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The following section is an empirically informed discussion of subnational perceptions
of these interrelated issues. After a discussion of focus, method, and methodology of data
collection, we analyse Estonian municipalities’ capacity to handle EU affairs, such as in
relation to education, networking, and receiving information. The section discusses
empowerment through EU cohesion policy, municipal involvement in policy
‘making’, implementation, and central—local relations. This section also looks closely
at subsidiarity and MLG as opportunity structures and as perceived by local-government
elites. Finally, it looks at how municipalities evaluate their ability to handle EU affairs.
The final section summarizes results and discusses their implications for the theoretical
debate of MLG. It also voices some practical concerns around MLG in practice.

Relationship to Earlier Studies: Estonia in Context
MLG, Subsidiarity, and Partnership

The changing system of European governance had an impact on subnational levels and
on their position in the European political system. The establishment of the Committee
of the Regions (CoR), the debates about the principles of partnership and subsidiarity
(Barca, 2009; European Commission, 2012), the growing local and regional activity in
the international arena, and increasing potential for SNAs to influence policy-making
reflect this change. This is the view of the ‘original’ result of the MLG assuming
strengthened SNAs through EU intervention. Yet there is no broad consensus on the
nature of these effects. An intergovernmental view of Europe stresses that there are
no substantial effects of European integration on SNAs (Bourne, 2003). This position
reflects national states’ supremacy in decision-making; if subnational governments
have an opportunity to raise their voice in Europe, then their influence is conditioned
by central government. Central governments as gatekeepers rule out the possibility of
subnational governments as independent political actors in the European arena.
However, wide consensus exists that the EU’s influence on the subnational level
and empowerment effects through partnership and subsidiarity are largely differen-
tiated and dependent on many intervening (domestic) variables and processes
(Hooghe, 1996; Jeffery, 2000; Borzel and Risse, 2003) as well as on EU policy
arenas (Kersbergen and Verbeek, 2004). Depending on their constitutional compe-
tences or attributed tasks, SNAs in some countries have more opportunities to deal
with the EU than those in other countries (Fleurke and Willemse, 2007; Keating, 2008).
MLG is connected to the partnership principle since the idea of partnership is about
subnational participation in decision-making. In the broadest sense, partnership is seen
as an application of the principle of subsidiarity in public policy, reflecting the value of
decentralization and the involvement of relevant authorities from lower tiers of govern-
ment (Milio, 2014). With reference to cohesion policy, MLG can be seen as the policy-
making architecture that implements the subsidiarity principle—according to which
authorities should perform only those activities that cannot be carried out effectively
at a more local level—and calls for direct involvement of levels of government
closer to the citizen (Milio, 2014). The application of this principle offers an opportu-
nity for promoting ‘real’ subsidiarity at the domestic level (Chardas, 2012). Thus,
MLG and the introduction of the principles of partnership and subsidiarity offer
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significant opportunities for change in the domestic actors’ actions and for reorienta-
tion of their practices towards more consensual patterns of decision-making.

Subsidiarity was hailed as capable of reconciling radically opposed positions, of
ushering in a new era of integration (Dardanelli, 1999), and of supporting the construc-
tion of a multi-levelled Europe (Pieper, 1993). Originally, the discussions around sub-
sidiarity advocated by the Commission suggested that subsidiarity offers SNAs the
very security and autonomy from the Community that they have been seeking from
their own national governments (Green, 1994). The principle was meant to regulate
the execution of competence, with the Community level only becoming active if and
when EUMS and their subnational levels are not able to fulfil specific tasks. Like
Pieper (1993), for whom subsidiarity had the potential to correct tendencies of super-
statism in Europe leading to an empowerment of SNAs and to decentralization of tasks,
many scholars and practitioners alike had high expectations in the effects of Art. 3b.’

The successive Treaty changes (Subsidiarity Protocol in the Treaty of Amsterdam
1997, the Convention Draft, the Treaty of Lisbon), however, reaffirm and expand the
importance of the principle by incorporating in the Treaty a protocol on its implemen-
tation and by emphasizing the role of SNAs. While previously the subsidiarity
principle was limited to the EUMS, the Treaty of Lisbon explicitly mentions regional-
and local-government levels (article 5(3)). Whereas the enhanced subsidiarity clause is
not supposed to change local—central relations within EUMS, it protects local free-
doms and flexibilities vis-a-vis the EU and allows the CoR to invoke the principle
in court. Following these Treaty provisions, it can be anticipated that numerous
reforms have contributed to the increased role of SNAs. Even if not all of their
demands are implemented, “the role of the regions at the EU level is strengthened”
(Eppler, 2008: 13; Nicola, 2011: 77).%

