearly entail the EU using legislative instruments 
to achieve its data-protection goals (see section 3.3 for a fuller list of methods used), they can 
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also be thought of as micro-level goals that are designed to make progress on higher meso-level 
goals. So, for example, one of the EU’s micro-goals is to ensure that personal data are (broadly 

speaking) only processed with the consent of the data subject. But this goal is not an end in itself. 

Rather, it operationalises the meso-level goal of protecting the individual’s fundamental rights 

relating to their personal data. The idea is that success – in our terms, effectiveness – on the 

(micro) consent goal will contribute to success on the (meso) fundamental rights goal.  

There was a significant evolution in the EU’s data protection goals in the early years of the 2000s. 

The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union formally declared data protection to 

be a fundamental right in 2000 (see Article 8). Agreed in 2007, the Treaty of Lisbon made the 

Charter legally binding, and it also brought data protection into the EU treaties themselves. It did 

so in such a way as to shift the balance of the EU’s goals in this area decisively towards 
fundamental rights having priority over other data protection goals. Article 16.1 states simply: 

‘Everyone has the right to the protection of personal data concerning them.’ This made 

achievement of the rights-related goal a general principle of EU law.  

The next milestone in the evolution of the EU’s goals is the 2010 Communication which began 

the legislative process that would result in the GDPR six years later (European Commission 

2010). Reflecting major technological and economics changes since 1995, this 2010 document 

marks an inflection point in terms of the centrality of global considerations in the EU’s data 

protection regime. ‘Addressing globalisation and improving international data transfers’ is one of 

the issues highlighted in a review of how the DPD has been functioning. When the Communication 

reflects on the implications of the Lisbon Treaty, it states explicitly that citizens’ fundamental data 
protection rights have implications that stretch into the global governance arena, outside the 

borders of the EU. It says that, ‘The above challenges require the EU to develop a comprehensive 

and coherent approach guaranteeing that the fundamental right to data protection for individuals 

is fully respected within the EU and beyond’ (ibid. p. 4) In the same vein, the Communication is 

very direct in asserting the sixth goal described in section 3.2.1. It notes that an instrument like 

the GDPR will be ‘the best way of endorsing and promoting EU data protection standards 

globally.’ Under a heading about the ‘global dimension’ of data protection, the Communication 

highlights two objectives: (i) clarifying and simplifying the rules for international data transfers that 
were introduced in the DPD, and (ii) promoting universal data protection principles by working 

through a range of international channels (bilateral, multilateral, standards bodies, etc). The 

Communication also calls for the role of the DPAs to be strengthened, particularly in the area of 

dealing with multinationals that have operations in multiple Member States.  

In 2012, the Commission followed up on the 2010 Communication by publishing its proposed text 

for the GDPR, as well as an impact assessment (European Commission 2012b). In terms of the 

EU’s goals, the proposed text does not contain much new. However, it does restate prominently 

the goal from 1981 and 1990 of using data protection to encourage economic activity, with the 
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difference that in 2012 the concept of trust is introduced as part of the explanation of how this 
would work: consumer trust is needed to underpin innovation in new data-reliant products and 

services, and high levels of data protection are the way to build that trust (ibid. p.18). The impact 

assessment lists three policy objectives for the proposed GDPR, none of which is directly or 

primarily related with global governance considerations: (i) enhancing the internal market 

dimension of data protection, (ii) increasing the effectiveness of the fundamental right to data 

protection, and (iii) establishing a comprehensive and coherent EU data protection framework. 

However, earlier in the document, when the overarching policy problems are being outlined, two 
of the factors mentioned have potential relevance to global governance goals. The first of these 

relates to data transfers with third countries, which is considered here as part of a harmonisation 

problem: the impact assessment notes that national fragmentation under the DPD means that in 

some cases a transfer might be deemed legal in one Member State but not in another (European 

Commission 2012a, p.16). The second factor relates to inconsistent enforcement, due in 

particular to wide variation in the national funding allocated to DPAs (ibid. p.19). This is not an 

external issue per se, but as noted above it has a direct bearing on the treatment of multinationals 

with operations in multiple states.  

Between the 2012 GDPR proposal and the agreement of the final text of the regulation in 2016, 

the key developments were at the CJEU, which confirmed that the inclusion of data protection in 

the treaties as a fundamental right meant that rights protection now took precedence over other 
EU goals in this area. The court’s 2014 Google Spain ruling on the right to be forgotten 

emphasised the primacy of the fundamental rights aspect of data protection, explicitly noting that 

the individual’s privacy rights override the economic interests of the data controller. A year later, 

the Schrems I decision on EU-US data transfers was more directly related to external, global 

governance considerations. While the court notes that two of the EU’s data protection goals are 

particularly relevant for international transfers (the individual’s fundamental right to data 

protection, and the encouragement of international trade), in paragraph 48 of the judgment it 
states in effect that the goal of boosting trade must be subordinated to the goal of upholding 

fundamental rights, reaffirming recital 57 of the DPD which says that transfers to third countries 

are prohibited where adequate levels of data protection are not ensured. 

When the full text of the GDPR was agreed in 2016, it consolidated the evolution of the goals as 

discussed above. This is particularly clear in the recitals. The primacy of the fundamental rights 

goal is reflected in recital 1. The need for greater harmonisation is reflected in recitals 3 and 10, 

and then given institutional expression in aspects of the new DPA regime, including the ‘one-stop 

shop’ and ‘consistency mechanism’, which form one of our case studies in section 3.4, below. 

Recital 6 covers the goal of facilitating international transfers with third countries. The role of data 

protection in securing the internal market is highlighted in recital 13. The goal of expanding trade 
is included in recital 101.  
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One notable development in the years since the GDPR was adopted has been a growing focus 
on the goal of positioning the EU as a global leader on data protection standards. This is 

particularly clear in the Commission’s 2017 Communication on exchanging and protecting 

personal data in a globalised world (European Commission 2017). This reiterates relevant 

provisions or objectives of the GDPR, such as harmonisation of rules and enforcement, or 

clarification of the system for third-country transfers. It also highlights the role that adequacy 

agreements can play in easing trade negotiations or ‘amplifying the benefits’ of existing trade 

agreements. But of particular interest is the emphasis the document places on bilateral and 
multilateral dialogue as a means of promoting international convergence on data protection 

standards that are broadly aligned with the EU. The 2017 Communication lists numerous 

countries and organisations, but it gives pride of place to the Council of Europe’s Convention 108, 

on the basis that it is ‘the only binding multilateral instrument in the area of data protection’ and 

that after revisions then under way, it ‘will reflect the same principles as those enshrined in the 

new EU data protection rules.’ (The revised Council of Europe Convention is the subject of the 

second case study in section 3.4.) Two years later, in an update on the GDPR one year after it 

came into force, the Commission again reiterated the goal of intensifying international cooperation 
on data protection, and moots the creation by like-minded countries of a ‘multinational framework’ 

for data protection, building on the CoE Convention (European Commission 2019). In 2020, the 

Commission published another review of the GDPR (European Commission 2020b). It restates 

the main goals of the GDPR as discussed above, and it displays significant confidence that 

progress is already being made on the goal of positioning the EU as a global leader. The 2020 

review also reframes the rationale of the GDPR in more ambitious and all-encompassing terms 

than earlier documents: ‘The ultimate objective of the GDPR is to change the culture and 

behaviour of all actors involved for the benefit of the individuals.’  

3.3. How has the EU sought to attain these goals? 
In section 3.4 of this chapter, we will examine two case studies of the EU in action in the field of 

data protection policy, with a view to establishing what its specific goals were, how it went about 
achieving them, and how effective it was. First, we here take a step back to provide a broader 

overview of the main methods or channels that the EU has used to advance its data protection 

global governance goals, from the following list of modes of global engagement:  

● Unilateral rule-setting. The EU adopts policies and strategies and requires other global 

governance actors to comply with them (typically as the price for market access). 

● Example-setting. This category reflects the exercise of soft power rather than the harder 
market or regulatory power of the previous category. It again involves the EU adopting its 

own policies and strategies, but other actors decide on uptake.  

● Participation with international governmental organisations. The EU works with 
international organisations in a variety of ways: as exclusive representative of the 
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Member States, as a special observer (e.g. in the UN), and sometimes through specific 
EU institutions, such as agencies.  

● Participation in European regional organisations. The EU works with a patchwork of 

regional organisations – such as the CEPT, the Council of Europe or the OSCE – that 

have broader membership than the EU. 

● Cooperation with other regional organisations and institutions. Examples include 

other regional blocs (e.g. ASEAN, MERCOSUR, ECOWAS, EAC and COMESA), 

multilateral development banks (as counterparts to the EIB), and other central banks (as 

counterparts to the ECB).  

● Participation with standardisation bodies. The EU interacts with many of the private 
regulatory bodies (such as the IEC and the ISO) and transnational private regulatory 

initiatives (including the Global Reporting Initiative, and the Forest and Marine 

Stewardship Councils) that now shape global rules.  

● Participation in plurilateral and minilateral organisations. Examples include 
standard-setting and policy debate within the OECD, as well as EU membership of the 

G7 and involvement with ad hoc groups, such as the GPAI for artificial intelligence. 

● Rulemaking through bilateral negotiations. The exclusive competence to negotiate 
trade agreements provides important global governance leverage for the EU, but it also 

uses bilateral ad hoc mechanisms, such as the adequacy regime in data protection.  

● Other forms of international regulatory cooperation. The EU is also involved in a 
dense network of international regulatory cooperation relationships, as defined by the 

OECD in its taxonomy. 

In the field of data protection, four of these nine strategies have been used. First, as noted above, 
the system of adequacy decisions that has been at the heart of the EU data protection regime 

since the DPD in 1995 is an example of relying on bilateral negotiations. Second, unilateral rule-

setting is explicit in a number of areas, such as the extraterritoriality provisions in both the DPD 

and GDPR. More broadly, the EU requires ‘essentially equivalent’ data protection to be in place 

before third-country data transfers can take place, but it is agnostic on the method used to achieve 

this equivalence: it could be through country-level bilateral adequacy negotiations, or through 

enterprise-level use of standard contractual clauses (SCCs). Third, there is evidence of example 
setting and soft power in the voluntary adoption of EU rules and practices, either by private-sector 

actors (such as Microsoft’s extension of GDPR principles across its global operations) or by third 

countries (such as the influence of the GDPR on the growing number of data protection laws that 

have been drafted in recent years). Finally, engagement with European regional organisations – 

the Council of Europe in particular – has been an important aspect of the EU’s approach to data 

protection global governance. As discussed in the chapter on the evolution of EU and global 

governance, the CoE was an important influence on the initial development of its core data 

protection principles. More recently, however, the EU has used the revision of Convention 108 as 
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a means of extending the reach of key rules and principles contained in the GDPR. It is worth 
noting that Convention 108+ has plurilateral as well as regional characteristics, by virtue of the 

fact that it is open to signatories outside of Europe.  

3.4. Two case studies  
In this section we discuss two case studies that show the EU in action as it seeks to influence 

other actors in the data protection domain. The objective here is to show how the meso-level 

goals discussed in section 3.2 and the strategic preferences highlighted in section 3.3 can be 

operationalised in concrete global governance settings.  

It is clear from the earlier chapter on the history of EU and global governance that there are 

numerous points of engagement between the EU and other global governance actors which could 

serve as case studies. Obviously, therefore, the two we have chosen are designed to be 

illustrative rather than comprehensive. The first of our case studies is the Privacy Shield 

framework, which is a key example of bilateral negotiations, affecting the EU’s most important 

bilateral economic relationship. The second case study is the Council of Europe’s revision of 
Convention 108, which forms an important plank in the EU’s efforts to propagate its approach to 

data protection globally. After discussing these case studies, we will turn to a wider discussion of 

the EU’s effectiveness in section 3.5.  

3.4.1. Case study 1: Privacy Shield 

The European Commission’s goal in its negotiations with the US on the Privacy Shield framework 
was relatively straightforward and reflected the circumstances that had led to the need for 

negotiations. In October 2015, the CJEU had struck down the Safe Harbor framework that had 

underpinned EU-US data transfers since 2000, on the basis that it failed to provide sufficiently 

robust data protection standards in the US. The Commission’s immediate micro-level goal in the 

Privacy Shield negotiations was therefore clear: to agree on a revised framework for EU-US data 

transfers which would meet the threshold set down by the CJEU, namely that data transferred 

outside the EU be subject to protections ‘essentially equivalent’ to those applying within the EU. 

This goal is directly related to the meso goals discussed in section 3.2. However, the ultimate 
objective of the micro-level Privacy Shield goal is not to achieve one of the meso goals, but to 

find a durable balance between two of them: upholding the fundamental rights of EU citizens and 

facilitating increased trade. Although it lasted for 15 years, Safe Harbor failed to achieve this 

balance in a manner consistent with the EU treaties. Moreover, in its Safe Harbor judgment, the 

CJEU clarified that the weighing of these goals was not a matter of Commission discretion. The 

protection of rights takes precedence over the promotion of trade, and so any successor 

agreement to Safe Harbor would have to deliver a sufficient increase in data protection standards 
on the US side to satisfy the CJEU.  
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The underlying structure of the negotiations over both Safe Harbor and Privacy Shield reflects the 
significant divergences between the EU and the US approaches to data protection, as well as the 

fact that neither party enjoyed the negotiating power to insist that the other bend to its will. Both 

Safe Harbor and Privacy Shield embody a hybrid approach where the Commission’s assessment 

of adequacy focuses not on the US domestic framework, but on a separate negotiated framework 

to which US companies can voluntarily sign up. The need for such a sui generis bilateral 

agreement on data protection stems from the twin facts that (i) the US’s domestic data protection 

framework would not meet the EU’s adequacy standard, and (ii) unlike some smaller economies, 
the US would not tailor its domestic regulatory framework as the price of guaranteeing EU-US 

data transfers. In other words, while the idea of ‘market power Europe’ has considerable salience 

in the field of data protection, it bumps up against important limits in negotiations with a 

counterparty as large and powerful as the US (Terpan 2018).  

While the US begins from a position of strength, being able to insist on an adequacy workaround, 

Farrell (Farrell 2002) points out that in relation to the Safe Harbor process, once negotiations 

begin the EU enjoys certain structural advantages. Farrell distinguishes between three 

negotiating arenas in the transatlantic process: talks between Commission negotiators and their 

US interlocutors (Arena 1), internal debates in the US between different data protection actors 

(Arena 2) and similar intra-EU debates with relevant actors including other EU institutions (Arena 

3). For the Commission, Safe Harbor negotiations entailed shuttling between the first and third 
arenas, with the result, according to Farrell, that ‘the obduracy of actors with veto power within 

the European Union strengthened [the Commission’s] bargaining hand with the Americans.’ By 

the time we reached the Privacy Shield negotiations, this multi-arena dynamic had been 

intensified by the CJEU’s decision in the Schrems I case to strike down Safe Harbor. To use 

Farrell’s terms, the CJEU was an obdurate EU actor that had exercised its veto power. The onus 

was therefore now squarely on the US to provide additional assurances if it wished to maintain 

an adequacy workaround with the EU. This meant that the EU went into the Privacy Shield 
negotiations with its negotiating hand ‘immeasurably strengthened’ (Schwartz and Peifer 2017). 

In the words of one of the Commission negotiators: ‘There was clearly a pre- and post- Schrems 

judgment. I felt as a negotiator, that there was much more solidarity and cohesion amongst the 

EU after the Schrems judgment. That’s not because people all of a sudden fell in love with data 

protection. But it was objectivised in a certain sense. There were requirements, criteria to meet’ 

(Farrell and Newman 2019). 

Given this new focus and unity of purpose that the Schrems judgment had created on the 

Commission side, it is unsurprising that US negotiators were unsuccessful in their early attempts 

to persuade the EU that the CJEU had been misguided in Schrems and that the US did in fact 

provide equivalent levels of data protection to the EU. Substantive negotiations therefore ensued, 
and a first iteration of the Privacy Shield framework was announced quite swiftly in February 2016. 
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The key changes with respect to the predecessor agreement all represented US concessions, 
including: 

● a strengthened monitoring and enforcement system, with clear sanctions for non-
compliance; 

● authority for EU DPAs to follow up on unresolved complaints with US authorities; 

● a dispute settlement mechanism; 

● a new ombudsman, to whom EU citizens could complain if they felt US intelligence 
services had compromised their privacy. 

For many actors on the European side, and notably the DPAs and the European Parliament, 
these concessions did not go far enough (Farrell and Newman 2019). Criticism of the draft 

crystallised in April 2016, when the Article 29 Working Party (WP29, which is made up of the 

national DPAs) published a highly critical assessment of the new framework. This assessment 

stated that despite ‘the improvements offered by the Privacy Shield, the WP29 considers that 

some key data protection principles as outlined in European law are not reflected in the draft 

adequacy decision and the annexes, or have been inadequately substituted by alternative 

notions’ (Article 29 Data Protection Working Party 2016). The deficiencies related, inter alia, to 
data retention, purpose limitation, onward transfers of data from the US, the complexity of redress 

provisions, and continuing concerns about national security derogations. US negotiators were 

reluctant to reopen and revise the draft in response to these criticisms (Weiss and Archick 2016). 

However, pressure from EU actors in Arena 3 was further ratcheted up in May 2016, with a 

European Parliament resolution dismissing the draft framework as insufficient, and a statement 

from the European Data Protection Supervisor that it was ‘not robust enough to withstand future 

legal scrutiny before the Court’ (Farrell and Newman 2019). This led to a number of further 

changes in the agreement before it was finalised, including a concession from the US that the 
ombudsman role would be filled by a senior official from the State Department and not from the 

intelligence services. These final changes were sufficient to conclude negotiations and on 12 July 

2016, the Commission adopted the Privacy Shield framework and it entered into force with 

immediate effect (European Commission 2016).  

We turn now to the question of how effective the EU was in its negotiation of the Privacy Shield. 

On the face of it, the EU had a successful negotiation, with input from a range of actors on the 

EU side combining to secure a range of data protection concessions from the US relative to the 

Safe Harbor status quo ante. Ultimately, however, the negotiation must be seen as a failure on 

the terms set out above, where we stated that the goal was to agree a revised framework that 

would meet the threshold set down by the CJEU in the Schrems I judgment. It was certainly the 
hope of the Commission that it had done enough to meet this threshold, but that is not for the 

Commission to determine. It is a call that only the CJEU can make decisively. It did so in July 

2020, in the Schrems II case, where it struck down the Privacy Shield framework. In essence, the 
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CJEU ruled that the Commission had departed too far from upholding the second meso-goal of 
protecting citizens’ fundamental rights. The Commission therefore had not been effective. It had 

not achieved its goal of reaching an agreement with the US that balanced the goals of protecting 

rights and promoting trade in a way that would satisfy the CJEU.  

Moreover, this failure to achieve the Privacy Shield micro-goal has potential lasting implications 

for the EU’s future pursuit of the two meso goals of protecting individual rights and expanding 

international trade. In twice striking down data protection arrangements underpinning the deep 

economic interlinkages between the EU and the US, first Safe Harbor and then Privacy Shield, 

the CJEU has left no room for ambiguity as to the relative importance of these two meso goals. 

