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Abstract: The European Union’s ambition on environmental issues proves to be highly uneven. 

While it has agreed on stringent binding sustainability objectives in its reforms of the Common 

Fisheries Policy in 2013, it failed to reach such agreement on its 2030 climate change objectives at 

almost the same time. How can we make sense of this uneven performance of the European Union 

(EU) in environmental policy? The present article argues that integrating the multiple streams 

approach (MSA) with a focus on business power allows a better understanding of the divergence in 

the EU’s sustainability ambitions across policy fields. Based on this framework, it suggests that 

Commissioners can be highly influential policy entrepreneurs in the European governance process. 

Employing a content analysis of relevant documents from the two policy processes as well as 

interviews with representatives from political as well as non-state actors, the article depicts the 

suggested dynamics and deduces corresponding lessons for science and politics. 
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1. Introduction: The Janus Face of the EU’s Environmental Performance 

The European Union’s (EU’s) climate change objectives for 2030, which it also submitted to the 

COP1 in Paris in 2015, were nonbinding and set at levels close to what existing polices already were 

expected to accomplish (Unbehaun 2016). After an intensive process of negotiation in 2013 and 2014, 

the EU agreed on a 40% cut in greenhouse gas emissions from 1990 levels, a 27% share for renewable 

energy and a 27% target for improvements in energy efficiency in October 2014. In particular, the 

nonbinding nature of these objectives signaled a departure from the EU’s former stance, reflected for 

instance in its 2020 climate and energy package, which had included a legally binding 20 percent 

share for renewable energy. Indeed, given that the EU had previously been perceived as intending to 

“lead by example” in global climate governance (Oberthür and Dupont 2011), environmental 

observers deemed its new position a major setback to the pursuit of sustainable development in 

general and the EU’s environmental ambitions in particular.  

In the same period (2011–2013)2, however, the EU decided on a major overhaul of its Common 

Fisheries Policy (CFP), pursuing four major sustainability goals: the introduction of maximum 

sustainable yield (MSY) objectives, the introduction of a discard ban, increasing emphasis on 

regionalization, and the introduction of property rights in the form of individual transferable fishing 

concessions (TFCs) in efforts to overcome the tragedy of the commons (Peñas Lado 2016, p. 305; see 

                                                 
1  In the context of the United Nations Framework on Climate Change, all states that are parties to the 

convention meet regularly at the Conference of the Parties (COP) to negotiate agreements and targets. 
2  The process had been launched with a Green Paper, opening a period of consultation in 2009.  
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also Leite and Pita 2016; Wakefield 2016).3 These reforms, proposed by the Commission in 2011, 

were adopted in 2013 despite a decades long failure the EU’s CFP to achieve improvements in the 

sustainability of its fisheries (Baudron et al. 2010; Barkin and DeSombre 2013; Griffin 2013; Payne 

2000). They represented a new and, in the eyes of environmental observers, substantial effort to 

overcome the complexities still involved in regulating fishing including the shifting of practices 

towards the fishing of previously unregulated species, challenges resulting from technological 

conditions as well as lacking data availability, fragmentation and specific market characteristics 

(Leroy et al. 2016; Moura et al. 2016; Peltier et al. 2016). 

How can we make sense of this divergence in the EU’s performance in environmental 

decision-making? Some observers attribute the change in mood on climate change objectives to the 

presence of more pressing issues relating to the financial and economic crisis on the EU’s political 

agenda (Čavoški 2015; Unbehaun 2016). However, this competition for political attention and 

ambition and potential resulting foci on economic interests should have affected the fisheries 

agenda as well. So what differences can we detect between the two cases? 

The present article uses the multiple streams approach (MSA) with an emphasis on the 

subcomponent of the balance of interests to contribute to a better understanding why EU 

environmental ambition varied between the two policy developments. Specifically, the article argues 

that the context of the globalized political economy makes the balance of interests, one of the 

subcomponents of the politics stream, the crucial factor in creating policy windows. The presence or 

absence of cohesive business power, in particular, plays a decisive role. In addition, the article posits 

that in the EU, this effective presence of business power is mediated by institutional processes and 

especially the activities of (bureaucratic) norm entrepreneurs and their choices in granting access to 

business vis-à-vis NGO interests. Applied to the cases of the EU’s climate change targets and CFP 

reform, thus, the article expects windows of opportunity to have opened due to shifts in 

decision-making procedures exerting an influence on the balance of power between stakeholder 

interests as well as due to instances of conflict between major business interests. Such windows of 

opportunity could then be used by policy entrepreneurs, especially commissioners, to influence the 

respective policy outputs.  

