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EUROPEANIZING LOBBYING 
STRATEGIES
Access seeking and agenda setting of domestic 
interest groups in the EU

By ANNELOES HOFF

INTRODUCTION

The literature on European integration indicates a negative trend in national attitudes towards 
further integration. This tendency is most clearly visible in the negative attitude of member state 
governments towards transferring more sovereignty to Brussels (Cooper, 2006; Dashwood, 2004). 

This study examines the impact of Europeanization on the lobbying strat-
egies of domestic interest groups in the European Union. While there is a 
tendency among national parliaments, member state governments, and 
EU citizens to distance themselves to a greater extent from the EU, interest 
groups seem to become ever more engaged with the EU decision-making 
process because of the ever increasing volume of legislative output the EU 
generates. This study focuses on the processes of access seeking and the 
setting of the interest group’s lobbying agenda, which are both affected by 
Europeanization. With regard to access seeking, an increase of lobbying 
activity towards the EU can be expected, directly at the European level as 
well as through lobbying national politicians. With regard to the setting 
of the lobbying agenda, EU institutions, in particular the Commission, are 
expected to engage more actively with these interest groups, and thereby 
affect their lobbying priorities. These developments are explored in a case 
study of Milieudefensie, a Dutch environmental NGO that operates at both 
the national and European level. An analysis of Milieudefensie’s annual 
reports from 2001 to 2011 and interviews with two of Milieudefensie’s 
lobbyists at the national and European level corroborates these expecta-
tions. It indicates a systematic increase in lobbying activity towards the 
EU, as well as an increased influence of EU policy-making on setting the 
lobbying priorities of the EU, caused in particular by the funding of lobby-
ing activities by the European Commission.
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The call of national parliaments for more involvement in European decision-making has resulted 
in the introduction of the early warning mechanism for subsidiarity control in the Lisbon Treaty, 
which strengthened their role in the legislative process in the EU (Raunio, 2011). The tendency 
can also be found in the declining support of EU citizens for further integration, in which na-
tional identity plays a significant role (Eichenberg and Dalton, 2007; Hooghe, 2003; Hooghe and 
Marks, 2005). However, with regards to civil society, this negative tendency is harder to observe. 
Instead of trying to take power back from the European level to the national level, interest groups 
seem to adapt their strategies to the increasing European integration. This trend has been con-
ceptualized in the literature on interest groups as ‘Europeanization’ (Beyers, 2004; Beyers and 
Kerremans, 2007; Klüver, 2010; Rooyen, 2009). A classic definition of Europeanization has been 
put forward by Ladrech (1994): “an incremental process reorienting the direction and shape of 
politics to the degree that EC [European Community] political and economic dynamics become 
part of the organisational logic of national politics and policy-making” (p. 69).

Two processes can be distinguished with regards to the development of interest group activity 
in the European Union in the framework of increasing European integration. The first is the pro-
cess of access seeking, as European integration influences the venue choice and network strate-
gies of interest groups in their approach to European institutions. Do they seek access to the EU 
in a direct way, via a transnational route, or through governmental actors at the national level? 
The study of domestic interest groups that also lobby the EU is most interesting in this respect 
because these groups are embedded in national as well as transnational interest group networks. 
The second process is the setting of interest groups’ lobbying agendas, as European integration 
has an effect on the issues that are on the agenda of interest groups. This process can either be bot-
tom-up, meaning that the constituency of the interest group primarily determines which issues 
will be raised at the European level, or top-down, which means that the European institutions 
themselves bring issues to the agenda of interest groups. A question related to this is whether 
funding has an influence on the process of lobbying agenda setting of interest groups. The central 
question of this study is: How has the activity of domestic interest groups that lobby the EU de-
veloped throughout the past decade of increasing European integration in terms of access seeking 
and the setting of the lobbying agenda?

With regard to access seeking, an increase of lobbying activity towards the EU can be expected. 
With regard to the setting of the lobbying agenda, EU institutions, in particular the Commis-
sion, are expected to engage more actively with these interest groups, and thereby affect their 
lobbying priorities. In this study, these developments are explored in an in-depth case study of 
Milieudefensie, a Dutch environmental NGO that operates at both the national and European 
level. An analysis of Milieudefensie’s annual reports from 2001 to 2011 and interviews with two 
of Milieudefensie’s lobbyists at the national and European level corroborates these expectations. It 
indicates a systematic increase in lobbying activity towards the EU, as well as an increased influ-
ence of EU policy-making on setting the lobbying priorities of the EU, caused in particular by the 
funding of lobbying activities by the European Commission. Before moving on to the empirical 
analysis, the relevant literature on the processes of access seeking and setting the lobbying agenda 
will be presented in a theoretical framework.

