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THE DUTCH PROVINCES IN BRUSSELS
Paradiplomacy from a unitary state

By WANDER ENGBERS

INTRODUCTION

This paper takes a closer look at the Dutch provinces and how their domestic position influences 
their way of profiling themselves in the European policy arena by using the Multi-Level Gover-
nance (MLG) theory. While the provinces once used to be the most important political bodies of 
the Netherlands, their competences have been declining since the late 16th century. In 1579 the 
‘Union of the United Provinces’ was signed, marking the beginning of a power transition from the 
provinces to a central level (De Vries, 2004, p. 302). The institutional slide towards centralisation 
continued under the French occupation, and by the time the constitution of 1848 was introduced 
the Netherlands officially became a decentralised unitary state, with the central government be-
ing politically supreme (Hulst, 2005, p. 100).

In the Multi-Level Governance (MLG) theory, Sub-National Authorities (SNAs) are regarded 
not solely as domestically oriented entities but also as actors in supranational policy processes. 
According to MLG there are two designs in how the various governmental levels are organised, 
either hierarchical (Type I) or cross-cutting (Type II). The participation of SNAs in the suprana-
tional policy arena is commonly based on their constitutional position (design) within the home 
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state. While SNAs of some federal states have formal competences to represent themselves at the 
European Union (EU) level — e.g. a seat in the Council — SNAs in unified states are often for-
mally limited to national competences. This paper will examine how the Dutch provinces, with a 
relatively hierarchical Type I position nationally, make themselves heard in the cross-cutting Type 
II policy arena of Brussels. The following research question will be used: How does the domestic 
position of the Dutch provinces influence their way of profiling themselves in the European poli-
cy arena? It is argued that the domestic position of the Dutch provinces results in a selective influ-
ence-seeking strategy. Due to the hierarchical design of the Dutch domestic governance system, 
the paradiplomatic endeavours of the Dutch provinces are largely limited to task-specific issues 
in which they have nationally assigned competences. The key focus is on attempts of substantial 
influence-seeking in shared issues, not on the singular, lobby efforts for financial (subsidy) gains.

The paper is structured as follows: first, the theoretical framework of MLG and related con-
cepts will be introduced and explained. Second, the methodological framework will be laid out. 
Third, it will be explained in what type of governance structures the Dutch provinces operate, 
both domestically and in Brussels. Fourth, following the MLG typology, the influence-seeking 
strategies of the Dutch provinces will be analysed. Finally, in the conclusion the main findings of 
this research will be summed up.

This article contributes to the existing literature in two respects. Empirically, the article sheds 
light on the internationally rather unknown Dutch provinces and their paradiplomatic endeav-
ours in Brussels. While the more visible Dutch municipalities have received attention in inter-
national literature (for example Rooij, 2002), the provinces have not been much discussed. The-
oretically, on the basis of a MLG framework, the article examines how sub-national authorities 
from a unitary state profile themselves in the European arena in relation to their domestic com-
petences governance design. This is researched by an empirical analysis of the provinces’ primary 
lobby strategies in Brussels. With the ongoing process of decentralisation in the Netherlands, the 
provinces experience an increase in executive responsibilities of EU policies while their deci-
sion-making competences on the European level remain formally confined to a domestic portfo-
lio (Mastenbroek, Zwaan, & Liefferink, 2013). It is therefore of interest to research the apparent 
diverging competences of the provinces and their fit within the European policy arena.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In order to address the research question, the MLG model will be used as a theoretical framework 
for classifying the position of the Dutch provinces in the national and supranational policy arena. 
This will be supplemented by the concepts of paradiplomacy and the ‘Brussels bypass’.

Multi-Level Governance

By combining several theories on domestic and international politics, scholars Marks and 
Hooghe developed a theory specifically designed to analyse the governance of the EU, known 
as Multi-Level Governance (MLG). The first application of MLG was explored in a study on 
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structural policies of the EU. For these policies, SNAs are included in the (supranational) policy 
process as distinct stakeholders, creating a multi-layered process. While the structural policies of 
the EU have remained one of the key research areas for MLG, the concept of multiple (intersect-
ing) institutional layers has evolved into a broad and multi-applicable idea of the simultaneous 
involvement of various institutional levels (Bache & Flinders, 2004).