The article’s focus on policy entrepreneurs from within the Commission also links it to the 

literature on political leadership. Overall, the role of the individual in politics, in general, and in 

highly institutionalized policy settings, in particular, has received insufficient attention in political 

science. Building on March and Olsen‘s (1983) seminal article on “organizational factors in political 

life” (March and Olsen 1983, p. 734), a number of scholars have inquired into the role of expertise, 

personal skills and networks, and individual power and influence in political arenas ranging from 

the municipal to the international level of governance, however (Alexander and Lewis 2015; Foley 

2013; Haus et al. 2004; Helms 2012; Partzsch and Fuchs 2012; Rhodes and t’Hart 2014). Rather than 

conceptualizing political decisions as outcomes of rational processes selecting the best solutions, 

such approaches emphasize the extent to which the capacities and motivations of individual actors 

allow them to navigate through complex processes and influence policy outcomes in a specific way. 

With respect to the EU, scholars have addressed the role of formal leadership resulting from 

positions such as President of the Commission or Council, as Commissioner or as Chairman, for 

example (Cini 1997; Tallberg 2006). The present article adds insights on informal leadership that 

individuals, in this case Commissioners, can develop and use given certain strategies, relationships, 

and motivations to this literature. 

The empirical analysis is based on a content analysis (Mayring 2014) of relevant documents and 

interviews using MAXQDA. The text corpus includes a broad range of policy documents, such as 

EU official regulations and green papers, transcriptions from debates in the European Parliament, as 

                                                 
3  Of course, the outcome and impact of the reforms are yet to be determined. A range of factors, such as the 

member states’ continued authority over implementation, may well reduce the potential improvements in 

the sustainability of the European fisheries intended by the reform (Monteiro 2016; Salomon et al. 2014; 

Villasante et al. 2016). The present paper concentrates on the output of the policy process, however. Also, 

similar questions regarding outcome and impact exist with respect to the EU’s climate targets.  
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well as position papers by stakeholders, specifically NGOs, individual business actors and 

associations. The analysis also draws insights from 15 interviews that were conducted with members 

and staff of the European Parliament and the Commission (specifically DG ENER and DG MARE)4, 

representatives of national governments involved in the relevant policy issues, as well as with 

non-state actors at the national and international levels, in 2014 and 2015. The interviews were 

subsequently transcribed and coded as well. Following Mayring’s (Mayring 2014) advice, the 

emphasis was on inductive methods in the content analysis, continuously refining the starting codes 

in repeated rounds of coding.5  

2. Business Power in a MSA Framework 

The MSA has been a prominent tool for scholars aiming to understand policy change, ever since 

its presentation by John Kingdon in Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policy (1984). References to the 

approach have changed over time from the early description of a “windows of opportunity” 

approach to today’s shorthand MSA. But the approach has remained popular throughout and 

indeed is currently experiencing something like a second spring (Cairney and Jones 2016; Herweg 

2013; Jones et al. 2016; Rüb 2009). The approach suggests the following: The political process is 

always characterized by ambivalence in terms of the constant presence of numerous policy options 

as well as interpretations of problems and solutions (Zahariadis 2008). Against this background of 

ambivalence, policies will make it unto political agendas or policy decisions will come about when 

windows of opportunity emerge (Herweg 2015; Kingdon 1984; Zahariadis 1999; 2014; see Figure 1). 

These windows of opportunity, in turn, exist, when the three “streams”: problem, politics and policy 

converge. The problem stream captures the need for policy change and can be assessed by indicators 

of problem pressure as well as influenced by external events such as international negotiations, 

feedback from other policy fields in term of what works, or load, i.e. the extent to which other 

problems demand massive attention or not. Changes in the balance of interest, popular opinion, or 

ideology of the dominant party, in turn, identify relevant factors in the political stream. The policy 

stream is characterized by questions of normative acceptance, technological feasibility, or resource 

availability. Policy entrepreneurs, finally, can create and use windows of opportunity to instigate 

policy change. They can use windows of opportunity for policy change that have come into 

existence due to new information on a problem being available, a change in (the ideology of the) 

government or a change in the balance of power among the stakeholders involved in respective 

policy process, for example. Policy entrepreneurs can also actively create such windows using, for 

instance, specific framing strategies. 