Europeanizing Lobbying Strategies
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Access seeking strategies

Domestic interest groups have multiple points of access in the framework of the European Union. 
They strategically choose where to lobby, and which routes to take to address European insti-
tutions (Cirone, 2011). They can choose national and transnational routes to European deci-
sion-makers, which do not necessarily have to be mutually exclusive (Beyers, 2002). National 
routes go via public actors at the national level, such as the national parliament, ministries, and 
advisory organs. Transnational routes can go directly to the EU institutions, or indirectly, via um-
brella organisations or other European platforms (Beyers, 2002; Rooyen, 2009). The Commission 
is the primary target for most interest groups, but the European Parliament is also becoming an 
increasingly significant target of lobbying activities (Beyers and Kerremans, 2007; Cirone, 2011). 
Eising (2004) states that in principle “interest organisations become politically active where po-
litical authority resides” (p. 213), but in addition several other factors determine the venue choice 
of interest groups.

In the study of access seeking strategies of interest groups in the EU, it is important to take both 
the national and the European level into account, as well as the relation between the two. The lit-
erature on this topic indicates two distinct views on the relation between access opportunities at 
the national level and access seeking at the European level. Some scholars argue that substantive 
national access is needed in the first place in order to lobby at the European level (e.g., Beyers, 
2004; Beyers and Kerremans, 2012; Eising, 2008; Rooyen, 2009). Domestically well-embedded 
groups have better opportunities than groups that do not have a strong national network. On the 
other hand, the European system can also be viewed as a new venue, providing interest groups 
that play a peripheral role at the national level with new access opportunities (e.g., Fairbrass and 
Jordan, 2001; Hix and Goetz, 2000; Marks and McAdam, 1996; Richardson 2000). Mazey and 
Richardson (1993) note: “for those groups given a frosty welcome by national policy-makers, EC 
[European Commission] lobbying may prove a more successful means of influencing national 
legislation” (p. 16). However, they add that national contacts also remain important; groups can-
not completely bypass the national political actors. In addition to these two main theories, Beyers 
(2002) adds two other hypotheses in order to create an exhaustive overview of the possible rela-
tionships between the access seeking strategies at the European level and access opportunities at 
the national level (see table 1). He calls the first theory the “positive persistence hypothesis” and 
states that access opportunities at the national level have a positive effect on the development of 
European network strategies. The “negative persistence hypothesis” assumes the opposite effect: 
gaining access at the national level leads to “domestic institutional persistence,” meaning that 
interest groups stay at the national level and do not make an effort to reach the European level. 
This is due to their strong involvement in and dependence on domestic policy networks. Beyers 
defines the theory in which the European system is viewed as a new venue that gives interest 
groups with limited national access new access opportunities as the “compensation hypothesis” 
or “boomerang effect”. A lack of access opportunities at the national level makes interest groups 
seek for access at the European level to compensate. The fourth and last hypothesis is called the 
“reversed positive persistence hypothesis”, and completes the picture by assuming that interest 
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groups that do not gain access at the national level, will also not make efforts to gain access at the 
European level, and thus stay disconnected.

Table 1. Hypotheses for access seeking (based on Beyers, 2002, p. 594)

Extensive European Network 
Strategies

Limited European Network 
Strategies

Domestic 
access Positive persistence Negative persistence

No domestic 
access Compensation Reversed positive persistence

In an empirical case study of access seeking by Belgian domestic political actors, Beyers (2002) 
found that domestic interest groups generally act within their domestic networks, alliances or co-
alitions. In most situations they first seek access to domestic governmental actors, through whom 
they try to influence decision-making at the European level, since representatives of domestic 
governments are involved in the negotiations, decision-making and voting in the Council of Min-
isters. Besides, the contact with MEPs from the same member state is very important, and the ties 
between domestic interest groups and MEPs are often well developed. This process of access seek-
ing implies a cumulative pattern of lobbying strategies, in which national venues are addressed 
first, and in addition to these access to European venues is sought (Beyers and Kerremans, 2012). 
However, Beyers (2002) also observed that not all domestic actors in the network are considered 
equally important, and European networks are also seen as fairly significant. To get access to 
these institutions, domestic interest groups can become a member of a so-called Euro-level asso-
ciation, or try to network with the Commission and Parliament directly. Callanan (2011) gave a 
new dimension to the compensation hypothesis through his theory of “selective by-passing” (p. 
29), which means that where interest groups cannot reach their goals at the domestic level, they 
seek to circumvent the national route and approach EU institutions directly or through European 
associations of interest groups.

