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Towards a more active approach of local level 
Europeanization 

 
Introduction 
 
“The concept of Europeanization today occupies an important space in the study of 
European integration and comparative politics, and has served to reinvigorate debate 
about the impact of the EU on governance at and below the level of the nation-
state”1. In the beginning, the European integration process mainly concentrated on 
policy fields that fell under the responsibility of national and/or regional government. 
The connection between Europe and local government, however, was often 
neglected. 
 
In the early nineties, when the implementation of new EU regional policies led to a 
vast increase of interactions between cities and the European level, this situation 
changed. Since then there are in fact few policy fields of local government which are 
not affected by European regulation: “European law can overrule sub-national 
authorities (SNAs) rules, and European rules might oblige SNAs to take measures 
that they consider undesirable, or forbid measures”, as argued by Fleurke and 
Willemse2. Local governments thus became directly affected by EU policies, making 
them increasingly dependent on Europe.  
 
According to this interpretation of (local level) Europeanization, Europe has mainly 
brought about negative implications for local government. Local authorities are then 
seen as passive policy-takers, rather than active policy-makers in the European 
decision-making process: as Europe sets the rules, local governments have to follow. 
They have to comply with European legislation and they must meet the eligibility 
requirements before receiving any funding from the European structural funds. By 
consequence, there is little or no commitment or involvement with European affairs 
beyond that required by law. Here the feeling dominates that there is little in Europe 
for local authorities because they are too small to deal with Europe in an effective 
manner and to engage actively in European policy-making. Goldsmith and Klausen 
call this “an incremental adjustment to Europe”3. 
 
Earlier studies on the topic mainly focused on the above outlined one-dimensional 
approach of Europeanization. This is what Bache calls “the first generation of 
Europeanization studies”4.  
 
                                                           
1 MARSHALL, A.J., Europeanisation at the urban level: local actors, institutions and the dynamics of 
multi-level interaction. In: Journal of European Public Policy, August 2005, p.668. 
2 FLEURKE, F., WILLEMSE, R., The European Union and the Autonomy of Sub-national Authorities: 
Towards an Analysis of Constraints and Opportunities in Sub-national Decision-making. In: Regional 
and Federal Studies, vol.16, no.1, 2006, p.85. 
3 KLAUSEN, K., GOLDSMITH, M., Conclusion: Local Government and the European Union. In: 
GOLDSMITH, M., KLAUSEN, K. (eds.), European Integration and Local Government. Aldershot: 
Elgar, 1997, p.240. 
4 HAMEDINGER, A., WOLFFHARDT, A., Introduction. Understanding the interplay between Europe 
and the cities: Frameworks and perspectives. In: HAMEDINGER, A., WOLFFHARDT, A. (eds.), The 
Europeanization of Cities. Policies, Urban Change & Urban Networks. Amsterdam: Techne Press, 
2010, p.12. 
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In these studies the focus lied on the top-down dimension of Europeanization, just 
seeking to explain domestic reactions to pressures from above. However, a shift in 
local authorities’ behaviour towards Europe seems to have occurred that is part of a 
more general widening of the scope of Europeanization. More in particular, we can 
argue that Europeanization has brought about a new opportunity-structure for local 
governments in which the opportunities to influence the European decision-making 
process and promote their interests have increased5. This opportunity-structure is 
hybrid, including top-down and bottom-up dimensions, as well as vertical and 
horizontal relations between Europe and local governments. This is what Bache calls 
“the second generation of Europeanization research”, which is characterized by a 
broader notion of Europeanization6. 
 
According to the (vertical) bottom-up dimension of local level Europeanization the EU 
must be seen as an authority offering a new arena in which SNAs can put forward 
their demands and wishes, rather than as an upper-level authority commanding its 
subordinate administrations7. In this view, Europeanization is regarded as output 
from local governments towards the EU. Also Heinelt and Niederhafner argue that 
local governments have gained new room for political manoeuvre, because the 
process of Europeanization implies an opening up of the political sphere in which 
traditional domestic vertical power relations can – at least partly – be bypassed or in 
which a new multi-level game can be played by local government8. In response to 
top-down Europeanization, local governments thus started to bypass nation-states 
and influence EU institutions directly, because the process of Europeanization 
implied a multiplication of so called “extra-national channels of sub-national political 
activity”9.  
 
Besides using formal channels of representation (e.g. through the Committee of the 
Regions), local governments all over Europe for example started to set up 
independent offices in Brussels. Moore calls this “the institutionalisation of a regional 
voice in Brussels”10. However, these channels of local representation do not equalize 
political access. According to Hooghe and Marks, “some are open to almost all 
localities, while others are only for the strongest”11. Setting up an individual lobby-
office for example remains the privilege of the biggest and most influential cities. In 
contrast, small municipalities often lack the necessary resources to influence Europe 
in an effective manner. Therefore it is often more interesting for them to participate in 
all kinds of network and partnership arrangements.  