Citizens’ fundamental rights, as set down in the treaties, enjoy clear priority and cannot be traded 

off against trade or economic gains.  

3.4.2. Case study 2: Council of Europe modernisation of Convention 108 

Our second case study is the revision process that led to the Council of Europe’s adoption of a 

modernised revision of Convention 108 (hereafter C108+) in 2018. Building on decades of 

interaction between the CoE and the EU on data protection, the EU was active in this revision 

process. For example, in the Ad Hoc Committee on Data Protection (CAHDATA) that was 
responsible for finalising C108+, the list of participants included three representatives from the 

Commission and one each from the Council, the Parliament, the EDPS and the EU Delegation to 

the CoE (Council of Europe Ad Hoc Committee on Data Protection 2016a). This is in addition to 

the Member States’ CoE representatives, many of whom were the same individuals handling 

negotiations on the GDPR in Brussels, which were taking place at the same time.  

One of the EU’s goals in relation to C108+ was to ensure its alignment with the new GDPR 

framework that was being put in place at the same time. This clearly falls under the remit of the 

sixth meso-goal discussed earlier, of positioning the EU as a driving force in the global evolution 

of data protection governance. In its 2017 Communication on ‘Exchanging and Protecting 

Personal Data in a Globalised World’ the Commission noted that C108+ ‘will reflect the same 
principles as those enshrined in the new EU data protection rules and thus contribute to the 

convergence towards a set of high data protection standards’ (European Commission 2017). 

Perhaps the clearest evidence of the EU’s goal of alignment is in a pre-final version of C108+ 

from 2016, which includes a number of reservations – issues that remain to be finalised – 

accompanied by the following annotation: ‘Reservation of the European Union in order to ensure 

consistency with the European Union reform’ (Council of Europe Ad Hoc Committee on Data 

Protection 2016b; Greenleaf 2016).  

Was the goal of alignment between C108+ and GDPR achieved? While there are clear 

differences between the two, there is broad consensus that C108+ captures many key GDPR 

principles. Graham Greenleaf, who has done more than most to track the evolution of data 
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protection rules across the world, has referred to C108+ as ‘GDPR Lite’ and as a mid-point 
between the original C108 and the GDPR (Greenleaf 2016; 2021). Elsewhere, Greenleaf provides 

a useful summary of the points of commonality and difference between the two frameworks 

(Greenleaf 2018b). He first lists 13 new elements in C108+ that correspond to important elements 

of the GDPR: 

1. Proportionality required in all aspects of processing 

2. Stronger consent requirements (‘unambiguous’ etc) 

3. Greater transparency of processing 

4. Some Mandatory Data Protection Impact Assessments (DPIAs) 

5. Limits on automated decision-making, including the right to know processing logic (was 

also in EU Directive) 
6. Data protection by design and by default 

7. Biometric and genetic data require extra protection 

8. Right to object to processing on legitimate grounds (also in directive) 

9. Direct liability for processors as well as controllers 

10. Data breach notification to DPA required for serious breaches 

11. DPAs to make decisions and issue administrative sanctions/remedies 

12. Demonstrable accountability required of data controllers 

13. Parties must allow and assist evaluation of effectiveness. 

And he then lists nine new principles in the GDPR which are not explicitly included in C108+, 

although he concedes that they may be implied by C108+: 

1. Obligations to apply extra-territorially, if goods or services offered, or behaviour monitored 

locally 

2. Local representation required of such foreign controllers or processors 

3. Right to portability of data-subject‐generated content 

4. Right to erasure/de-linking (right ‘to be forgotten’) 

5. Mandatory Data Protection Officers (DPOs) for sensitive processing  
6. Data breach notification (DBN) to data subjects (if high risk)  

7. Representative actions before DPAs/courts by public interest privacy groups  

8. Maximum administrative fines based on global annual turnover  

9. Requirement to cooperate in resolving complaints with international elements, with any 

other DPA (as distinct from 108+ members). 

Greenleaf was writing in 2018 and he noted that it was too early to gauge definitively the 

significance of the gaps between C108+ and the GDPR. This remains the case. Broadly speaking, 

however, it is reasonable to conclude that the EU’s goal of aligning C108+ with the GDPR has 

been achieved to a significant degree. As Greenleaf notes, C108+ ‘includes the most important 

GDPR innovations’. Given that recital 105 of the GDPR already singles out third countries’ 
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compliance with the original C108 as something to be ‘taken into account’ when an adequacy 
decision is being made, it is likely that compliance with C108+ will come close to meeting the EU’s 

adequacy requirements (Greenleaf 2018a, 5). However, the strong line taken by the CJEU on the 

need for adequacy to be underpinned by ‘essentially equivalent’ protections suggests that C108+ 

compliance on its own may not suffice.  

What can we say about the EU’s effectiveness in the C108+ process? It is important to note at 

this point that the goal of aligning C108+ and GDPR was not unique to the EU. It was also shared 

by the Council of Europe, which synchronised the revision of C108 with the EU’s legislative 

process precisely to ensure ‘consistency between both frameworks’ (De Terwangne 2021). The 

fact that the goal of C108+/GDPR alignment was mutual highlights the causal complications that 

bedevil assessments of effectiveness, as mentioned in the introduction to this chapter. It is not 
enough to show that a goal has been achieved. Demonstrating effectiveness also means 

attributing responsibility for goal-achievement. In the context of C108+, even if we conclude that 

the EU’s goal of alignment has been achieved, the default assumption must be that this is as 

much a reflection of CoE effectiveness as EU effectiveness.  

A similar point can be made about the way in which this case study relates to the six data EU 

protection meso goals discussed in section 3.2. On the one hand, the EU micro-goal of C108+ 

alignment contributes clearly to the sixth meso-goal, by amplifying and extending the reach of the 

EU’s data protection principles. A crucial difference between C108+ and the GDPR is that non-

EU states can accede to the former, giving it potentially global reach (Mantelero 2021). On the 

other hand, it is reductive in this context to refer too narrowly to EU data protection principles 
being amplified, as if these principles represent a concession that the EU is seeking to win from 

the CoE. As we discussed in the chapter on the evolution of EU and global data protection 

governance, the histories of the CoE and EU in this field are deeply intertwined, and the CoE was 

an important early inspiration for many of the key principles that have become central in the EU’s 

data protection framework (Bygrave 2020). In important respects, ‘EU data protection principles’ 

already have key ‘CoE data protection principles’ baked in. Against this backdrop of decades-

long cooperation and consensus between the EU and CoE, it would be churlish to claim that 

C108+ exclusively spotlights the EU as a global leader. Perhaps better here to suggest that 
C108+ reflects what Bygrave describes as a process of global data protection governance being 

‘Europeanised’ by both the CoE and the EU (Bygrave 2020).  

The alignment of C108+ and GDPR is a win-win outcome for the EU and CoE, and there may be 

lessons here for the way we think about the actorness and effectiveness concepts more broadly. 

In the absence of shared global norms or institutions for data protection governance, it is easy to 

see actorness and effectiveness in zero-sum terms. Given current geopolitical and geoeconomic 

trends, this is particularly true when it comes to comparing the actorness and effectiveness of the 

EU, the US and China. What the C108+ process highlights is the possibility of alternative positive-
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sum dynamics: when actors’ goals are shared, their effectiveness is mutually reinforcing. The 
metaphor is no longer one of a bicycle race between two competitors seeking relative advantage, 

but one of two partners on a tandem sharing the work of moving forward.  

3.5. Discussion 
The case studies in the preceding section provide two snapshots of EU effectiveness in concrete 

negotiation contexts. They present a mixed picture of EU effectiveness: failure to secure a durable 

underpinning for EU-US transfers, but success – shared with the Council of Europe – in amplifying 

key elements of the GDPR framework via C108+. However, the two case studies cannot be taken 

as representative of the EU’s overall effectiveness in achieving its data protection goals. For that 

reason, in this final section of the chapter we return to the EU’s six meso goals for data protection, 

with a view to providing a high-level assessment of how effective the EU has been at achieving 

each of them.  

3.5.1. Contribute to the smooth functioning of the internal market 

This goal is not a priority for our purposes, given that it focuses on intra-EU considerations rather 

than the external, global governance considerations that we wish to assess. That said, it should 

be noted that the EU’s early experience at dealing with cross-border data flows within the EU was 
a very important factor in positioning it to be a regulatory front-runner when global cross-border 

data flows became increasingly economically significant. We therefore note in passing our 

assessment that the EU has displayed a high level of effectiveness in ensuring that data 

protection considerations do not inhibit the functioning of the internal market. From a position in 

the 1980s where the existence of two groups of Member States, with and without national data 

protection laws, threatened to undermine cross-border data flows, the EU has stewarded this 

policy domain so that the shared provisions of the GDPR apply directly across the bloc, without 

the need for implementing national legislation. In other words, the goal has been achieved, and 
the EU has been instrumental in its being achieved. This is our definition of effectiveness. The 

Commission’s review of the GDPR after two years in force summarises the situation fairly: ‘By 

creating a harmonised framework for the protection of personal data, the GDPR ensures that all 

actors in the internal market are bound by the same rules and benefit from the same opportunities’ 

(European Commission 2020c). It is also worth noting that other relevant provisions are evolving 

in the same way, such as the ePrivacy directive which is in line to be replaced by a regulation. 

However, there are potential caveats here. This internal market goal should be considered 

alongside the harmonisation goal below, because continuing problems with the fragmentation of 
implementation across Member States have the potential to become a source of tension or friction 

within the internal market.  
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3.5.2. Protect individuals’ fundamental rights 

This is perhaps the most important of the six meso goals, given its explicit inclusion in the treaties 

and the fact that the CJEU has repeatedly attached the highest priority to it. While it has strong 

internal dimensions, its relevance to the EU’s external influence and effectiveness should not be 

overlooked. Protecting citizens’ data protection rights is neutral as to whether those rights are 

threatened by EU or non-EU actors, and the commercial dominance of some non-EU data 
processors means that they have significant potential to affect EU citizens’ rights. We saw this 

dynamic clearly in the second case study above, where the CJEU was concerned with the 

protections being offered to EU citizens against possible infringements by US-based data 

processors.  

This is a difficult goal to assess. We will consider a number of different possible sources of 

evidence. The first of these is GDPR compliance and enforcement, where the record is, at best, 

mixed. On the third anniversary of the GDPR taking force, the IAPP’s summary of its impact noted 

that ’47 % of companies now self-report as fully compliant with GDPR’ (International Association 

of Privacy Professionals (IAPP) 2021). After three years, it is striking that more than half of 

companies do not self-report full compliance. Across the EU there have been around 700 
enforcement actions since the GDPR came into force, with a total of EUR 280 million in fines and 

eight individual fines in excess of EUR 10 million207. Most of these fines relate to breaches of core 

principles, which does not suggest that the fundamental principles of data protection are being 

internalised by all actors. It is also important to note that there are stark national differences in the 

distribution of these enforcement actions across the EU. For example, 230 relate to Spain, 

compared to 30 in Germany and just 7 in Ireland. This kind of discrepancy highlights an issue that 

we have noted repeatedly in this deep dive: the relative autonomy of the national DPAs is a source 
of potential weakness as far as the uniform implementation of data protection across the EU is 

concerned. Moreover, the fact that Ireland has recorded so few enforcement actions is of 

particular interest to this project, given our focus on the EU’s engagement with, and influence 

over, external actors. The Irish DPA is responsible for regulating the EU operations of many of 

the foreign-owned technology giants. So, the low number of enforcement actions in Ireland 

suggests that enforcement may be at its weakest precisely at the point where the EU interacts 

most intensively with key external actors.  

A second potential indicator of fundamental rights being protected is individuals’ awareness of 

their data protection rights. This point features prominently in the Commission’s two-year review 

of the GDPR, which cites survey evidence showing, among other things, that 69 % of the 

population is aware of the GDPR and 71 % is aware of their national DPA (European Commission 
2020c). Unfortunately, the details of whether and how these rights are being exercised are fuzzier. 

The Commission notes that ‘organisations have put in place a variety of measures to facilitate the 

 
207 See www.enforcementtracker.com 
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exercise of data subjects’ rights’ but it also lists seven areas where improvements are needed to 
ensure that individuals can exercise their rights. The Commission does not make clear what 

proportion of organisations are actively enabling individuals to exercise their rights, nor what 

proportion of organisations fall under one of the seven areas where progress is required. A Dutch 

study of perceptions and attitudes towards the GDPR enrichens the picture considerably 

(Strycharz, Ausloos, and Helberger 2020). The authors note that their respondents’ awareness 

of the GDPR is not matched by ‘knowledge and understanding of the actual provisions’. This calls 

into question the extent to which awareness of the GDPR can be taken as a proxy for awareness 
of – let alone the exercising of – the rights it confers on individuals. In addition, the research points 

to significant public scepticism about the impetus for the GDPR, with almost a quarter of 

respondents saying that it had been imposed from above without public participation. 

Respondents also highlighted a range of frustrations with the GDPR, including minorities reporting 

that it had negatively affected their personal lives (13 %) or professional lives (14 %).  

A third means of assessing the impact on individual rights is to look at whether online behaviour 

changed following the introduction of the GDPR. Empirical research suggests that user behaviour 

has changed. For example, one study focusing on the online travel sector points to a 12.5 % drop 

in the number of consumers across the sector ‘as a result of the new opt-in requirement of GDPR’ 

(Aridor, Che, and Salz 2020). We can assume that this reflects individuals’ responses to the 

‘massive compliance and consent activities’ by data processors that the GDPR triggered 
(Sørensen and Kosta 2019). Such changes in the behaviour of both processors and users 

represent prima facie evidence in support of a key philosophical underpinning of the EU’s data 

protection regime, namely that users’ consent should determine whether and how personal data 

are processed. However, against this should be set a growing body of research that critiques the 

EU’s emphasis on consent as a primary means of achieving the key goal of protecting individuals’ 

rights. We can distinguish two important categories of criticism here. One focuses on the volume 

and opacity of the consent notices with which users are now routinely confronted. It argues that 
what results is often not informed consent but unreflective box-ticking, or what Utz et al (2019) 

describe as the ‘habit to click any interaction element that causes the notice to go away instead 

of actively engaging with it and making an informed choice’. Solove (2012) refers to this as the 

‘consent dilemma,’ while Richards and Hartzog (2015) suggest that, ‘Consent via the fine print of 

a legal agreement no one reads is disloyal and illegitimate’. The second strand of criticism of the 

consent framework highlights the manner in which some data processors manipulate users in 

order to secure their consent. A study by the Norwegian Consumer Council, entitled Deceived by 

Design, highlights companies use of ‘dark patterns’ including default settings and other features 
that steer users to give their consent to privacy intrusions (Norwegian Consumer Council 2018). 

Another study concludes that ‘dark patterns and implied consent are ubiquitous’ and highlights 

how simple design changes can have a dramatic effect on user consent (Nouwens et al. 2020). 
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For example, removing the ‘reject all’ button from the first page a user encounters on a website 
causes consent to increase by 22-23 percentage points.  

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to weigh all the diverse and contested evidence relating to 
the effect of EU law on individuals’ fundamental rights and come to a precise assessment of the 

EU’s effectiveness in achieving its goals in this area. That would require a much more detailed 

analysis than is possible here. For the moment, an assessment of ‘partly effective’ will have to 

suffice. While the EU has raised individuals’ awareness of their data protection rights and created 

a legal framework designed to ensure that data processors uphold those rights, compliance with 

this framework is weak and a potentially significant proportion of data processors may be actively 

gaming the system. Given the quasi-constitutional status of data protection rights across the EU, 

this should be of significant concern.  

3.5.3. Harmonise data protection across the EU 

Effectiveness on this meso-goal would entail the same data protection rules being applied in the 

same way across all EU Member States. On the face of it, this is very much an internal goal rather 

than one concerned with external influence and global governance. However, in practice this goal 

is increasingly intertwined with external considerations: as we shall see, one of the key areas 
where divergence and dissent has been growing is precisely in relation to the regulation of 

external actors.  

Overall, there is a strong case to be made for the EU being highly effective in terms of achieving 

consensus and harmonisation. As we have noted in previous chapters, since the 1980s there has 

been a steady evolution towards increased harmonisation, particularly with the progression from 

patchy national frameworks to the DPD and then the GDPR. One useful way of approaching the 

question of EU effectiveness is to consider the counterfactual: what would the position be in the 

absence of any EU action? On some of the meso goals, it is possible that significant progress 

would have been made in the counterfactual scenario. On harmonisation, however, it is surely 

the case that progress would have been much weaker without the EU institutions exerting the 
centripetal force necessary to pull up to 28 countries into a high degree of alignment.  

Notwithstanding this baseline of high EU effectiveness at delivering harmonisation, fragmentation 
remains. We have noted it repeatedly in previous chapters. This is particularly true of the role 

played by the national DPAs, which allows significant divergences to emerge in the way the EU’s 

common rules are enforced. This problem is exacerbated by the one-stop shop approach to cross-

border cases, leading to potential tensions between DPAs if they disagree over how a case should 

be handled. Importantly for our concern with the EU’s engagement with external actors, one of 

the most likely triggers for such tensions between DPAs is the regulation of foreign-owned data 

processors with operations in the EU, more often than not by Ireland’s DPA, which has come 

under repeated criticism for its light-touch approach. This criticism erupted publicly in early 2021, 
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when Germany’s Federal Commissioner for Data Protection and Freedom of Information called out 
the Irish DPA for its ‘extremely slow case handling, which falls significantly behind the case handling 

progress of most EU and especially German supervisors’ (Espinoza 2021). Further evidence of 

these tensions emerged when Hamburg’s supervisory authority for data protection triggered the 

‘urgency procedures’ of GDPR Article 66, adopting its own provisional measures towards Facebook 

because, in its view, the Irish DPA had failed to respond adequately to changes in the terms of 

service and privacy policy of WhatsApp, which is owned by Facebook (European Data Protection 

Board 2021). While a subsequent binding decision by the EDPB concluded that ‘the conditions to 
demonstrate the existence of an infringement and an urgency are not met’, this incident points to a 

potentially destabilising breakdown of trust in parts of the EU’s decentralised architecture of data 

protection enforcement. Another example of this fraying of harmonisation is the leaking in April 2021 

of a draft European Parliament resolution highly critical of the Irish DPA (Tene 2021).  

On digital policy more broadly, the European Commission has sought to emphasise the need for 

collective EU action to vouchsafe Europe’s digital sovereignty (European Commission 2020a). 

Among many other things, this is likely to entail Commission vigilance in relation to fragmentation 

in the data protection domain. With this in mind, in the Commission’s two-year review of the 

implementation of the GDPR, it is noteworthy how much attention is given to ongoing 

harmonisation problems. On cross-border cases in particular, the review notes the need for a 

more ‘efficient and harmonised’ system, and acknowledges that numerous stakeholders have 
raised fragmentation as a concern (European Commission 2020c). However, in addition to efforts 

to ensure a common EU approach to digital policy, there are also counter-currents which seek to 

re-assert national prerogatives. For example, in negotiations over the forthcoming Digital Services 

Act, France has expressed its unhappiness with the one-stop shop approach to digital regulation 

across the EU and has called for each Member State to have the right to regulate technology 

companies within its territory (Espinoza and Abboud 2021).  