A last key concept for the study of access seeking is the term “venue shopping” (Callanan, 
2011; Coen, 2005; Princen and Kerremans, 2008). The term was coined by Baumgartner and 
Jones (1993), who stated that interest groups shift their attention to the most attractive venue, the 
location that offers the best opportunities to achieve their policy objectives. Two forms of venue 
shopping can be distinguished. The first is called horizontal venue shopping, and involves venue 
shopping between different venues at the European level (Beyers and Kerremans, 2012; Cirone, 
2011; Mazey and Richardson, 2006). The other form is called vertical venue shopping and re-
fers to venue shopping between different levels of government (Guiraudon, 2000; Princen and 
Kerremans, 2008). Beyers and Kerremans (2012) refer to the same concept as “multilevel venue 
shopping” (p. 264).

Europeanizing Lobbying Strategies
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Setting the lobbying agenda

Factors that determine the setting of interest groups’ lobbying agenda can be divided into so-
called “supply-side forces” and “demand-side pressures” (Mahoney, 2004, p. 442). Supply-side 
forces are interest specific factors that form the incentive for groups to become active in the policy 
debate, such as disturbances or changes in the economic system or social order (Truman, 1951). 
The behavior of interest groups is also determined by the external force of the government. De-
mand-side pressures are activities by governmental institutions that determine the participation 
of certain interest groups in policy debates (Mahoney, 2004). The theory of interest representation 
in the European Union regards supply- and demand-side forces as complementary: institutions 
respond to the mobilization of interests by guiding the interest group activity toward a certain 
policy area over others (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993).

Supply-side forces in the determination of interest groups’ lobbying agenda setting are the most 
fundamental factors of influence. Interest groups lobby EU institutions for topics of their par-
ticular concern and expertise. They attempt to bring these topics to the EU agenda, and try to 
influence decision-making related to these topics (Mahoney, 2004; Van Schendelen, 2010). The 
literature that specifically looks at supply-side forces in the lobbying agenda setting of interest 
groups in the European Union is very limited.

The literature on demand-side pressures on the other hand, is much more extensive. Interest 
group activity in the EU is considered to be influenced by the proactive stance of the EU institu-
tions that actively draw lobbying activity to EU policy-making (Bouwen, 2002; Mahoney, 2004). 
Many studies that take the effect of European integration on the setting of the lobbying agenda 
into account pay specific attention to the effect of direct subsidy by the European Commission on 
interest groups’ priorities (e.g., Bouwen, 2004; Greer, Da Fonseca and Adolph, 2008; Mahoney, 
2004; Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011). A reason for this focus on the Commission is the fact that 
it has historically been the primary venue for interest group lobbying, as it has the right to draft 
and initiate legislation (Cirone, 2011). Interest groups lobby the Commission in the early stages 
of policy-making and legislation drafting in order to ensure the protection or progression of their 
interests. Moreover, the Commission actively stimulates interest group activity in order to obtain 
the useful technical information these groups can provide, and to increase the democratic legit-
imacy of their policies (Greer, Da Fonseca and Adolph, 2008; Holzhacker, 2009). A democratic 
system requires balanced interest representation in order to produce representative policies, so 
interest groups in the EU are of great importance to European policy-makers (Mahoney, 2004).

METHODS

In order to come to an understanding of interest group strategies at the national as well as the Eu-
ropean level, Saurugger (2005) suggests that a long-term analysis which includes a “micro-level 
method” (p. 297) is most effective because the analysis of an individual interest group makes it 
possible to observe changes and distinguish between domestic and European variables (Beyers 
and Kerremans, 2007; Saurugger, 2005). In line with Saurugger’s suggestion, the empirical part 
of this study is a long-term analysis focused on the micro level, i.e. the domestic interest group 
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Milieudefensie. The analysis consists of a quantitative and a qualitative part. The quantitative 
analysis focuses on Milieudefensie’s annual reports from 2001 to 2011 and has three objectives. It 
aims to illustrate the development of the importance of the European Union for Milieudefensie 
over the past eleven years, to examine the ways in which Milieudefensie addresses the EU, and to 
get an insight into the role of the European Union in the funding of Milieudefensie. The qualita-
tive part explores the processes of access seeking and lobbying agenda setting of Milieudefensie 
through expert interviews.