                                                           
5 DE ROOIJ, R., The impact of the European Union on local government in the Netherlands. In: 
Journal of European Public Policy, vol.9, June 2002, p.449. 
6 HAMEDINGER,  A., WOLFFHARDT,  A., o.c., p.13. 
7 FLEURKE, F., WILLEMSE, R., o.c., p.85. 
8 HEINELT, H., NIEDERHAFNER, S., Cities and Organized Interest Intermediation in the EU Multi-
level System. In: European Urban and Regional Studies, vol.15, 2008, p.173. 
9 HOOGHE, L., MARKS, G., “Europe with the Regions”: Channels of Regional Representation in the 
European Union. In: The Journal of Federalism, vol.26, no.1, 1996, p.73. 
10 MOORE, C., A Europe of the Regions vs. the Regions in Europe: reflections on regional 
engagement in Brussels. Paper presented at the EUSA Annual Conference. Montreal, 17-19 May 
2007, p.1.  
11 HOOGHE, L., MARKS, G., Multi-level Governance and European Integration. Lanham: Rowman 
and Littlefield, 2001, p.81. 
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In this respect, Church and Reid argue that these partnerships are not only used to 
influence European policy, but also to influence the distribution of EU funds12. 
However, participation in these networks and partnership arrangements can also be 
considered as a major opportunity for local governments irrespective of the EU. 
Bontenbal and van Lindert in this respect state that in the light of the on-going 
decentralization of government and globalization and urbanization trends, municipal 
partnerships and networks are increasingly applied as instruments for cities and 
municipalities to assist one another by means of knowledge sharing, the transfer of 
resources and technology and joint cooperation13. For this reason Kern argues that 
the two vertical dimensions of local level Europeanization must be complemented by 
a third dimension which concentrates on horizontal aspects of Europeanization. By 
engaging in these partnerships, local governments more in particular develop various 
tools to facilitate best practice transfer to learn from each other’s knowledge. They 
also share experiences with colleagues to strengthen their individual capacity and 
jointly develop innovative solutions for problems with which they are similarly 
confronted14. 
 
The table below presents a global overview of the constraints and opportunities local 
governments are confronted with due to the process of Europeanization. 
 
Table 1: The dimensions of local level Europeanization15 

  Perspectives on local-level Europeanization 
  Vertical Horizontal 
  Top-down Bottom-up   

EU 
Opportunity-
structure EU structural funds 

°CoR (1994), individual 
lobby-offices, 

associations and 
networks (CEMR, 
Eurocities, etc.) 

European Territorial 
Cooperation, EGTC, etc. 

Incentives for local 
government  

Implementing EU 
regulations & meeting 
the criteria to obtain 

money 

Lobbying the EU level 
to influence policy-

making & to promote 
their interests 

Joint cooperation, 
knowledge sharing, 
exchange of best 

practices, etc. 

EU-local 
government 
relations 

Indirect - Member 
States as 

‘gatekeepers’ 

Direct – Lobbying the 
EU level, consultation 

of local authorities 
EU frames & facilitates 

autonomous local action 
 

                                                           
12 CHURCH, A., REID, P., Local democracy, cross-border collaboration and the internationalisation of 
local government. In: HAMBLETON, R., SAVITCH, H., STEWART, M. (eds.), Globalism and local 
democracy. Houndmills: Palgrave, 2002, p.207. 
13 BONTENBAL, M., VAN LINDERT, P., Transnational city-to-city cooperation: Issues arising from 
theory and practice. In: Habitat International, vol.33, 2009, p.131. 
14 KERN, K., BULKELEY, H., Cities, Europeanization and Multi-level Governance: Governing Climate 
Change through Transnational Municipal Networks. In: Journal of Common Market Studies, vol.47, 
2009, p.312. 
15 Partly inspired by KERN, C., Climate Governance in the EU Multi-level System: The Role of Cities. 
Paper prepared for presentation at the Fifth Pan-European Conference on EU Politics, University 
Fernando Pessoa and Faculty of Economics of Porto University. Porto, June 23-26, 2010, p.20. 
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Much in line with the second generation of the Europeanization research, this paper 
will try to move forward to a broader comprehension of the concept ‘local level 
Europeanization’ by adopting a multi-dimensional approach regarding the 
Europeanization of local government in the Belgian region Flanders. Even though we 
acknowledge that local governments in recent years have become more and more 
dependent on Europe in terms of the implementation of rules and eligibility for 
funding, we argue that they have been given at least new opportunities to move 
forward to a more active orientation towards Europe as well. We therefore argue that 
it is of equal importance to tackle the more voluntary aspects of local governments’ 
adaptation to Europe in addition to the rather obligatory top-down perspective. 
 
While the academic interest in the topic of local level Europeanization grew 
significantly over the past years, few research has been done in Flanders regarding 
the Europeanization of the 308 municipalities. In 1997 the Belgian case was 
examined for the first time in a comparative country study. The results of the study 
were presented in the book “European Integration and Local Government”. The main 
conclusion of Stefaan De Rynck was that Belgian local governments are poorly 
informed on EU policies and regulations, even in cases that affect them directly such 
as public procurement. They do not see EU activities as having much influence on 
their local government either. De Rynck therefore argued that hardly any local 
authority had carried out an internal reorganization of their administration in order to 
react actively to European developments16. Since then, no other study of local level 
Europeanization in Belgium or Flanders has been conducted. 
 
In cooperation with the Flemish Association of Cities and Municipalities, we felt the 
need to conduct a new survey concerning the three different dimensions of local level 
Europeanization in order to gain a contemporary and multifaceted insight into the 
situation in the Flemish region of Belgium. The online survey was sent to the 
secretaries of all 308 Flemish municipalities in June 2011. As fulltime leading 
administrative officers in the municipality and in the context of the local elections of 
2012, the secretaries were probably the most objective source of information on the 
Europeanization of Flemish local governments in practice. The overall response rate 
was 35.4% (N=109).  
 
In the first part of the questionnaire the respondents were asked about their global 
perception about the impact of Europe on their local government. The second part 
included some questions regarding European legislation, and in the third part of the 
questionnaire questions were asked regarding the European structural funds and 
funding programs. Finally, the respondents were asked about the way in which their 
municipality (can) make(s) use of the network-opportunity. As such, we are able to 
scrutinize different aspects of the dimensions of local level Europeanization. 
 