3.5.4. Facilitate external data transfers in order to boost trade 

Gauging the EU’s effectiveness on this goal is problematic, because the goal itself is problematic. 

Its logic seems to be that the EU’s data protection framework provides a set of criteria that give 

third countries clarity on the data protection standards that must be upheld in order to trade with 

the EU. However, in this scenario it is not the EU rules that facilitate trade, but the third countries’ 

compliance with those rules. That being so, this goal is perhaps subordinate to the sixth goal, 
below, which focuses on the extent to which the EU can project its rules internationally.  

On the face of it, this fourth goal runs counter to economic logic, which suggests that imposing 
regulatory thresholds at the border will inhibit rather than boost trade. This is confirmed by 
economic analysis of the trade effects of data protection rules. For example, Ferracane and Van 
der Marel (2019) note that, ‘more restrictive data policies, in particular with respect to the cross-
border movement of data, result in lower imports in data-intense services for countries imposing 
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them’. Similarly, the language used by Pasadilla et al. (2020) suggests how far they are from 
agreeing that the GDPR boosts trade: ‘While the GDPR does not expressly prohibit cross-border 
data flows, the compliance cost can become prohibitive for many small businesses’. More 
generally, Greenleaf (Greenleaf 2018a) notes a pattern of emerging tension between the 
obligations contained in free trade agreements and in international data protection agreements.  

There is an interesting relationship between this meso-goal and the attractiveness dimension of 
actorness as defined and discussed in the last chapter. One of the core elements of the 
attractiveness dimension is the idea that economic incentives (such as the prospect of trade with 
the EU’s huge market) are one of the ways in which the EU is able to influence external actors to 
align with its rules. The causal chain here is intuitive: the prospect of increased trade leads to 
compliance with EU rules. By contrast, this fourth meso-goal turns things around very counter-
intuitively, suggesting that EU rules lead to increased trade. On these terms, it is difficult to 
conclude that the EU has been effective. Moreover, the EU’s failure thus far to agree a durable 
basis for data transfers with the US highlight the fact that there is no guarantee that prospective 
trading partners will sign up to all aspects of the EU’s data protection framework.  

3.5.5. Boost EU activity and innovation in the data economy 

As with the previous trade-related goal, this fifth goal is also challenging. Widespread anecdotal 
evidence highlights concerns in data-intensive sectors – such as machine learning – that the EU’s 
high data protection standards are more likely to inhibit rather than promote economic activity. 
Countering such concerns is an important element of the EU’s evolving data strategy, which seeks 
to use innovations such as sectoral ‘data spaces’ to provide the private sector with the scale of 
data it requires without compromising on data protection (European Commission 2020a). Until 
these developments bear fruit, however, it seems optimistic to expect the EU’s data protection 
framework to boost economic activity. When assessing the fundamental rights goal, we 
considered evidence pointing to a decline in the volume of consumers remaining active after the 
GDPR introduced data protection opt-ins. We interpreted this as a positive sign of individuals 
using the GDPR to exercise their data protection rights. In economic terms, however, it suggests 
reduced rather than increased activity. As it happens, the economic picture in that specific study 
is more nuanced than this, with the authors noting that, ‘the average value of the remaining 
consumers to advertisers has increased, offsetting most of the losses from consumers that opt 
out’ (Aridor, Che, and Salz 2020). However, a range of other research points to negative 
commercial outcomes for businesses as result of GDPR compliance. Ferracane et al.(2020) point 
to ‘a negative and significant impact on the performance of downstream firms in sectors reliant 
on electronic data.’ Goldberg et al. (2019) point to a 0.6 % decline in weekly revenues. Koski and 
Valmari helpfully place things in an international context, allowing for some visibility of the relative 
economic impact of differences in data protection standards. They looked at the performance of 
European and US businesses in the first year after the GDPR took effect, and concluded that, 
‘the costs of the GDPR during the first year of its implementation were substantial, at least for 
some European companies. The profit margins of the data-intensive firms increased, on average, 
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by approximately 1.7 to 3.4 percentage points less than the profit margins of their US 
counterparts’ (Koski and Valmari 2020). 

The conclusion here is that the EU has not been effective at turning its data protection strength 
into economic advantage. However, it is important to note that there are legal constraints on how 
far the EU can go in pursuit of the goal of increased economic activity. The CJEU has repeatedly 
highlighted the primary importance of protecting individuals’ data protection rights, and has ruled 
out compromising these rights for economic gain. The challenge is therefore to see whether new 
approaches, such as the data spaces mentioned earlier, can spur economic activity while staying 
within the data protection limits set by the GDPR. It will be some time before it is possible to 
assess the EU’s effectiveness on this challenge.  

3.5.6. Position the EU as a driving force in global data protection standards 

This goal is perhaps the most significant for the purposes of our study, given that it relates directly 
to the EU’s ability to influence evolution of the global governance landscape, the core focus of the 
TRIGGER project. Unsurprisingly, therefore, this goal overlaps substantially with aspects of the 
actorness model that we have discussed and assessed in the previous chapter. In particular, 
strong ratings on the recognition and attractiveness dimensions of actorness would appear to be 
necessary (but not sufficient) conditions of effectiveness at shaping global data protection 
standards. It appears clear that the EU meets these necessary conditions, given our assessment 
that the EU rates ‘high’ or ‘moderate/high’ on these two dimensions in the GDPR era.  

It is useful again to consider the counterfactual as a way of clarifying the extent of the EU’s 
effectiveness here. There has been a dramatic evolution of the data protection global governance 
landscape in recent years. Would this evolution have looked different if the EU were not actively 
trying to influence global developments? The data-driven evolution of the global economy would 
probably have spurred significant regulatory activity. And there is a recognisable set of core 
international principles (dating back to the work of the Council of Europe and the OECD in the 
1980s) that would probably have informed much of this regulatory activity even without the EU’s 
involvement. But the detailed data protection framework that the EU has honed over the past three 
decades provides a template that has been hugely influential on other global governance actors. 
Graham Greenleaf’s most recent overview points to data protection laws being enacted in 145 
countries (up from 76 in 2011), and he notes that each new law coming through is ‘almost always’ 
influenced by the GDPR (Greenleaf 2021). He distinguishes two different modes of influence, with 
some countries emulating what they see as the EU’s best practice, while others ‘claim ambitions to 
enact new or stronger laws so as to be able to consider applying for ‘adequate’ status under the GDPR.  

It is worth reiterating that there are counterarguments here. Researchers in the US, in particular, 
caution against assuming that a flurry of data protection activity in that country can be attributed 
to the influence of the GDPR (Chander, Kaminski, and McGeveran 2019; Mercer 2020). Similarly, 
we have noted in the previous chapter that the EU’s prioritisation of fundamental individual rights 
has little resonance with China’s political and legal culture, even if there are points of similarity 
between the GDPR and the data protection framework that is gradually taking shape in China. 
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But these caveats do not change the fact that the EU has positioned itself as an unavoidable 
reference point in the global governance landscape for data protection. In other words, every 
other actor’s data protection framework is inevitably assessed in terms of how far it aligns with or 
diverges from the EU’s. That is a position of remarkable global governance status and influence, 
and so our assessment is that the EU has been highly effective on this goal.  

3.6. Conclusion 
This chapter presents a mixed picture of the EU’s effectiveness in the data protection domain. 
Crucially, in terms of direct external influence and impact on global governance – in other words, 
what we have described in this chapter as the sixth meso-goal – we have seen that the EU is 
highly effective. That is an important conclusion given the overall focus of the TRIGGER project. 
The fact that it correlates with the high levels of actorness discussed in the previous chapter 
suggests that there is fruitful research to be done on whether there are causal connections 
between particular dimensions of actorness and EU effectiveness in different contexts. 

However, against this picture of strong overall external effectiveness, this chapter has also raised 
a number of caveats which highlight the need for more careful assessment. For example, neither 
of our two case studies provides an unalloyed argument for EU effectiveness. The Commission 
failed in its Privacy Shield negotiations, and our discussion of Convention 108+ noted that 
alignment with the GDPR reflected the effectiveness of the Council of Europe as well as of the 
EU. Moreover, in our discussion of EU effectiveness on six meso goals, we showed how global 
governance factors – particularly ongoing debates about how to regulate non-EU tech giants – 
weaken the EU’s effectiveness in a number of areas, from achieving harmonisation to the central 
goal of protecting rights that have been enshrined in the EU treaties. 

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to pursue the many threads of further investigation that are 
suggested here. In particular, it would be instructive to see a wider range of case studies 
examined, to provide a much broader sample than is offered by the two that we have looked at. 
Similarly, there are aspects of the assessment of meso-goal effectiveness that warrant more 
detailed attention. The fundamental rights goal is particularly important in this respect. It would be 
beneficial not just to have a better set of indicators for measuring overall performance on this 
goal, but also to be able to distinguish between the role played by potential rights infringements 
by external rather than internal actors. This would give us a clearer sense of the link between the 
EU’s global governance influence and its ability to uphold citizens’ data protection rights. 

In general, we would expect meso goals to remain stable over the medium term. This is 
particularly true in the case of data protection, which is now a relatively mature policy domain for 
the EU, with clear roots in the treaties. However, the EU’s external micro-goals will evolve 
continually because of ongoing changes in the global environment, both in terms of ongoing 
changes in the economic and societal role played by data, and because of the evolving stances 
on data protection that are being adopted by other global governance actors, both governments 
and companies. In the next chapter, we will highlight four broad issues (comprising both 
opportunities and challenges) that are going to shape the outlook for the EU in this policy domain. 
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4. Conclusion: opportunities and challenges 
In the preceding chapters of this deep dive on data protection, we have explored the role of the 

EU in the evolving global governance landscape. In the first chapter, we provided a narrative 

overview of how data protection governance has developed since the 1980s, both within the EU 

and globally. One of the key insights here was that the EU’s supranational structure meant it was 

well placed to play an influential role in the development of global data protection norms and rules. 

Experience gained dealing with intra-EU cross-border data flows could be applied externally as 
global cross-border data flows became a driving force of the global economy. 

In the second chapter, we assessed the ‘actorness’ of the EU, using the TRIGGER project’s 
seven-dimension model of actorness to illuminate the ways in which the EU has been able to 

influence the global governance landscape. Our analysis points to a steady increase in EU 

actorness since the 1980s. To a large extent this reflects the deepening of data protection’s legal 

roots in the EU, as captured by the authority dimension of actorness. From an initial position of 

patchy ad hoc national measures, there has been a clear progression from, first, the 1995 Data 

Protection Directive to, second, the inclusion of data protection in the treaties as a fundamental 

right of EU citizens, and third, the enactment of the GDPR in 2018. This progression of EU 

authority in the data protection domain has been accompanied by strong performances on most 
of the other actorness dimensions, including those measuring internal cohesion as well as 

external recognition and attractiveness. 

In the third chapter, we turned to consider the EU’s effectiveness – in other words, its ability to 
leverage its actorness to achieve its (global) data protection goals. Our analysis presented a 

mixed picture on effectiveness, depending on which goals you consider. For example, we 

considered two case studies where the EU has been involved in negotiations with other global 

governance actors: Privacy Shield negotiations with the US and C108+ negotiations with the 

Council of Europe. We concluded that the EU failed in the first of these, because it could not find 

an arrangement that met the requirements of the CJEU. We suggested that the EU had been 

more effective with C108+, but we noted the importance of the fact that the Council of Europe 
shared the EU’s goal of aligning C108+ and the GDPR – in effect, the EU was pushing at an open 

door. We also provided a broad assessment of the EU’s effectiveness on six overarching goals 

that have characterised its long-term approach to data protection. We noted a strong degree of 

EU success at projecting its norms and rules internationally, but we also highlighted important 

questions about how effectively the EU fulfils one of its core goals, of protecting citizens’ 

fundamental rights.  

In this concluding chapter, we build on the preceding chapters to highlight a number of factors 

that we believe are likely to determine the EU’s actorness and effectiveness in the data protection 

domain in the future. Our primary interest remains in the EU’s ability to influence the global 

governance landscape. A number of these challenges for the EU are primarily domestic (i.e., 
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within the EU) rather than global, but they remain relevant for us given the structure of the 
TRIGGER model of actorness, in which internal dimensions (authority, autonomy and cohesion) 

are understood to affect the EU’s global influence.  

In total we list four broad areas where we suggest the EU should focus if it wishes to maximise 

its actorness and effectiveness in the data protection domain. These four strategic priorities 

present the EU with both opportunities and challenges. They are: data protection fundamentals, 

the need to reduce fragmentation, challenges relating to innovation and growth, and the prospect 

of further increases in the EU’s international influence.  

4.1. Fundamentals: consent and citizen’s rights  
In the preceding chapter, we highlighted concerns that have been raised about the robustness of 

the consent principle that underpins much of the EU’s approach to data protection. If users are 

just ticking boxes to make consent notices disappear (Utz et al. 2019; Solove 2012), and if data 

processors are using manipulative design to ‘nudge’ users into giving consent (Norwegian 

Consumer Council 2018), then that is a substantive challenge to the foundations of the EU’s 
approach to citizens’ fundamental data protection rights. This issue is acknowledged in the staff 

working document that accompanies the Commission’s review of the GDPR after two years in 

force. However, it is only mentioned in passing, and there is little sense of the serious implications 

of claims that a cornerstone of the GDPR approach to data protection has been hollowed out 

(European Commission 2020c). This question warrants serious research by the EU, as well as 

proposals for remedial steps if it is found that the current system is leading to behaviours (by both 

citizens and data processors) that undermine the idea that flows of personal data are underpinned 

by meaningful consent. The alternative is an erosion of confidence in the EU’s approach if the 
perception takes root that the GDPR is a box-ticking exercise that can be easily gamed by 

unscrupulous data processors.  

Admittedly, the so-called ‘privacy paradox’ – whereby many users claim that data protection is 

important to them, while simultaneously clicking ‘accept all’ on consent notices with little apparent 

regard for protecting their personal data – is a knotty problem. But we should not rush to assume 

that users’ actions are a truer reflection of their preferences than their statements. Bietti (2020) 

notes that user choices about data consent are made in the context of power relationships 

between users and data processors, and that these power relationships are particularly 

asymmetrical in the internet platform economy. In a similar vein, Richards and Hartzog (2015) 

argue that the choice users are faced with is often illusory: ‘Users given a blunt choice between 
protecting their data and participating in modern society really have no choice at all.’ And they go 

on to suggest the privacy paradox can also be seen as reflecting the durability of user concerns 

about data protection: ‘If our revealed preferences show that we don’t care about privacy, why do 

so many of us remain anxious about our personal data?’ This is a good question, and one which 

suggests that the current consent regime may not represent a durable equilibrium. Again, this is 
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an argument for the EU to carry out detailed research into how well the consent regime as 
currently implemented allows users to exercise their fundamental rights and exert meaningful 

control over their personal data. 

Given the foundational importance of consent in the EU’s data protection framework, any fraying 

of the consent regime may have implications for the EU’s global governance role. For example, 

in terms of actorness, an erosion of confidence in the consent regime could adversely affect the 

EU’s performance on the credibility dimension. It might also lead to a reduced rating on the 

attractiveness dimension in the eyes of some global actors, although, as we have noted 

previously, not all global actors view data protection primarily through a rights-based prism. And 

in terms of effectiveness, we discussed in the preceding chapter how problems with consent can 

weaken the EU on the goal of upholding citizens’ fundamental rights.  

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to suggest what steps the EU could take to bolster its 

consent regime. There are no easy solutions. Richards and Hartzog (2015) suggest that data 

protection regulators could learn from fiduciary law, the central goal of which is ‘to protect against 
the exploitation of a vulnerability created by trust in another . . . by imposing duties such as care, 

loyalty, and confidentiality’. An analogous approach in the data protection domain might see data 

processors under a legal obligation not to ‘self-deal’ with users’ personal information in ways that 

adversely affect the users and betray their trust. The EU would also do well to pay close attention 

to changes in the way data protection has been affecting competitive dynamics in the private 

sector. An example here is Apple’s recent introduction of a default setting that will greatly limit 

Facebook’s access to large flows of user data. The EU may be able to use private-sector 
innovation of this kind to prompt new ways of thinking about how best to ensure the 

implementation of a feasible and effective consent regime.  

4.2. Fragmentation: enforcement and compliance 
As noted in the chapter on effectiveness, it is estimated by IAPP that just over half of companies 

internationally are not fully compliant with the GDPR. In the EU, 43 % of respondents to an IAPP-

EY survey said they were only ‘moderately compliant’, even when GDPR compliance was their 

primary responsibility. It is now more than 3 years since the GDPR became applicable, and 5 

years since it was agreed. These are significant levels of non-compliance for a high-profile piece 

of legislation that affects most individuals and organisations. Among other things, high levels of 

non-compliance highlight the perennial importance of ensuring that the rationale for, and the 

requirements of, regulations are communicated clearly to private sector actors. There is an 
opportunity here for improved GDPR guidance, including greater harmonisation between EDPB 

and national guidance, as the Commission has noted. 

The fragmentation of GDPR enforcement is an issue that has been mentioned a number of times 
in the previous chapters, as it bears directly on the EU’s actorness via the cohesion dimension. 
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The decentralised system of national DPAs is a core feature of the EU’s data protection 
framework. The rules that apply across the EU have been largely unified with the shift from the 

DPD to the GDPR, but how these rules are enforced remains subject to variation at the national 

level. As we have seen, this has particular relevance for the way in which external technology 

giants are regulated, owing to the fact that many of these companies have their EU headquarters 

in Ireland. This means that Ireland’s DPA is the lead regulator for all of their EU operations – 

under the GDPR’s one-stop shop approach to regulation, data processors are regulated by the 

DPA of their home Member State rather than by the DPAs of every Member State in which they 
operate. This is a recipe for regulatory tensions if DPAs differ in their views of how the GDPR 

should be implemented. This was a concern among many Member States when the GDPR was 

negotiated and it is precisely what has come to pass, with Ireland’s DPA being criticised for being 

too lax towards the companies it is responsible for.  

There is an important institutional challenge here for the EU, because the ratcheting up of inter-

DPA tensions will be disruptive if it is not halted. The Commission can argue that it foresaw these 

kinds of problems. In the negotiations over the final text of the GDPR, the Commission had 

proposed that it would have the power to intervene to ensure consistency across the DPAs 

(Jančiūtė 2018). Instead, the EDPB was given this role, and provisions were included in the GDPR 

that anticipate potential divergences among DPAs, such as the consistency mechanism (Article 

63) and the urgency procedure (Article 66). On the face of it, these are not currently working as 
well as they should. A more assertive role by the EDPB might help to impose more alignment 

across the system of national DPAs, and it is notable that in its two-year review of the GDPR, one 

of the Commission’s key recommendations is that the EDPB and the DPAs work together more 

closely to ensure more harmonious implementation of the GDPR (European Commission 2020b). 

