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NORTH RHINE-WESTPHALIA AND THE 
COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS
Talking shop or channel of influence? The case 
of a single region inside the Committee of the 
Regions

By CHRISTINA FANENBRUCK

INTRODUCTION

Ever since the creation of the European Union (EU), EU-wide legislation has touched upon 
many different policy spheres. This process has accelerated over the years and engendered a great 
amount of EU legislation that interferes with the everyday life of its citizens. Because of the de-
velopment of EU law affecting regional concerns, it is interesting to investigate in how far these 
concerns are considered on the European level. This is what this paper aims to do with the ex-
ample of the German federal state North Rhine-Westphalia (NRW) inside the Committee of the 
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Regions (CoR). The CoR is a consultative body that was established in the Treaty of Maastricht 
and aims to promote regional interests in the process of EU legislation-making.

As for the CoR, Carroll (2011) identifies that “little has been written of the CoR” and what 
has been written has merely “downplayed its significance” (p.341). Domorenok (2009) supports 
this view and states that “academia has drawn little attention to its activities” (p.144). Hence, it 
is highly important to do additional research into the CoR’s areas of influence in order to see 
whether it is rightly left aside. The following analysis will show that this is not the case: the CoR 
is an important actor in the European framework of Multi-level Governance (MLG)1.  This paper 
thus combines an evaluation of the effectiveness of the CoR and the possibility to use the CoR 
as a channel for regional representation by NRW. Whereas the former aspect has been assessed 
on length, the latter one has not yet been considered for any region. As this is something entirely 
new, it will add to the academic discourse.

The purpose of this paper is to study regional influences through the CoR on the EU’s legisla-
tion-making process. It is relevant to assess the impact of the region NRW in order to demon-
strate why the view that the CoR solely exercises a symbolic function (e.g. Christiansen, 1996) 
must be revised and that regional politicians do have a say on the European level. The key term 
region can be defined as “subnational levels of government or territory” (Loughlin, 1996, p.146). 
For the intention of this paper, the region of NRW as a powerful federal state of Germany is 
considered. This is an obvious choice because it is amongst the largest European regions and can 
therefore also be expected to exercise a large amount of leverage. 

The overall research question of this paper is: is the region of NRW able to influence the EU 
legislation-making process through the CoR? However, there also is an underlying research ques-
tion because of path dependency. It must first be established that the CoR is influential before it 
can be investigated whether NRW can use the CoR to exercise influence. Hence, the underlying 
research question is: is the CoR as such able to impact the EU legislation-making process? The 
hypothesis that was developed from existing literature and conducted interviews is that the CoR 
has significantly increased in importance in recent years. It exercises an advisory role and is more 
than a symbolical institution. Additionally, it is advocated that NRW can effectively use it as one 
of several available channels to achieve its goals in the European context. 

Chapter I focuses on the influence of the CoR as such and answers the underlying research 
question. Chapter II then turns to the case of NRW. It employs a case study through interviews 
with relevant personnel. At the end of this chapter, the main research question is answered. The 
Conclusion summarizes the main arguments and offers suggestions for further research.

THE COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS

According to the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), the CoR constitutes 

1    While there is no widely accepted definition of MLG available, this one gives a general idea of what is 
meant: “a system of continuous negotiation among nested governments at several territorial tiers – supra-
national, national, regional and local” (Marks, 1993 in Hooghe & Marks, 2003). For a full discussion of the 
concept, please refer to Hooghe & Marks (2003).
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an advisory body to the legislative organs that is consulted in cases where “the treaties so provide” 
(Art. 306), “the EP, the Council or the Commission deem it necessary”, in matters that concern 
cross-border cooperation, or where the CoR itself “deems it appropriate” (Art. 307). This first 
chapter of the paper shortly elaborates the CoR’s institutional past (Historical Evolution), dis-
tinguishes the differing opinions voiced in the literature (State of the Art of the Discussion), and 
interprets empirical evidence as found in studies (Impact on Legislation-making).