 

  

                                                           
16 DE RYNCK, S., Belgian local government: Far away from Brussels. In: GOLDSMITH, M., 
KLAUSEN, K. (eds.), European Integration and Local Government. Aldershot: Elgar, 1997, pp.143-
144. 
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1. Global perception of the European impact on local government 

By way of introduction the respondents were asked about the perceived impact of 
Europe on their local government on the three following areas: (a) legislation and 
regulations, (b) programs and funding, and (c) maintaining relationships with other 
local authorities in Europe. Additionally, they were also asked about the desirability of 
the European impact on these three areas. The scores on both questions could vary 
from 1 (little or no impact/very undesirable) to 4 (very large impact/very desirable). 
For the three items, Table 2 and Table 3 below show the response per category, as 
well as the mean scores (X), standard deviations (S) and the total response (N).  
 
 
Table 2: The perceived impact of Europe on local government in the following areas 

Areas Very 
large 

impact  

Large 
impact 

Small 
impact 

 

Little or 
no 

impact 

X S N 

Legislation/Regulations 18.7% 57% 22.4% 1.9% 2.93 .696 107 

Programs and funding 19.6% 36.4% 41.2% 2.8% 2.73 .808 107 
 

Maintaining relations with other 
local governments in Europe 

4.7% 19.6% 50.5% 25.2% 2.04 .800 107 

 
 
The table concerning the perceived impact of Europe on local government (Table 2) 
shows that the majority of the respondents are most aware of the European impact in 
terms of legislation and regulation. More in particular, slightly more than 75% 
amongst them estimate the impact of Europe in this field as (very) large. When asked 
about the perceived impact of Europe in terms of programs and funding, the variation 
in the responses of the secretaries is more pronounced. Although 56% perceive this 
impact as (very) large, we see that there is an almost equal percentage that feels 
little or no, or just a small, impact of Europe in this area. Finally, the Flemish 
municipal secretaries think that Europe has less impact on the relations of their local 
authority with other local governments in Europe. In fact, about 75% of them consider 
the European impact on maintaining such relations as (very) small, or even absent. 
 
 
Table 3: The desirability of the European impact on local government in the following areas 

Areas Very 
desirable 

Desirable 
 

Un-
desirable 

Very un-
desirable 

X S N 

Legislation/Regulations 9.3% 58.9% 27.1% 4.7% 2.73 .695 107 

Programs and funding 29% 49.5% 20.6% 0.9% 3.07 .730 107 
 

Maintaining relations with other 
local governments in Europe 

11.3% 51.9% 27.4% 9.4% 2.65 .805 106 

 
 
However, when the respondents were asked about the desirability of the European 
impact on the same three areas, a different picture emerges (Table 3). The Flemish 
secretaries are particularly in favour of a European impact in terms of programs and 
funding: almost 80% of them feel that such a European impact on their local 
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government is (very) desirable. Nearly 70% also acknowledges the desirability of 
European impact via legislation and/or regulations. Finally, the horizontal European 
impact through maintaining relations with other local governments in Europe receives 
support by 60% of the Flemish municipal secretaries. 
 
Hence, a majority of the Flemish secretaries seems to keep an open mind towards 
the Europeanization of local government. Yet at the same time, we could also argue 
that the following quote by Peter John (2001) still largely holds true for the majority of 
the Flemish local authorities today: “the main aspect of the EU that preoccupies local 
and regional governments is the disbursement of funds. Any public authority 
becomes alert if it can access pots of money, and for many this incentive is the main 
reason for engaging with European affairs”17.  
 
This finding is confirmed when looking at the main objectives of the Flemish local 
governments with respect to Europe (Table 4). We asked the respondents to 
evaluate the importance of five objectives for their local government with regard to 
local level Europeanization. Scores varied from 1 (not important) to 4 (very 
important). For each objective, Table 4 below presents the percentage per response 
category, as well as the mean scores (X), standard deviations (S) and the total 
response (N). 
 
 
Table 4: The importance of the following objectives in dealing with Europe 

Objectives Very 
important 

Rather 
important 

Little 
important 

Not 
important 

X S N 

To be kept informed 
about upcoming EU 
legislation 

12.2% 48.6% 36.4% 2.8% 2.70 .717 107 

To obtain money out of 
the EU funds 

44.3% 38.8% 16% 0.9% 3.26 .760 106 

To lobby European 
institutions  

0.9% 13.3% 39.6% 46.2% 1.69 .735 106 

To participate in 
transnational network 
arrangements 

5.8% 15.4% 43.3% 35.5% 1.91 .860 104 

To participate in 
municipal partnership 
arrangements 

14.2% 36.7% 34% 15.1% 2.50 .918 106 

 
 
The table confirms that the acquisition of European funding is indeed the main 
reason why Flemish local authorities deal with Europe. The objective is deemed fairly 
important by the municipal secretaries on average. More in particular, more than 80% 
of the respondents consider the objective as rather important or even very important 
for their local authority. Furthermore, only 0.9% of them saw this objective as being 
totally unimportant. The objective to be kept informed about upcoming EU legislation 
is ranked second. Yet although a majority of the respondents is aware of the impact 
of European legislation on their local government (see Table 2), we also see that just 
12.1% of them designate the objective to be kept informed about upcoming EU 
legislation as very important. About half of the respondents reckons this objective to 
be rather important. For nearly 40% actively monitoring upcoming EU legislation is no 
                                                           
17 JOHN, P., Local governance in Western Europe. London: Sage, 2001, p.67. 
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important objective for local government. Third, the evaluation of the importance of 
participating in municipal partnership arrangements is almost in perfect balance. 
Slightly more than one-third of the Flemish municipal secretaries think this motive is 
rather important, a similar group feels this motive to be of little importance. The other 
respondents either are very convinced or totally unconvinced of the importance of 
participating in different forms of municipal partnerships. Finally, little or no 
importance is seen in the objectives of participating in specific transnational network 
arrangements and, above all, actively lobbying European institutions. These 
objectives are only supported by 14 to 21% of the Flemish secretaries. 
 