If the EDPB does not lead this process of alignment, greater use of Article 66 might be another 

way of achieving it, albeit more confrontationally. The urgency procedure in Article 66 allows a 

DPA to override the one-stop-shop approach, by introducing temporary measures on its own 
territory and requesting a binding decision from the EDPB on whatever disagreements exist 

between the DPAs in question. In theory therefore, DPAs could force the pace of greater 

alignment. A still more radical proposal might be to consider more substantive changes to the 

one-stop-shop system to reflect the fact that some cross-border cases are more significant than 

others. Given the increasingly systemic societal role that major technology companies play in all 

Member States, it may not make sense to delegate their regulation to the DPA of one Member 

State. When a data processor crosses a certain threshold (such as revenue, profit or the number 

of EU customers/users a company has outside its home Member State) there may be an 
argument for the lead DPA to have to share regulation with a panel of additional DPAs.  

Fragmentation is an ongoing challenge for the EU, but we should not lose sight of the fact that 
the overall trajectory in the decades since the 1980s has been towards much greater 

harmonisation of data protection across the EU. The fragmentation that remains should also be 
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kept in perspective: harmonisation is a challenge in most areas of EU law. Nevertheless, 
enforcement is a crucial element of any regulatory framework, and if current signs of 

fragmentation across Member States in the data protection domain were to worsen, then this 

would be likely to affect the EU’s global governance standing. In terms of actorness, increased 

fragmentation relating to enforcement could hit the EU’s performance on the cohesion and 

credibility dimensions. It is also self-evident that the EU’s data protection effectiveness will be 

hampered if rules are not being properly enforced to any significant degree. One additional aspect 

of the GDPR enforcement regime which may push towards higher levels of enforcement is the 
ability of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to act on behalf of citizens in lodging complaints 

with the relevant DPA. After the success of the Schrems cases in overturning the EU’s 

agreements with the US, it is to be expected that data protection NGOs will push for stronger 

enforcement of the GDPR. 

4.3. Economics: innovation and growth 
A third broad challenge that the EU faces relates to the impact of data protection on the bloc’s 

economy. In the chapter on actorness, we suggested that one of the future tests of the EU’s 

credibility will be its ability to marry data protection and economic dynamism. The EU enjoys 

strong levels of actorness in the data protection domain; it is not hubris to refer to it as a regulatory 

superpower. But the EU cannot be described as a technological superpower in terms of driving 

the development of key data-intensive technologies or of building up a share of the global digital 
economy that is commensurate with the EU’s size. It is frequently asserted that these two facts 

are linked and that the GDPR dampens digital innovation and growth in the EU. This is a question 

that deserves rigorous research by the EU, including quantitative assessment of the impacts of 

the GDPR as well as consultation with a wide range of affected stakeholders. More evidence is 

needed. If there is a trade-off between the GDPR and innovation, then it is important to 

understand it so that good decisions can be made about it. A clear-eyed assessment of the data 

is imperative. It may not be possible to ‘have it all’ when shaping the EU’s digital economy. Indeed, 

it appears highly plausible that pursuing a values-driven and strong-regulation approach to data 
would constrain aggregate growth to at least some extent. This is a point that TRIGGER 

researchers have already made in the context of the EU’s values-driven approach to artificial 

intelligence and machine learning, where it has been noted that, ‘prioritising values in this way 

will likely mean ceding a lot of digital economic activity to more commercially assertive players’ 

(Collins and Florin 2021). This also applies to data protection. But it should not necessarily be 

interpreted as a criticism. Rather, it is a call for policy decisions on trade-offs like these to be as 

transparent and as well-informed as possible.  

In terms of actorness, a potential trade-off between values and economics is relevant for the 

attractiveness dimension in particular. The attractiveness dimension comprises two distinct 

components, with instrumental attractiveness referring to the economic advantages of aligning 
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with the EU, while normative attractiveness refers more to values-based reasons for following the 
EU’s lead in this policy domain. What is suggested by the discussion of the relationship between 

values-driven regulation and economic vibrancy is that in the field of data protection there is a 

potential tension between the two attractiveness components. Gains on one side of the 

attractiveness equation may be offset by losses on the other. 

One area where the relationship between data protection and growth is going to be a particular 

challenge is in emerging data-intensive sectors of the economy, including machine learning. We 

have seen in the effectiveness chapter that one of the EU’s goals with its data protection 

framework is to boost innovation. In its two-year review of the GDPR, the Commission states quite 

unambiguously at one point that ‘the GDPR fosters competition and innovation’ by allowing data 

to flow freely, but this seems, at the very least, to be an over-simplification of the case (European 
Commission 2020c). For example, one of the key premises of the Commission’s recent data 

strategy is that current data flows in the EU are not conducive to the growth of key data-intensive 

sectors that underpin a growing share of economic activity. In its Communication launching the 

data strategy, the Commission states that, ‘Currently there is not enough data available for 

innovative re-use, including for the development of artificial intelligence’ (European Commission 

2020a). The Commission’s response in the data strategy is an ambitious piece of industrial 

strategy, which seeks to put in place an EU-wide data ecosystem of sectoral ‘data spaces’ that 

will be grounded in GDPR principles but that will also provide companies with access to much 
greater volumes of data than are currently available in the EU. In an important nod to the 

increasing geopolitical and geoeconomic significance of technology governance, the Commission 

explicitly contrasts this EU approach with the way the US and China have developed their data 

ecosystems: ‘In the US, the organisation of the data space is left to the private sector, with 

considerable concentration effects. China has a combination of government surveillance with a 

strong control of Big Tech companies over massive amounts of data without sufficient safeguards 

for individuals. In order to release Europe’s potential we have to find our European way, balancing 
the flow and wide use of data, while preserving high privacy, security, safety and ethical 

standards’ (European Commission 2020a). It is implicit in the Commission’s data strategy that the 

GDPR on its own is not enough to achieve this desired balance.  

The EU will have to be realistic about what is involved in developing a vibrant data-intensive 

technological ecosystem. The data strategy appears to envisage the EU adopting something of a 

midway point between the approaches of the US and China: involving greater public sector 

involvement than the former but without the authoritarianism of the latter. But it remains to be 

seen whether this is a viable route to a healthy and self-sustaining ecosystem. The EU risks 

adopting a quite mechanistic approach to this, assuming that a top-down decision to create a set 

of ‘data spaces’ will lead to all the other elements of the data-intensive innovation ecosystem 
flourishing. This looks like a simple solution being sought for a complex challenge involving a 
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much wider constellation of factors that both shape and are shaped by Europe’s overall political 
economy, including taxes, financing, labour markets, and so on. 

The Commission’s data strategy also highlights an important point about the development of 
technologies that can help to embed data protection. Data protection is not only a matter of 

regulation and other forms of governance. It can also be facilitated by technological solutions. 

This adds another dimension to the question of the relationship between data protection and 

innovation. As well as asking whether strong data protection helps or hinders the overall 

innovation ecosystem, it is also worth considering how much innovation might be prompted by 

the requirements of data protection itself. The EU’s data strategy focuses on innovation on the 

macro scale required to develop a European data infrastructure, through data spaces and other 

initiatives, such as GAIA-X. But data protection may also prompt innovation at the enterprise and 
consumer level, through the development of so-called privacy-enhancing technologies (PETs), 

such as homomorphic encryption, differential privacy or federated learning. One possible 

economic opportunity for the EU is to leverage its strong global reputation for data protection into 

a badge of commercial excellence for PETs that meet EU data protection standards and/or are 

developed in the EU. A similar argument has already been made in the TRIGGER project in 

relation to machine learning, where it was suggested that the US and China are likely to remain 

the leading technology powers, but that the EU could pursue a ‘niche leadership’ strategy in those 

commercial domains where its values-driven approach is particularly salient (Collins et al. 2020). 
The EU is already a regulatory superpower for data protection. Is there an opportunity to leverage 

this into commercial openings for innovative EU firms producing privacy-enhancing technology? 

Strong data protection requirements in the EU create a domestic market for such innovations, 

and the evidence points to a strong increase in the market for privacy technology since 2017208. 

The growing global influence of the GDPR may also create an international market for this 

technology too. This could be an area for the EU to prioritise in its significant research and 

development spending.  

The vibrancy of the EU’s innovation ecosystem is primarily of interest for internal reasons, related 

to the performance of the economy and the wellbeing of EU citizens. Innovation is a driver of 

productivity, which in turn underpins the long-term trends of economic growth and living 
standards. However, there is also the potential for a direct spillover to the external domain and to 

the EU’s actorness, not just in the data protection domain but more broadly too. Economic factors 

are built into the TRIGGER actorness model, through the attractiveness dimension, so if the EU 

economy were to decline relative to its major peers, then we would expect EU attractiveness and 

actorness to suffer too. Moreover, the current geopolitical backdrop is challenging. Relationships 

between the EU, the US and China are evolving, and not least in relation to the growing 

geopolitical significance of leadership in the emerging technologies that will serve as the 

 
208 See https://iapp.org/resources/article/privacy-tech-vendor-report/ 

https://iapp.org/resources/article/privacy-tech-vendor-report/
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backbone of a growing share of future economic activity. The way the latest European 
Commission has badged itself a ‘geopolitical Commission’ highlights the extent to which these 

international factors now frame strategic thinking at the highest levels of the EU. They may also 

begin to weigh on EU decisions about whether and how to balance data protection and economic 

growth. 

4.4. Influence: the continuing internationalisation of EU data 
protection 

The final opportunity that we highlight here is one that we have been discussing throughout this 
deep dive on data protection: the EU’s desire to influence the evolving governance of data 
protection around the world. This goes to the heart of the whole TRIGGER project: how can the 
EU be an effective global actor? Notwithstanding the various reservations outlined so far in this 
conclusion, the EU has made solid progress on many of the ‘domestic’ aspects of data protection 
governance. Over the decades it has built and consolidated a system of rights and duties which, 
though far from perfect, are at the heart of the regulatory architecture of the EU and its 27 Member 
States. There will be a lot of refinement and trouble-shooting to do, some of it touching on 
fundamental issues, but the GDPR marked an important milestone for data protection within the 
EU, and 3 years after it entered into force, the EU now has an opportunity to devote increasing 
energy to building on the position of global influence it has already carved out for itself. 

One very concrete challenge in the short term will be establishing a stable data transfer 
arrangement with the US in the wake of the Safe Harbor and Privacy Shield decisions, in which 
the CJEU struck down the Commission’s attempts to find a workaround for the fact that US data 
protection standards do not meet the EU’s adequacy threshold. This question brings into stark 
relief the tension between two of the EU’s six meso goals, as outlined in the previous chapter, 
namely the goals of protecting fundamental rights and of boosting external trade. The CJEU has 
said that the treaties leave no room for ambiguity here: fundamental rights take precedence and 
cannot be compromised for a potential boost to trade volumes. Against that, the EU’s economic 
relationship with the US is of great importance for many businesses and workers. If data 
protection differences were to become a source of real friction in that relationship, it could 
undermine support for the EU’s approach. If jobs began to be lost, it is not certain that all EU 
citizens would line up behind the CJEU’s interpretation of the need for ‘essentially equivalent’ 
protections in third countries. Recall the research cited in the previous chapter which found that 
around 1 in 8 individuals already believe that the GDPR has adversely affected their professional 
lives (Strycharz, Ausloos, and Helberger 2020). It would be a significant failure for the EU’s data 
protection diplomacy if a way is not found to square the circle of EU-US data transfers.  

It is to be welcomed that the EU’s decisions about data transfers with the US will require it to think 
about the relationship between its various goals in this domain, such as the potential trade-off 
between rights and innovation. The data protection domain is too young for policy stances to 
become too rigidified too quickly. The world of digital technology is evolving rapidly. The global 
economy is evolving too. To use the language of our actorness model, these developments are 
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likely to create new opportunities (or necessities) for the EU to refine and project its approach to 
data protection. The EU has previously been adept at seizing such opportunities – from the 1990s 
in particular, a sparse global regulatory landscape allowed it to internationalise key aspects of the 
approach it had developed to deal with intra-EU cross-border flows. Maintaining the global 
leadership position it has established will require the EU to be vigilant and proactive. It should be 
willing to tweak its approach to international data protection if emerging evidence begins to point 
either to potential problems or to potential opportunities. There are already signs of interesting 
developments in this field. One such development that we discussed in the previous chapter is 
the EU’s close involvement with the Council of Europe’s C108+, which arguably represents a 
second pillar in the internationalisation of EU data protection values. C108+ probably falls short 
of the EU’s adequacy threshold, but the EU nevertheless strongly supports the convention and 
wants countries around the world to sign up to it. This may lead to questions for the EU in the 
future about what it sees as the most efficient and effective way of influencing data protection 
standards in third countries. Would the EU prefer to work closely with countries to get them to 
‘essential equivalence’ and an adequacy agreement? Or would it prefer to prioritise a greater 
number of countries signing up for C108+, which is less onerous than the GDPR but which still 
captures most of its key principles?  

The EU would also do well to spell out its reasons for wanting to increase its influence over data 
protection standards in other countries. This is not just a philosophical question. Different reasons 
are likely to lead to different policy preferences, and different priorities when external goals come 
into conflict. One reason for wanting strong data protection overseas relates to fundamental rights 
at home – in other words, ensuring that EU citizens’ personal data will be safe if processed in 
third countries. A second reason could be more altruistic: the EU might want to see the citizens 
of other countries given some of the same fundamental rights that EU citizens enjoy. Economic 
factors are a third potential reason: as we saw in the effectiveness chapter, strong data protection 
standards in the EU are likely to hamper rather than boost trade unless similar protections can be 
enforced in the EU’s trading partners. A fourth potential reason for wanting data protection 
influence is geopolitical. The EU derives soft power from being a regulatory superpower. This 
regulatory power is particularly welcome in a technological domain, given that the US and China 
are otherwise so dominant in this area.  

There is a wider point here that perhaps applies to the TRIGGER project as a whole. We have 
been taking it for granted that more influence is better than less influence, and more actorness 
better than less actorness. But that might not always be the case. Creating and maintaining global 
influence is not cost-free. It takes time and resources. For example, if your ultimate goal is to 
protect EU citizens’ fundamental rights, then depending on the circumstances it might make more 
sense in terms of cost-benefit analysis to devote any additional resources to securing 
improvements within the EU rather than influencing the actions of third countries. Only with a clear 
sense of why you want to influence global governance can you take robust decisions about how 
to go about it and how much effort and investment to devote to it. With the EU now a dominant 
fixture in the global governance landscape for data protection, developing this kind of clarity about 
goals and priorities will be crucial to maximising the EU’s success in the post-GDPR era. 
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1. Introduction and dataset 
This annex provides details on several media analyses, which were conducted to support the 
assessment of the level of actorness in the different deep dives. These analyses are not designed 

to be self-standing analyses of actorness, but they can complement the qualitative assessment 

of specific subdimensions of actorness. The main goal is to provide a scalable analysis pipeline, 

which can be reproduced for the four deep dives (or any other topic) and enables the comparison 

of levels of actorness across actors and topics. Note that these analyses are experimental and 

form the basis for future research on how different dimensions of actorness can be measured 

using text-as-data techniques. 

 

Description of the underlying dataset 

The media analyses are based on a dataset of 17 887 news articles from 69 international media 

from the 12 BRICS and G7 countries between 2010 and 2020, on the four deep-dive topics.  

● The BRICS and G7 were selected for political and technical reasons: politically, these 12 

countries represent the most powerful state actors in the world, and are a good point of 

comparison when it comes to measuring the EU’s actorness. On a technical level, these 

countries have established digital news media, which made the scraping of news articles 

possible. 

● The 69 media were selected based on two indicators of relevance: First, the BBC’s country 

media profiles provide a good overview of a country’s media landscape. Second, many 

countries have a media profile page on Wikipedia, which often contains statistics on the total 

circulation of different newspapers209. The research resulted in between three (South Africa) 
and ten (Russia) news media per country210. An overview of the selected media is available 

in a Google sheet211.  

● Some key statistics: Articles from non-English media were translated to English using 

Google Translate. The breakdown of articles by original language is: 8 710 (EN), 2 229 (FR), 

1 812 (DE), 1 624 (IT), 1 296 (RU), 1 123 (JA), 1 067 (PT), 25 (ZH). The breakdown of articles 
by country is: 2 272 (DE), 1 960 (CA), 1 956 (UK), 1 849 (RU), 1 713 (JP), 1 648 (FR), 1 647 

(IT), 1 372 (US), 1 260 (IN), 1 086 (BR), 597 (CN), 536 (ZA). The number of articles per 

country depends on the media landscape of each country and technical factors. 

Unfortunately, many Chinese language articles, for example, could not be scraped because 

the Great Firewall of China appeared to block this after a number of downloads. 

 
209 See, for example, the BBC’s Japanese media profile: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-15217593, or the 
UK’s list of newspapers by circulation on Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_newspapers_in_the_ 
United_Kingdom_by_circulation#/media/File:UK_daily_newspaper_circulation_1950_present.svg  
210 These media mostly include newspapers, but also the main TV channels if available online and scrapable.  
211 The file is available at: https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1N4JEFQBl0jupjcQSFotmzLmwtZtDCmdE7m 
S2zLSltFY/edit?usp=sharing 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-15217593,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_newspapers_in_the_
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1N4JEFQBl0jupjcQSFotmzLmwtZtDCmdE7m
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● The web scraping method: (1) A search term was defined to find relevant articles for each 
deep-dive topic via Google search. Since seven non-English media were included, each 

search term was translated into the appropriate languages using Google Translate, 

Linguee.com and a Google search to confirm that the search term returned meaningful 

articles212. (2) A Google search engine API query was used to obtain the links for up to 10 
articles related to this search term, per news medium and per year. For example, one search 

query was: ‚site:bbc.com “sustainable development” cd_min:01/01/2010, 

cd_max:12/31/2010‘. (3) This search process was repeated for each year between 2010 and 

2020, for each of the 69 news media and for each search query. (4) Once all links for every 

year and news medium were collected, the articles were downloaded with the Python 

‘newspapers’ package213 and transformed into a tabular format (CSV).  

● This scraping process resulted in 4 541 articles on sustainable development, 3 948 on data 
protection, 5 111 on climate change and 4 675 on Africa/development aid. This pipeline can 

be reused for downloading media data on any other topic.  

● Limits: (1) The dataset only covers the 12 most powerful countries, and the resulting analysis 
can therefore not be interpreted as representing general global perception. (2) The dataset 

only contains news media articles and does not cover other data sources such as social 

media or government statements. This choice was made because (i) social media like Twitter 

is used more in specific countries, while digital news media are a more globally adopted 

source of digital text; (ii) data sources such as government statements exist in much lower 

quantity and in a much less standardised format than news articles; (iii) putting together 

different types of data in the same analysis creates methodological issues such as 
comparability – a mention of a country in a government statement or in a news article carries 

a different weight and a different meaning. (3) Many articles were translated with Google 

Translate and the text is therefore not of the same grammatical quality as native English text. 

In addition, the (multilingual) selection of media articles is based on the links returned by the 

Google search engine and translated search queries. 