The principal idea of MLG, a cross-cutting interconnectedness between the various institu-
tional levels, is depicted in figure 1. This theory posits that the EU can neither be categorised as 
a domestic entity nor as an international organisation. This is due to the variety of institutional 
levels, as can be seen in theories such as intergovernmentalism (Moravcsik & Katzenstein, 1998) 
or neofunctionalism (Haas, 1958). This ontological position cannot be accounted for by tradi-
tional political science tools. MLG therefore convergences several political science theories to 
broaden the scope of analysis, in order to be able to explain the EU as a sui generis system (Bache 
& Flinders, 2004, p. 1-2).

Figure 1: MLG diagram (University of Portsmouth, 2013)

As the terminology already suggests, MLG is based on a governance model whereby multiple 
policy levels are active at/on the same time or issue. The different active levels in the same policy 
network create, as Marks formulates, “a system of continuous negotiation among nested govern-
ments at several territorial tiers” (1993, p. 392). The theory’s novelty is assigning a new and specif-
ic role for the SNAs in the wider policy network, linking them directly to the supranational level, 
instead of tunnelling them through a national policy arena. This leads to a situation of “formal 
authority [that] has been dispersed from central states both up to supranational institutions and 
down to regional and local governments” (Marks & Hooghe, 2005, p. 15). 

The theory distinguishes between two types of structures with multiple layers of institutional 
bodies, displayed in figure 2, which form the primary theoretical tool of this article. The first type 
is most likely to be found in conventional nation-states, with a tiered distribution of governmen-
tal levels in the shape of a pyramid whereby the smaller but higher institutional level dominates 
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the ones below. This results in a rigid structure whereby there is a clear distribution of the poli-
cy-making and executive competences (Conzelmann, 2009).

Type 1 Type II
General-purpose jurisdictions Task-specific jurisdictions
Non-intersecting memberships Intersecting memberships
Jurisdictions at a limited number of levels No limits to the number of jurisdictional 

levels
System-wide architecture Flexible design

Figure 2: Types of Multi-Level Governance (Marks & Hooghe, 2005, p.17)

Type II  is an alternative vision of multi-level governance in which the design is not based on 
a pyramid of nested jurisdictions but on a flexible jurisdictional system. This type of governance 
is characterised by task-specific jurisdictions. The jurisdictions are assigned on a functional basis 
instead of in a constitutional or territorial way. Instead of separate local, regional, national, and 
international orders, there is direct cross-cutting collaboration between the levels. Issue-specific 
competence distribution is frequently applied in the European Union. Although the policy cre-
ation might be at the supranational level, the executive responsibilities are assigned to a sub-na-
tional level based on portfolio (Hooghe & Marks, 2001a). The EU combines Type I and Type II 
governance, as it is both intergovernmental - maintaining the strict supranational-national-sub-
national design - and supranational - assigning or derogating particular territorial jurisdictions 
cross-cutting the domestic design (Ibid.). The issue-specific allocation of executive competences 
is of particular relevance for the provinces of this research.

Paradiplomacy and the Brussels bypass

Participation of Sub-National Authorities in the international arena, parallel to the national state, 
is also known as paradiplomacy. Participation by SNAs in an international policy arena can occur 
in various forms, from narrow collaborations with foreign regional neighbours to full scale mem-
bership of international organisations (Tatham & Thau, 2014). André Lecours makes the distinc-
tion between three cumulative layers of paradiplomacy: a narrow economic approach (attracting 
foreign investment or subsidies); a more extensive approach focusing on cooperation (with for-
eign counterparts on a broad array of subjects); and a third layer which involves the pursuit of 
political goals distinct from the central government (2008, p. 2-4).

The work of Tatham applies this concept of paradiplomacy to the multi-layered structure of the 
EU. It focusses on representational offices, located in Brussels, of various SNAs (Tatham & Thau, 
2014). Specifically, the interaction between regional representations (operating in the second or 
third layer) and the central government is subjected to analysis. When regional and national in-
terests are different from each other, one of two situations might arise: either the region bypasses 
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the national state, which is referred to as the ‘Brussels bypass’, or it cooperates with the national 
state (Tatham, 2013, p.64-65). Although Tatham examines a plurality of determinants to explain 
cooperative and bypassing paradiplomacy, the MLG typology is not taken into account explicitly.