Subnational Mobilization and Bottom-up Europeanization

Keating (2008: 630) argues that “under present-day conditions, the state can no longer
monopolize all relationships between its constituent territories and the outside, giving
rise to complex patterns of paradiplomacy and inter-regional networking”. Thus, the
debate about whether SNAs bypass the national level or whether the latter is an effi-
cient gatekeeper has been settled: far from being mutually exclusive, bypassing and
cooperation are complementary strategies, which different subnational authorities
employ in different situations (Tatham, 2010). Tatham and colleagues contributed to
the latter debate by focusing on different dimensions of the interaction between
regions and the EU and regional interest representation in Brussels (Callanan and
Tatham, 2014). Moore (2008) and Scherpereel (2007) studied these processes in
relation to CEEC. It is also useful to capture the framework for mobilizing interests
and strategies as Beyers (2002), Callanan (2011), and Callanan and Tatham (2014)
did. Beyers (2002) sets out that the structural position of interest associations within
domestic polities—their level of access—affects their European network strategies
and how they seek access. Beyer’s model emphasizes that intergovernmental relations
in the national context can affect SNAs’ mobilization strategies. In order to understand
fully the possible outcome of access seeking, the strategies and attitudes of the
members of these cooperation platforms need to be explored.
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The CEEC Context

Analyses of Europe’s impacts on new EUMS and on the empowerment of subnational
levels suggest that new EUMS from CEEC have faced a ‘distinct’ approach when com-
pared to members from Western Europe (Goetz, 2005). In CEEC, Europeanization and
subnational empowerment are seen as uniformly shaped through the European Com-
mission’s aquis and ‘conditionality principle’ (Goetz, 2005) based on the need to
adapt to the Western European trend of increasingly transferring political authority
and autonomy from the national to sub-state levels in order to absorb EU funds fully
and effectively and to build up an effective regional policy system (Pitschel and
Bauer, 2009). This ‘distinct’ situation has also been employed in studies on subnational
mobilization in CEEC (Moore, 2008; Tatham, 2010).The main focus of research on the
CEEC was on the impact of EU requirements on regional and subnational levels
(Bache, 2008), granting the Commission a particular role in advancing MLG. Accord-
ing to some scholars, the post-liberalization process of regional policy formulation in
most of the CEEC was strongly driven by the EU (Bachtler and McMaster, 2008; Dab-
rowski, 2014).9 Another body of research indicates critical evaluations of the causal
relationship between EU conditionality and Europeanization as the two most widely
employed concepts in framing the debates about EU Eastern enlargement. This
research stressed the influence of domestic historical institutional traditions as affecting
the actual development of the subnational level in CEEC and introduced variances in
how these states responded to the EU’s influence (Bailey and De Propris, 2002).
Further research comparing suitable constellations in Eastern and Western Europe
and in order to enhance the analytical leverage for answering specific research questions
around the MLG is needed (Pitschel and Bauer, 2009). Our case study ties in with the
ongoing debate about MLG and subnational mobilization theory in their actual ‘making’.

Local Governments and Regional Policy in Estonia

Estonia is a small and very centralized country, which has had a single-tier local-gov-
ernment system since 1993. Rural municipalities (183) and cities (30) have equal legal
status and form the first, local level of Estonian public administration. All local gov-
ernments operate within a county (15), which represents the state’s interests.

Estonia is unusual—great variances between municipalities exist in a relatively
small territory. The city of Tallinn contains about a third of the population, while
the average population of other local entities is less than 2500. Most local governments
remain heavily dependent on central government revenues, which de facto consider-
ably restricts de jure municipal autonomy (Kriz, 2008).