Over the course of its use as well as in recent survey articles, scholars have also voiced criticism 

of the approach and its application (Cairney and Jones 2016; Herweg 2015; Jones et al. 2016). While 

documenting the high number and substantive breadth of studies employing the MSA, they have 

shown that engagement with the approach often tends to stay at the surface level. Jones et al. (2016) 

criticizes, in particular, that studies frequently fail to pay sufficient attention to the subcomponents 

identified as relevant for the three streams. Criticism of the approach also centers on its ambiguity in 

empirical application and the difficulties of its refutation, which arise from the breadth of its 

                                                 
4  The European Commission is the core administrative organ of the European Union. Its tasks include the 

development of new legislative proposals and the overseeing of implementation processes. The 

Commission is composed of Directorates General (DGs), which each oversees and works on a specific field 

of expertise. In the context of the cases studied here, DG Energy (known as DG ENER) and DG Maritime 

Affairs and Fisheries (known as DG MARE), respectively, were the most active entities in the Commission. 
5  Of course, an analysis of official documents and interviews provides only indirect evidence of certain 

dynamics, specifically the motivations and influence of actors and thus allows me to plausibilize rather than 

stringently test hypotheses. In the absence of a comprehensive and reliable documentation of all lobbying 

efforts (in volume, contents, and structural context), nothing else is possible. The question of interactions 

between politicians and/or bureaucrats and non-state actors and their implications is too crucial, however, 

for scholars to ignore.  
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elements, and which exist, especially, if scholars ignore the relevant subcomponents. Last but not 

least, scholars question the approach’s assumption of the general autonomy of the three streams. 

 

Figure 1. The multiple streams approach (MSA) (Jones et al. 2016, p. 15). 

These weaknesses of the approach and its application cannot be eliminated completely. After 

all, the approach specifies quite a number of subcomponents for each of its five components. 

Individual studies are not able to address all of them, nor will all of these factors be relevant in 

individual cases. Moreover, the breadth of the approach is also one of its strengths, enabling the 

vastness of empirical applications as well as comparisons across cases. Also, Kingdon himself 

already acknowledges that the three streams may not be completely autonomous. He argues, 

however, that their dynamics are sufficiently different to treat them as autonomous for analytical 

purposes (see also Herweg 2015).6 To answer the criticisms, further applications of the approach 

should ensure improvements in terms of delving below the surface of the five components (Jones et 

al. 2016). Identifying the most relevant subcomponent(s) and explaining this relevance, furthermore, 

will help reduce the approach’s criticized ambiguity in empirical analysis. Having said that, the 

approach will continue to be more inclined towards qualitative rather than quantitative research, 

even though some attempts at the latter are being made. Thus, it will allow for plausibilizing 

hypotheses, if empirical analyses take the above aspects into consideration. It will continue to 

provide challenges for a strict testing and falsification of hypotheses.  

In Kingdon’s view, policy change will result especially from the problem or the politics streams. 

In the politics stream, party ideology and national mood will be particularly relevant for getting 

issues on the agenda, but the balance of interest subcomponent will be especially influential when it 

comes to policy decisions. When conceptualizing the subcomponent of the balance of interests, in 

turn, Kingdon especially refers to access and influence exercised by non-state actors, specifically 

business and civil society. Thus, when following Zahariadis (2013) recommendation to combine the 

MSA with other theoretical approaches to gain more explanatory power, it makes sense to look to a 

power-based governance focus, in particular. 

In the current literature on the power of non-state actors in national, regional (including 

European), and global governance, numerous scholarly and journalistic assessments attribute a 

domineering role to business (Fuchs 2005, 2013; Klein 2000; Korten 1995; Levy and Newell 2005; 

Mikler 2017). They document that transnational corporate actors, in particular, wield political power 

to an unprecedented extent. Corporations lobby and sponsor at the subnational, national, regional, 

                                                 
6  Thus, the politics stream is characterized by bargaining and the policy stream by persuasion, according to 

Kingdon. 
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and global levels of governance, shape political agendas there, self-regulate commodity chains, and 

influence the political process through media campaigns shaping public opinion as well as research 

funding, thereby strongly affecting the availability of “evidence”. In their expanding role as political 

actors, they have benefitted from a general climate attributing innovative capacities and efficiency to 

the market and inefficiency, as well as a lack of expertise, and sluggishness, if not corruption, to 

governments and bureaucracies. In the era of the globalized political economy, TNCs also have the 

advantage of their financial and organizational reach, especially when compared to territorially 

defined and limited state power.  