When the work of Tatham (2013) is combined with the Multi-Level Governance framework, 
it can be expected that SNAs with a type I domestic governance design tend to cooperate with, 
rather than bypass, the central government. A limited policy portfolio due to a domestic Type I 
design limits the influence seeking strategy of SNAs on the supranational level. The provinces are 
keen to profile themselves on bounded issues that correlate to their nationally assigned policy 
competences, because it is precisely on these issues that they have the expertise. It can therefore 
be expected that their paradiplomatic activities tend not to be in conflict with the diplomatic 
strategy of the central government.

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

As this article is based on a term paper, certain limitations were imposed on the scope and time 
period of the research. Taking account of the limitations, it was chosen to conduct a literature 
research based case-study, supplemented by an interview with a key stakeholder (the coordinator 
at the House of Dutch provinces) to elaborate on the precise role distribution in this paradiplo-
matic post. The academic works on MLG are used to construct a theoretical framework to con-
ceptualise the domestic and European policy arena as distinct MLG types. The work on paradi-
plomacy and ‘Brussels bypass’ is used to conceptualise the international endeavours of the Dutch 
provinces in Brussels. The provinces themselves are analysed on the basis of (Dutch) policy and 
academic literature describing their domestic position and strategy in Brussels. This is supported 
by information documents of the provinces themselves and an interview with House of the Dutch 
Provinces (HDP) coordinator Rob van Eijkeren.

The Dutch SNAs are chosen as an interesting case-study due to the current domestic process 
of decentralisation, which increases their responsibilities, in combination with their organised 
paradiplomatic endeavours in Brussels. As the domestic structure gives them limited to no com-
petence in international relations, they offer an interesting case of a split between strong executive 
competences and low decision-making power in relation to the Union’s policies.

THE POSITION OF THE DUTCH PROVINCES IN THE NETHERLANDS

The Netherlands1 is structured around three governmental levels with non-intersecting mem-
berships of one central government, 12 provinces and 393 municipalities. The jurisdictions of 
the different layers are symmetrically distributed in a nested manner, related to the territory and 
policy portfolio. For example, the policy competence on housing is assigned to the municipality; 

1    Although the Kingdom of The Netherlands consists of multiple countries (European and Caribbean) the 
focus of this paper is confined to the continental Netherlands as member state of the union and its 12 provinces.
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regional policies on infrastructure are assigned to the province; and the central government is oc-
cupied with the execution of the criminal law system and international affairs (ProDemos, 2012). 

The central government holds the final responsibility over all these competences and designs 
the judicial framework in which the lower levels can operate. The lower institutional levels have 
— not necessarily nested — jurisdiction in their own territories, but these competences are al-
ways bounded by national legislation (Ibid.). With the central government holding legal domi-
nance and political primacy, and the municipalities having a direct relation with their citizens, 
the provinces have the lowest citizen visibility and are perceived to be of little importance in the 
Dutch institutional system (Kiers, 2014). Due to the level-based determination of jurisdictions 
and competences, in combination with the non-intersecting membership structure in which the 
provinces function, the domestic institutional design can be largely characterized as Type I of the 
MLG conceptualisations (Marks & Hooghe, 2005). The provinces therefore have certain policy 
issues in their portfolio due to their institutional level of governance (following the domestic de-
sign), and not per se due to the nature of a (new) policy issue (Hooghe & Marks, 2001b).

Correlated with the domestic dominance, the central government has the constitutional mo-
nopoly on foreign affairs and defence. It therefore represents the Netherlands in the international 
arena, signs treaties, and participates in international organisations such as the European Union 
(ProDemos, 2012, p.56). This means that all European issues are a priori for the national minis-
try of foreign affairs and the prime minister (Harmsen, 1999). Unlike for example the German 
Länder, the local governments are therefore not officially involved in European affairs (Tatham, 
2013).

Provinces

The twelve provinces have competences in seven primary policy areas, in which they develop 
policies in dialogue with the national government and municipalities. These policy areas range 
from governmental control over the municipalities, to town and country planning, to water con-
trol (ProDemos, 2012). The provinces receive their democratic mandate by direct elections every 
four years, which leads to a representation at the central level, Eerste Kamer, as well. During the 
last decades however, the turnout for these elections has been on the decline, leading to a general 
qualification of second order elections (Thomassen, 2000, p. 24-25). 