Furthermore, we must also consider the fact that in order to succeed in the above 
listed objectives concerning Europe, local authorities must have the necessary 
resources. More in particular, we can argue that engaging in an active 
Europeanization stream also entails huge investments for local governments in terms 
of time investment, knowledge, personnel, etc. De Rynck refers to this condition as “a 
possible internal reorganisation of the municipal administration to deal with EU 
matters”18. Our survey also asked about the deployment of personnel with respect to 
European affairs to have an indication of the resources available for local 
governments to actively engage with Europe. Only 24.1% replied affirmatively on the 
question whether someone within the Board of Mayor and Aldermen was responsible 
for European affairs before 2007. And even after 2007 (which marked the start of a 
new legislature for the Flemish municipalities), we see that in only 29.2% of the cases 
an alderman became responsible for European affairs specifically. Also the 
deployment of municipal administrators on European matters was rather low (26.2%). 
In the final question on this matter, the respondents were asked whether their 
municipal organization has a full-blown department for European affairs. Here, only 6 
out of the 106 municipal secretaries (5.7%) indicate that their municipality has 
installed such a department: Antwerp, Ghent, Bruges, Kortrijk, Heusden-Zolder and 
Hoogstraten. Since size is not a mere territorial matter but also bears indirectly on 
governmental capacity, it is no coincidence that four out of these six local authorities 
can be counted amongst the largest cities in Flanders in terms of population 
numbers. 
 
After outlining these general figures on local level Europeanization in Flanders, the 
following sections now further explore the different dimensions of this subject: (a) 
regulation and legislation, (b) funding and programs, and (c) networking and interest 
mediation. 
 
 
  

                                                           
18 DE RYNCK, S., o.c., p.128. 
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2. European regulation and local government: compulsory Europeanization 
 
Van Bever, Reynaert and Steyvers state that “due to the fact that through the years 
the competences of the European Union have increased, the EU has been 
commonly described as a regulatory state primarily concerned to pass regulations 
affecting all policy fields and to hand responsibility for implementing those regulations 
down to the Member States. As a consequence, Member States must comply with 
EU legislation, and so do local authorities”19. They continue by saying that: “Since 
around three quarters of EU legislation is implemented at the local or regional level, it 
has been commonly acknowledged that European policy has in fact a major impact 
on local government”20. In our survey we therefore wanted to know in which policy 
fields this European legislative top-down impact is mostly felt. The table below 
presents a global overview of the perceived impact of European legislation on the 
most important local policy fields. Scores could vary from 1 (little or no impact) to 4 
(very large impact). Per policy field the table shows the percentages, mean scores 
(X), standard deviations (S) and total response (N). 
 
 
Table 5: The impact of European legislation on local policy fields 

Policy fields Very large 
impact 

Large 
impact 

 

Small 
impact 

 

Little or 
no 

impact 

X S N 

Environment 41.5% 50.9% 7.6% 0% 3.34 .615 106 
Agriculture 47.7% 35.5% 14% 2.8% 3.28 .810 107 
Economic development 28% 43.9% 26.2% 1.9% 2.98 .789 107 
Regional development 25.3% 43.9% 29.9% 0.9% 2.93 .768 107 
Town and city planning 6.7% 21.9% 59% 12.4% 2.23 .750 105 
Public procurement contracts 39.3% 36.4% 24.3% 0% 3.15 .787 107 
Mobility 10.4% 31.1% 52.8% 5.7% 2.46 .758 106 
Culture 3.7% 16.8% 66.4% 13.1% 2.11 .663 107 
Tourism 10.4% 33.6% 46.7% 9.3% 2.45 .804 107 
Youth 2.8% 15% 63.5% 18.7% 2.02 .673 107 
Sports 2.8% 12.1% 66.4% 18.7% 1.99 .651 107 

 
 
Table 5 shows that the legislative impact of Europe on local government is mostly felt 
in the policy fields ‘environment’ and ‘agriculture’. Respectively 92.4% and 83.2% of 
the respondents consider the European impact on these two policy fields as (very) 
large. Other local policy fields in which the European impact should not be 
underestimated are the public procurement contracts, economic development and 
regional development. More in particular, 75.7%, 71,9% and 69.1% of the 
respondents regard this impact as (very) large. The impact of Europe on ‘mobility’ 
and ‘tourism’ is deemed to be moderate on average. Finally, the European impact on 
‘town and city planning’ and, above all, the so-called ‘soft’ policy fields like ‘sports’, 
‘youth’ and ‘culture’ on the other hand was considered rather small. 
  