Historical Evolution

The tale of the CoR begins with the creation of a different consultative body, namely the Europe-
an Economic and Social Committee (EESC) in the Rome Treaties of 1957 (Nugent, 2010). At that 
time, it was deemed necessary to have an effective channel for sectional interests to express their 
views. The necessity of a channel for not only sectional but also regional representation soon 
became an issue in the context of Europeanization which had meant the loss of power especially 
for strong regions (Loughlin, 1996, p.151). Loughlin (1996) marks the start of regional repre-
sentation with the creation of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF): “Although 
the Treaty of Rome does allow for the development of a regional policy, this began only in 1975 
with the establishment of the ERDF” (p.153). Through the ERDF, regional and local groups could 
attract funds. The available funding together with the wish to directly influence European policy 
processes caused many regions to start setting up offices in Brussels (Nugent, 2010). Around this 
time, the NRW lobby office was created as well.

In 1989, the German federal states started a series of conferences called ‘Europe of the Re-
gions’. This was then taken over by the Assembly of European Regions (AER), a “private interest 
group of regional and local authorities” (Loughlin, 1996, p.151). Its aim was to create a federal 
Europe that would “bring about a reduction in disparities among member states and regions of 
the Community” (p.153). During the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) in 1990-1, Germany 
and Belgium pressed for “a stronger body” than the consultative Council of regional and local 
authorities that was created by the Commission in 1988 (Nugent, 2010, p.229). The need for an 
influential body modelled after the EESC became obvious because sub-national levels were large-
ly without influence. One exception constituted the strong German federal states in which some 
power could be retained (Loughlin, 1996, p.154).

The CoR was officially created by the Treaty of Maastricht in 1992 and started functioning in 
1994. Even though it was not the “‘European Senate’ that many hoped for”, it still showed “the 
importance of regionalism in the current period of European history” (Loughlin 1996, p.154). 
It can be safely assumed that it mainly exercised a symbolic function at that time as there is no 
controversial discussion about this in the literature. The IGC of 1996 was an important event for a 
reform of the new body. The CoR gained a significant power as it was allowed to “bring infringe-
ments of the principle of subsidiarity to the ECJ” (p.156).2  Loughlin concludes that “regional 

2    Subsidiarity “ensures that decisions are taken as closely as possible to the citizen and that constant 
checks are made to verify that action at Union level is justified in light of the possibilities available at na-
tional, regional or local level“ (EU Glossary, 2014)
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interests become paramount” (p.162) and that “regions are key actors” (ibid.) in the new system.

State of the Art of the Discussion 

This part focuses on the state of the art of the discussion that is happening in academia at the mo-
ment and has been going on ever since the creation of the body. First, the dimensions of the CoR’s 
influence as according to Christiansen (1996) are shortly explained. Then, the main criticism as 
voiced by different scholars is elaborated. Lastly, the arguments of scholars speaking in favour 
of an influential CoR are presented. The next part then aims to determine which of the parties 
is correct and argues that the latter one is more accurate in its assessment than the former. The 
dimensions of the CoR according to Christiansen (1996) – and as elaborated on in Carroll (2011) 
- can be categorized into a representative, an advisory, and a symbolic function. 

The representative function includes the passive element of membership and general composi-
tion of the CoR as well as the active element of its inclusion within the policy-making and imple-
mentation process. Carroll (2011) points out that the former criticism that also unelected politi-
cians could sit in the CoR is not valid. “Members and alternates, while their terms are renewable, 
can serve only so long as their representative / accountability mandate does not end” (p.343).

The advisory function consists of the passive form of opinion writing and the active form that 
these opinions are incorporated or at least seriously considered by the Commission. This func-
tion is exercised through the various commissions of the CoR. For each new topic, a rapporteur is 
chosen who is responsible for writing the official opinion. The extent of mandatory consultation 
has been significantly extended from Amsterdam to Nice to Lisbon (Carroll, 2011, pp.344-6). 
However, there is always the possibility for the CoR to issue an opinion on a non-mandatory topic 
(TFEU Art. 307).