Vereniging Milieudefensie (“Environmental Defense Association”) is a non-governmental en-
vironmental organisation from the Netherlands. Its main aim, according to its General Policy 
Plan, is the achievement of “a sustainable, clean world where life is good, and the carrying capaci-
ty of the earth is respected and is beneficial to the entire world population” (Milieudefensie, 2010, 
p. 3).1 It tries to reach this objective through identifying environmental problems and putting 
these on the public and political agenda on a national and international level, through campaigns, 
research, and lobby. In addition, it focuses on “structural policy changes by government and cor-
porate life” rather than individual behavior change (Milieudefensie, 2010, p. 3). On an interna-
tional level, Milieudefensie is part of the international network Friends of the Earth International 
(FoEI), member of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), and active at 
the European level in cooperation with the largest grassroots environmental network in Europe, 
Friends of the Earth Europe (FoEE).

The analysis of the annual reports is threefold. First, the general importance of the European 
Union for Milieudefensie was assessed by counting the number of EU-related terms  that were 
mentioned in the report.2 This was checked manually in order to ensure that the terms were 
meant in the context of Euro-level activity. To be able to make a longitudinal comparison, the 
results were corrected for report length. This was done by computing the absolute count into a 
percentage of EU mentions per page.3 Secondly, the ways in which Milieudefensie addresses the 
EU was examined by looking at three indicators: the number of partnerships at the European 
level, the European institutions that were addressed, and the routes taken to Brussels (national or 
transnational). Thirdly, the role of the European Union in Milieudefensie’s funding was evaluated 
by looking at the EU contributions to Milieudefensie as reported in the financial section of the 
annual reports. For the qualitative part of the analysis, semi-structured telephone interviews were 
conducted with lobbyists Geert Ritsema and Anne van Schaik. Both have worked for Milieude-
fensie as well as for Friends of the Earth Europe for over ten years. 

1    All translations (Dutch to English) were made by the author.

2      The counted terms are the following: “EU”, “Europese Unie” (European Union), “Europese Commissie” 
(European Commission), “Europees Parlement” (European Parliament), “Europese Raad” (European Coun-
cil), “Raad van Ministers” (Council of Ministers), “Europees Hof van Justitie” (European Court of Justice), 
“Europa” (Europe), “Brussel” (Brussels), “Europese regels” (European rules), “Europese normen” (European 
norms), and “Europese richtlijnen” (European directives).

3     Computation: absolute count / number of pages report * 100
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RESULTS

General developments

Overall, the quantitative analysis of Milieudefensie’s annual reports shows an increase of attention 
for the European network over the past eleven years (see figure 1). Although the trend line is far 
from linear, it clearly indicates an upward trend. The graph peeks in 2004 and in 2007. A possible 
explanation for the increased attention in 2004 is the fact that the Netherlands held the presiden-
cy of the Council in 2004, and Milieudefensie increased the pressure on the Dutch ministers in 
the Council to adopt strong measures to adjust climate change (Milieudefensie, 2004, p. 9). It goes 
beyond the scope of this study to go into further detail about this. A way to explain the peak in 
2007 is the big lobby of Dutch MEPs in that year for the adoption of stricter regulations for the 
use of agrotoxins, to which a lot of attention was paid in the report.

Figure 1. Number of times the EU was mentioned in the annual report, corrected for report 
length (2001-2011)

The assumption that the importance of the EU for Milieudefensie has increased is also indicat-
ed by the fact that the number of initiatives at the European level has increased over time, and by 
statements in the annual reports. The 2002 report states for instance: “Our international network 
is becoming more and more important. Environmental contamination can simply not be both-
ered by national borders. Moreover, international laws and treaties increasingly influence our 
[Dutch] environmental policies” (Milieudefensie, 2003, p. 17). The 2004 and 2005 reports contain 
a paragraph on the importance of the international network for the activity at the national as well 
as international level, in which is stated that Milieudefensie’s membership of the Friends of Earth 
network has increased its legitimacy on a national level, and that the international cooperation 
leads to a bigger political influence on an international scale, which is particularly relevant in the 
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European Union, since more and more environmental legislation is made in Brussels (Milieude-
fensie, 2005, 2006). Based on these findings, it can be assumed that the importance of the Europe-
an Union for Milieudefensie has increased over the past eleven years. This leads to the next ques-
tion: how has the way Milieudefensie sought access to the EU developed throughout these years?