                                                           
19 VAN BEVER, E., REYNAERT, H., STEYVERS, K., Introduction: The Road to Europe: Main street or 
backward alley for local governments in Europe? In: VAN BEVER, E., REYNAERT, H., STEYVERS, 
K. (eds.), The Road to Europe: Main street or backward alley for local governments in Europe. Brugge: 
Vanden Broele, 2011, p.16. 
20 VAN BEVER, E., REYNAERT, H., STEYVERS, K., o.c., p.16. 
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3. Temptation Europe: European funding and programs 
 
Even though the acquisition of funding is considered the main reason for local 
governments to engage with Europe, our survey shows that Flemish local 
governments rarely have a strategy in obtaining money from the EU structural funds. 
Out of the 105 respondents who answered this question, merely 11 (10.5%) claim 
that their local governments do have such a strategy. According to another 13.3% of 
the respondents such a strategy is being developed by their local authority while the 
remaining 76.2% of the respondents indicate that such a strategy was totally absent 
within their municipality. Our findings also confirm that it are mainly the largest cities 
(in terms of population numbers) who have a real strategy in acquiring money from 
the EU.  
 
The main reason(s) why local authorities often lack a strategy to obtain money from 
the EU structural funds is shown in Table 6. In our survey, we included certain factors 
which could be of any importance in the decision of local authorities whether or not to 
participate in European programs in order to obtain additional funding. The 
secretaries could evaluate the impact of these factors on the lack of active finance 
seeking by their municipality on a scale from 1 (little or no impact) to 4 (very large 
impact). The table presents the impact of each motive in percentages, as well as the 
mean score (X), standard deviation (S) and total response (N) per motive. 
 
 
Table 6: The impact of the following factors for local governments not having a strategy in 
acquiring money from the EU structural funds.  

Factors Very 
large 

impact 

Large 
impact 

Small 
impact 

Little or 
no 

impact 

X S N 

A lack of personnel 46.7% 32.7% 17.8% 2.8% 3.23 .842 107 
A lack of time 43% 37.3% 15% 4.7% 3.19 .859 107 
A lack of knowledge 42.9% 36.2% 19% 1.9% 3.20 .813 105 
Complicated procedures 47.6% 35.2% 16.2% 1% 3.30 .771 105 
Administrative overregulation 42.5% 39.6% 13.2% 4.7% 3.20 .844 106 
Lack of co-financing 27.2% 34% 30.1% 8.7% 2.80 .943 103 

 
 
According to our respondents, the impact of all factors listed in Table 6 is of almost 
equal importance in determining why local authorities do not try to acquire money 
from the EU funding programs. Both a lack of personnel, knowledge and time are 
generally seen as possible obstacles to actively pursuing European financing. In 
addition to the lack of own resources, the Flemish municipal secretaries also point to 
the complicated procedures and the administrative overregulation as fundamental 
reasons for not actively participating in the quest for European money. The lack of 
co-financing proves to be the least important factor. However, even this factor is still 
considered as being of (very) large importance for 61.2% of the respondents.  
 
Even though the respondents refer to a lack of knowledge as being an important 
factor in not trying to fulfill the eligibility requirements for receiving European funding, 
there are organizations in Flanders that can provide them with the necessary 
information for this purpose. This is why our survey included the question about the 
extent to which local governments rely on certain organizations in gathering 
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information concerning the European funding programs. The respondents could 
evaluate the contact with each organization on a scale from 1 (seldom/never) to 4 
(very frequently). Table 7 gives an overview of the percentages per category for each 
organization, as well as the mean score (X), standard deviation (S) and total 
response (N) per organization. 
 
 
Table 7: The extent to which local authorities rely on the following organizations in gathering 
information about the EU structural funds and programs.  

Organizations Very 
frequently 

Frequently Some-
times 

Seldom/
Never 

X S N 

The provinces 8.4% 32.7% 42.1% 16.8% 2.33 .855 107 
Directorates General 7.5% 11.3% 34% 47.2% 1.79 .923 106 
Flemish government 2.8% 21.7% 48.1% 27.4% 2.00 .781 106 
The liaison agency Flanders-
Europe 

3.8% 6.6% 19.8% 69.8% 1.44 .782 106 

Federal government 1.9% 6.5% 34.6% 57% 1.53 .705 107 
Other Flemish local authorities 2.8% 11.2% 43.9% 42.1% 1.75 .766 107 
Other European local 
governments 

1.9% 2.8% 27.1% 68.2% 1.38 .639 107 

Flemish parliament 0% 4.7% 22.4% 72.9% 1.32 .560 107 
Federal parliament 0% 2.8% 19.6% 77.6% 1.25 .497 107 
European parliament 0.9% 0.9% 19.9% 78.3% 1.25 .513 106 

 
 
The table above shows that the extent to which local authorities rely on these 
organizations in gathering information about the EU structural funds and programs is 
generally rather low. The provinces, as intermediate tier between municipalities and 
the federal/regional level, can be seen as an exception: 41.1% of the respondents 
declare that their local government (very) frequently relies on the provinces in 
gathering the necessary information about the available European funding programs. 
Further, also Flemish government is frequently contacted by one-fourth of the local 
governments under study. Two other organizations that tend to be ‘sometimes’ 
consulted are the Directorates General and other Flemish local authorities. By 
contrast, around 70% (or even more) of the respondents indicate that their local 
governments seldom contacts the other organizations in our table to gather 
information about European funding. One of these organizations is the Liaison 
agency Flanders-Europe. This agency has been set up by the Flemish government 
on 22 July 2005 and was intended to lead to a more positive Flemish presence at the 
European policy level, as well as to a more effective promotion of the Flemish 
interests in Europe.  The agency also has the task of informing Flemish companies, 
civil society and the Flemish authorities (at the regional and local level) as effectively 
as possible about European matters and financing opportunities21. However, the fact 
that our respondents indicate that their local authority does not often (or even never) 
turn to this agency in obtaining the proper information about EU financing 
opportunities may not lead to a negative evaluation of VLEVA without further notice. 
Due to the fact that many of our Flemish local authorities do not even participate in 
European funding programs, it is possible that they just have little need in the 
information that the agency holds. This also holds true for the other organizations. 