 

 
212 The exact search queries for each language were:  [{"en": "sustainable development", "ru": "Устойчивое развитие", 
"pt": "desenvolvimento sustentável", "de": "nachhaltige Entwicklung", "fr": "développement durable", "ja": "持続可能な発

展", "zh": "可持续发展", "it": "sviluppo sostenibile"}] 
[{"en": "data protection", "ru": "Защита данных", "pt": "Proteção de dados", "de": "Datenschutz", "fr": "protection des 
données", "ja": "データ保護", "zh": "数据保护", "it": "protezione dei dati"}] 
[{"en": "climate change", "ru": "изменение климата", "pt": "das Alterações Climáticas", "de": "Klimawandel", "fr": 
"changement climatique", "ja": "気候変動", "zh": "气候变化", "it": "cambiamento climatico"}] 
[{"en": '"africa" development aid', "ru": '"Африка" помощь развитию', "pt": '"África" ajuda ao desenvolvimento', "de": 
'"Afrika" Entwicklungshilfe', "fr": '"Afrique" aide au développement', "ja": '"アフリカ" 開発援助', "zh": '"非洲" 发展援助', "it": 
'"Africa" aiuto per lo sviluppo'}] 
213 https://github.com/codelucas/newspaper 

https://github.com/codelucas/newspaper
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2. Measuring recognition via media mentions 
Recognition can be understood as ‘the act of acknowledging or respecting another being, such 

as when we “recognise” someone’s status’ (McQueen n.d.). Inspired by this understanding of 

recognition, recognition was analysed in terms of the EU’s perception in international media, 

supplementing the qualitative analysis of formal recognition in the preceding chapters. 

To operationalise recognition as media perception, a simplified assumption was adopted: the 

more an actor is mentioned in international media, the more the actor is recognised as an actor. 

This assumption is a simplification, but it can be argued that it provides a useful proxy of 

recognition. Take the example of a climate negotiation: journalists will cover those actors who 
they recognise to be relevant during the negotiation and will not cover many other actors who 

they do not deem to be relevant enough for their readers214. In addition, this coverage not only 

reflects the perception of journalists, but also shapes public and elite perception. For the reader 

of a news article, certain actors ‘existed’ during the negotiation because they were covered, while 

many other actors were not mentioned and are therefore less likely to be perceived and 

recognised as relevant actors.  

2.1. Methodology 
This idea was operationalised by counting how often an actor is mentioned in international news 

media articles. While a simple count neglects the semantic and grammatical context in which the 

actor is mentioned, the sum of mentions of an actor also indicates the extent to which that actor 

is recognised in general terms – be it positively or negatively. If the US or China are intensely 
criticised for an action, the mere criticism implicitly recognises that their actions are important, 

while other actors have such a low level of recognition that they are not even worth mentioning. 

Similarly, if the EU is mentioned for its inaction in environmental negotiations, then this criticism 

is made based on the implicit assumption that the EU has the potential to be more active. 

Based on this simplified assumption, Tables 1-4 rank all G7+BRICS countries and the EU, by 

how often they are mentioned in thousands of media articles related to the four deep-dive topics. 

The count was conducted in several steps: (1) Every article was analysed with a “named entity 

recognition” algorithm, which extracts people, geopolitical entities, organisations and locations; 

(2) The list of extracted entities was manually inspected to create a list of relevant entities which 

belong to each of the G7+BRICS+EU actors. As a rule, this list includes variations of the country 
name, the names of the main political leaders and the name of the capital city. The actor 

‘Germany’, for example, is simply represented with the list: ‘Germany|German|Berlin|Merkel’. The 

decision was taken to include fewer rather than more words per country, to avoid overrepresenting 

certain countries which are more familiar to the researcher. The named entity recognition step 

 
214 Prominence and significance are two of several news factors, which determine whether an event is reported in the 
media (Staab 1990). 
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had the advantage of potentially discovering new sub-actors, which were not known to the 
researcher. (3) Based on this list, the number of mentions of a specific actor could then be counted 

and weighted.  

Two main measures were taken to ensure an equal treatment of all actors: First, non-English 

media were included and translated from seven languages into English to avoid overrepresenting 

English speaking media. Second, the counts were weighted to avoid overrepresenting countries 

with more digital media and online news output. For example, the values in column 

‘Count_weighted’ were calculated for France as follows: First, the code counted the total number 

of mentions of all organisations, countries, locations, people etc. in all articles from, say, China 

via a named entity recognition algorithm. There could be a total of 5 000 entities mentioned in 

Chinese media in the sample. Then, the code counted how many of these entities represent 
France (i.e. are words like ‘France|French|Paris|Macron’). This could be 50. In this case, France 

would make up 1 % of all entities mentioned in China (50 / 5 000 = 0.01). This calculation was 

repeated for all national media discourses from the G7+BRICS countries to obtain the share of 

mentions for each national media discourse separately. These values were then summed and 

divided by the number of national media discourses to obtain the average share of mentions. This 

method ensures that each national media discourse receives the same weight. A higher number 

of articles from UK media therefore receives the same weight as fewer articles from South African 

media. Note that only those mentions of an actor were counted, that did not occur in the actors’ 
own media. US media, for example, were not considered when calculating the statistics for the 

US. In the case of the EU, only non-European media were taken considered and the numbers 

therefore represent the non-European/international perception. This step was taken because the 

media tend to mention their own country more frequently, and earlier versions of the analysis 

without this step yielded distorted results. These steps were repeated for each key actor, which 

resulted in the column ‘share_weighted’ in Tables1-4.  

2.2. Empirical results for all four deep-dive topics  
Tables 1-4 show the results of the analysis for each deep-dive topic. The table on sustainable 

development can, for example, be interpreted as follows: The EU represents a weighted 1.0 % of 

all entities mentioned in the 4 541 articles on sustainable development. The 4 541 articles mention 
many different countries, locations, organisations, people (around 50 000) and a weighted 1.0 % 

of them are words such as ‘EU’, ‘European Union’, ‘European Commission’ or ‘Europe’215. 

Compared to the G7 and BRICS countries, the EU is the third most-mentioned actor. Note that 

 
215 Please note that the word ‘Europe’ was included in the keywords linked to the EU. This probably led to false positives, 
were media did not talk specifically about the EU, but Europe more generally. At the same time, there are many instances 
were media talk about ‘Europe’s new privacy law’ or ‘Europe is united in the Brexit negotiations’, where the word ‘Europe’ 
does refer to the EU. Unfortunately, this ambiguity could not be solved and probably led to an overestimation of the EU’s 
mentions.  
To counteract this bias in favour of higher counts of the EU, only non-European media were included for calculating the 
statistics for the EU. This means that mentions of the EU in French, German, Italian and UK media are not included in the 
statistics. The numbers therefore represent the non-European perception of the EU. 
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the ‘share_weighted’ value is higher for the EU than for India, although India has a higher 
‘count_total’. This is due to the count_total for India including the non-Indian media from all 11 

BRICS+G7 countries, while the count_total for the EU includes the non-European media from the 

seven non-European BRICS+G7 countries. This prevents a bias for higher mentions of the EU in 

European media. The numbers in the right-hand column (‘share-weighted_scaled’) scale the 

percentages on a scale from 2 to 5216. Note that the scale starts at 2 and not 1, because even the 

least-mentioned country is still mentioned much more than many other actors present in the 

dataset, but not in the table. These scaled numbers can help to compare the level of media 
mentions of different actors.  

It is important to note that Tables 1-4 only provide one simplified indicator for recognition in terms 

of media perception. It is designed to complement the more comprehensive qualitative analyses 
in each deep dive.  

 

Sustainable Development 
Rank actor_names share_weighted count_total share_weighted 

_scaled 

1 China* 1.9 % 2 117 5 
2 USA* 1.6 % 1 912 4.5 
3 EU* 1.0 % 707 3.5 
4 India* 0.7 % 718 2.8 
5 UK* 0.6 % 559 2.7 
6 France* 0.6 % 694 2.7 
7 Russia* 0.5 % 481 2.5 
8 Germany* 0.4 % 445 2.4 
9 Brazil* 0.4 % 365 2.3 

10 Japan* 0.3 % 335 2.2 
11 Italy* 0.3 % 329 2.1 
12 South Africa* 0.2 % 239 2.1 
13 Canada* 0.2 % 245 2 

Table 1 - Counting key actors in articles related to sustainable development. 
 

 

  

 
216 The following min–max scaler was used: https://scikit-learn.org/stable/modules/generated/sklearn.preprocessing 
.MinMaxScaler.html 

https://scikit-learn.org/stable/modules/generated/sklearn.preprocessing
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Data Protection 

Rank actor_names share_weighted count_total share_weighted 
_scaled 

1 EU* 5.6 % 1 556 5 
2 USA* 3.0 % 2 681 3.6 
3 China* 0.9 % 678 2.4 
4 UK* 0.9 % 697 2.4 
5 Germany* 0.8 % 667 2.4 
6 France* 0.4 % 362 2.2 
7 Russia* 0.4 % 210 2.2 
8 India* 0.3 % 234 2.1 
9 Japan* 0.2 % 166 2.1 

10 Canada* 0.1 % 112 2 
11 Italy* 0.1 % 108 2 
12 Brazil* 0.1 % 110 2 
13 South Africa* 0.1 % 53 2 

Table 2 - Counting key actors in articles related to data protection. 
 

 

Climate Change 

Rank actor_names share_weighted count_total share_weighted_scaled 

1 USA* 5.7 % 6 183 5 
2 China* 1.9 % 2 084 2.9 
3 EU* 1.8 % 1 108 2.9 
4 France* 1.6 % 1 719 2.8 
5 UK* 1.0 % 1 047 2.5 
6 India* 0.9 % 968 2.4 
7 Germany* 0.8 % 763 2.3 
8 Russia* 0.6 % 673 2.2 
9 Canada* 0.4 % 447 2.1 

10 Japan* 0.4 % 359 2.1 
11 Brazil* 0.3 % 325 2.1 
12 Italy* 0.2 % 268 2 
13 South Africa* 0.2 % 170 2 

Table 3 - Counting key actors in articles related to climate change. 
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Africa and Development Aid 

Rank actor_ 
names 

share_ 
weighted 

count_ 
total 

share_weighted_ 
scaled 

1 China* 3.2 % 4 542 5 
2 USA* 3.2 % 4 266 4.9 
3 South Africa* 1.3 % 1 868 3.1 
4 EU* 1.0 % 962 2.9 
5 UK* 0.9 % 1 187 2.7 
6 France* 0.8 % 1 179 2.7 
7 India* 0.8 % 1 103 2.6 
8 Russia* 0.5 % 662 2.4 
9 Germany* 0.5 % 654 2.4 

10 Japan* 0.4 % 489 2.3 
11 Brazil* 0.3 % 375 2.1 
12 Italy* 0.2 % 353 2.1 
13 Canada* 0.1 % 178 2 

Table 4 - Counting key actors in articles related to Africa and development aid. 
 

2.3. Adding grammatical information - an activity indicator 
In addition to simple counts, grammatical information was included in the analysis of the EU’s 

perception as an experiment. This experiment was inspired by the grammatical definitions of 

‘subject’ and ‘object’: ‘The subject is generally the person or thing that the sentence is about. It’s 

often the person or thing that performs the action of the verb in question’, while ‘a direct object is, 

as its name suggests, directly affected by the action of the main verb’ (Lexico n.d.). Based on 

these definitions, we can assume that an actor, who is mentioned more often as the grammatical 
subject, is perceived to be more active and as the performing actor of an action. When mentioned 

as a grammatical object, on the other hand, the actor is likely to be the object of an action by 

another subject. This grammatical information adds additional meaning to the simple counts of 

mentions of an actor. The grammatical information was extracted with a so-called dependency 

parser with the SpaCy Python library (SpaCy (b) n.d.). 

Using dependency parsing we can compare how often an actor is mentioned as the grammatical 

subject or as the grammatical object in all sentences in the media data corpus. This count can be 

translated into an experimental ‘activity indicator’. The indicator is calculated as a ‘subject–object 

ratio’ with the following formula:  

푁푢푚푏푒푟 표푓 푠푢푏푗푒푐푡 푚푒푛푡푖표푛푠
푁푢푚푏푒푟 표푓 푠푢푏푗푒푐푡 푚푒푛푡푖표푛푠 +  푛푢푚푏푒푟 표푓 표푏푗푒푐푡 푚푒푛푡푖표푛푠  =  퐴푐푡푖푣푖푡푦 퐼푛푑푖푐푎푡표푟 
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This could look as follows: EU is mentioned 100 times as the subject of a sentence and 50 times 
as the object of a sentence. The indicator would be calculated as: 100 / (100 + 50) = 0.66. In 

articles on another topic, the EU might be mentioned only 50 times as a subject and 75 times as 

an object: 50 / (50 + 75) = 0.4. The resulting indicator can be interpreted as follows: the EU is 

mentioned as a subject in 66 % of the sentences for one topic and only in 40 % for another topic. 

This ratio indicates how ‘active’ an actor is perceived to be in the corpus. The indicator is a simple 

ratio of subject-to-object-mentions that fluctuates between values 0 and 1. Note that the indicators 

in Tables 5-8 are weighted and attribute the same weight to media discourses from all countries. 
This means that the columns on total mentions as a subject and object in the table, cannot be 

directly translated into the indicator. 

Here is an example of how the first table on sustainable development below can be interpreted: 
In media on sustainable development, the EU is mentioned as the grammatical subject in 19 % 

of its sentences and as object in 81 % of sentences217. It is therefore ranked fifth compared to the 

G7 and BRICS countries. The highest-ranking actor is China, with 34 % mentions as subject, far 

exceeding other actors. This indicates that China is perceived to be the most active actor in media 

articles on sustainable development. The EU is perceived to be more active than France, the UK 
or India, but less active than the US, Russia or Germany. Please note that the activity indicator 

only shows a percentage and disregards the total number of subject and object mentions. This 

means that an actor with very few total mentions can have the same indicator level as an actor 

with many total mentions.  

There are, however, important limitations of this approach. The indicator is based on broad 

grammatical concepts; it uses dependency parsing to count nominal subjects (excluding passive 

subjects) and direct as well as indirect objects. Further empirical research is necessary to show 

whether this approach reliably identifies sentences in which the EU (or any other actor) is actively 
acting or the object of external action. The dependency parser used for this analysis reports a 

high accuracy of above 90 % (SpaCy (a) n.d.), but it still makes mistakes, especially on translated 

texts. The indicator only shows a simple percentage, therefore it does not differentiate between 

an actor who is mentioned 100 times as a subject and 50 times as an object, and another actor 

who is mentioned 10 000 times as a subject and 5 000 times as an object. Future research could 

also show which other elements of the dependency tree carry meaningful information and could 

nuance the analysis.  
 

Given these limitations, it was decided not to include this analysis in the assessment of the level 

of actorness/recognition. However, the analysis is included in this annex, as it has real potential 

which will be explored in future research.  

 

 
217 Please note that these percentages only take into account the sentences in which the actors are mentioned either as 
the subject or as the object. There are other sentences where the actors had another grammatical function, which is not 
part of this analysis.  
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Sustainable development 
Rank Entity activity_ 

indicator_ 
weighted 

N_mentions_ 
subject_total 

N_mentions_ 
object_total 

indicator_ 
scaled 

1 China* 34 % 633 1 035 5 

2 Germany* 24 % 82 194 3.5 

3 Russia* 21 % 135 188 3 

4 USA* 21 % 371 865 3 

5 EU* 19 % 319 1 034 2.8 
6 France* 16 % 109 401 2.2 

7 UK* 16 % 73 319 2.2 

8 India* 16 % 131 363 2.2 

9 Brazil* 14 % 60 187 1.9 

10 Japan* 12 % 46 144 1.7 

11 Italy* 10 % 55 160 1.3 

12 
South 
Africa* 9 % 34 110 1.2 

13 Canada* 8 % 40 95 1 

Table 5 - Perceived activity of key actors in news articles on sustainable development. 
 

Data Protection 
Rank Entity activity_ 

indicator_ 
weighted 

N_mentions_ 
subject_total 

N_mentions_ 
object_total 

indicator
_scaled 

1 EU* 24 % 807 2 350 5 
2 Germany* 20 % 169 377 4.3 

3 UK* 20 % 143 391 4.3 

4 China* 18 % 145 393 3.9 

5 USA* 15 % 402 1 501 3.4 

6 France* 15 % 58 193 3.4 

7 Russia* 10 % 34 116 2.6 

8 Brazil* 7 % 20 52 2.2 

9 India* 5 % 42 141 1.9 

10 Italy* 2 % 14 58 1.3 

11 Japan* 2 % 27 86 1.3 

12 Canada* 1 % 10 50 1.1 

13 
South 
Africa* 0 % 2 29 1 

Table 6 - Perceived activity of key actors in news articles on data protection. 
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Climate Change 
Rank Entity activity_ 

indicator_ 
weighted 

N_mentions_
subject_total 

N_mentions_
object_total 

indicator_scaled 

1 China* 38 % 609 871 5 

2 
United 
Nations* 35 % 817 1 203 4.7 

3 Russia* 34 % 200 261 4.6 
4 USA* 32 % 1 669 2 450 4.4 
5 Germany* 29 % 154 341 4 
6 EU* 27 % 433 1 228 3.8 
7 India* 21 % 167 410 3.3 
8 Canada* 18 % 67 202 2.9 
9 France* 16 % 248 1 123 2.7 

10 UK* 14 % 126 660 2.5 
11 Japan* 13 % 36 149 2.4 
12 Brazil* 11 % 48 136 2.2 
13 Italy* 3 % 29 126 1.3 

14 
South 
Africa* 0 % 10 64 1 

Table 7 - Perceived activity of key actors in news articles on climate change. 
 

Africa and development aid 
Rank Entity activity_indicator 

_weighted 
N_mentions_ 
subject_total 

N_mentions 
_object_total 

indicator_
scaled 

1 Japan* 42 % 173 159 5 
2 China* 39 % 1 670 2 133 4.7 
3 Russia* 37 % 200 235 4.5 
4 USA* 34 % 1 307 1 822 4.2 
5 France* 33 % 306 579 4 

6 
United 
Nations* 32 % 661 1 198 4 

7 Germany* 31 % 187 282 3.8 
8 UK* 29 % 289 610 3.6 
9 EU* 23 % 707 1 854 2.9 

10 
South 
Africa* 22 % 325 1 060 2.8 

11 Italy* 15 % 65 186 2.1 
12 India* 14 % 168 541 2 
13 Brazil* 14 % 56 173 2 
14 Canada* 4 % 36 64 1 

Table 8 - Perceived activity of key actors in news articles on Africa and development aid. 
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3. Measuring trust with natural language inference 
Credibility or trust are important dimensions of actorness in the international relations literature 

(Rathbun 2017). Given the difficulty of measuring trust without investing large amounts of 

resources into public opinion surveys, we opted for focusing the analysis of this actorness 

dimension on a qualitative analysis of credibility in terms of the adherence to political 

commitments. To supplement the analysis of credibility, this section proposes an exploratory 

analysis of trust towards the EU in our media corpus, using a machine learning technique called 
natural language inference (NLI) 

 

Summary 
● This section argues that natural language inference (NLI) is a promising method for 

measuring the ‘trust’ expressed towards the EU in political texts like news articles. In general 
terms, NLI is the task of determining whether a ‘hypothesis’ is true, false or neutral given a 

context. A hypothesis can be, for example, ‘The EU is trustworthy’. This hypothesis can be 

tested on context sentences from news media such as ‘In the EU–China conflict, I feel that I 

can rely more on Brussels than on Beijing’ (the context). In this case, the hypothesis would 

be true according to the context.  