Access seeking strategies

The second analysis of the annual reports assesses the access seeking strategies of Milieudefensie 
by looking at the partnerships at the European level. The results of the analysis are displayed in 
figure 2.

Figure 2. Number of partnerships at the European level (2001-2011)

These results indicate a steadily increasing number of partnerships at the European level, and 
a primarily transnational approach to Brussels through these partnerships and Euro-level net-
works. The majority of Milieudefensie’s activities at the European level takes place within the 
framework of FoEE. Moreover, the results support the idea that over time, Milieudefensie has 
started to address more venues. In the first years of the analysis, the lobbying activities were pre-
dominantly focused on the Commission. By 2011, the Parliament has developed into a venue of 
comparable significance.

The interview with Geert Ritsema provides in-depth insights into the access seeking strategies 
of Milieudefensie. According to him, the combination of seeking access at the national as well as 
the European level is key in lobbying the European Union, because EU institutions are most re-
ceptive to interest groups that are active at the member state level (Ritsema, interview, 10 Decem-
ber 2012). He mentions several reasons for this. In the first place, proposals need political support 
from the member states in order to be adopted, so the EU institutions are sensitive to the views 
of domestic interest groups. Secondly, the members of the Council and Parliament are generally 
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more interested in the views of citizens from their own member state than in the views of the 
European citizens in general. Especially Members of the European Parliament are very sensitive 
to domestic interest groups that represent their domestic constituency, since they are elected. 
This makes the Parliament a very accessible venue for domestic interest groups. Milieudefensie’s 
campaigns are primarily focused on the Dutch level, by addressing national politicians and com-
panies, but this domestic focus indirectly strengthens their position in Brussels. Ritsema summa-
rized these ideas stating: “You can only influence Brussels’ politics when you start in the member 
states” (interview, 10 December 2012).

The interview with Anne van Schaik provides additional insights into the access seeking strat-
egies of domestic interest groups within the framework of FoEE. According to her, the most im-
portant activity of FoEE is the coordination of the message that domestic environmental NGOs 
from different member states transfer to the European institutions (Van Schaik, interview, 23 No-
vember 2012). Each individual domestic interest group is in contact with its national politicians 
in Brussels, such as national Members of European Parliament and the permanent representation 
of their member state in the Council. The theory behind this is that the effect of the environ-
mental lobby will be stronger if domestic interest groups from different member states organise 
themselves in Euro-level networks and all pass on the same message to their national politicians 
in Brussels, than when FoEE itself would approach the European institutions. For Milieudefen-
sie’s lobbying practices at the European level, this means that it lobbies Dutch MEPs, the Perma-
nent Representation of the Netherlands, and Dutch officials in the Commission. The message 
Milieudefensie transfers is often dictated by Friends of the Earth Europe, and therefore similar 
to the message of domestic interest groups from other member states, which increases the total 
influence of the environmental lobby in Brussels (Van Schaik, interview, 23 November 2012). 

Besides cooperating with other environmental organisations, Milieudefensie and FoEE also try 
to form so-called informal ‘ad hoc coalitions’ with other actors in the European Union that lob-
by for the same goal, although their motives may be different (Ritsema, interview, 10 December 
2012). An example is the lobby for the labeling of genetically engineered foods. Milieudefensie 
lobbies for this cause out of environmental considerations, whereas consumer organisations de-
mand the same to protect consumers. At the European level Milieudefensie works within the 
framework of FoEE, which too has formed formal coalitions with other environmental organisa-
tions in Europe. This environmental lobby works together with actors such as consumer organi-
sations and the food industry in informal ad hoc coalitions, by taking each other’s demands and 
points of focus into account. Each coalition further strengthens the voice of civil society vis-à-vis 
the European Union. Again Ritsema: “The art of lobbying is formulating your demands in a way 
that is narrow enough to achieve your goal, and broad enough to involve others” (interview, 10 
December 2012).