                                                           
21 http://en.vleva.eu/about-vleva. Consulted on 18 February 2013. 
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Besides, having the relevant information does not necessary equal guaranteed 
success in acquiring money. Local governments still have to fulfil the eligibility criteria 
as set out by the Union. In our survey we therefore asked our respondents to indicate 
in which EU funding programs their local authority actually participates (or has 
participated). This question was asked for both the previous program period (2000-
2006) as well as for the current program period (2007-2013). Table 8 displays the 
results for the different programs per period. 
 
 
Table 8: Participation of local authorities in EU funding programs.  

EU structural funds and programs 2000-2006 2007-2013 

  Yes No N Yes No N 

ERDF 34.3% 65.7% 99 35.9% 64.1% 92 

ESF 17.7% 82.3% 96 20% 80% 90 

INTERREG III/ INTERREG IV 40.4% 59.6% 99 36.3% 63.7% 91 

LEADER/LEADER+ 29.2% 70.8% 96 45.2% 54.8% 93 

URBACT/URBACT II 1.1% 98.9% 94 4.5% 95.5% 88 

LIFE/ LIFE+ 5.3% 94.7% 95 1.1% 98.9% 87 

Europe for Citizens 5.3% 94.7% 95 4.6% 95.4% 87 

Youth in action 7.4% 92.6% 94 5.7% 94.3% 87 

Comenius 5.3% 94.7% 94 5.8% 94.2% 86 

Grundtvig 1.1% 98.9% 95 1.1% 98.9% 87 

7th Program for Research and Technological 
Development 2.1% 97.9% 

 
94 2.3% 97.7% 

 
87 

 
 
From Table 8 we can first of all deduce that Flemish local authorities often cannot 
see the wood for the trees anymore regarding the different European financing 
opportunities. This is best shown by the number of ‘missing values’ on these 
questions – as 10 to 20% of the respondents did not evaluate the programs under 
study. The most popular program in the program period 2000-2006 appears to be 
INTERREG: 40.4% of the respondents declare that their local authority participated in 
this former community initiative. INTERREG is financed under the European 
Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the main goal of the initiative is to focus 
attention on particular European problems and opportunities concerning regional 
development and emphasizing actions to promote the development of networks and 
cooperation between regions and local authorities across national frontiers. However, 
the EFRD does not only finance the INTERREG initiatives, but is also one of the 
three main structural funds by which the EU regional policy objectives are financed22. 
Moreover, the EFRD appears to be the second most popular financing instrument for 
Flemish local authorities in the previous program period (34.3%), followed by the 
community initiative for rural development LEADER. This initiative has been designed 
to help rural actors consider the long-term potential of their local region. When 
looking to the most popular programs and financing instruments in the current 
program period, we see that the same three initiatives are most frequently used by 

                                                           
22 For 2007-2013, the EU regional policy focuses on the following three objectives: 1. Convergence, 2. 
Regional Competitiveness and Employment and 3. European Territorial Cooperation (INTERREG IV). 
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the Flemish local authorities. The other programs appear to be clearly less frequently 
turned to by the Flemish municipalities. 
 
Before looking to the exact amount of financing that local authorities actually gain by 
participating in European funding programs, some remarks have to be made. First of 
all, it is needed to say that the freedom of local governments to exploit the benefits of 
EU funding is often subject to restrictions. To give an example, local authorities can 
only obtain money if they follow a certain strategy (e.g. by engaging in partnerships, 
etc.), or if they pursue specific objectives (e.g. social deprivation elimination, 
investing in knowledge, etc.). To put it differently, local governments must meet the 
eligibility criteria before they can qualify for the funds. Therefore, these European 
pots of money are particularly good examples of so called ‘earmarked granting’. 
Furthermore, extra money is always required from the national, regional, provincial or 
local government (i.e. the ‘co-financing principle’) in addition to the European funds. 
In this way, the European Commission tries to avoid that the acquisition of funds is 
merely seen as an end in itself. This is why the European pots of money should 
rather be considered as an alternative, complementary source of money for local 
governments, rather than as an inexhaustible source. 
 
Hence, it is not only important for local authorities to bring in European financing, but 
also to count on the support and guidance of other organizations in the project 
management. Table 9 gives an overview of the main organizations to which local 
authorities can turn to when they need guidance in the realization of EU funded 
projects. The scores were scaled from 1 (seldom/never) to 4 (very frequently). Per 
organization, the table shows the percentages of the four categories, as well as the 
mean scores (X), standard deviations (S) and total response (N). 
 
 
Table 9: The extent to which local governments rely on the following organizations when they 
participate in an EU funded project. 