● Recent deep-learning models have become increasingly accurate in learning NLI on a 
diverse set of texts and hypotheses. These models have not been specifically trained to 

determine ‘trust’ in text, but it is reasonable to assume that the training datasets are 

sufficiently broad to make them transferrable to some social science concepts such as ‘trust’. 

A state-of-the-art NLI model from Facebook AI was used to test this assumption218. The 

hypothesis ‘The EU is trustworthy’ was applied to 5 000 sentences from news articles 

mentioning the EU. For each sentence, the NLI model tried to predict how likely it is that the 
news sentence ‘agrees’ with the hypothesis219. A random sample of 200 sentences was 

manually and blindly annotated to verify the accuracy of the model for this specific case. 

These initial human verifications indicate that the model has an accuracy of between 66 % 

and 82 % for the hypothesis ‘The EU is trustworthy’220 (see the final section below for 

important caveats). The NLI model still has important limitations, but its output is accurate 

enough to be used as a proxy for measuring ‘trust’ in political texts.  

● The NLI model can therefore be used to approximate the level of perceived trust towards 
the EU in news articles on sustainable development. This can be done in several steps: 

(1) extract all sentences mentioning the EU in 4 541 international news articles on sustainable 

development (see details on the dataset earlier); (2) use a deep-learning NLI model to extract 

 
218 The model is called RoBERTa and was fine-tuned on several NLI training datasets. See Nie et al. (2019) 
219 In other words: The context (= sentence) entails (= agrees with) the hypothesis 
220 Note that these metrics are preliminary. 
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and count all sentences that entail the hypothesis ‘The EU is trustworthy’; (3) repeat the same 
analysis for all G7 and BRICS countries to create a point of comparison; (4) derive a 

comparative analysis for the EU’s perceived trustworthiness in international media by 

comparing and ranking the number of sentences across actors. This analysis can be repeated 

for all four deep dives.  

● Tables show the results of this analysis for sustainable development. In the eyes of 
international media, Canada is the most trustworthy country among the G7+BRICS+EU. On 

balance, 38 % of sentences mentioning Canada also consider Canada as trustworthy. The 

EU is only ranked 9th out of 13 actors. On balance, 4 % of all sentences mentioning the EU 

also express trust towards the EU. This can be translated into a ‘medium’ level of 

trustworthiness for the EU. The least trustworthy country in articles on sustainable 

development is the US. On balance, 9 % of all sentences mentioning the USA express distrust 

towards the USA in international media discourse.  

● The final section shows the output from the same analysis for the other three deep dives. 

3.1. The limits of existing sentiment analysis methods 
What is the level of trust expressed towards different actors in international media? The most 

common method for analysing interpretative, emotional concepts like trust with computational 

methods is sentiment analysis. Existing sentiment analysis approaches have, however, several 

limitations: (1) One group of approaches is built on sentiment dictionaries. These dictionaries are 

lists of positive/negative words (GitHub n.d.) or lists words in emotion categories like ‘Anger’-

related words, ‘Trust’-related words (Mohammad n.d.) etc. These dictionaries are built for specific 
domains and use cases and did not work well transferred to political texts in our experiments; (2) 

more recently, researchers have started to train machine learning models to classify texts based 

on sentiment (Hugging Face n.d.). The existing open-source models are, however, mostly trained 

on datasets containing product reviews or movie reviews221, which are not built for analysing 

political texts. A recent literature review of a specific sentiment analysis task (aspect-based 

sentiment analysis – ABSA) shows that 50 out of 63 papers in the most prominent conferences 

since 2015 use the same dataset on laptop and restaurant reviews (Xing et al. 2020); (3) another 
disadvantage of machine learning approaches is that many of them assume that the target text 

must be emotional. Many machine learning models cannot classify text in a ‘neutral’ category if 

the text does not contain sentiment at all. In the case of political text, however, a large share of 

texts is, in fact, not emotional at all; (4) many sentiment analysis methods are also incapable of 

determining to whom or what the sentiment refers. The methods provide indicators for the 

sentiment in texts overall, but the methods cannot differentiate between sentences such as: ‘I 

trust the EU much more than China’ or ‘I trust China much more than the EU’. Only the subfield 

of ABSA tries to determine which aspect of a sentence the sentiment refers to but as shown 

 
221 For example, Stanford Sentiment Treebank (SST). For details see: https://www.kaggle.com/atulanandjha/stanford-
sentiment-treebank-v2-sst2 

https://www.kaggle.com/atulanandjha/stanford-
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above, most of this research is conducted on the same dataset as restaurant and laptop reviews. 
These models are designed to distinguish whether the sentiment refers to, for example, the price 

or the food quality in a restaurant review and they are only binary classifiers (‘positive’ vs. 

‘negative’). These methods are unlikely to produce meaningful results for analysing trust in 

political media articles.  

3.2. Natural language inference for analysing trust 
NLI is a classification task, where a model is trained to classify a ‘hypothesis’ in one of three 

classes – entailment (true), contradiction (false), or neutral (undetermined) – given a ‘premise’ 

(also called ‘context’)222. Applied to political news articles, the researcher could, for example, 

formulate the hypothesis ‘The EU is trustworthy’ and test this hypothesis on a context sentence 

such as ‘In the EU–China conflict, I feel that I can rely more on Brussels than on Beijing’. In this 

case, the correct label for the hypothesis would be ‘entailment’ (true), because the hypothesis is 
logically implied (entailed) in the context sentence. Table 9 shows examples for the output from 

a deep-learning model configured for NLI. This approach is inspired by Davison (2020) and Yin, 

Hay, and Roth 2019223. 

Hypothesis  
(defined by user) 

Context  
(e.g. news sentence) 

NLI model output 

The EU is trustworthy. The EU has proved to be a 
reliable partner. 

{'entailment': 97 %, 
 'contradiction': 0 %, 
 ‘neutral’: 3 %} 

The EU is trustworthy. The EU has disappointed 
climate activists during 
COP21. 

{'entailment': 0.3 %, 
 'contradiction': 75 %, 
 'neutral': 25 %} 

The EU is trustworthy. The Commission President 
gave a speech at the United 
Nations.  

{'entailment': 2 %, 
 'contradiction': 4 %, 
 'neutral': 94 %} 

Table 9 - Illustration of hypothesis-context pairs and NLI model output. 
Note that the table shows the output of an NLI model, but the examples were cherry-picked for illustrative purposes. 

 

Like machine learning-based sentiment analysis, NLI is a classification task – in both cases 
algorithms (models) are trained to automatically classify text in predefined categories/labels. 

There are two main differences that make NLI potentially more suitable for social science use 

cases: (1) The training data is more relevant for social scientists. NLI models can be trained on 

datasets like the Multi-Genre Natural Language Inference corpus (MultiNLI), which contains 

 
222 Note that the ‘context’ is also often called ‘premise’. Since the word ‘premise’ is less intuitive, this annex uses the word 
‘context’. http://nlpprogress.com/english/natural_language_inference.html 
223 See https://arxiv.org/pdf/1909.00161.pdf. Since the original paper in 2019, Yin and other authors have also generalised 
their approach in a very recent paper in October 2020 https://arxiv.org/pdf/2010.02584.pdf  

http://nlpprogress.com/english/natural_language_inference.html
https://arxiv.org/pdf/1909.00161.pdf.
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2010.02584.pdf
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433 000 hypothesis-context pairs from 10 domains. These domains include government reports, 
media articles, letters or nonfiction literature. Moreover, the latest models are trained on additional 

NLI datasets, which also contain news articles, fictional literature or spoken texts such as 

transcripts from presidential debates etc.224 Models based on these datasets have therefore 

already seen large amounts of text which is broader and more relevant for social scientists than 

e.g. the dominant product or movie review datasets in classical sentiment analysis; (2) second, 

the classification task in NLI datasets is more flexible: the meaning of the categories/labels 

(entailment, contradiction, neutral) changes depending on the hypotheses defined by the user. 
This means that the user of a pretrained model can test any hypothesis like ‘The EU is 

environmentally friendly’ or ‘This text is about migration’ on any target text and the predicted labels 

‘entailment/contradiction/neutral’ will have a very different meaning for each hypothesis. This 

flexibility is made possible by the design NLI training corpora, which contain hundreds of 

thousands of different hypotheses-context sentence pairs225. Sentiment classifiers, on the other 

hand, only classify texts into predefined, sentiment-specific categories like ‘Positive’ vs. ‘Negative’ 

or ‘1-star rating’ vs. ‘5-star rating’. These categories always have a constant meaning because 

they are not modulated by a hypothesis.  

These diverse datasets and the design of the classification task lead to two additional advantages 

of NLI models: First, NLI models can classify target sentences (contexts) as neutral towards 
the hypothesis. This feature is important for the classification of political texts, as most target 
sentences will probably not be related to the hypothesis at all, and the researcher is only 

interested in identifying a subset of relevant sentences. Imagine using a corpus of technical 

parliamentary speeches to investigate the sentiment of political officials. Many sentiment 

classifiers are forced to attribute a sentiment to the target texts if they do not have a ‘neutral’ class 

in their training dataset226. An NLI model using a hypothesis like ‘this text is positive’ should be 

able to classify the vast majority of non-emotional political sentences as ‘neutral’ to the hypothesis 

and the few emotional sentences as ‘entailed’ or ‘contradiction’ to the hypothesis.  

Second, NLI models can determine to whom or what the hypothesis refers to. Take the 

hypothesis ‘America is trustworthy’ and two contexts with opposite meanings: ‘In the US–China 

conflict, I feel that I can rely more on Beijing than on Washington’ and ‘In the US–China conflict, 
I feel that I can rely more on Washington than on Beijing’. For the first context, the NLI model 

returns a confidence score of 99 % that ‘America is trustworthy’ is in contradiction to the context. 

For the second context, the NLI model returns a confidence score of 85 % that ‘America is 

 
224 For MultiNLI, see  https://cims.nyu.edu/~sbowman/multinli/. The latest dataset is the Adversarial NLI (ANLI) dataset, 
which also contains training data from news articles, fiction etc. For ANLI and other datasets see Nie et al. (2019)  
225 To be more precise, models trained on the MultiNLI corpus are trained to infer 392 702 hypothesis on over 130 000 
unique sentences. There are probably some duplicate hypothesis in the dataset, but the data collection approach ensures 
a very wide range of hypothesis. For details, see p. 4 here: https://cims.nyu.edu/~sbowman/multinli/paper.pdf 
226 This is the case for widely used datasets for movie or product reviews. It is important to note, however, that this is not 
the case for all datasets. In addition, dictionary based approaches do not have this issue, because they are based on 
counting positive or negative words.  

https://cims.nyu.edu/~sbowman/multinli/.
https://cims.nyu.edu/~sbowman/multinli/paper.pdf
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trustworthy’ is entailed in the context. This example illustrates two important points: (a) The model 
seems to be able to determine what the hypothesis refers to and can therefore distinguish 

between the diametrically opposite meanings of the two contexts227. For classical sentiment 

analysis methods, on the other hand, the two contexts would have exactly the same meaning. (b) 

In addition, the model can determine that, in this context, the word ‘America’ from the hypothesis 

refers to the word ‘Washington’ in the context, without being explicitly told by the user. 

 

Hypothesis  
(defined by user) 

Context  
(e.g. political statement) 

NLI model output228 

America is trustworthy. In the US–China conflict, I 
feel that I can rely more on 
Beijing than on Washington. 

{'entailment': 0.4 % 
 'contradiction': 99.6 %} 

America is trustworthy. In the US–China conflict, I 
feel that I can rely more on 
Washington than on Beijing. 

{'entailment': 85 %, 
 'contradiction': 15 %} 

Table 10 - Example for detection of reference nuances. 
 

The features described above are, in part, due to the pretraining regime of the latest deep-learning 

models. Most state-of-the-art machine learning models in natural language processing (NLP) are 

so-called transformers (Vaswani et al. 2017), which are trained in two main steps: First, the model 

is pretrained on many GB of general text from Wikipedia, books, news and web texts in an 

unsupervised fashion. The most popular pretraining regime consists of randomly hiding individual 
words and training the model to predict these randomly hidden words, given the surrounding 

visible words229. Through this simple pretraining step, the model gains a statistical ‘understanding’ 

of the meaning of words in context. This is probably where the model learned that it can be correct 

to replace the word ‘America’ with the word ‘Washington’ in the example above. In a second 

training step, this pretrained model is then fine-tuned on NLI datasets where it learns the specific 

task of natural language inference, benefiting from the ‘knowledge’ of the general pretraining 

phase. The pretraining step is responsible for an important increase in accuracy of recent models 

for downstream tasks like NLI.  

 

 
227 This was so far only tested on a few examples and needs more research. 
228 Note that the column ignores the ‘neutral’ label in the probability distribution to avoid categorising too many contexts 
in the neutral category. For more details on this caveat, see the final section.  
229 This is the most popular pretraining task called ‘bi-directional encoding’ introduced with Google’s BERT model (Devlin 
et al. 2019). There are, however, also other pretraining regimes. See also Facebook’s BART model in Lewis et al. (2019).  



 D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
562 

3.3. How can NLI be applied in social science research? 
The most important question is: How can this approach be applied in practice, and does it yield 

meaningful results from a social science perspective? There are only a few papers using NLI for 

general text classification, most prominently is of Yin, Hay, and Roth (2019), and none of them 
seem to apply them to social science research questions. Answering this question requires four 

main components: a machine learning model with very good NLI performance; a suitable dataset 

to apply the NLI model to; a suitable research question translated into hypotheses; and manual, 

human checks of a sample of the NLI model’s output to test accuracy.  

The NLI model: The experiments in this text were conducted using Facebook AI’s pretrained 

RoBERTa-snli-mnli-fever-anli deep-learning model230. Facebook AI reports an accuracy of 90.8 

% on the MultiNLI dataset, which is among the most accurate currently available231. The model 

(and several other NLI models) is freely available via the HuggingFace model hub and 

Transformers Python library232.  

The dataset: The dataset used for the experiments (described above) consists of news articles 

from 69 international media outlets from 12 countries (G7+BRICS) between 2010 and 2020. The 

dataset contains four sub-datasets of between 3 948 and 5 111 news articles on four topics 

respectively: Sustainable development, climate change, data protection and Africa/development 
aid. The most influential media were selected for each country, based on their total circulation 

and relevance233. Articles from non-English speaking media were translated into English using 

Google Translate234. This dataset represents a rich source of political texts, which can be used 

as ‘contexts’ to test different hypotheses with the NLI model.  

The hypotheses – or ‘asking hypotheses to text’: The researcher now needs to translate their 

research interest into hypotheses. The research question could, for example, be: To what extent 

do international media consider the EU to be trustworthy? The corresponding two hypotheses 

could be: ‘The EU is trustworthy’ and ‘The EU is not trustworthy’ to cover both positive and 

negative cases of trustworthiness. In a second step the researcher has to create a ‘context corpus’ 

– a list of sentences against which the hypothesis can be tested. In this case, the researcher 
would extract all sentences from the corpus which mention the EU. This context corpus would 

contain more or less relevant sentences such as ‘The European Commission announced a reform 

 
230 RoBERTa is a deep learning model published by Facebook AI and the University of Washington in October 2019. The 
raw RoBERTa model was pretrained on 160GB of text for general language ‘understanding’. See more details in Liu et 
al. (2019). In a second step, RoBERTa is then fine-tuned on several NLI datasets to learn NLI and becomes RoBERTa-
snli-mnli-fever-anli; see details in Nie et al. (2019)  
231 The current state-of-the-art model is Google’s T5 model with 92 % accuracy. See more at 
https://gluebenchmark.com/leaderboard 
232 See more at https://huggingface.co/ynie/roberta-large-snli_mnli_fever_anli_R1_R2_R3-nli 
233 Relevance was determined via the BBC’s country media profiles. See for example Japan’s profile: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-15217593. An approximation of total circulation was often available via 
Wikipedia. Wikipedia also often provides good overviews of the media landscapes of different countries, which 
complement the BBC’s profiles.  
234 Using a machine translation service most likely reduces the quality of the output. It is, however, the only scalable 
method which allows the inclusion of a wide range of multilanguage international news articles.  

https://gluebenchmark.com/leaderboard
https://huggingface.co/ynie/roberta-large-snli_mnli_fever_anli_R1_R2_R3-nli
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-15217593.
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of the Common Agricultural Policy’, ‘How the EU’s GDPR makes your personal data safer’, 
‘China’s President Xi told reporters that he was disappointed with the EU’s position on the 

investment agreement’ etc. The NLI model can then be applied to this context corpus and try to 

predict which context sentences entail, or ‘agree with’ the hypotheses.  

3.4. Empirical results 

3.4.1. Manually verifying the accuracy and meaning of the NLI model’s 
output 

Since the NLI model has not been explicitly trained on the hypothesis ‘The EU is trustworthy’, it 

is initially unclear to what extent the output is correct and meaningful. This was tested in two 

steps:  

First, the NLI model was run on 5 000 sentences from the media corpus. A random sample of 
100 model outputs for 100 hypothesis-context pairs was extracted and manually annotated in 

three categories: (1) The hypothesis is clearly entailed. An example context sentence from news 

media is ‘No one has any reason to fear Europe, but everyone should be able to depend on 

Europe’ (Deutsche Welle 2010); (2) The hypothesis is broadly entailed. An example context 

sentence is ‘The free trade agreement with EU will help Vietnam raise its skills and standard’ 
(Mainichi 2020, machine translated); (3) The hypothesis is not entailed/neutral to the context 

(example context: ‘Charles Michel attends the 22nd China–European Union (EU) leaders' 

meeting in Brussels, Belgium, June 22, 2020. (European Union/Handout via Xinhua)’). These 

sentences were annotated blindly without knowing the model’s prediction. The human annotation 

could then be compared with the model’s predicted probabilities: the human annotator agreed 

with the model for 82 out of 100 sentences (82 % accuracy) when differentiating between the 

three categories ‘clearly entailed/broadly entailed/not entailed’. The disadvantage of this fully 

random sample was, however, that 87 out of 100 sentences were unrelated to the hypothesis, 
while only 12 were broadly entailed and only one was fully entailed. This is because most media 

sentences do not imply notions of trust at all. This test shows that the model is good at discarding 

sentences not related to the hypothesis, but it does not show sufficiently how accurate the model 

is when the sentence addresses the trustworthiness of the EU.  

A second stratified sample of 100 model outputs was then analysed. This sample was stratified 

to increase the number of sentences which entailed the hypothesis. The second sample contained 

18 clear entailments, 22 broad entailments and 60 non-entailments. The sentences in the sample 

were again blindly and manually annotated in three categories: clearly entailed/broadly 

entailed/not entailed. In this sample, the human annotation agreed with the model output for 66 

out of 100 sentences (66 % accuracy), when differentiating between the three categories ‘clearly 
entailed’, ‘broadly entailed’ or ‘not entailed’. This shows that it is more difficult for the model to 

differentiate between sentences that clearly entail or only broadly entail the hypothesis. When the 
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task was simplified and the two entailment labels were merged into the same category (only 
‘entailed’ vs. ‘not entailed’), the NLI model achieved an accuracy of 74 %.  