Estonia had a long tradition of strong local government even before an independent
Republic of Estonia was established in 1918 (Wrobel, 2003). However, after Soviet
occupation in 1944, the Soviet administration’s principles of overall centralization
effectively eliminated local self-government. As studies on subnational-level mobiliz-
ation and emergence of MLG in CEEC suggest, this historical legacy partly explains
the deviation from what has been expected through the implementation of EU’s prin-
ciples of partnership and subsidiarity in these countries (Dabrowski, 2014). However,
it is expected that the influence of MLG and EU cohesion policy enhances (again) the
role of subnational levels in many CEEC.
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As the MLG concept suggests, Estonia’s subnational level has also tried to mobilize
itself in order to be a part of national and EU decision-making process. All 15 counties
have a regional association uniting most of the local authorities to provide a voluntary
cooperation platform. On national and international levels, the cooperation of municipalities
is organized through the work of national local government associations: the Association of
Estonian Cities (AEC) and the Association of Estonian Rural Municipalities (AERM)."
Our study reveals that these are the most important arenas of contact between Brussels
and the local governments. The two Estonian representation offices in Brussels represent
the national local-government associations AEC and AERM'' as well as the city of
Tallinn, with different strategies, activities, and inﬂuence—seeking.12 Estonian local auth-
orities are also represented, via national associations, in the CoR with seven seats.”?

As in several other CEECs, regional policy in Estonia is mainly financed through
the EUSF: 92% of regional-development funding for 2007—13 (Raagmaa et al., 2013).
In spite of more than a decade of implementation of EU funds, studies in Estonia indi-
cate an overconcentration of resources in the capital region in North Estonia while the
rest of the country faces declining economic activity and is regarded as a less attractive
place to live (Raagmaa et al., 2013). Doubts exist concerning the local-government
absorption capacity of EUSF in Estonia (Tatar, 2010).

Rationale and Assumptions

The EU’s cohesion policy was selected for this study to test one of the key hypotheses
of the MLG concept, namely the increasing inclusion of SNAs in policy-making. What
are their perceived role, motivation, and capacity to seize new opportunity structures?
MLG scholars perceive EU cohesion policy to offer a good potential for subnational
levels to participate in and influence policy making in the EU. However, empirical evi-
dence from all across Europe suggests that the degree of involvement depends on
several factors, such as administrative and functional structure of the EUMS, the
policy stage of the project in question, and the availability of and access to resources
(financial, personnel, and information) (Bache, 1998; Kull, 2014).

Estonia has adopted a centralized mechanism in implementing regional policy, ful-
filling, at best, the minimal requirements of the partnership principle. Considering this,
the MLG discourse would anticipate a rather weak impact from the push towards MLG
(Bache, 2008).

Second, what could be named a ‘multi-level participation’ effect presumably ema-
nates from historical path dependency, causing Estonian SNAs to have a weak position
in the domestic intergovernmental context. Furthermore, considerable variations in
local governments’ resources hinder an entrepreneurial approach for the majority of
them. Nevertheless, informal ‘lesson-drawing’ from European projects has paved
the way for more cooperation among SNAs at the domestic and international levels
and has also, assumingly, “empowered” local governments to some extent.

Ten years after the last attempt to study partnership linked to the domestic effects
of EU cohesion policy in Estonia (Tatar, 2010) and after having experienced several
EUSF planning processes, it is worthwhile to take stock again, especially by consider-
ing the time element and learning in EU cohesion policy, which should gradually move
the EUMS to greater domestic MLG (Bache, 2008).
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MLG in Estonia? Subnational Perceptions
Focus, Method, and Methodology of Data Collection

When considering how to link the theoretical concepts discussed in the previous
section and our knowledge about MLG as practice, and to introduce these topics to
a group of actors to whom it has not been addressed before, a reflection about an appro-
priate focus, method, and methodology was needed. We also wanted to understand
better the issues of size and rural—urban differences in MLG in relation to the prin-
ciples of partnership and subsidiarity and subnational empowerment.

What we faced is (a) the need for a large and diverse sample and (b) that the chosen
theory has not yet been applied before in the sample we focused on. The former issue
called for a quantitative approach, the latter—and in line with Morse (1991) and Cres-
well (2003)—for a qualitative study. Instead of using a single research approach, we
decided to use a mixed-methods approach (Creswell, 2003; Tashakkori and Teddlie,
2003). Through a sequential procedure (Creswell, 2003; Pierson, 2004) we expanded
our survey research and findings obtained from analyses of questionnaires with
qualitative method (interview data) to allow individuals to explain in detail the
current situation of MLG in the making and in Estonia. Methods of data collection
and motivation are summarized in Table 1."*

Table 1. Methods of data collection

Method of Data Collection Motivation

Questionnaire survey - Combining the discussion about the EU’s impact on Estonia’s
distributed to all local- local administrative level with the self-perception of local actors.
level administrative units - Looking at the enhanced role and recognition given to the
in Estonia carried out in principle of subsidiarity and subnational levels by the Treaty of
2012 Lisbon through the eyes of Estonians.