The Dutch provinces differ from one another in their geographical and demographic nature: 
from coastal to landlocked; and from highly urbanised to rural. This creates a heterogeneity be-
tween policy focal points and expertise among the provinces, reflected as well in the nature of 
networks with international counterparts and vertical forms of cooperation such as city-province 
networks. Cooperation of the provinces on EU legislation therefore has to be divided in policies 
concerning several or all of the provinces — for example air quality — and geographically-related 
issues such as harbour control (Interview, Van Eijkeren, 16-05-2014). These are issues whereby 
the EU operates a functional distribution of policy ownership, not per se related to the institu-
tional level but to the characteristic of the issue itself, which is a system analogous with Type II of 
the MLG theory (Hooghe & Marks, 2001b).

With the current trend of decentralisation in the Netherlands, the provinces receive greater 
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competences and responsibilities in the policy fields of infrastructure, nature and environment, 
and in regional economic policy (Mastenbroek, Zwaan, & Liefferink, 2013). In these policy fields, 
EU legislation plays a large role, both in the legal framework and in policy developments. This 
creates a certain superficial split between executive competences for the provinces but limited 
co-decision-making competences, as it is the central government who is participating in the EU 
policy-making process (Ibid.). The misalignment between provincial and European policy arenas 
might further lead to lack of legitimacy and ownership of the provinces who execute the Union’s 
policies (Ibid.). Due to the domestic consensus on role division, jurisdiction and expertise, the 
provinces are frequently consulted by the domestic government for EU policies falling under the 
executive power of provinces. Although the representations of provinces and central government 
agree on ±90% of these topics, they apply an ‘agree to disagree’ attitude in this relation (Interview, 
Eijkeren, 16-05-2014).

REPRESENTATION OF THE DUTCH PROVINCES IN BRUSSELS

In order to increase their direct influence on European policies, the Dutch provinces have devel-
oped three different forms of cooperation. These are representation in Brussels (paradiplomacy); 
a national consultation cooperation body (liaising); and cooperation with regional bodies from 
other member states. This list is restricted to the endeavours of the Dutch provinces in their at-
tempts to assert direct influence at the supranational level. The following chapter examines how 
the provinces pursue a direct supranational strategy and how they cooperate with their domestic 
government in this endeavour.

Interprovinciaal Overleg (IPO)

The twelve provinces are organised in a platform in order to formulate and promote joint interests 
at both the national and the European level in the Interprovinciaal Overleg (IPO). This platform 
plays on the one hand an informing and policy-shaping role at the domestic level and functions 
on the other hand as a knowledge exchange forum for its members (website IPO, 2014). The 
members of the Governing and Executive Board of the IPO are representatives from the Provin-
cial Councils, and the IPO itself has a staff of 60 for its own functioning (Interprovinciaal Overleg, 
2004).

In the European arena the IPO fulfils three functions: to provide information on EU policy to 
its members (the provinces); to maintain contacts with the EU institutions; and to participate in 
several (non-EU) European collaborations with other SNAs (Ibid., p.10). It fulfils these European 
functions from the House of the Dutch Provinces, the shared paradiplomatic post in Brussels of 
the Dutch provinces and the IPO. Here, the coordinator of the IPO maintains all the ‘High Level’ 
contacts, for example with the (Dutch) Permanent Representation (Interview, Van Eijkeren, 16-
05-2014).
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House of the Dutch Provinces

In 1989 the first Dutch province opened an office in Brussels, but the provinces unified their rep-
resentation in 2000. To increase their position and unify their efforts, they founded the House of 
the Dutch Provinces (HDP) together with the IPO. The HDP is organised in four offices, related 
to their geographical region: Samenwerkingsverband Noord-Nederland, Oost-Nederland, Regio 
Randstad and Zuid-Nederland. The board of the HDP consists of 12 governors, one per province, 
and is headed by a Royal Commissioner of one of the provinces (Website HDP, 2014a). 

The HDP’s main role is “representing the joint interests of the provinces by looking ahead, 
liaising, and informing” (Ibid., 2014a). With domestic legal equality, the heterogeneity between 
the provinces originates in their demographic and geographical characteristics. For example, the 
Eastern provinces of Gelderland and Overijssel have a long history of working together with bor-
dering German Länder on agricultural issues, while the Regio Randstad has more metropolitan 
interests comparable to Paris, London, etc. (Abdallah, 2008). Within the regions, interests can 
be further broken down per province and per city, both of which are represented by the regional 
office employees on specific subjects or strategies, and which are completely separated from the 
HDP (Delaere, 2014). 