The third dimension, the symbolic function of the CoR, is shown in its mere existence (passive) 
but also through its role as the “guardian of the principle of subsidiarity” (p.346) (active). Through 
the symbolic meaning, it can be argued that the democratic deficit has been eased through the 
institutionalizing of a subnational dimension within the EU’s system of MLG. 

There are several well-renowned scholars that have estimated the CoR to be a non-influential 
body. Among them are the ‘founders’ of the MLG model Hooghe and Marks, EU institutional 
politics’ expert Christiansen as well as EU integration specialist Nugent. There are several reasons 
for their assessment. Allen (2010) determines that the CoR’s influence “has been mainly symbol-
ic” because it is just too hard “to demonstrate that it has exerted any significant influence” (p.241). 
Christiansen (1996) agrees and reasons that the sole symbolic function is due to “entrenched in-
ternal divisions and functional overreach” (p.93). In his essay, he clearly emphasizes the symbolic 
role; although he acknowledges that “even the nationally skewed activity of the CoR is more than 
just a collection of member state representatives and interests, in the same way that the EU must 
be understood as more than merely a Community of states” (p.106). Hooghe & Marks (1996), 
who wrote their essay at the same time as Christiansen, have a similar view. They think that it is 
“too early to make predictions about the CoR’s role as a channel of regional representation, but 
there are grounds for believing that the committee’s influence will be limited” (p.76). They also 
conclude that “the new body remains largely symbolic” (p.75).
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Jeffrey (2006), although writing ten years after the two previous scholars, still shares their judg-
ment. He identifies that “the combination of weak, consultative powers, the lack of a clear role, 
and highly diverse membership establishes an unenviable set of barriers” (p.327). Another reason 
for this assessment is the relationship with the other institutions. The relationship to the Com-
mission is very good - “the Commission takes the CoR seriously”, but the Council of Ministers 
already responds to the CoR with “benign indifference” and the relationship to the European 
Parliament (EP) is marked with an “underlying rivalry” (p.325). Jeffrey concludes that there is 
a “growing tendency of regional interests to pursue their concerns through other, more effective 
channels of access to European decision-making” and that the CoR “has at best yet to prove it-
self ” (p.312). Last but not least, Nugent (2010) also reasons that the CoR only exercises a weak 
advisory role and that it represents only one possible channel for a region to influence politics. 

On the other hand, there are also a few scholars that have a different opinion. According to 
Loughlin (1996), there is a “gradual trend toward decentralization and regionalization” (p.162) 
which might be realized in a European state. What is remarkable here is that the Loughlin’s state-
ment is already from 1996, thus, stemming from the same period of time as for instance Chris-
tiansen. Carroll (2011) is more specific than Loughlin and says that the CoR “has assumed and 
performs meaningful advisory and representational functions” (p.341). Thus, he gives credit be-
yond the mere symbolical function. He argues “that serving as an advisory body, the CoR is not 
necessarily relegated to political and policy irrelevancy, but rather that the advisory function is 
significant in itself and fulfils the constitutional principle of subsidiarity” (p.341). He also criti-
cizes other literature that “tends to downplay its [CoR’s] significance” and is treated in those texts 
“as a mere advisory body” (p.341). Carroll identifies the CoR as a “core player” in the “multi-level 
model of EU governance” (p.352). More specifically, he argues that the “advisory function is not 
only performed ‘passively’ through its opinion-writing activities” but also actively because it “is 
demonstrated that the Commission rarely rejects CoR opinions (…) while the EP also takes CoR 
opinions seriously” (p.353). For the symbolic function, he states that the “symbolic function goes 
beyond its mere existence” (p.353). As to the question of effectiveness of the CoR, he argues that 
because it is taken seriously by other institutions, it is fulfilling its task of regional representation 
well. Carroll therefore agrees with Loughlin (1996) that “the CoR is establishing itself as an im-
portant body” (p.353). Domorenok (2009) adds to these arguments that in her opinion “the CoR 
has found an essential equilibrium between the interests it represents and the pressures from its 
inter-institutional environment” (p.143). Further, she identifies that this has provided the CoR an 
essential position within the “institutional architecture of the EU governance” (ibid.). Thus, she 
also assesses the role of the CoR rather positively. 