- Exploring the opinions of actors who face the impact of
European integration in their daily work.

- Shedding light on the municipalities’ relationship with Brussels
and on areas the EU influences them.

- Understanding whether the principles of partnership and
subsidiarity support them in engaging in EU policy-making and
influencing policies with direct impact on them.

- Making visible the local-level actors’ preferred methods and
applied strategies to improve the situation.

- Exploring relations to central government as well as horizontal
cooperation and networking on the national and EU levels.

Supplementary survey - Exploring the viewpoints of associations at the regional and
conducted among national levels.
regional local- - Capturing a ‘collective’ view on the subject.
government associations

In-depth, semi-structured - Receiving a complementary view from officials responsible for
interviews with the heads the foreign and cooperation relations and their common

of AEC and AERM representative of the Brussels liaison office.
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Our rationale for assessing the emergence of MLG in practice is similar to that
of other studies unravelling subsidiarity through the ‘embodied experiences’
(Katcherian, 2012) of individuals addressed by and working with the concept.
We invited civil servants to share their perception of MLG, partnership, and sub-
sidiarity so that we might analyse their standing within the EU’s multi-level polity
as such and regarding concrete EU policies and the national level of government.
How do subsidiarity and partnership principles unfold as “perceptions of culture,
policy and integration” (Katcherian, 2012: 271) in Estonia? We do not perceive
partnership and subsidiarity as mere legal, political, and administrative principles
but rather as practices that can be meaningfully understood if analysed as seen
through the eyes of these individuals concerned with them in their daily
work.'> According to Mérand (2011), it is not institutions that are socialized
and experience policy impacts but individuals operating at different governance
levels.

Critical Preconditions: Education, Information, and EU Networks

One crucial precondition for participation in ‘EU affairs’—including networking,
visits to Brussels, participating in workshops, training facilities—and taking part
in EU MLG is the preparation of local administrations’ staff, such as regarding
the EU’s legal system or decision-making procedures. In Estonia, one weakness
is the lack of money to realize education and further education of local-level
civil servants in this matter (Tatar 2010; Lorvi, 2013). Only 14% of our survey
respondents have their staffs regularly trained in ‘EU affairs’. Thirty-six per
cent of municipalities do not have a separate budget for ‘EU affairs’, some try
to use different project budgets (41%) or cover the costs on an ad hoc basis
from the general budget (21%). Remarkably, 95% of all respondents have no pos-
ition or department in the municipality to deal exclusively with ‘EU affairs’. Only
19% have hired officials dealing exclusively with the EU opportunities or require-
ments (mainly project applications). There is also not much room for assigning
additional resources to EU-related issues, which might increase the use of EU
opportunities. EU membership has not changed the institutional structures of
Estonian municipalities in this respect, a change which could have been anticipated
and was observed in many other countries that joined the EU (Martin and
Pearce, 1999).

Municipalities resort to different tools and strategies to receive information on EU-
related issues. For 76% of all respondents, daily newspapers are the main sources of
information. More than half of the respondents communicate with acquaintances or
receive information from the national or regional local-government associations
(Figure 1). Regular visits to Brussels were much commoner for municipalities with
more than 10 000 inhabitants.
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Our staff gets regular training _ 14 %

Regular visits to Brussels/EL institutions/conf e and i - 10%
targeted 1o local government level etc

We monitor regularly the information published on the websites of _ 7%
national/regional local government associations

‘We monitor regularly the information published on the website of the l o
Committes of the Regions

‘We monitor regularly the information published on the website of the . &
Commission
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Figure 1. How do you keep yourself updated with EU directives or strategies potentially
influencing your municipality in different areas?

Local-government associations use different information channels to follow devel-
opments in EU affairs. The commonest approach is monitoring information published
by the CoR or international local-government associations (Figure 2). Information is
also provided by the associations’ representative in Brussels. Direct contacts with
EU officials, including national representatives working in EU institutions, are rare
and for half of them practically non-existent. Staff training in EU affairs is quite impor-
tant for the local-government cooperation platforms; 66% claim that they do that at
least occasionally. Compared with single local authorities, where only 14% admit
that such trainings are happening, this indicates a lack of systematic capacity building
at subnational level. The latter depends largely on individuals.