It is important to note that apart from the IPO employees at the HDP, the other employees are 
seconded by their respective province, spending approximately one third of their time on general 
projects (Abdallah, 2008). The other two-third of their time is dedicated to ‘provincial’ repre-
sentation consisting of reporting back in the Netherlands (every Monday) and receiving official 
visits (Interview, Van Eijkeren, 16-05-2014). While common interests can arise ad hoc, the HDP 
identifies four structural priority dossiers on which the HDP will focus for the upcoming year. 
These subjects are chosen on the provincial agendas and in reaction to the working program of 
the European Commission (House of the Dutch Provinces, 2014b).

Figure 3: Common issue consolidation Dutch Provinces (Huis van de Nederlandse Provincies, 2014b,  p.5)

Figure 3 shows the EU agenda-setting process of the Dutch provinces, which includes three 
parties (the provinces themselves; the central government; and the IPO representing the Brus-
sels outpost) on different managerial levels. The figure shows a stringent relation between the 
provinces and the national government. While the input from the national (The Hague) and the 
supranational (Brussels) level is derived from a network analysis, the provinces are characterised 
by their input of expertise (Interview, Van Eijkeren, 16-05-2014). This pattern, which emphasizes 
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the expertise of the provinces, is repeated in the following stages of strategy execution in the Eu-
ropean policy arena. 

Miscellaneous representation

While the House of the Dutch Provinces represents all the national provinces together, the prov-
inces are active in intra-national and international alliances as well. The intra-national alliances 
are collaborations of the provinces with municipalities or cities such as BrabantStad or Parkstad 
Limburg. With their focus on financial resources, they differ from the HDP in strategy. As the 
HDP focusses on seeking policy influence, the intra-national alliances focus primarily on subsi-
dy-seeking and therefore pose no competition. The provinces also work together with SNAs from 
other member states, both within the EU framework in the Committee of the Regions (CoR) and 
in international councils such as the Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR). 
With a shared strategy, the provinces use these organs to find support and partners to enhance 
their influence (Interview, Van Eijkeren, 16-05-2014). 

ROADS TO BRUSSELS, GETTING THE VOICE HEARD

On January 31st, 2014, the House of the Dutch Provinces presented the working plan for 2014 
which identified four key subjects on which the Dutch provinces would work together (Energy 
and Climate; Physical and Societal Living Environment; Regional Economy and Innovation; and 
Air Quality). These subjects were chosen on the relevance for the provinces in their domestic 
setting. As EU policy consists of many dimensions (facetten in Dutch), there are only a limited 
amount of issues applicable to the provinces. In response to this, the provinces limit their endeau-
vours to issues falling under their domestic competence, a strategy which they call ‘facetbeleid’ 
(Interview, Van Eijkeren, 16-05-2014).

As mentioned earlier, the European policy arena is to a large extent characterised by Type 
II properties. With the task-specific jurisdictions, intersecting memberships and functional 
(issue-related) design of policy, the provinces are irregularly affected by what is decided in the 
supranational policy arena (Conzelmann, 2009). Well aware of their national and international 
competences, they limit their Brussels endeavours to the policies in which they have domestic 
competence. With task-specific jurisdictions, a system of intersecting memberships has devel-
oped on these issues, creating convergence between national and regional bodies in the European 
policy arena (Interview, Van Eijkeren, 16-05-2014). The following chapter describes the endeav-
ours through various channels, in particular through or in cooperation with the national govern-
ment, and focal points by which the Dutch provinces seek influence.

EU institutions

The Dutch provinces are not represented in the formal decision councils like the German Länder 
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or Belgian regions. This leaves the Committee of the Regions (CoR) as the only official, constitu-
tional representation of the Dutch provinces in EU association. Other means of influence are ei-
ther through the national government — a two-stepped influence — or in collaboration with the 
Commission. This section will first explain the relation of the HDP with the Committee of the Re-
gions (CoR) and the Commission before discussing the route through the national government.

The CoR is the advisory body of SNA representatives from all member states of the EU. The 
domestic competences of these SNAs vary greatly. Because of the internal heterogeneity and ad-
visory role of the body in the EU carousel, it is generally classified as a rather weak EU body. (Mc-
Carthy, 1997). Regardless of the academic debate on the value of the CoR, this body does serve as 
an important channel of influence for the provinces. The HDP plays a central and coordinating 
role in this body, with the chair of the IPO serving as the Head of the Dutch Delegation in the 
CoR (Mastenbroek et al., 2013).