Impact on Legislation-making 

The actual influence of the CoR in the European legislation-making process is of course very 
difficult if not nearly impossible to measure. However, there are certain indicators that can be 
utilized, for instance the number of opinions submitted or the amount of words taken over into 
actual legislation from these proposals. As the review of the discourse in academia has shown, the 
discussion is very controversial. However, there are some arguments in favour of the CoR having 
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an influence in Brussels. As a matter of fact, some of the authors elaborated on above are simply 
incorrect in their assessments because they were not able to incorporate the changes that were 
brought about in a new treaty. This is also one of the reasons why this topic needs to be newly 
addressed: with the ratification of the Treaty of Lisbon, the CoR has gained more significant pow-
ers. It is permitted to bring actions to the European Court of Justice (ECJ) when it feels that the 
subsidiarity principle has been infringed. Jeffrey & Rowe (2012) identify that the CoR has turned 
into the “EU’s subsidiarity watchdog” (p.372). Further, the area of mandatory consultation was 
enlarged to now include energy and climate change (ibid.). The clause mentioned before that the 
CoR is able to issue an opinion in areas of “common concern”, was also an achievement of the 
Lisbon Treaty (ibid.). Thus, there are some recent developments that account for some of their 
misinterpretations. 

Additionally, there was an academic study undertaken by Carroll in 2011 which analysed the 
Commission report from 2003 on actions taken on opinions delivered by the CoR. In this report, 
a time frame of three months was investigated in which in total 33 opinions were issued by the 
CoR. Of these 33 opinions, three were not discussed yet at the point of the study, seven were 
rejected and two were merely acknowledged. This leaves 21 opinions that were seriously con-
sidered, agreed on, or even acted upon. This being two thirds of the total number of opinions, it 
constitutes a significant amount. 

This impression is even more stressed by looking at a similar review that was conducted by the 
Commission five years later, in 2008. Here, 41 opinions were issued also over a period of three 
months which first of all shows that the total number has increased. Of these 41 opinions, a quar-
ter was (partly) taken over into actual legislation. This is even more than five years prior. Thirteen 
opinions were communicated to the Commission and EP, and 16 were acted upon (Carroll, 2011, 
p.347). From these reviews, it can be concluded that the CoR is taken seriously by the other insti-
tutions and constitutes an influential consultative body.

THE INFLUENCE OF NRW

NRW is the optimal choice for a case study on the influence through the CoR because it is amongst 
the largest regions in the EU and hence possesses some natural leverage. In order to find out what 
kind and degree of influence NRW is able to exert through the CoR, several interviews were con-
ducted. Firstly, the composition of the CoR’s members from NRW is shortly explained and the 
interview subjects are introduced (NRW and the CoR). Secondly, the observations made during 
the interviews are presented (Interviews). The last section contains a comprehensive summary 
of the implications of the interview results for the research question (Is NRW through the CoR 
influential or not?). 

NRW and the CoR 

The composition of the CoR is made up of 27 national delegations. The German delegation con-
sists of 21 members, 21 alternates and six members from regional associations which add up to a 
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total of 48 members (CoR Website, 2013). The region of NRW is entitled to one regular member 
and one alternate (ibid.). In addition to these, there are two members from regional associations 
coming from NRW, although these could also be from a different federal state3.

The regular member is Markus Töns from the Social Democrats. He has a mandate in the state 
assembly (Landtag) and assumed office as a member of the CoR in October 2012. The alternate 
member is Stefan Engstfeld from the Green Party. He also has a mandate in the state assembly 
but belongs to the smaller coalition party. He is deputy chairman of his party and assumed office 
at the same time as Töns (after the regional elections). They both are members in the CoR for 
the first time but have a strong political background in European affairs, having been members 
of the council on EU affairs of the state assembly. Rainer Steffens is the head of the Permanent 
Representation of NRW to the EU (later referred to as regional lobby office of NRW, located in 
Brussels). He has also worked for the Permanent Representation of Lower Saxony in Berlin, as 
a national expert at the European Commission in Brussels, in the German Federal Ministry for 
Environment, at the Permanent Representation of Germany to the EU and is now head of the lob-
by office of NRW. Thus, he also has a strong background in European and environmental affairs.