Organizations Very 
frequently 

Frequently Some-
times 

Seldom/ 
Never 

X S N 

Flemish government 4% 20% 44% 32% 1.96 .828 100 
Directorate General 12% 17% 31% 40% 2.01 1.03 100 
Other Flemish local authorities 4% 17.8% 33.7% 44.5% 1.81 .868 101 
Other European local authorities 3% 1% 22.7% 73.3% 1.34 .652 101 
Consultant companies 1% 2% 26.7% 70.3% 1.34 .571 101 

 
 
The results show that when participating in EU funded projects, most Flemish local 
authorities do not often rely on the above listed organizations. Most organizations are 
only used sometimes by the Flemish local governments on average. However, since 
a large part of the Flemish local authorities never participates in European funding 
programs (supra), this finding does not come as a surprise. The table also shows that 
when local authorities do participate in EU funded projects, they most often rely on 
the Directorates General of the Commission for guidance and support. The Flemish 
government and other Flemish local authorities come next in the average ranking. 
Consultant companies and other European local authorities are very seldom used. 
Finally, our respondents were also given the opportunity to list ‘other’ organizations 
on which their local authority has relied for project management. 12 respondents 
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have made use of this opportunity and 7 of them mentioned the provinces as being 
the most important organization for guidance in project management. 
 
Table 10 now gives an overview of the actual amount of money that the Flemish local 
authorities have gained by participating in EU funding programs. This is shown for 
both the previous and the current program period. 
 
 
Table 10: The acquisition of European funding by Flemish local governments. 

Amount 2000-2006 2007-2013 

Less than 5.000 euro 41.2% 28.6% 

5.000 to 9.999 euro 8.2% 4.8% 

10.000 to 49.999 euro 14.1% 19% 

50.000 to 99.999 euro 10.6% 13.1% 

100.000 to 199.999 euro 5.9% 11.9% 

200.000 to 499.999 euro 11.8% 10.7% 

More than 500.000 euro 8.2% 11.9% 

 
N = 85 N = 84 

 
 
The table shows that the actual amount of money that Flemish local authorities gain 
through the European structural funds and programs should definitely not be 
overestimated. Indeed, almost half of the respondents (49.4%) indicate that their 
local government has acquired less than 10.000€ in the previous program period. On 
the other hand, one-fifth of the Flemish municipal secretaries also indicate that their 
municipality has received more than 200.000€. Furthermore in the current program 
period the European funding of Flemish local government seems to have (slightly) 
augmented. Less respondents (33.4%) state that their local authority has gained less 
than 10.000€ through European funding. One-third of the Flemish municipalities 
under study has even received 100.000€ or more from European funds. Again, it is 
above all the largest cities (in terms of population numbers) which are represented in 
the category of municipalities obtaining more than 200.000€. 
 
With respect to these European funding opportunities, our respondents were finally 
asked about the extent to which their local government was stimulated by certain key 
figures of the municipal organization in acquiring money from the structural funds and 
programs. The responses were scaled from 1 (seldom/never) to 4 (very frequently) 
again. Table 11 presents the results for five possible key figures in terms of response 
distribution, mean scores (X), standard deviations (S) and total response (N). The 
table shows that this role is most frequently played by the Board of Mayor and 
Aldermen (either in the capacity of a collective institution or as single actors) and the 
administration of the municipal organization – even though no figure fulfills this role 
(very) frequently on average. The municipal council and the president of the Public 
Centre for Social Welfare are considered as clearly less important brokers in the 
finance seeking process of Flemish local governments. 
 
 
  



15 
 

Table 11: The extent to which local authorities are stimulated by certain key figures of the 
municipal organization in acquiring money from the EU. 

Key figures Very 
frequently 

Frequently Some-
times 

Seldom/
Never 

X S N 

The Board of Mayor and 
Aldermen 

16.2% 25.7% 34.3% 23.8% 2.34 1.017 105 

Individual Alderman/Mayor 15.5% 23.3% 32% 29.2% 2.25 1.045 103 
Municipal Council 2.9% 3.9% 21.4% 71.8% 1.38 .702 103 
President of the Public 
Centre for Social Welfare 

3% 2% 25.7% 69.3% 1.39 .678 101 

Municipal administration 14.7% 25.5% 30.4% 29.4% 2.25 1.041 102 

 
 
4. Local governments in the EU multi-level system: networking and interest 
intermediation  
 
The final part of our analysis tackles two domains of local level Europeanization that 
are less frequently scrutinized in scientific research: the networking opportunity and 
interest mediation of local governments in a European context. First, we address the 
active interest mediation of Flemish local governments in the European policy arena 
via official organizations. Table 12 shows the extent to which Flemish local 
governments turn to a list of 8 organizations. The scores ranged from 1 
(seldom/never) to 4 (very frequently). The table presents the frequency distribution 
for each organization, as well as the average scores (X), standard deviations (S) and 
total response (N). 
 
 
Table 12: The extent to which local governments turn to certain organizations in order to 
defend their interests in the European policy arena.  

Organizations Very 
frequently 

Frequently Some-
times 

Seldom/
Never 

X S N 

Committee of the Regions 0% 1% 10.7% 88.3% 1.13 .362 103 
Council of European 
Municipalities and Regions 

0% 0% 10.7% 89.3% 1.11 .310 103 

Flemish Association of Cities 
and Municipalities 

1.9% 18.1% 41.9% 38.1% 1.84 .786 105 

Transnational networks 1% 5.8% 9.6% 83.6% 1.24 .599 104 
Partnership arrangements 
with other local governments 
in Europe 

1.9% 7.8% 16.5% 73.8% 1.38 .716 103 

Flemish parliament 0% 3.9% 8.7% 87.4% 1.17 .466 103 
Federal parliament 0% 1.9% 7.8% 90.3% 1.12 .378 103 
European parliament 0% 0% 5% 95% 1.05 .219 100 

 
 
The table above shows that when local authorities in Flanders want to defend their 
interests in the European policy arena, the rarely rely on these organizations on 
average. Only the Flemish Association of Cities and Municipalities is used with some 
regularity by the Flemish local governments. The other organizations listed in the 
table are used just seldom, or even never at all. Respondents could also list ‘other’ 
organizations on which their local authority often relies in defending their interests. 
However, no other important organizations were mentioned by our respondents. 
Obviously, these low figures are partly related to local governments’ low enthusiasm 
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for active lobbying the European institutions as such. Hence, it seems that Flemish 
local governments are not yet fully aware of the possibilities that Europe can provide 
in this respect.  
 