While civil society actors have also expanded their roles, according to the governance literature, 

it is clear that their political power has not grown on par with that of corporations (Fuchs 2005). Civil 

society actors’ financial resources pale in comparison, and the asymmetry becomes even more 

prominent when considering that the largest NGOs tend to attend to numerous policy 

developments at any one time, while corporations can focus their attention on those issues relevant 

to their sector (Baumgartner et al. 2009). Furthermore, civil society faces much higher transaction 

costs, when it comes to organizing. It’s one major source of potential influence, the legitimacy 

generally attributed to its actors and objectives by the public, can only be effectively exercised in 

campaigning and shaming exercises if the latter receive sufficient public and accordingly political 

attention. In a world characterized by the acceleration of all areas of life and information overflow, 

this situation is increasingly difficult to achieve and possible only for a limited number of 

issues/actors and time. In addition, one has to be aware that the group of civil society actors also 

increasingly includes business-sponsored or created NGOs, so called BINGOs, which further 

weakens civil society’s potential role as a watchdog or defender of broader societal interests against 

private economic interests (Levy and Newell 2005; Vormedal 2008). However, corporate actors have 

not only gained in power vis-à-vis civil society and state actors. They also outpower other business 

actors, specifically small and medium sized businesses, sidestepping traditional business 

associations and pursuing their political aims in more or less formal or issue-specific clubs and 

roundtables (Van Apeldoorn 2002; Coen 2007; Greenwood 2011).  

Thus, the state of the art of research on the role of business in governance paints a picture of 

extensive and pervasive corporate power. Berry (1997) describes this situation as a one-sided game, 

arguing that business is the only remaining enemy of business in the political contest. Indeed, the 

concept of regulatory capture, once developed to delineate how monopolistic actors’ interests 

enduringly manage to shape their regulatory environment, specifically the bureaucracies set up to 

control and regulate the monopolies, probably has to be expanded to the political realm as such, 

today (Baker 2010; Dal Bo 2006; Laffont and Tirole 1991; Levine and Forence 1990).7  

The EU in particular has had to face severe criticisms regarding a disproportionate influence of 

corporate interests, adding fuel to the rise of Euroscepticism (Fuchs et al. 2017). Studies on business 

influence in EU governance have documented its predominance in terms of access, staff and 

financial resources relative to civil society (Adelle and Anderson 2013; Fischer 1997; Fuchs 2005; 

Grant 2013; Marshall 2010; Rasmussen and Carroll 2014; Ronit and Schneider 2000). They have also 

linked this predominance to the relative lack of bureaucratic resources vis-à-vis a high complexity of 

policy issues (in a multinational context), the complex institutional structures of the EU itself, as well 

as the EU’s traditional focus on economic issues (Cadot and Webber 2002; Chalmers 2013; Knodt et 

al. 2012; Jordan and Adelle 2013). Scholars even speak of “sponsored pluralism” and “clientilist 

relationships” to capture the extent of business power in EU governance (Nollert 1997; 2016), and 

delineate the ineffectiveness of official efforts to reign in lobbying activities by business in Brussels 

(Greenwood 1998). If Kingdon is right in his claim that shifts in the balance of interests will allow 

windows of opportunity to open up, one has to ask how such shifts can come about in such a climate 

of apparently rather stable power asymmetries. 

                                                 
7  See, however, Young’s (2012) argument that we need a more nuanced analysis of regulatory capture in 

global finance governance. 



Soc. Sci. 2017, 6, 73 6 of 14 

 

One potential source of interruptions in business’ political influence is captured in Berry’s 

argument above. Adopting a similar perspective, Falkner’s business conflict approach argues that 

business will be able to successfully pursue its interests in the political process, when it speaks with a 

unified voice (Falkner 2008). In cases, in which business actors, especially TNCs, are divided on a 

policy proposal, however, civil society may prevail. Falkner (2009) uses this business conflict 

approach to explain the EU’s policy stance on genetically modified organisms. Falkner’s approach 

thus provides an explanation for a change in the politics stream, allowing for a window of 

opportunity for reforms to open up, when successfully coupled with the problem and policy 

streams.  