While Töns, Engstfeld, and Steffens were all successfully interviewed, several more candidates 
from NRW were requested. Unfortunately, the two NRWian members of the regional associa-
tions were not available for an interview. Neither was NRW’s minister for European affairs who 
referred to Engstfeld and Töns instead. 

Interviews

The analysis of the interviews is based on the conversations with Töns, Engstfeld, and Steffens that 
were conducted in spring 2013. All interviews share a common structure. Firstly, the interviewees 
were asked about their work and tasks in general. Secondly, their specific task of representing 
NRW in the CoR was addressed. Here, their personal evaluation of the added value of the CoR 
for NRW was enquired. Thirdly, the interviewees were questioned to illustrate other channels that 
are available for NRW and were asked to undertake a ranking of these channels according to their 
effectiveness. A rough overview of the questions can be found in the Annex. In the following, the 
findings of the interviews are illustrated according to the three building blocks mentioned above: 
Working in the CoR, Representing NRW, and Channels for NRW.

Working in the CoR 

Concerning the Commission-CoR relationship, Töns elaborates that the Commission officials 
take part in the working group meetings and actively join the discussion. Additionally, the Com-
mission President sometimes attends plenary sessions. Steffens also identifies a significant in-
crease in informal cooperation with the Commission. Today, the CoR is more involved in the 

3    Please keep in mind that details may have changed since the time of writing in spring 2013.



10

North Rhine-Westphalia and the Committee of the Regions

process preceding the publication of the official Commission draft. However, this supposedly is 
highly informal and not observable from the outside. Engstfeld notes a similar development with 
the EP. They have an increasingly good relationship. EP president has attended the plenary two 
times already since October 2012 and the EP’s rapporteurs always attend and join the discussion 
in working group sessions of the CoR. Töns confirms this development. Both agree that the EP is 
a very important ally for the CoR. 

Another aspect that is linked to working within the CoR, is the quality and quantity of the 
opinions. During his time at the permanent representation of Germany to the EU (2006-2011), 
Steffens read only one opinion of the CoR. Because the CoR did not enjoy any factual power, its 
position was not sincerely considered. As the lack of factual power remains, there is one import-
ant aspect that has altered: the quality of the opinions has significantly increased, mainly because 
of an enlargement of staff. Töns accredits this to Gerhard Stahl, the Secretary General of the CoR. 
He has triggered an increase in resources and working efficiency which has improved the work 
of the Secretariat. This has then in turn allowed for an increased amount of opinions issued. 
Additionally, the increase in the quality of the proposals has allowed the CoR to be taken more 
seriously, also by the Council, according to Steffens. 

Furthermore, the CoR serves an important platform function. At the creation of the CoR, the 
most important goal was to create a cross-regional cooperation network. Steffens still names the 
platform function amongst the greatest opportunities to establish a network of regions for best 
practice sharing. A fruitful example of its success is for instance the clean air group that started as 
an initiative inside the CoR. The platform function still remains an important networking oppor-
tunity today, according to Engstfeld. Furthermore, all interviewees note an increased importance 
of the CoR since its creation. Töns specifies that it gained a good reputation especially over the 
last five years and has thus also become a lot more relevant to NRW. As evidence he invokes the 
closer cooperation with the EP and the Commission. Engstfeld confirms this view and adds that 
there is still the desire to do more by NRW. They want to take even more CoR matters into the 
state assembly and its ministries. He concludes that the “CoR is on a good way”. 