Finally concerning the active networking opportunity, our respondents were further 
asked whether their local government has one (or even more) so called jumelages or 
twinning arrangements, and whether they participate in transnational network 
arrangements or cross-border partnership arrangements (INTERREG IV A). In Table 
13 below we present the results of this question. 
 
 
Table 13: The extent to which Flemish local authorities make use of the networking opportunity 

Networking opportunities Yes No N 

Twinning arrangements/Jumelages 26.4% 73.6% 106 
Transnational network arrangements 17.3% 82.7% 104 
Cross-border partnership arrangements 36.5% 63.5% 104 

 
 
More than 70% of the respondents (73.6%) indicate that their local authority has no 
twinning arrangements/jumelages. A twinning must be seen as the coming together 
of two communities seeking to take action with a European perspective and with the 
aim of facing their problems and developing closer mutual ties of friendship23. 
However, this rather negative evaluation of our respondents contrasts with earlier 
research conducted in 2011 by the Flemish Association of Cities and Municipalities 
concerning the jumelages of all 308 Flemish local authorities. This research showed 
that only 24.1% of the 191 respondents stated that their local government had no 
jumelage24. It is likely, therefore, that the negative evaluation of the question 
particularly relates to the more active form of twinning arrangements – rather than the 
more passive/cultural form of jumelages. 
 
According to our respondents, the participation of their local authority in transnational 
network arrangements is also rather low. More in particular no more than 17.3% 
answered affirmatively on this question. By contrast, 36.5% of the respondents 
indicate that their local authority does participate in some kind of cross-border 
partnership arrangement. Also with regard to this more active form of local level 
Europeanization, there thus seems to be much room for improvement in Flanders. In 
the final question, the respondents who answered these three questions affirmatively 
were also asked about the main goal of their local authority when participating in 
these transnational network arrangements and/or cross-border partnership 
arrangements. The results show that for both transnational network arrangements 
and cross-border partnership arrangements the main incentive of Flemish local 
authorities to participate was the acquisition of European funding.  
 
 

                                                           
23 http://www.twinning.org/en/page/a-quick-overview.html. Consulted 20 February 2013. 
24 The results of this research can be found on the following website: 
http://www.vvsg.be/Internationaal/Europa/Documents/20110511%20Verwerking%20van%20de%20V
VSG%20enquête.pdf. Consulted 26 January 2012. 
 



17 
 

5. Conclusions 
 
In this paper we have underlined the rising importance of Europe for Flemish local 
authorities. First of all they have become increasingly dependent on Europe for the 
implementation of European directives and regulations, which provide constraints for 
action. At the same time, however, a new opportunity-structure has arisen and 
chances have grown for local authorities to become a more active partner in the 
Europeanization process.  

To verify whether Flemish local governments have indeed proceeded to the more 
voluntary aspects of Europeanization, or whether they are still mainly preoccupied 
with the obligatory counterparts, we have conducted a descriptive quantitative online-
survey amongst the municipal secretaries of the 308 Flemish municipalities. The total 
response obtained was 35.4%. The secretaries were questioned about the following 
three areas: European legislation, European funding and programs, and networking 
opportunities and interest mediation.  

At first sight, our findings seem to confirm what had been generally assumed hitherto. 
That is, that Flemish local authorities still experience difficulties in dealing with 
Europe in an effective and proactive manner. Even though the greater part of our 
respondents acknowledges the European legislative impact on the daily activities of 
their local authority, we found that Europe is still mainly seen in terms of money. The 
results moreover show that Flemish local authorities often lack the necessary 
resources in dealing with Europe in a more active way. This also holds true when 
they try to acquire money from the EU structural funds and programs.  

Our study also shows that size is an important determinant of local level 
Europeanization. More in particular, we have found that it is mainly the largest cities 
(in terms of population numbers) who (can) make use of the arisen opportunities. Van 
Bever, Reynaert en Steyvers argue in this respect: “(…) Size is not a mere territorial 
matter as it bears indirectly on governmental capacity. In particular, active local 
Europeanization is often too resource-demanding for some local authorities. They 
simply do not have the possibilities to have a staff large enough to be aware of all 
upcoming EU legislation or to be aware of all the funding possibilities offered by the 
EU”25. We can therefore conclude by saying that the success of bottom-up and 
horizontal Europeanization is not only determined by the attitude of the local 
administrators and policy-makers. It is also dependent on more objective criteria such 
as the size of the local government and the municipal budget as a consequence of 
this size. Still our findings also show that smaller municipalities can succeed in 
making their organization “Europe proof”. 

We are however aware of the fact that this study only presents a first, rather 
descriptive image of the relation between Europe and the Flemish local government 
tier. Therefore, the study by no means claims to fully answer the question of the 
extent to which Flemish local governments have proceeded towards more active 
ways of Europeanization. Rather, it should be seen as a ‘preview’ of a topic which 
should be studied further in depth. For this end, we at least hope to have paved the 
way and further strengthened the academic as well as the policy-oriented interest in 
the topic.  
                                                           
25 VAN BEVER, E., REYNAERT, H., STEYVERS, K., o.c., pp.28-29. 
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