The influence-seeking strategy of the CoR is either by reacting to proposed legislation or by 
presenting a position paper for legislation in the making. Since the Commission is most receptive 
for changes during the creation of policies, the latter channel is preferred for influence-seeking. 
Both forms of papers are prepared by so called portfolio holders, by which the holder has a steer-
ing role in the general CoR position (Kiers, 2014). The Dutch SNAs therefore strive for, and have 
obtained, a substantial number of portfolios based on their expertise on certain aspects (Inter-
view, Van Eijkeren, 16-05-2014).

A more ad hoc opportunity of influence-seeking is applied when the Commission appeals to 
the Dutch provinces for their particular expertise. With limited knowledge or human research 
on particular (technical) issues, the Commission can seek advice on these matters, also known as 
‘comitology’. In these cases representatives of the provinces are incorporated in the Commission’s 
working groups, creating the opportunity for direct influence on policy in the making (Masten-
broek et al., 2013). The HDP plays a coordinating role in the relations between the Commission 
and the provinces (Interview, Van Eijkeren, 16-05-2014). The HDP tries to promote the presence 
of the Dutch provinces on the basis of their expertise. Aware of their more powerful peers from 
federal states, the Dutch provinces have been able to ‘prove’ themselves valuable on the base of 
their “expertise, quality and effectiveness” (Ibid.).

Using the national government

Since Dutch SNAs are officially represented through the national government, this is the provinc-
es’ primary formal channel for interacting with Brussels. To cope with the earlier mentioned ‘split’ 
between executive and decision-making powers, the provinces are working together intensively 
with the government. This comes to expression both in their relation with the national ministries 
and in their relation with the Dutch Permanent Representation in Brussels (Kiers, 2014). 

The process of forming a communal opinion with the central government is highly institution-
alised. There are three committees in the Netherlands in which the ministries of foreign and in-
ternal affairs, the Interprovinciaal Overleg and the comparable organisation of the municipalities 
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come together.2 These bodies either react to proposals by the Commission, or work together to 
form a common position for future council meetings (Mastenbroek et al., 2013). The Permanent 
Representation obtains its framework both from the central government, already influenced by 
the provinces, and through a direct link with the HDP Coordinator. This contact also serves 
both as an extra channel of influence, and as another ‘antenna’ for policy developments on which 
the HDP can react (Interview, Van Eijkeren, 16-05-2014). The relationship between the Dutch 
provinces and central government on EU policies is perceived as equal, cooperative and effective. 
Particularly due to the direct link between the Dutch Permanent Representation and the HDP, 
the provinces can use this influential channel for EU policies regarding the nationally assigned 
competences (Ibid.).

Cooperation with international peers

There are two organisations of European local and regional authorities of which the first, the 
CoR, has already been discussed extensively. While the CoR forms an official body of the EU, the 
second organisation — the Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR) — has no 
formal role in the EU decision-making process. Instead, it serves as an important channel for the 
determination of a common position among European SNAs, not limited to the EU policy arena 
(Mastenbroek et al., 2013).

By formulating common positions — by presenting position papers — this Council forms an 
interest group to increase the presence of SNAs in the supranational policy arena. The Dutch 
members — provincial and municipal — assign great importance to the CEMR. Even though 
they lack a constitutional position within the EU framework, the Commission and EP see the 
CEMR as an important representational body (Mastenbroek et al., 2013). In their endeavours to 
influence EU policy, the IPO and HDP have two main motivations to be active in the CEMR. The 
first is to increase their reputation as an expertise-powerhouse, actively seeking relevant portfoli-
os and thereby positioning them in a leading role in these fields comparable to the strategy in the 
CoR. These position papers — presented during the policy creation phase — are influential and 
enhance the reputation of the Dutch provinces as adequate experts for the Commission. With a 
reputation of expertise, this increases the opportunity to participate in and influence the policy 
creation phase through comitology (Ibid.).

The CEMR furthermore serves as a pool for potential partners on specific policy fields. Because 
it is structured like a forum, the members of CEMR can easily exchange information among each 
other, which makes it easy to form alliances on certain topics. These alliances can then be used in 
either national, European or informal lobby attempts, making the CEMR a valuable network to 
increase influence in the EU policy arena (Interview, Van Eijkeren, 16-05-2014).