Through personal contact with central government/officers of _
the EU institutions

We monitor regularly the information published on the
website of the European Commission

We monitor regularly the information published on the - I
website of the Committee of the Regions/international local _ ot at a

governments associations = Somtimes

= Often

Regular visits to Brussels/EU institutions/conferences and _
serminars targeted to local government level etc Can not say
Through The Association of Estonian Cities and The Association _ =

of Estonian Rural Municipalities Brussel representation

Figure 2. How do you keep yourself updated with EU directives or strategies potentially
influencing municipalities in different areas? (Associations).
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Most local authorities (74%) and local-government associations (67%) are satisfied
with the information sources relating to EU affairs. Reasons for dissatisfaction were
‘poorly organized information’ and ‘lack of time’. Interviewees from national local-
government associations see the Brussels Office as the most important information
channel for local-level actors.

Overall, there is not necessarily a direct link between developments in Brussels and
what single local authorities know about it. According to the Brussels representative,
“All information is weekly updated and uploaded on the AEC’s website. I am not sure
how many actually read this.”

Networking with EU institutions is another critical precondition for participation in
EU MLG. Yet, Estonian subnational mobilization and response to the EU is neither
proactive nor systematic. Informal relations matter. The national local-government
representatives, the associations, and newspapers are the main information sources.

Most Estonian municipalities belong to some national or international associations, and
the intention was to see whether mobilization and cooperation within these arenas has fos-
tered the activeness of the subnational level in taking part in EU affairs (Figure 3).

It has enabled us to find additional budgetary resources for
local development projects (suitable programmes, more
successful applications)

It has enabled us to find suitable partners for carrying out
important projects

It has considerably broadened our knowledge in EU level _ 46%
activities, directions and priorities
It has enabled to take part in the discussions of the policies

om— 1Y

which are of importance to us and helped to direct these
policies

Did not have considerable influence

other [l 2%

Figure 3. What influence has the participation in networking organizations had on your
municipality?

More than 50% of the respondents saw an improved influence and increased financial
contributions resulting from membership in regional or national local-government
associations. Almost half of the respondents were convinced that participation in these
networks had considerably broadened their EU knowledge and enabled them to influence
EU policies. This means cooperation is rather intra-state and horizontal and concerns
‘broader’ and ‘softer’ issues, excluding local-government investments, for instance.

Individual local governments have hardly any direct contact with Brussels as more
than half of all municipalities indicated: cooperation takes place ‘at home’.

This situation is problematic in terms of collective-interest representation. Almost
40% of the respondents stated that they have no contact with or access to other infor-
mation and cooperation channels in Brussels, such as Members of the European Par-
liament, information days, seminars, or transnational networks. Institutional
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arrangements, such as the CoR, do not constitute appropriate alternatives for being
present in Brussels, either. Only 7% established direct links with this organization.

Empowerment through EU Policies: Mobilization and Participation in Regional
Policy

Most of the municipalities taking part in this survey (78%) considered EU regional
policy as very important for achieving their strategic development goals.'® At the
same time, all municipalities, regardless of their size argued that local governments
should be more intensively involved in developing regional policy measures. While
local-level expertise and endogenous knowledge is supposed to be mobilized in
MLG settings, the actual involvement of this expertise is still a problematic issue in
Estonia. Sixty-six per cent of the respondents indicated that they were not involved
in the preparation of regional-development plans. The proportion of the not-included
was largest among municipalities with less than 1000 inhabitants (81%). Municipali-
ties with more than 10 000 inhabitants are the best involved, yet less than half of those
took part in the preparation of regional-development plans (44%).

Thirty-nine per cent of the respondents are convinced that their suggestions were
not taken into account, and 22% of the not-included were sceptical whether their par-
ticipation would have affected anything. Participatory rights in EU regional policy
leave too much leverage for the EUMS to implement requirements in a way that
suits them best. According to one respondent, it is unfortunate that “The central gov-
ernment takes decisions without involving local governments. When it does, it is just
formal involvement.”

For many local-level administrations, the central level is too distanced from local
problems and decision-makers. One interviewee argued that

The central government does its own thing, and we do our things. We have no
cooperation at any level of decision-making. There have been cases where we
hear from Brussels that our central government took decisions also reflecting
us. This is absurd.

The lack of information about EU matters was not seen as a problem; 74% of the respon-
dents are satisfied with their information sources. However, municipalities are not
knowledgeable about the possibilities for getting involved in the designing of EU cohe-
sion policy; 63% are not aware of how they can participate in this process. The national
local-government associations feel that engagement always depends on individuals and
that bigger municipalities and those in the capital region are more active.