Next to interest constellations among and between relevant actors, institutional settings 

determine how the balance of interests plays out on the political stage. Except for the case of 

self-regulation, the mere presence of business power does not determine political outcome. Rather, 

business power influences political output via politicians and bureaucrats or the public (Fuchs 2005; 

2013). In consequence, access to the relevant politicians and bureaucrats and accordingly decisional 

procedures, which determine which political decision making bodies or bureaucracies are involved 

in a particular political process, become important.8 In the European Union, this focus on decisional 

rules is especially relevant, as the involvement of the European Parliament (EP), in particular, in 

legislative processes has changed in the course of European integration.  

It is this question of access, however, which also suggests that the original MSA approach needs 

to be amended, when it comes to the role of the policy entrepreneur. While Kingdon (1984) 

originally thought primarily of individuals outside the core decision-making processes in his 

description of the entrepreneurial role, an individual politician’s or bureaucrat’s room for maneuver 

with respect to the granting of access to (selected) non-state actors provides them with substantial 

opportunities to play an entrepreneurial role as well (Beem 2007; Gains and Stoker 2011; Smith 2011). 

This room for maneuver may exist more in some political systems and processes than in others, but 

it does exist. In the EU, such a role may be played in particular by Commissioners, especially in the 

case of divisions within the Commission as well as a lack of clear leadership by the Council (Iusmen 

2013; Zahariadis 2013). The potential for a significant role as policy entrepreneur indeed may have 

been enhanced by institutional developments in the EU intended to grant a stronger voice to the EP, 

as the directly elected decision-making body. The move to the co-decision procedure, granting the 

EP decisional rather than just consulting rights in many policy fields has meant that so-called 

trialogues are often used to negotiate a compromise between the EU’s core institutions. As a member 

of these trialogues, the Commission, in turn, has been moving closer to achieving decisional power, 

even if it is formally limited to its agenda-setting role (Thomson 2015). Accordingly, this article 

argues that the role of Commissioners as policy entrepreneurs in the EU deserves particular 

attention. 

3. Windows of Opportunity in the EU’s Fisheries and Climate Policy 

Kingdon suggests focusing on developments in the balance of interest in the politics stream for 

explanations of political decisions, and, indeed, a change in the balance of interest occurred in the 

two cases due to a change in the relevant decision making procedures in the European policy 

process. Following the Lisbon Treaty9, the European Parliament assumed a co-decision making role, 

as pointed out above. Whereas fisheries reforms, for instance, had been decided by the Council in 

the past with the EP being granted only an advisory role, the move to the co-decision procedure now 

meant that the EP actually had (co-)decisional power. The EP, in turn, is traditionally much more 

accessible to NGOs than the Commission, which has the reputation of granting access 

                                                 
8  This shows that the subcomponents identified by the MSA model are not completely independent of each 

other as well, but are conceptualized that way for analytical purposes, only. 
9  Officially: “The Treaty of Lisbon amending the Treaty on European Union and the Treaty establishing the 

European Community”, signed, December 13, 2007, effective since December 1, 2009. 
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predominantly to business interests.10 Herrnson et al. (1998) argue that both leftist and conservative 

governments (have to) listen to business interests today, with leftist governments also granting 

access to labor (and environmental) interests, while conservative governments restrict such access 

severely. Such differences in the granting of access to NGOs are visible at the EP, as well. Given that 

the EP has been populated by (a sometimes bigger, sometimes smaller share of) members from leftist 

and green parties, NGOs have been able to gain comparatively more access here. The EP also 

traditionally sees itself as an environmental voice in European politics (Burns 2013; Rasmussen 

2012).  

For scholars of European environmental governance, it is thus not surprising, that the EP voted 

for (more) stringent standards in both cases considered here. In the case of fisheries, the EP 

shortened timelines and rejected exemptions for the MSY levels and the discard ban, although it did 

not adopt the proposed TFCs (Engelkamp and Fuchs 2017). In the case of climate change, the EP 

adopted a non-legislative resolution on the 2030 framework demanding that the policy proposal to 

be negotiated11 should entail three binding targets: a 40% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions 

from 1990 levels, a 30% share for renewable energy and a 40% energy savings target (European 

Parliament 2014).  