2    The committees are: Beoordeling Nieuwe Commissievoorstellen (BNC), Europees Overleg Binnenlands  
Bestuur (EOBB), and Interbestuurlijke Dossierteams (IBD).
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CONCLUSION

Inspired by articles on regional authorities which are bypassing their national state, this paper 
examined how the Dutch provinces can be classified according to the MLG typology and whether 
the particular governance system in which they operate domestically influences their profiling 
strategy in Brussels. As once powerful institutions, the provinces could use the EU structure as 
an opportunity to enhance their domestic position and re-establish themselves as international 
actors. To see how they have used this opportunity, this paper focussed on the question: How 
does the domestic position of the Dutch provinces influence their way of profiling themselves in 
the European policy arena?

In order to answer the research question, a number of issues had to be explored: the MLG de-
bate on the position of SNAs, the Dutch institutional system, and the endeavours of the Dutch 
provinces to profile themselves in the EU policy arena. This resulted in a twofold conclusion, on 
the one side describing the strategy of the Dutch SNAs; and secondly, providing an explorative 
theoretical explanation of the MLG typology as variable for paradiplomatic strategies.

During the theoretical research it became clear that the domestic position of SNAs affects their 
international presence: the more competences SNAs have in their home country, the more likely 
they are to pursue paradiplomacy - as illustrated by the case of the German Länder. This means 
that the national position of the Dutch provinces has to be taken into account when looking at 
their international endeavours. Their domestic system has been identified as a predominantly 
hierarchical, MLG Type I structure with level-based jurisdictions and a clear and nested system 
of memberships of the institutional bodies. 

The EU arena in which the policies are created displays characteristics of a cross-cutting, MLG 
Type II structure, whereby a functional allocation based on the nature of the policy is sometimes 
different to the domestic institutional order, although this is different per member state. In the 
case of the Netherlands, this leads to an apparent discrepancy between the domestic Type I and 
European Type II structure in which the provinces operate. While there is a clear division of 
executive and decision-making competences on the domestic level, some policy fields in the Eu-
ropean arena affect the Dutch regional bodies directly. Since these SNAs have little to no official 
decision-making powers on the European level, they had to develop different strategies to influ-
ence policies at this level.

The exploration of how the provinces are influencing EU policies showed that their strategy 
can be broken up in two routes. The first is by the joint paradiplomatic endeavours in Brussels of 
all the Dutch provinces. From the diplomatic outpost of the HDP they can coordinate a common 
position in the CoR, CEMR and with the Permanent Representation, EP and Commission. The 
first two organisations have the opportunity to create EU-wide common positions, increasing the 
possible impact of any lobby attempts. On issues where a limited number of Dutch provinces are 
affected, thus without a common agenda, the individual provinces make use of the network and 
forum of the HDP and CEMR. The latter therefore offers a particular international forum for the 
provinces in which they can move relatively freely and exert influence independently.

The second main strategy of the Dutch provinces is by cooperating with the central govern-
ment. Through this channel the provinces obtain a direct route to the Council(s), the principal 
decision-making body of the EU. The effective cooperation between the central and regional gov-
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ernments can be partly explained by the Type I structure of the Netherlands. The provinces are 
endorsed with a nested number of policies, and it is on precisely these issues that they have the ex-
pertise and carry the responsibility. These aspects are acknowledged by the central government, 
which is sometimes missing the necessary expertise on ‘sub-national policy issues’. Collaborating 
is therefore a win-win situation for both of the two levels.

Coming back to the research question, the analysis of the endeavours of the Dutch provinces 
made primarily clear that they largely confine their paradiplomatic efforts in Brussels to their spe-
cific policy primacy. They do not seem to sidestep the national government, because of the domes-
tically dominant Type I structure that limits their influence-seeking strategy in the cross-cutting 
Type II policy arena of the EU. The provinces profile themselves on bounded issues, correlating to 
their nationally assigned policy competences. They try to assert influence on EU policies through 
liaison bodies with other (international) SNAs where they can apply their expertise. These strat-
egies, however, do not seem to conflict with the diplomatic strategies of the central government. 
It can therefore be concluded that while the Dutch provinces are pursuing paradiplomacy on the 
European level, this does not entail a ‘Brussels bypass’. Metaphorically, the provinces in Brussels 
are on a leash held firmly by the national government.  Although the provinces pull the leash 
sometimes, it is the national government who is ultimately in control. 

With only one case, it should be acknowledged that this argumentation requires further com-
parative research in order to be generalised. However, the Dutch SNAs provide an interesting 
test case for further research on how governmental bodies operating in both a Type I and Type II 
governance structure can combine these two designs.
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