Another facet of the workings of the CoR is the relationship to the regional association mem-
bers. The regional association members from NRW are no close allies of the two politicians during 
negotiations. They represent cities from the whole of Germany and are therefore more bound to 
their mandate than to NRW. Engstfeld specifies that the German delegation seldom votes in uni-
son. Unexpectedly, all interviewees were very positive about a possible increase in formal powers 
in the next convention. Steffens reckons that the CoR may soon be an institution in the legisla-
tion-making process with the power to reject. Engstfeld formulates this a bit differently and calls 
for “something more than a trialogue”. Töns also thinks that there will be an increase of power in 
the next treaty.

Lastly, in the context of the workings, the EESC needs to be considered. Steffens recognizes 
a deadlock position that renders the EESC not nearly as important as the CoR even though in 
legislation they are always mentioned in the same breath. He further states that their historical 
evolution has been entirely different because the CoR has accomplished a learning process and is 
more dynamic overall. As a reason Engstfeld names the lack of authority as there is no political 
representation included in the EESC; its members do not hold a political mandate. On the other 
hand, something that both consultative bodies have in common is the lack of acknowledgement 
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among the broader European public.

Representing NRW 

All interviewees identify the extraordinary position of NRW with respect to the availability of 
administrative support and its engagement and organisation within the CoR. Next to the two 
politicians (Töns and Engstfeld) who work on CoR matters, there is also one employee within the 
state chancellery who solely works on CoR proposals and related aspects. This being already more 
than what other regions enjoy, there is another person within the administrative department of 
the state assembly whose sole work concerns the CoR. Additionally, there usually is a briefing/
meeting of the two employees, the two politicians, and the minister of European affairs taking 
place before each plenary session. At these meetings, the common NRW position is formulated. 
This happens with the help of position papers drafted by the respective ministries that give expert 
advice on the proposals at hand. 

This significant administrative and professional support which stems from the pro-European 
attitude of the NRW government, allows the two members to make a considerable number of 
amendment proposals. Due to the shortness of their office, neither has been a rapporteur yet. 
However, they estimate (independently from each other) that about half of the topics on the 
agenda are addressed with an amendment proposal either submitted by NRW directly (most of 
the cases) or joined by another region. Engstfeld asserts that “NRW acts while others solely react” 
because they lack the resources. As a future project, there is a plan to host a committee session 
in NRW. This could not be realized in 2013 due to budget restraints but will be reconsidered 
for next year. Concerning the different cleavages within the CoR (e.g. rural v. urban regions or 
strong legislative power v. weak legislative power), the interviewees have recognized merely two: 
nationality and party-membership (Töns and Engstfeld). These were actively perceived by the 
interviewees in plenary session.

As previously mentioned, NRW enjoys some natural leverage via its pure size. “NRW is the 
biggest region in the EU, both in economic output and number of inhabitants” (Töns). When 
attending CoR events, Töns represents 18 Million citizens where many other member states do 
not even have that many inhabitants. Steffens also observes that NRW’s opinion is taken very 
seriously which slightly surprised him when taking over the position as head of the lobby office. 
He further identifies that due to NRW’s authority it is easier for him than for instance for Saxony 
to be taken seriously in Brussels. What also helps is that the continuous efforts of the lobby office 
have created an “environment of trust” that supports NRW’s position (Steffens). However, this 
statement may be biased due to his function as the head of the lobby office. 

Channels for NRW 

There are several channels that are available for NRW to achieve its position. Steffens isolates the 
Federal Assembly (Bundesrat) and the Federal Government as the most effective channels. How-
ever, NRW cannot always be successful for a number of reasons. That is where the other channels 
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can be utilized. The permanent representation is used for informal exchange of information, for 
instance, with debriefings after Council meetings. Furthermore, there are the Members of Euro-
pean Parliament (MEPs) of which NRW has 19. This is more than some member states have in 
total. Additionally, there are several civil servants working as national experts within the Com-
mission or EP. Steffens explains that there is a closed network that regularly meets in the lobby 
office. The CoR is important only to certain degree in the legislation-making process according 
to Steffens. Its main purpose is the networking platform through which legislation can be influ-
enced. 