In sum, these empirical tests show that the NLI model does not match human accuracy when 
it comes to measuring the trustworthiness of the EU in news texts. At the same time, the accuracy 

of between 66 % and 82 % shows that the NLI model’s output achieves a good approximation of 

the EU’s perceived trustworthiness. Given the limitations of sentiment classifiers explained, this 

approach is possibly the most accurate way of measuring a social science concept like ‘trust’, 

without any additional training data, which deep learning currently has to offer. There are 

important additional caveats and limitations related to this approach and these tests, which are 

explained in the next section. Note, there is a lot more research to be done to further investigate 

this method. 

3.4.2. Perceived trust towards key actors in international news on 
sustainable development 

This section shows how the output from the NLI model can be translated into politically meaningful 

statistics on the trustworthiness of key international actors. The analysis was conducted on 20 

351 sentences235 mentioning the G7+BRICS countries and the EU in international news media 

articles on sustainable development236. The approach follows several steps. First, the 

hypothesis {The actor} is trustworthy’ is tested on each of the sentences. The text segment {The 

actor} is dynamically changed depending on the actor who is mentioned in the corresponding 

context sentence. For the context sentence ‘To them, this really stands out as one of Canada‘s 

biggest failings, and one of the areas in which Canada completely ignored the recommendations 
of the last review in 2012’ Mr Brown told The Globe and Mail in an interview on Friday’ (The Globe 

and Mail 2018) the hypothesis would be ‘Canada is trustworthy’. For each of these sentence–

hypothesis pairs, the NLI model returns a probability for how likely it is that the hypothesis is 

entailed in the news sentence. The empirical tests on 200 sentences indicate that sentences with 

an entailment score of above 80 % are most likely to directly indicate trust. For example 

‘Establishing closer ties with the People’s Republic of China, our trusted friend, is Russia’s 

unconditional foreign policy priority’ (Russia TV 2014). Sentences with an entailment score 
between 50 % and 80 % do not directly entail trust, but express a positive sentiment and tend to 

broadly entail trustworthiness. For example ‘South Africa has made substantial progress in 

adopting and implementing disaster risk reduction strategies, within a solid legislative framework,’ 

Ramaphosa said (The Star 2019). Sentences with an entailment score below 50 % tend to either 

be unrelated to trust (neutral) or express negative sentiment. For example ‘Global energy demand 

will increase by 2035 by 70 per cent – about half of it between China and India’ (Die Welt 2014, 

 
235 To be precise, it is 20 351 hypothesis–sentence pairs. One sentence can appear multiple times if more than one actor 
is mentioned in the sentence. In this case, the same sentence appears twice, once paired with the hypothesis ‘Actor 1~ 
is trustworthy’ and a second time paired with the hypothesis ‘Actor 2~ is trustworthy’. 
236 The articles were selected via the Google search query ‘sustainable development’.  
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machine translated). After the hypothesis ‘{The actor} is trustworthy’ was tested on all sentences, 
the same analysis was conducted for the negated hypothesis ‘{The actor} is not trustworthy’ to 

also extract all sentences which express distrust. An example sentence is ‘Keisuke Tezuka, 17, 

a sophomore attending Hakuba High School, planned the activity with several of his classmates 

to draw attention to the climate crisis in Japan, a country that has become an international 

emissions pariah to the extent that its lack of action and concern led it to be named ‘Fossil of the 

Day’ by the Climate Action Network during the UN’s COP25 climate conference in Madrid in late 

2019’ (Japan Times 2020). 

To enable the calculation of sentence statistics, the 50 % entailment probability is therefore 

taken as the threshold for selecting sentences which either express trust or distrust towards an 

actor. These sentences are used to calculate the statistics displayed in Table 11. The column 
‘n_sent_trustworthy’ shows a simple count of the number of sentences in the corpus expressing 

trust towards the respective actor. The column ‘n_sent_not trustworthy’ shows a count of 

sentences expressing distrust towards the respective actor. The EU, for example, has 119 

sentences in the corpus which express trust and 82 which express distrust. The column 

‘n_sent_balance’ shows the balance of trust and distrust sentences, by subtracting the number 

of trust and distrust sentences (e.g. 119 − 82 = 37 in the case of the EU). The advantage of these 

simple counts is that they are easy to interpret, and they show the overall number of sentences. 

At the same time, they can be easily distorted by outliers. If media in one country have a very 
high number of articles and positive sentences, this individual national discourse can inflate the 

count of sentences. A different method is necessary for a balanced representation of global media 

perception. 

For this reason, the ‘share_sent_trustworthy’ column displays the weighted share of 
sentences. This value is calculated in the following steps: For each national media discourse, 

the share of trust-sentences out of all sentences is calculated. For example, the EU could be 

mentioned 200 times in Indian media and out of these 200 sentences, 20 might entail 

trustworthiness. This would lead to a 10 % share of ‘trust-sentences’ for the EU, specifically in 

Indian media. This value is calculated separately for all national media discourses. The shares 

for all media discourses are then added up and divided by the total number of media discourses 
to derive the average. By calculating this average across all media discourses, every national 

media discourse receives the same weight, regardless of the total number of articles in different 

media. The 16 % for the EU in the ‘share_sent_trustworthy’ column, for example, means that on 

average 16 % of all sentences in which the EU is mentioned express trust in international media 

discourse. In the same vein, the column ‘share_sent_not_trustworthy’ is calculated following the 

same procedure, only on sentences expressing distrust. For the EU, the 12 % in the 

‘share_sent_not_trustworthy’ means that on average, 12 % of all sentences in which the EU is 
mentioned express distrust. 
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Finally, the ‘share_sent_balance’ column combines these calculations, and this is the 
most important column for estimating the perceived trust in international media discourse. 
The ‘share_sent_balance’ column shows the balance of trust and distrust sentences (e.g. 16 % 

− 12 % = 4 % for the EU). These values account for sentences expressing both trust and distrust, 

and weigh all national media discourses equally. This method enables us to state that: on balance, 

38 % of all sentences mentioning Canada express trust towards Canada; on balance 4 % of all 

sentences mentioning the EU express trust towards the EU; and on balance, −9 % of all 

sentences mentioning the USA express distrust towards the USA in global media discourse. The 
value can be positive or negative, showing whether there is a higher share of trust-sentences or 

distrust sentences. 
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Canada is (not) 
trustworthy. 38 % 50 % 11 % 78 96 18 

 
5.0  

Germany is (not) 
trustworthy. 23 % 30 % 7 % 81 113 32 

 
3.7  

Italy is (not) 
trustworthy. 15 % 25 % 9 % 5 42 37 

 
3.0  

South Africa is 
(not) 
trustworthy. 15 % 25 % 10 % 38 62 24 

 
3.0  

France is (not) 
trustworthy. 15 % 23 % 9 % 68 126 58 3.0  
The UK is (not) 
trustworthy. 14 % 23 % 9 % 78 130 52 3.0  
Brazil is (not) 
trustworthy. 7 % 19 % 11 % 11 73 62 2.4  
Japan is (not) 
trustworthy. 6 % 21 % 15 % 39 74 35 2.3  
The European 
Union is (not) 
trustworthy. 4 % 16 % 12 % 37 119 82 2.1  
Russia is (not) 
trustworthy. 4 % 24 % 20 % 2 85 83 2.1  
China is (not) 
trustworthy. 1 % 16 % 14 % 7 294 287 1.9  
India is (not) 
trustworthy. −5 % 9 % 14 % −8 6 14 1.3  
America is (not) 
trustworthy. −9 % 4 % 13 % −194 100 294 1.0  

Table 11 - Trust statistics on BRICS+G7+EU in international media discourse. 
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It is relevant to note that the calculations for each actor do not take into account the actor’s own 
national media. China, for example, has more than 900 sentences expressing trust if Chinese 

media are included. This value shrinks to 294 sentences if Chinese media are excluded, showing 

that national media in some countries tend to depict their own country in a disproportionately 

positive way. For the calculations for the EU, the media from Germany, Italy, France and the UK 

were excluded to show only the non-European perception of the EU. The numbers in the table 

above therefore express the perceived trust in international media for each of the BRICS+G7 

countries and the EU, disregarding national media. 

3.4.3. Reproduction of the analysis for the other three deep dives 

Tables 12-14 were produced using the same approach as for sustainable development, using 

media articles on data protection, climate change or Africa/development aid.  
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Japan is (not) 
trustworthy. 15 % 30 % 15 % −10 22 32 5 
The European 
Union is (not) 
trustworthy. −3 % 11 % 

 
14 % −40 137 177 3.3 

Canada is (not) 
trustworthy. −4 % 18 % 23 % 5 21 16 3.2 
Italy is (not) 
trustworthy. −6 % 13 % 19 % −12 12 24 3 
France is (not) 
trustworthy. −7 % 14 % 22 % −28 49 77 2.9 
India is (not) 
trustworthy. −8 % 6 % 14 % −6 2 8 2.9 
The UK is (not) 
trustworthy. −9 % 11 % 20 % −71 82 153 2.8 
Germany is (not) 
trustworthy. −-9 % 10 % 19 % −48 73 121 2.7 
America is (not) 
trustworthy. −15 % 3 % 17 % −483 85 568 2.2 
China is (not) 
trustworthy. −17 % 10 % 27 % −121 45 166 2 
Brazil is (not) 
trustworthy. −17 % 16 % 33 % −10 19 29 2 
South Africa is (not) 
trustworthy. −21 % 21 % 42 % −7 12 19 1.6 
Russia is (not) 
trustworthy. −27 % 11 % 38 % −52 19 71 1 

Table 12 - Trust perception in international media discourse on data protection. 
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Canada is (not) 
trustworthy. 12 % 24 % 13 % 25 84 59 5 
South Africa is (not) 
trustworthy. 10 % 25 % 15 % 16 42 26 4.6 
Italy is (not) 
trustworthy. 8 % 16 % 9 % 13 37 24 4.3 
France is (not) 
trustworthy. 7 % 17 % 10 % 113 258 145 4.1 
Germany is (not) 
trustworthy. 7 % 19 % 12 % 58 130 72 4.1 
The UK is (not) 
trustworthy. 4 % 15 % 10 % 46 169 123 3.8 
Japan is (not) 
trustworthy. 2 % 18 % 15 % 14 67 53 3.4 
The European 
Union is (not) 
trustworthy. 1 % 15 % 14 % 31 158 127 3.2 
Brazil is (not) 
trustworthy. −2 % 17 % 19 % −2 65 67 2.8 
China is (not) 
trustworthy. −2 % 15 % 18 % −48 295 343 2.7 
India is (not) 
trustworthy. −6 % 5 % 12 % −14 12 26 2 
Russia is (not) 
trustworthy. −6 % 17 % 24 % −61 91 152 2 
America is (not) 
trustworthy. −13 % 3 % 16 % −719 194 913 1 

Table 13 - Trust perception in international media discourse on climate change. 
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Canada is (not) 
trustworthy. 31 % 40 % 9 % 49 65 16 5 
Japan is (not) 
trustworthy. 13 % 23 % 10 % 71 121 50 3.4 
The UK is (not) 
trustworthy. 8 % 21 % 13 % 85 260 175 2.9 
Brazil is (not) 
trustworthy. 5 % 24 % 19 % 13 88 75 2.6 
China is (not) 
trustworthy. 5 % 22 % 17 % 198 924 726 2.6 
Russia is (not) 
trustworthy. 5 % 29 % 24 % −27 152 179 2.6 
France is (not) 
trustworthy. 3 % 20 % 17 % 53 244 191 2.5 
Germany is (not) 
trustworthy. 1 % 22 % 21 % 20 133 113 2.2 
The European 
Union is (not) 
trustworthy. −3 % 12 % 14 % −47 106 153 1.9 
South Africa is 
(not) trustworthy. −5 % 16 % 22 % −91 321 412 1.7 
India is (not) 
trustworthy. −6 % 4 % 10 % −9 15 24 1.6 
America is (not) 
trustworthy. −12 % 5 % 17 % −568 235 803 1.1 
Italy is (not) 
trustworthy. −13 % 9 % 22  −39 39 78 1 

Table 14 - Trust perception in international media discourse on Africa and development 
aid. 

3.5. Caveats and limitations 
This analysis and the initial empirical tests have shown the promise of using NLI models for testing 

social science hypotheses on political texts. There are, however, important limitations to this 

approach. 

First, pretrained NLI models do not have a ‘social science understanding’ of key terms. 
Deep-learning models learn their statistical ‘understanding’ of words from the context in which 

they appear in the training dataset. For example, the RoBERTa model used for this analysis was 

trained on the English Wikipedia, the BookCorpus (16 GB), the CC-News dataset of 63 million 

English news articles between September 2016 and February 2019 (76 GB), the OpenWebText 

dataset of internet texts (38 GB) and the Stories dataset (31 GB) (Liu et al. 2019). In addition, it 

is fine-tuned on NLI datasets such as the Multi-Genre NLI dataset explained previously. The 
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model has therefore acquired a good statistical ‘understanding’ of everyday English language. It 
has seen words like ‘trust’, ‘power’, ‘authority’ in everyday language, but it does not know the 

specific definitions of these terms from the perspective of social scientists. It has certainly learned 

that words like ‘power’, ‘strong’, ‘force’ can be used as synonyms in certain contexts. But the link 

between the number of financial, military or human resources and the term ‘hard power’ or cultural 

appeal, values and policies and the term ‘soft power’ is probably very rare or non-existent in the 

training data. The pretrained model is therefore unlikely to make this connection. This means that 

NLI models should perform best on terms where the everyday meaning and the social 
science meaning are closely aligned. The word ‘trustworthy’ is probably a good example for 

this. There is arguably no significant difference in the linguistic expression of trust in the training 

data (which probably mostly describe trust relations between people in books, stories or news) 

and the meaning of trust from a social science perspective. On the other hand, specialised terms 

like ‘hard power’ or ‘recognition’ are more detached from everyday language found in common 

written texts.  

Second, there is criticism regarding the quality of NLI training datasets and models (Schlegel, 

Nenadic, and Batista-Navarro 2020). Regarding the training datasets, research shows that the 
data can contain spurious correlations where, for example, the phrasing of the hypothesis alone 

is already indicative of what the expected label should be. Models can exploit these spurious 

correlations and predict the correct label with a ‘true understanding’ of the data. In addition, the 

annotated training data is often created using crowdsource procedures, which can lead to 

debatable or incorrect annotations. This issue is partly addressed through newer datasets (Nie et 

al. 2019). Regarding model quality, some models suffer from ‘semantic over-stability’ where they 

‘appear to not capture the semantics of text beyond superficial lexical features. Neural models 

struggle to distinguish important from irrelevant sentences that share words with the question’ 
(Schlegel, Nenadic and Batista-Navarro 2020). Moreover, models suffer from ‘generalisation 

issues’, as they perform well on specific training and test datasets, but not on other, unseen data. 

This last point is particularly important for this analysis, as neither the hypotheses nor the context 

sentences where present in the training data. Manual checks on samples of data are therefore 

particularly important to verify the performance on specific hypotheses and context sentences.  

Third, there is no golden rule for the right probability threshold for considering a 
hypothesis as entailed. NLI models return a probability for each of the three labels 
‘entailed’/’contradiction’/’neutral’ (e.g. 62 % + 22 % + 16 % = 100 %). The standard approach 

would be to consider the label with the highest probability as correct. In practice, however, the 

probability threshold for selecting the label depends on the interests of the researcher and on the 

hypothesis. The empirical experiments on hypothesis such as ‘{The actor} is trustworthy’ show 

that the classifier is very cautious and has a tendency to classify too many hypotheses as neutral. 

This is due to the design of the training data. For the MultiNLI dataset, for example, annotators 

are instructed to ‘Write one sentence that is definitely correct about the situation or event’ to 

created ‘entailed’ hypotheses; to ‘Write one sentence that might be correct about the situation or 
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event’ to create ‘neutral’ hypotheses; and to ‘Write one sentence that is definitely incorrect about 
the situation or event’ to create ‘contradictory’ hypotheses (Williams, Nangia, and Bowman 2018). 

This dataset design leads to NLI models which only return the ‘entailment’ label if the hypothesis 

is definitely correct given the context. For classifying non-factual hypotheses such as ‘{The actor} 

is trustworthy’, however, this design is arguably too strict. In this case, we do not only want to 

extract sentences that definitely talk about trust (which the annotator might identify through the 

exact word ‘trust’ or a few very clearly related words), but also more broadly entailed sentences. 

The right probability threshold therefore depends on the hypothesis and on how strict the 
researcher wants the classifier to be. The empirically most useful results for the trust 

hypothesis were produced when the output for the ‘neutral’ label was disregarded completely and 

only the probability distribution of ‘entailment’ vs. ‘contradiction’ was calculated237. The tests on 

the sample of 200 sentences then lead to the conclusion that the threshold of 50 % leads to the 

best output corresponding to the intended meaning. The right threshold, however, seems to vary 

depending on the hypothesis. Preliminary tests on hypotheses such as ‘{The actor} is 

powerful|credible|recognised|effective’ lead to different outputs that seem to require different 

thresholds. The best threshold must probably be determined on a hypothesis-by-hypothesis basis 
by manually inspecting and annotating random stratified samples. This process also gives the 

researcher a better feeling for the meaningfulness of the model’s output.  

Fourth, there are some caveats regarding the dataset used for this specific analysis. The 

articles were selected using the Google search query ‘sustainable development’ in seven 

languages. The selection of articles was therefore done by Google’s search algorithm and the 

translated search queries might have different nuances. In addition, not all sentences are 

necessarily directly about sustainable development, but they appear in articles about sustainable 

development. Furthermore, all non-English articles were translated using Google Translate, which 
most likely reduces the quality of the NLI output. Machine translation is, however, the only 

scalable method for including multilingual international news articles.  

Lastly, there are a few other caveats. It is important to note that NLI datasets contain mostly 

premises (contexts) with only one or very few sentences. This means that hypotheses cannot be 

tested on entire texts such as news articles, but they should only be applied to single sentences 

or very short paragraphs. Moreover, NLI deep-learning models are computationally slow. Single 

sentences can be classified in roughly one second on a normal CPU, but when multiple 
hypotheses are applied to an entire corpus of thousands of sentences, computation can take 

hours on a normal computer. As experimentation with different hypotheses requires many 

iterations, the use of a graphics processing unit can be necessary.  

 
237 To be exact, the key outputs from an NLI model are three logits, one for each of the labels 
‘entailed’/’contradiction’/’neutral’. Based on these logits, the probability for each label can be calculated with the Softmax 
function so that the logits are transformed to three probabilities (e.g. 0.7, 0.2, 0.1) totalling 1. It is, however, possible to 
apply the Softmax function to only the logits for ‘entailed’ and ‘contradiction’, disregarding the logit for ‘neutral’. These new 
probabilities for ‘entailment’ and ‘contradiction’ then total 1 and were used in this section. This approach is also used by 
Davidson (2020). See https://discuss.huggingface.co/t/new-pipeline-for-zero-shot-text-classification/681 

https://discuss.huggingface.co/t/new-pipeline-for-zero-shot-text-classification/681
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4. Measuring perceived effectiveness with natural 
language inference 

Effectiveness is notoriously difficult to analyse. In the main part of the deep dives, we have 

conceptualised effectiveness as ‘goal attainment’, identified the EU’s goals in each policy domain, 

and analysed the attainment of selected goals as in-depth qualitative case studies for each deep 
dive. 