However, the changes in the balance of interest recognizable here was not just a function of a 

change in institutional procedures. As pointed out above, a strong dominance of business interests 

in EU governance has been well documented, in general. In the two cases explored here, such 

dominance tends to exist, as well as, and is further stabilized by historical developments. Fisheries 

policy used to be part of agricultural policy, and DG AGRI12 has a reputation of especially close ties 

with the agrarian lobby. Indeed, it is an area notorious for regulatory capture (Wakefield 2016). In 

consequence, it is not surprising that DG MARE traditionally is heavily influenced if not captured by 

the fisheries lobby. For the case of climate policy, scholars have documented a similarly strong role 

that the European industry plays as a stakeholder and lobbyist (Boasson and Wettestad 2013; Fuchs 

and Feldhoff 2016). This is partly due to the breadth of industrial sectors involved and especially to 

the role of traditional national champions as well as core motivations behind European integration 

in the form of the energy, coal, steel and car industries.  

Interestingly, however, the dominance of business interests was interrupted or at least 

moderated, in both cases of interest here. In the case of fisheries, large- and small-scale fisheries as 

well as the fishing sectors of different member states took different positions on the proposed 

reforms. The conflict between large and small fisheries is traditional, in so far as they have different 

technological options and financial resources available (Lloret et al. 2016; Veiga et al. 2016; Villasante 

et al. 2016). However, in this case, a conflict between the fishing sectors of member countries became 

apparent. The industrial fishing sectors of Spain or France were highly critical of Commission’s 

proposal, while the fishing sectors of Denmark and others considered themselves sufficiently 

competitive and less challenged by it (Engelkamp and Fuchs 2017). This conflict, in turn, translated 

into a smaller presence of the main fisheries association as a lobbyist in the course of the reform 

discussions. The discussion will turn to the role of the EP below, but it should be noted at this point 

that interviewees at the EP noted their surprise at the relatively small lobbying presence of 

(transnational) economic interests in this case (Engelkamp and Fuchs 2017). Europeche, the 

association representing the fishermen and the fishing industry in the European Union, also 

published comparatively fewer political statements on the reforms. 

The situation in the context of the climate change negotiations, in turn, was not that different in 

some ways and yet very different in others. Again, large and small business actors took different 

positions. Here, the difference is also due to the fact that most of the smaller actors come from the 

renewable energy sector and new technologies, while the large ones are incumbent to the energy 

                                                 
10  Scholars have documented the failure of the Commission to adequately consider civil society voices even in 

cases in which a formal process for gathering those had been established (Geiger 2005; Hüller 2010). 
11  As pointed out above, the Commission has the task of developing proposals, in the EU’s policy process, 

which Council and, if the Co-Decision procedure applies, the EP then vote upon.  
12  Directorate General for Agriculture and Rural Development. 
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field and include utilities (frequently from the former monopolies), but also car manufacturers and 

other energy intensive industries such as the steel industry. Still, these conflicts among business 

interests did not translate into an absence of business in the lobbying process. On the contrary, both 

individual companies as well as industry associations tried to exercise extensive pressure both at the 

Commission and the Parliament, as interviewees indicated (see also Fagan-Watson et al. 2015; Fuchs 

and Feldhoff 2016; Ydersbond 2016). 

Indeed, the final outcome of the decision-making process in the two cases differed despite the 

similar role of the EP, and the analysis shows that this difference can be explained, to a considerable 

extent, with the different roles the relevant Commissioners played as policy entrepreneurs in terms 

of granting access to different stakeholders. In the case of fisheries, interviewees stated that Maria 

Damanaki, the Commissioner of Marine and Fisheries, was very significant in that she opened the 

process of commenting on the Green Paper of the Commission, which preceded the reform proposal 

early on, and strongly involved NGOs in the process (Engelkamp and Fuchs 2017). She also pushed 

for the reform by searching for cooperation with the parliament as well as with the presidency in 

pursuit of her goals, according to interviewees.  