Setting of the lobbying agenda

Ritsema distinguished three unofficial criteria topics have to fulfill to reach the lobbying agenda 
of Milieudefensie, which are based on the interests of Milieudefensie’s members (Ritsema, in-
terview, 10 December 2012). First of all, a topic should have sufficient environmental relevance. 
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Preferably it should fit in the framework of climate change or loss of biodiversity. Secondly, the 
topic should be understandable for the average member of Milieudefensie and allow for a cam-
paign in which people can actively participate. Thirdly, there should be a reasonable probability 
of positive change. This is generally the case for topics that are already on the political agenda, or 
that are of interest to companies or the media. The vision of the organisation and its multi-year 
policy plan further specify these three criteria for a certain period of time, and form the basis for 
the lobbying agenda of Milieudefensie in these years (Breunissen, 2012).

About one third of the campaigns of Milieudefensie takes place in an international setting. 
With regard to the international lobbying agenda of Milieudefensie, there is a fourth criterion. 
The topic should not just be of interest to Dutch citizens, but also be related to the lobbying agen-
da of other groups in the network of Friends of the Earth International. Topics that are in no way 
connected to campaigns of Friends of the Earth groups in other countries do not reach Milieude-
fensie’s international lobbying agenda, because they are unlikely to succeed.

Van Schaik explained Milieudefensie’s lobbying agenda setting in a specifically European con-
text, so within the framework of Friends of the Earth Europe (Van Schaik, interview, 23 Novem-
ber 2012). According to her description, the political agenda of the European Union has a great 
influence on the agenda of FoEE. The legislative issues on the EU agenda that are of interest to 
the members of the interest groups in the FoEE network become points of lobbying. For these 
issues, the aim of the lobbying activities is to include environmental considerations in the EU 
legislation to the greatest extent possible. In addition to that, FoEE’s agenda is determined by the 
public agenda. Environmental issues of general concern, such as climate change and loss of bio-
diversity, are even on the agenda of FoEE when they are not on the table in Brussels. Van Schaik’s 
observations for FoEE are in line with Ritsema’s description of the lobbying agenda setting of 
Milieudefensie in particular.

A third determinant of the lobbying agenda of FoEE Van Schaik distinguished is the interest 
of the Commission. She explained how the funding by the Commission is formally arranged via 
regulations that are officially distinct from the daily activities of the interest groups. However, in 
order for an interest group to receive funding, it has to hand in a proposal to the Commission 
(Van Schaik, interview, 23 November 2012). The Commission publishes a call for proposals, in 
which it defines the criteria of the types of activity it is willing to fund. As a result, interest groups 
have to define their campaigns according to these criteria. Van Schaik stated that FoEE would 
never hand in a proposal for an issue it would not be willing to address, but acknowledged that 
the Commission has a significant influence on the way FoEE addresses certain issues, because the 
organisation depends on the funding the Commission can provide. Realizing the implications 
of this observation, she added: “But everybody does this” (Van Schaik, interview, 23 November 
2012).

However, according to Ritsema, the Commission has hardly any influence on Milieudefensie’s 
lobbying agenda. He stated that the Commission does provide Milieudefensie with funding, but 
the criteria a proposal has to comply with are so broad that Milieudefensie has all necessary free-
dom to focus on whatever issues are of interest to its members (Ritsema, interview, 10 December 
2012). Moreover, many of these criteria are in line with Milieudefensie’s own unofficial criteria 
that were outlined before, such as the political relevance of the issue.
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CONCLUSION

This study explored the processes of access seeking and lobbying agenda setting of interest groups 
in the European Union, and the development of these processes over the past years of increas-
ing European integration. The influence of the European Union on national policy- and deci-
sion-making has increased greatly over the past years (Van Rooyen, 2009). The growing signifi-
cance of European governance is not only visible in the governmental domain, but also for civil 
society. Domestic groups shift their focus more and more to the European level, and organise 
themselves in European networks with domestic groups that lobby for the same cause. Further-
more, they target venues at different levels in the multilevel system of governance the EU has 
created (Beyers, 2002; Beyers and Kerremans, 2012; Eising, 2008; Falkner, 2000; Princen and 
Kerremans, 2008). These developments fit well in the framework of Europeanization, as the Eu-
ropean Union has turned out to be an increasingly relevant venue for domestic interest groups, 
to which they adapt their lobbying strategies more and more (Beyers, 2002, 2004; Cirone, 2011; 
Klüver, 2010; Van Rooyen, 2009).