Engstfeld has a similar view on things. He identifies the state assembly and the NRW govern-
ment as the prime channel to achieve goals. Next, he rates the NRWian MEPs in Brussels. As a 
third channel he also sees the regional civil servants (national experts) and as the fourth but still 
effective channel the CoR. He acknowledges that its importance should not be overestimated but 
when the mandate is taken seriously, the work in the CoR can indeed be very valuable. He does 
not regard the German Permanent Representation as important for NRW. 

His colleague Töns estimates things differently. Number one for him is the Federal Assembly, 
immediately followed by the CoR. Networking ranks third in his opinion. The CoR is second be-
cause it is indeed inferior to an initiative brought in to the process through the Federal Assembly. 
However, the CoR is not far behind as it has proven to be an effective channel to achieve goals in 
European matters. 

The three interviewees are experts in their respective fields. However, it has to be kept in mind 
that they may have overemphasized certain points. For instance, Steffens has attributed the great-
est impact to networking. This is not surprising because the sole purpose of the lobby office and 
therefore of his occupation is to nurture a platform for networking. For Töns and Engstfeld, it can 
be observed that they have an astonishingly positive view of the CoR which may be due to their 
involvement in its work.

Is NRW through the CoR influential or not? 

Engstfeld has emphasized that the CoR can be most influential when it acts together with other 
players, such as the EP or civil society through citizen’s initiatives. One example of this is the Wa-
ter Concession Directive which he named as a successful case. In those circumstances where the 
CoR is isolated in its position from other players, it is likely to be unsuccessful.

Töns also confirmed that there are several passages of CoR statements that can be located in 
actual legislation. Thus, the CoR has proven as an effective channel, especially considering NRW’s 
many activities within. NRW has usually been satisfied with the final official position of the CoR; 
also because they have been very diligent with regards to submitting amendment proposals. They 
have a great administrative support system that enables them to be involved to a large degree. 
Additionally, there is a high degree of involvement within the ministries, the state assembly, and 
the NRW government which combined enables the two politicians to precisely know the NRW 
position and to put it forward during plenary and working group sessions.

Steffens has noted that because the German federal states pushed so hard for the creation in 
the late 80s, they also feel obligated to make the CoR become alive. This is another hint that this 
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case is not comparable to other regions. Further, he remarked that there is a multitude of differ-
ing opinions within the CoR and that it is not always possible to have the full extent of the NRW 
position in the final CoR opinion. However, the two politicians clarified that they concentrate 
their efforts in matters that are very important to NRW such as industry, water, environment, or 
climate. In other matters they are not as involved.

An important aspect that needs to be emphasized is that the observations of the interviewees 
are based on internal processes. Formally, there have been no changes in the workings of the CoR 
since 2009 with the Lisbon Treaty. Informally however, they have confirmed that the CoR has 
become more important and a useful platform for NRW. Although they all rank its importance 
differently, they agree that it can be used effectively and does therefore not only act as a network-
ing platform or a mere symbolic institution. Hence, the main research question can confidentially 
be answered. The region of NRW is indeed able to influence the EU legislation-making process 
through the CoR. 

CONCLUSION

The unique value of this paper lies in the combination of a review of the CoR’s formal powers and 
the application to a single region. This has not been investigated before. A possibility for further 
research would be to expand this research design to other strong or supposedly weak regions and 
to see how they use the CoR. 

Chapter I was about the influence of the CoR as such which needed to be investigated at first. 
Otherwise, it would have been questionable how NRW could use the CoR if it was entirely 
non-influential. The underlying research question was answered within that part. The hypothesis 
that the CoR has significantly increased in importance in recent years and is thus more than a 
symbolical institution, was found to be correct. Due to a changed reality since the Treaty of Lis-
bon, the assessment of the dominant strand of literature should be updated. The proof for this was 
delivered through a thorough literature review, a study by Carroll (2011), the confirmation of a 
politician and a referral to a CoR publication. 

Chapter II then turned to the genuine focus of this paper, the case of NRW. A case study was 
conducted through interviews with relevant personnel. The hypothesis to the main research ques-
tion was also found to be correct, namely that NRW can effectively use the CoR as one of several 
available channels to achieve its goals in the European context. This resulted from the interviews 
with two members of the CoR and the head of the lobby office in Brussels. 