In the case of climate change, Günther Oettinger, the Commissioner for Energy at that time, 

played the opposite role. He argued for a lower GHG reduction target and especially nonbinding 

targets for renewables (Bürgin 2015). In this context, Oettinger proved particularly accessible to 

business interests, as interviewees stated, and NGO and media inquiries have documented close ties 

between Oettinger and the German car industry as well as large energy utilities, and the oil industry 

(in particular BP) (Fuchs and Feldhoff 2016; Hall 2012; Neslen 2016). In framing the issue, Oettinger 

argued that Europe is at a “competitive disadvantage” due to its “reluctance to take risks on offshore 

oil drilling and tar sands” and its “failure to fully explore its shale gas options” (Neslen 2012). Recent 

media reports also document that Oettinger is the Commissioner granting most access to business 

lobbies in the Juncker Commission, according to the records on meetings of Commissioners with 

lobbyists published by the EU (Becker and Müller 2017). 

Clearly, both Commissioners were not acting in isolation or without constraints from their 

environment. Indeed, both faced opposition in the Commission and Bürgin (2015) has argued that it 

is particularly in the context of such divisions that individual Commissioners can become 

particularly strong. In the fisheries case, Commissioner Damanaki was able to overcome opposition 

to the reforms originating for instance from Michael Barnier, head of (at that time) DG Markt, 

according to interviewees. In the case of climate change, Commissioner Oettinger was able to gain 

influence due to divisions within and between the lead DGs, DG ENER and DG CLIMA13, as 

interviewees stated (see also Bürgin 2015; Fischer 2014). Damanaki was also able to benefit from a 

very active role of the presidency as well as close collaboration with the EP, specifically Ulrike 

Rodust, one of the rapporteurs for the proposal (Engelkamp and Fuchs 2017). At the time of the 

reform negotiations, the Presidency of the Council of the European Union was with Ireland and the 

Irish Minister for Fisheries, Simon Coveney, strongly involved himself in the process.14 Finally, 

Damanaki not just collaborated with NGOs, but the NGOs themselves were highly organized 

grouping together in a campaign called “Ocean 2012”, in which they developed joint lobbying 

strategies.15 Commissioner Oettinger, in turn, benefited from the lack of leadership on climate issues 

by the President or the Council in the second Barroso Commission (2009–2014), as interviewees 

noted (Barnes 2011; Bürgin 2015).  

Also, both Commissioners had to negotiate their way through diverging positions of member 

countries as position papers document and interviewees noted. In the case of fisheries, several 

member countries with large fishing sectors such as Spain and France were very critical of the 

proposed reforms, for example, while others such as Denmark and the UK signaled an overall 

                                                 
13  Directorate General for Climate Action. 
14  Interviewees highlighted that he repeatedly went to Brussels and Strasbourg to chair meetings and push for 

agreement (Engelkamp and Fuchs 2017). 
15  Note, however, that public awareness of and concern about maritime issues tends to be below those for 

other environmental issues, across countries (Potts et al. 2016). 
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positive reception. In the case of climate change, the Visegrád countries (Poland, the Czech Republic, 

Hungary, and Slovakia), in particular, tried to prevent ambitious climate targets due to concerns 

about energy-inefficient economies against the push for stringent binding targets by others (Fischer 

and Geden 2015).16 In this opposition, they benefitted from the post-Copenhagen skepticism about 

the future of international climate governance as well as concerns about the consequences of the 

economic crisis in countries such as Italy and Ireland (Fischer and Geden 2015).  

Supporting environmental conditions, thus, can be identified in both cases. Yet, neither the 

supportive presidency nor the NGOs, by themselves, would likely have been able to achieve the 

adoption of the desired fisheries reforms without Commissioner Damanaki’s attention to civil 

society interests and inclination to collaborate with supportive state and non-state actors. Similarly, 

business interests opposing stringent targets in the case of climate change were able to strengthen 

opposition to binding targets because of their close contacts with Commissioner Oettinger. The 

analysis of the two cases thus suggests that Commissioners can use windows of opportunity in 

terms of an interruption of the balance of interest to improve or restrict access by different 

stakeholders, thereby strategically influencing policy processes. 

In explaining the difference in outcomes, the present analysis has concentrated on 

developments in the politics stream and the role of policy entrepreneurs. Could differences in the 

policy stream provide a similarly convincing explanation? Were perhaps new ideas on policies and 

instruments becoming dominant in the fisheries policy stream, but not in the climate policy stream? 

It seems unlikely that was the case. Even if climate science is more complex and the overall dynamics 

and implications are less understood, concrete ideas about the necessary direction of policies as well 

as policy targets and instruments have existed in both fields for a considerable amount of time. 