Access seeking strategies

In the period of 2001 to 2011, the importance of the EU for the Dutch interest group Milieudefen-
sie has increased gradually. The EU was targeted more frequently in campaigns and the number 
of partnerships at the European level grew significantly. In terms of access seeking to EU insti-
tutions, the European Parliament became an increasingly important venue. In Milieudefensie’s 
access seeking to the EU, processes of horizontal as well as vertical venue shopping can be distin-
guished. Horizontally, Milieudefensie strategically targets the EU institution that is most relevant 
and most receptive. In practice this is often the Parliament, but the Commission and Council also 
receive considerable attention (Ritsema, interview, 10 December 2012; Van Schaik, interview, 23 
November 2012). Besides, Milieudefensie engages in vertical or multilevel venue shopping by 
combining access seeking at the national level with addressing the European level. This process 
can be regarded as a cumulative process (Beyers and Kerremans, 2012), because Milieudefensie 
first addresses national politicians that are active at the European level, and after that seeks access 
to EU institutions in a more direct way through the Friends of the Earth Europe network. Fur-
thermore, the analysis of Milieudefensie’s access seeking strategies provides support for Beyers’ 
(2002) positive persistence hypothesis. Because Milieudefensie is well embedded at the domes-
tic level and has a strong national network in the Netherlands, it is also taken seriously at the 
European level. Besides, domestic networking comes before European access is sought (Beyers, 
2002; Beyers and Kerremans, 2007, 2012; Callanan, 2011; Eising, 2008; Van Rooyen, 2009). The 
strength of Friends of the Earth Europe lies in the fact that it is a grassroots environmental net-
work uniting domestic member groups. In the first place, national ministers are also involved at 
the European level, most notably in the Council and the Parliament. For a good representation of 
the member state’s interests in the Council, and to a lesser extent in the Parliament, the concerns 
of domestic constituencies are strongly taken into account (Van Schaik, interview, 23 November 
2012). Moreover, the number of partnerships and coalitions Milieudefensie and Friends of the 
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Earth Europe enter into has increased throughout the years of further European integration, as 
the cooperation of different parties is crucial to strengthen the voice of civil society in the EU.

Setting of the lobbying agenda

The setting of the lobbying agenda of interest groups in the European Union is a circular pro-
cess. First of all, supply- and demand-side forces complement each other. European institutions 
respond to the mobilization of interests by attempting to guide the lobbying activities of inter-
est groups towards certain policy areas, for instance through funding (Baumgartner and Jones, 
1993; Mahoney, 2004). On the other hand, interest groups adjust their lobbying priorities to the 
political agenda of the EU, because in order to fund themselves, they have to respond to calls for 
proposals that are, for instance, issued by the Commission. On the one hand it can be argued that 
the funding of interest groups by the Commission is an example of ‘ultimate democracy’, because 
the Commission funds its ‘opposition’ (Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011). On the other hand, the 
Commission funding can be seen as an instrument that decreases the democratic legitimacy of 
the Union, because in practice the Commission does not fund its opposition, but ‘uses’ interest 
groups to back up their proposals (Greer, Da Fonseca and Adolph, 2008). This dilemma is also 
visible in the activity of Milieudefensie and Friends of the Earth Europe. 

Suggestions for further research

This study was based on the hypothesis that the negative trend in the attitude at the national level 
towards further European integration, which can be distinguished in national parliaments and 
citizen support for the EU, is reversed for interest groups. To further substantiate these findings, 
more research on different types of interest groups and interest groups from other member states 
is needed. It would be interesting to conduct a similar empirical study on partners of Milieude-
fensie in the network of Friends of the Earth Europe, in order to see whether the findings are 
similar or different for other member states. Furthermore, this study has pointed towards an 
interesting development, which is already a topic of scholarly debate: the relationship between 
the Commission and civil society through funding. Does the Commission increase its legitimacy 
by funding these groups and stimulating democracy, or does it use funding as a tool to get civil 
society to support its proposals? Finally, research into the process of access seeking from the point 
of view of EU institutions instead of from the interest group perspective could lead to a better 
understanding of the lobbying process at the European level.
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