As has been mentioned before, the case of NRW is exclusive and cannot be applied to other 
regions in the EU. Therefore, it cannot automatically be assumed that any other region but NRW 
can make use of the CoR as an effective channel. This is because there is “no congruence, nor even 
convergence, in the political role of cities, municipalities, and regions in the European Union” 
(Hooghe & Marks, 1996, p.74). It is likely that other regions with an equally well staffed support 
system can achieve similar results but this cannot be derived from the content of this paper. The 
most likely candidates for this are the “Austrian Lander, German Lander, Belgian regions, and 
Spanish communidades autonomas” (ibid.). That is because they “are well funded, strongly insti-
tutionalized, entrenched within their respective states, and active in the European arena” (ibid.). 
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A limitation that is applicable to Chapter I is the lack of a plurality of studies. It could be criti-
cized that Chapter I follows a vulnerable line of argumentation. However, there were not enough 
resources available to conduct an independent evaluation. Additionally, the emphasis of this pa-
per lies on Chapter II. Chapter I constitutes a means to an end. A suggestion for future research 
is to conduct an empirical study of the extent to which the wordings of the CoR’s opinion are 
retrievable in final legislation. In a second step, it should be investigated who the rapporteur of 
the opinion was and whether there were some parts that were amended during the plenary or 
committee session. This would allow an even more precise analysis of the successes of specific 
regions within the CoR. Generally, the key successes of the CoR are annually published in the 
brochure “Making a difference”. 

As mentioned at the very beginning, EU legislation today reaches into very many different 
spheres of regional concern. This paper has shown that the complex EU decision-making appara-
tus indeed leaves room for regions to voice their opinion. Therefore, it is a pity that so few people 
among the European public know of its existence, leave alone its powers or working styles. This 
paper has attempted to shed some light on the meaning of the CoR for an individual region. With 
a possible increase in formal powers in the next treaty, the CoR will hopefully gain more attention 
to be even more influential as a watchdog for subsidiarity.
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APPENDIX

Please find below an overview of the structure and the questions that were posed during the interviews. 
According to each interviewee’s background and course of the interview, the questions were slightly adapted. 
Recordings of the interviews are available. All interviews were conducted in German.

Structure
•    Work of a representative in the CoR
•    Working within the CoR
•    Role of the CoR for NRW
•    Ranking of Channels 

Questions
Your work for NRW within the CoR
•    You have been a representative inside the CoR since September 2012. What have been your experiences  
      working in the CoR? 
•    Have you personally (co-)written any opinions that can be retrieved in actual legislation? Have you been a 
      rapporteur yet, are you going to be one in future?
•    What was your personal key success within the CoR for NRW? 
•    What was the most important opinion that the CoR ever issued (for NRW)? 

Working within the CoR 
•    Are there any coalitions within the CoR that are always helpful or often have the same opinion as NRW?     
      For instance, other strong federal regions? 
•    How is NRW entrenched within the CoR? What are the most important cleavages (rural v urban / rich v   
      poor / powerful v not powerful)? 
•    Any other remarks about workings within CoR? 

Role of CoR for NRW
•    Is the region of NRW able to influence the EU legislation-making process?
•    How? Through the CoR? Through what channels besides the CoR? Informal channels?
•    Example? When was NRW most successful to influence (through the CoR or through other channels?) 
•    Inside the CoR, what are the policy areas that are most important to NRW that are pursued through the  
      CoR? 
•    Some scholars say that the CoR has an increased role in the EU decision-making process. Would you agree   
      that this enhanced role has also meant that the CoR has become more important to NRW? 
•    How important do you deem the CoR to be within the institutional framework / MLG of the EU? In 
      general and for NRW? 

The CoR and other channels 
•    Rank the importance of these channels for NRW on a scale of 1-10 (10 being most important): federal  
      government, lobby office, permanent representation in Brussels, MEPs, German civil servants 
•    Under which circumstances and to what extent are these different channels used?