Moreover, a better comprehension of fisheries dynamics would not explain why the EU’s CFP has 

been a failure for so long. Thus, it seems more plausible that the conditions in the politics stream 

used and managed by the Commissioners as policy entrepreneurs led to specific ideas and 

instruments from the policy stream being chosen. 

Neither of the Commissioners or the other actors involved in the two policy processes 

completely achieved their goals, of course. In Commissioner Damanaki’s case, she had to accept the 

rejection of an implementation of TFCs, while the MSY and discard targets ended up even more 

stringent and with earlier targets of full implementation than originally proposed, however. In 

Commissioner Oettinger’s case, he eventually had to accept the 40% GHG target suggested by 

Barroso as a compromise. However, he was able to prevent the targets from being binding as well as 

to lower targets on renewable energies and energy efficiency. The analysis thus does not aim to 

suggest that Commissioners are the new dictators, able to determine policy output single-handedly. 

However, it indicates that Commissioners as policy entrepreneurs can exercise considerable 

influence on such output. 

4. Conclusions 

Summing up, this article investigated policy change in the EU’s fisheries and climate policies. 

Specifically, it analyzed why EU decisions on the CFP and climate change objectives went in 

opposite directions from an environmental perspective, in the same period of time. For the CFP, the 

EU adopted its strongest pro-sustainability oriented policy so far, agreeing on maximum sustainable 

yield targets, a discard ban and related measures. With respect to climate change, the EU adopted 

nonbinding emission reduction targets, contrary to its tradition here. The article integrated a focus 

on business power in the MSA and argued that a change in the balance of interests in combination 

with Commissioners assuming the role of policy entrepreneurs provides an explanation for this 

divergence in EU environmental policy output. Conducting a content analysis of policy documents 

and interview transcripts, finally, the article identified relevant changes in institutional procedures 

as well as business conflict and linked them to windows of opportunity, which the two relevant 

                                                 
16  See also (Teffer 2014).  
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Commissioners, Maria Damanaki and Günther Oettinger, then used in opposite environmental 

directions.  

What can we learn from this analysis? In terms of lessons for science, the inquiry documented 

that the MSA indeed continues to be a useful tool for understanding opportunities for policy change 

and the dynamics surrounding those. The findings also support the argument that scholars need to 

study especially the politics stream’s subelement of the balance of interest. As numerous studies 

have shown, political contests in the era of the globalized political economy are characterized by a 

presence of enormous political power by business actors. Accordingly, it should be very promising 

to look for interruptions in power asymmetries between business and civil society when trying to 

explain policy change. Moreover, for scholars of EU governance, the findings highlight the crucial 

role that Commissioners can play as policy entrepreneurs; their ties to stakeholders clearly deserve 

more attention.  

These insights also present the core link to lessons for politics. The importance of the individual 

Commissioners, highlighted by this study, contrasts with the attention their appointment receives in 

the political process and public debate. The democratic legitimacy of these appointments rests on the 

election of national governments proposing Commissioners as well as the rights of the EP to reject 

them (but only as a whole). In the past, the EP has rarely acted decisively on this decision, and 

tended to shy away from confrontation, given the size of the hurdle. Governments, in turn, have 

sometimes used Brussels to provide for party members who have lost or are in danger of losing their 

national political functions. From the perspective of democratic legitimacy and especially in the 

context of rising Euroscepticism, these practices should be rethought. A related lesson for politics 

arising from this study is the need to attend to the question of business dominance, if not of the 

regulatory capture of the political process in general, especially at the EU. Indeed, the Juncker 

Commission (2014–2019) is probably the primary example for regulatory capture in the EU and 

thereby also a major contributor to rising Euroscepticism (Fuchs et al. 2017). The priority it attaches 

to growth and competitiveness, its reduction in the number of Commissioners with environmental 

portfolios as well as in the influence of DG Environment, which interviewees noted, is clearly 

detrimental to sustainability objectives (Delreux and Happaerts 2016; Fuchs and Feldhoff 2016; 

Steinebach and Knill 2016). Thus, reeling in business influence is highly necessary in terms of 

popular support for the EU as much as in terms of the sustainability challenges facing humankind. 

In the meantime, it will be important to use windows of opportunity wherein business dominance is 

interrupted. 
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