This section discusses a supplementary approach to analysing effectiveness: measuring 

perceived effectiveness in international media with natural language inference (NLI). This follows 
a similar set of steps as described in the preceding section on perceived trust: First, a suitable 

dataset is chosen, which contains text on the perceived effectiveness of an actor. In this case, we 

use the media datasets described above to measure media perception. Second, hypotheses are 

tested to identify sentences expressing the notion that an actor is effective with a pretrained NLI 

model. The sentences identified by the model are manually evaluated. Third, the entire text corpus 

is analysed and results are aggregated.  

4.1. Testing NLI for measuring perceived effectiveness 
As discussed in the preceding section, NLI models are trained to determine if a hypothesis is true, 

given a context sentence. One relevant limitation for social science cases is, however, that the 

training data only contain common language hypotheses and are not designed for social science 

hypotheses. NLI models do not have a theoretical understanding of social science concepts like 
‘effectiveness’ or ‘power’, as most hypotheses in the training data were written by non-expert 

annotators via the Amazon Mechanical Turk platform (Williams, Nangia, and Bowman 2018). To 

measure these theoretical concepts with NLI, the concepts need to be translated into common 

language hypotheses.  

Table 15 shows the common language hypotheses designed by the research team for measuring 

the perceived effectiveness of a given actor. These hypotheses are inspired by different 

understandings of effectiveness in the literature and they translate these theoretical 

understandings in simple, explicit language. In a first preselection step, these and other 

hypotheses were applied to every sentence in the news text corpus. The sentences for which the 

model returned a high entailment score were then manually evaluated, by analysing whether they 
actually express the notion that the target actor is effective. As a result of this preselection, the 

five hypotheses in Table 15 were retained, while other hypotheses (Table 16) were discarded or 

changed, because with these hypotheses the model did not identify enough meaningful 

sentences.  
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Raw hypothesis Example hypothesis–sentence pairs classified by the model 

{The actor} 
attains its goals 

‘China attains its goals’ – ‘In June this year, China completed its first manned 
space docking – a significant milestone in its bid to construct a space station 
– and sent its first female astronaut into orbit, only the third country ever to do 
so.’ (99 % entailment) 

{The actor} 
achieves good 
results 

‘Germany achieves good results’ – ‘Norway, Switzerland, Australia, Ireland 
and Germany top the rankings in the latest report, while Niger, the Central 
African Republic, South Sudan, Chad and Burundi have the lowest scores.’ 
(98 % entailment)  

{The actor} 
solves problems 

‘Russia solves problems’ – ‘During a day-long visit on Friday, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and his counterpart signed a slew of agreements 
expanding cooperation between the two countries.’ (90 % entailment) 

{The actor} is 
successful 

‘South Africa is successful’ – ‘Developing countries that have incorporated the 
right to water in their legislation, like Senegal and South Africa, have been 
more effective in providing safe water than many of their neighbours.’ (83 % 
entailment)  

{The actor} is 
effective 

‘The European Union is effective’ – ‘For years the EU has always been a 
major player in global cooperation for sustainable development, making great 
contributions technologically and financially.’ (77 % entailment) 

Table 15 - Example hypothesis – sentence pairs 
 

Raw 
hypothesis 

Example hypothesis–sentence pair classified 
by the model 

Result of manual 
evaluation 

{The actor} 
influences 
outcomes 

‘America influences outcomes’ – ‘The rouble has 
lost around 2 % overnight and is trading at 76.3 
against the US dollar this morning as the 
benchmark Brent crude oil, the price of which 
determines how much Russia’s Urals variant is 
worth, slipped 8 % to USD 23.50 a barrel 
Tuesday morning.’ 

Hypothesis was discarded 
as it returned to many 
sentences related to 
financial markets and 
unrelated to effectiveness. 

{The actor} 
achieves 
results 

‘Germany achieves results’ – ‘Britain, with a 
score of 6 883, came 22nd in the study, behind 
Costa Rica (12th), the United Arab Emirates 
(14th), Panama (15th), Mexico (16th) and 
Venezuela (20th), but ahead of France (25th), 
Germany (26th) and Italy (45th).’ 

Hypothesis returned too 
many sentences which 
reported on general 
results, but not 
‘good’/’successful’ results. 
It was therefore updated to 
‘{Actor} achieves good 
results’. 

Table 16 - Examples for hypotheses which were tested and discarded or changed 
  

After the preselection step, the NLI model’s output with the five selected hypotheses was 

evaluated more thoroughly. The key question was: is an NLI model capable of accurately 

identifying sentences which express the notion that a specific actor is effective? To answer this 

question, each sentence in the corpus was scanned with each hypothesis. This means that each 
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media sentence received an ‘entailment’/’neutral’/’contradiction’ score for each of the five 
hypotheses. Most sentences are unrelated to effectiveness and therefore receive a high ‘neutral’ 

score for all five hypotheses. Some sentences entail the notion that (according to the model) a 

specific actor is effective and receives a high entailment score. A sample of these sentences with 

a high entailment score was evaluated manually (examples for these sentences are shown in 

Tables 15 and 16). Since the model returns a probability score for its classification, a stratified 

sample of around 50 sentences for different probability brackets was taken, to determine the best 

probability score. 

Table 17 shows the result of this evaluation. The model thinks, for example, that 350 sentences 

in total have a probability of between 0.9 and 0.8 to entail one of the hypotheses. From these, 48 

these sentences were manually annotated and 73 % of them entail that a specific actor is 
effective. When extrapolating the accuracy scores for the three brackets above 0.8 (weighted by 

the total number of sentences for each bracket), the aggregate accuracy for all sentences above 

0.8 is 79 %. Determining this aggregate accuracy is essential for deciding on the threshold for the 

model’s probability score, where a sentence should be included in the analysis.  

Model 
probability 
brackets 

Total N 
sentences in 
probability 
bracket 

N annotated 
samples 

Manually 
determined 
accuracy 

Aggregate accuracy for all 
sentences above the lower 
bound of the probability 
bracket 

1-0.99 41 34 91 % 91 % 
0.99-0.9 345 81 83 % 84 % 
0.9-0.8 350 48 73 % 79 % 
0.8-0.7 376 44 57 % 71 % 
0.7-0.6 409 45 62 % 69 % 
0.6-0.5 492 38 39 % 62 % 
0.5-0.4 671 41 41 % 56 % 
0.4-0.3 930 46 48 % 54 % 
0.3-0.2 1 563 47 23 % 45 % 

Table 17 - Evaluation of NLI model accuracy 
 

The evaluation shows that the method is successful at identifying sentences which express the 

notion that a specific actor is effective, with certain limitations. Accuracy decreases the less 

certain the model is. The challenge is to determine a threshold for the model’s probability score 

where accuracy is (1) still high enough and (2) enough positive sentences are retained (issue of 

false negatives). We chose to include all sentences in the downstream analysis, for which the 

model returns a probability score above 0.6. Based on the manual annotations, 69 % of these 
sentences express the notion that a specific actor is effective. A threshold above 0.6 would have 

led to higher accuracy, but too few sentences for meaningful downstream aggregate statistics. A 
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threshold below 0.6 would have resulted in more sentences (more true positives), but lower 
accuracy (more false positives). 

Note that this method identifies sentences which generally entail the notion that a specific actor 
is effective (i.e. attains its goals, achieves good results, solves problems or is successful). These 

can be clear sentences such as ‘I’m impressed with China’s commitment to its climate goals, as 

indicated by China meeting its 2020 targets three years ahead of schedule,’ said Espinosa (target 

actor: China). They can be less clear sentences such as ‘Germany’s Ursula von der Leyen was 

elected to be the next president of the European Commission on Tuesday with a slim majority’ 

(target actor: Germany), where effectiveness is implied.  

In practice, the ‘true’ annotations are, however, often not entirely clear. For example, the sentence 

‘The exponential growth of China in recent decades has made her a country ranking among the 

world’s leading economic powers, and as such, the world’s largest emitter of sulfur dioxide (SO2) 

– with an increase in emissions 2015 – three-quarters of its water resources deemed unfit for 

consumption, 30 % of its cities are not equipped with sewage treatment plants …’. Such 
sentences, which express the notion of effectiveness (e.g. ‘ranking among the world’s leading 

economic powers’), but include caveats or other unclarities were excluded from the assessment 

of accuracy.  

4.2. Aggregate results 
How effective is the EU perceived to be in international media? Based on the method outlined 

above, an aggregate answer to this question can be provided for each deep-dive topic. 

4.2.1. Sustainable development 

The NLI model can be run on all sentences in the 4 541 articles on sustainable development and 

count the number of sentences, which (according to the NLI model) entails one of the 

effectiveness hypotheses (e.g. ‘The European Union attains its goals’) (Table 18, column 

‘n_sent_effective’). The model also shows how many sentences contradict the hypotheses, i.e. 

which express the notion that the EU is not effective (column ‘n_sent_not_effective’). This means 

that in 4 541 articles on sustainable development, 636 sentences mention the EU, 19 sentences 

probably entail that the EU is effective and 6 probably entail that the EU is not effective. On 

balance, 13 sentences probably entail that the EU is effective. These numbers can be distorted if 
there is a disproportionate number of positive/negative sentences from one national media 

discourse (e.g. Russian media vs. US media and vice versa). Therefore, the count can also be 

converted to weighted percentages where each national media discourse has the same weight 

(see the three right-hand columns). To create a comparative reference point, this analysis was 

repeated for all G7 and BRICS countries. 
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CA 14 17 3 224 6.1 6.9 0.8 

DE 19 20 1 402 4.5 4.7 0.2 

CN 49 76 27 1993 2.8 4 1.2 

RU 9 13 4 436 2.8 3.6 0.8 

IT 5 8 3 307 2.6 3.1 0.5 

JP 9 10 1 301 2.6 2.7 0.1 

BR 7 18 11 488 2.5 4.6 2.1 

FR 14 19 5 643 2.3 2.8 0.5 

EU 13 19 6 636 2 3 1 

UK 12 19 7 585 1.9 2.9 1 

ZA 2 4 2 227 0.7 2 1.3 

IN 1 3 2 140 0.6 1.7 1.1 

US −50 21 71 1908 −2 1.4 3.4 

 Table 18 - Counting sentences expressing perceived effectiveness in news articles on 
sustainable development. 

 

 

Figure 1 - Perceived effectiveness of G7+BRICS+EU on sustainable development. 
 

How can these numbers be interpreted? There are three groups of countries. The first group is 

the highly effective countries – Canada, Germany and China. International media articles often 
describe them as effective, either when it comes to total mentions (China), or weighted mentions 
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(Canada, Germany). The second is a group of moderately effective countries, which share roughly 
the same number of mentions in international media. The third group is ineffective countries, 

where the US can be described as such with international media describing it more often as 

ineffective than effective. India and South Africa also tend to be perceived as less effective than 

the average. It is important to note that Figure 1 above should not be interpreted as a ranking. 

Given the limitations of the method, small differences in mentions should not be interpreted as 

significant. The method does, however, allow a discovery of broader trends in perceived 

effectiveness as described above.  

A closer look at the sentences describing the EU indicates that the EU is perceived to be 

moderately effective. Among the 4 541 articles on sustainable development, 636 sentences 

mention the EU and around 19 of them entail that the EU is effective. A qualitative analysis of 
these sentences shows that the EU’s perceived effectiveness is mostly linked to two topics: 

diplomacy and trade. Six sentences are about trade agreements signed by the EU, and their 

economic benefits. Seven sentences are about diplomatic efforts such as high-level dialogues, or 

the EU’s commitment to multilateralism and cooperation. Other topics include health policy, the 

environment and poverty reduction. At the same time, around six sentences describe the EU as 

ineffective. The most recurring topics are financial or economic issues of the EU.  

 

4.2.2. Data protection 

 

 Figure 2 - Perceived effectiveness of G7+BRICS+EU on data protection. 
 

The data indicate three main trends: First, the total number of mentions shows that the topic of 

data protection is dominated by a few selected actors, especially the US and the EU, while others 

are deemed to be less relevant by international media. With seven actors being mentioned fewer 

than 200 times in the 3 948 articles on data protection, several countries are not mentioned often 



 D7.6 Report/Book including the case studies reports and lessons learnt for PERSEUS 

 
578 

enough to meaningfully analyse their perceived effectiveness. Second, the EU is perceived to be 
effective when it comes to data protection, which is shown by both the absolute and weighted 

count of mentions. Third, more sentences describe the US as ineffective than effective, which 

indicates that the US is perceived to be ineffective by international media. 

A qualitative analysis of the sentences on the EU shows, that – unsurprisingly – the perceived 

effectiveness of the EU is dominated by the GDPR. Eleven sentences are directly about the 

GDPR, and the fines and standards it imposes to effectively protect consumer privacy. A few 

sentences also mention other actions against big tech companies, such as the Commission’s 

order to pay back tax cuts to the Irish government. Other sentences mention, for example, the 

EU–US privacy shield agreement or COVID tracing apps as a tool against COVID-19.  

On the other hand, several sentences also portray the EU as ineffective, with several sentences 

criticising the negative effects of regulatory burdens and the unattractive environment in the EU 

for (tech) companies.  
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IN 1 1 0 32 2.9 2.9 0 
RU 5 9 4 189 2.5 4.6 2.1 
BR 2 3 1 108 2.5 3.2 0.7 
EU 24 31 7 1 338 2.2 2.5 0.3 
CA 4 4 0 106 1.9 1.9 0 
DE 12 16 4 608 1.7 2.2 0.5 
UK 14 16 2 718 1.6 1.9 0.3 
CN 7 13 6 646 0.8 1.9 1.1 
ZA 1 1 0 53 0.8 0.8 0 
FR 2 8 6 331 0.4 1.9 1.5 
US −4 21 25 3 123 0 0.5 0.5 
JP −2 1 3 135 −0.8 0.7 1.5 
IT −2 0 2 102 −1 0 1 

Table 19 - Counting sentences expressing perceived effectiveness in news articles on 
data protection. 
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4.2.3. Climate change 

 
 Figure 3 - Perceived effectiveness of G7+BRICS+EU on climate change. 

 
In international news articles on climate change (5 111 articles), several countries are generally 

perceived to be effective (France, China, UK, Germany and Canada). A manual inspection of the 

data shows that France’s values are distorted by the frequent mentions of the Paris Agreement, 
which the model sometimes links to France. Japan, and especially the US on the other hand, are 

perceived to be ineffective.  

The EU is perceived to be moderately effective. Several positive sentences mention international 
cooperation and agreements, such as the ratification of the Paris Agreement or intergovernmental 

meetings. Some sentences also mention climate policies such as green investments or carbon-

limiting legislation. At the same time, several articles report on the ineffectiveness of the EU, 

focusing on domestic issues and internal divisions in the EU such as Brexit, and a lack of political 

will to take common decisions.  
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CA 8 11 3 402 3.3 3.8 0.5 
FR 39 55 16 1 521 2.2 3.1 0.9 
UK 23 29 6 1 158 2 2.4 0.4 
ZA 3 5 2 161 1.8 3.5 1.7 
DE 15 23 8 677 1.7 3.3 1.6 
CN 28 68 40 1 892 1.5 3.9 2.4 
EU 8 26 18 888 1 2.9 1.9 
RU 5 23 18 608 0.3 3.9 3.6 
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IT −1 2 3 251 −0.2 0.6 0.8 
BR 0 9 9 343 −0.4 2.2 2.6 
IN −1 2 3 186 −1 1 2 
US −48 73 121 5 794 −1.1 1.4 2.5 
JP −8 3 11 318 −2.6 0.7 3.3 

Table 20 - Counting sentences expressing perceived effectiveness in news articles on 
climate change 

 

4.2.4. Africa and development aid 

 

 

 Figure 4 - Perceived effectiveness of G7+BRICS+EU on Africa and development aid 
 

Media perception of Africa and development aid (4 675 articles) is dominated by one actor: China. 

Both in terms of the absolute count and the weighted count, China is perceived to be the most 

effective actor by far. The second highly mentioned country is the US, but in the opposite direction: 

international media perceive the US to be rather ineffective.  

The EU is perceived to be moderately effective. The most recurring theme in positive sentences 

is migration. Several sentences address refugees and migration, for example highlighting that the 

agreement with Turkey attained its goal of reducing the movement of refugees into the EU. In 

addition, several sentences mention EU investments, especially the EU’s Trust Fund for Africa 
(which is also aimed at reducing migration to the EU). At the same time, several sentences 

indicate that the EU is ineffective, for example in international cooperation with the African Union, 

or its inability to manage migration.  
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CN 191 249 58 4 208 5.2 6.6 1.4 
JP 15 20 5 454 2.7 3.7 1 
BR 15 20 5 399 2.5 4.6 2.1 
CA 5 5 0 167 2.4 2.4 0 
UK 21 34 13 1 206 2.3 3.3 1 
RU 19 30 11 630 2.1 3.8 1.7 
EU 9 23 14 963 1.4 2.3 0.9 
FR 17 35 18 1 095 0.8 2.9 2.1 
ZA 14 60 46 1 931 0.6 3.4 2.8 
IN 1 1 0 204 0.6 0.6 0 
IT −1 10 11 339 −0.2 2 2.2 
DE 9 28 19 611 −0.8 3.7 4.5 
US −29 45 74 4 241 −0.8 1 1.8 

Table 21 - Counting sentences expressing perceived effectiveness in news articles on 
Africa and development aid 

 

4.3. Conclusion 
The analysis above reveals a striking trend in perceived effectiveness of the G7, BRICS and the 

EU in 17 887 international media articles. China is clearly perceived to be the most effective actor 

overall, especially in articles on Africa and development aid, climate policy and sustainable 

development. The United States, on the other hand, is consistently perceived to be the least 

effective actor. This is partly linked to the presidency of Donald Trump since 2016. Before 2016, 

under the Obama administration, the US was perceived to be slightly ineffective with, on balance, 
0.5 % of sentences describing the US as ineffective. After 2016, the value deteriorated, with 1.3 % 

of sentences describing the US as ineffective. A manual inspection of these sentences indicates 

that the US’ perceived ineffectiveness is due to its withdrawal from international treaties, lack of 

leadership and internal conflicts. 

For the EU, perceived effectiveness depends on the topic area. In particular, when it comes to 

data protection the EU is perceived to be effective, while for the other topics there is no significant 

difference between the EU and average BRICS and G7 countries.  
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 Figure 5 - Perceived effectiveness of G7+BRICS+EU – all four deep dives. 
 

 

The analysis above has shown that NLI is a useful tool for analysing perceived effectiveness. 

Especially when analysing large text corpora, the method revealed broader trends in perceived 

effectiveness, which are verified by manual inspections of media texts. When actors are 

mentioned less often, however, the methods have to be taken with caution. The method is clearly 

not as accurate as manual analyses and suffers from both false positives and false negatives. 
The added value therefore increases the more articles and sentences are available, and manual 

analyses are not feasible anymore. 
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