Intra-state Conflict

While local-level engagement in EU regional policy is wished for and supported by the
EU, the reality for many SNAs in the EUMS looks different. Much depends on the
actors located above the municipalities (Jeffery, 2000)—appearing often to be too
far away from local problems—gatekeeping EU decisions, controlling and steering
the policy process (Bache, 1998).
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In Estonia, 19% of all municipalities consider cooperation with the central govern-
ment to be one of the main problems for realizing local-development projects (Figure 4).

Ability to be knowledgeable in different funding opportunities [l 10%
Co-financing problems. | 7 %
Ability of our staff to apply for funds according to the requirements _ 18%
Lack of the project leaders with sufficient competence [N 21%
Too much bureaucracy that comes with the process of applying and I o ¢
implementing
Cooperation with other local governments [N 12%

Cooperation with the central government and ministries _ 19%

other [ 11%

Figure 4. The biggest problems for municipalities in applying for and getting EU funds for local-
development projects

Moreover, 25% of all the respondents consider lack of cooperation with central govern-
ment as the main obstacle for engaging in EU activities. The potentially positive influ-
ence of EU regional policy has not changed these conflictual relations (Figure 5).

be aware of “EU stuff”

We have had to hire officials who exclusively deal with EU 1o
questions, are writing project applications and managing EU...
The necessity to be aware of applicable EU laws and directives 4%
is required in every day work and this is exhausting
We have been more involved in the preparation of regional o~
23%

Our strategic planning ability has improved significantly _ 39%
There are more visits abroad and to EU institutions in order to F g
development plans and strategies

Networking has been more intensive, we have had more
foreign partners through different EU projects

Cooperation with other municipalities has been intensified 48%
Cooperation with central government has been intensified
Influence is minimal or missing
Other

Figure 5. How EU regional policy implementation in Estonia influences municipalities

%
11%
%
2%

Only 31% of the respondents have indicated that they have been involved more inten-
sively in the preparations of regional-development plans and strategies due to the EU’s
regional policy. This result does not satisfy the evaluation of the application of the part-
nership and subsidiarity principles as expected by the EU Commission (2012). Smaller
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and very small municipalities, in particular, were less positive and remain rather dis-
tanced from EU decision-making. They have significantly fewer resources to access
necessary information and apply for funds, which come with extensive bureaucratic
burdens, and they face greater co-financing problems. The main partners in negotiation
processes are the central state and national local-government associations (Figure 6).

Committee of the Regions

European Commission

Commissions of the Estonian

Parliament B Cooperation was missing

Relevant ministries
| H Not very much

County Government
| ® On average
Brussels Office of national local
government associations
The Association of Estonian Rural
Municipalities

We were cooperating
very closely

The Association of the Estonian Cities

Regional local government association 52%

|
0% 50 % 100 %

Figure 6. Cooperation with different organizations in the preparation phase of the current
strategies (National Strategic Reference Framework for the use of the EU Structural Funds
2007-2013 and the Operational Programme for the Development of the Living Environment).

Much depends on the ability of the local-government associations to mobilize their
members and speak on their behalf in policy-planning processes. According to the
associations, cooperation with the Ministry of Finance in the EUSF planning
process for the programmatic period 2014—20 has been good. The principles of subsi-
diarity and partnership have been, at least formally, decently followed. National
associations are part of the mandatory steering groups and have access to information
about EU regional policy. Nonetheless, the associations admitted that the quite positive
experience in the regional policy field can be influenced by the strict EU requirements,
such as in relation to subsidiarity and partnership. AEC and AERM have quite diverse
opinions. While the former is rather positive towards cooperation with the state, the
latter mirrors problems seen in our survey and pointed at by smaller local governments.

While the conflicting nature of intra-state relations is evident, one should not
neglect the central government’s efforts to improve the situation and provide the
local level with better opportunities to move closer to EU policy-making by making
funding available for their mobilization. One interviewee, however, felt that in this
context, “We are dependent on the central government. Without this money, we
would have to abandon all our EU activities. Our work would suffer enormously.”

According to the Brussels Office interviewee, cooperation with the state is a neces-
sity and positive. Usually all standpoints are developed according to the state’s initial
ideas adjusted to local needs. However, according to him, the ministries “never ask my
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opinion. I ask them when I want to know the central government’s viewpoint. It would
never happen that they would turn to me first.”

Interviewees from the AERM highlighted that cooperation with the state is missing
in almost all areas of policy.

Linking the findings and diverging perceptions on intra-state relations to the
broader discussion on MLG in the making, an interim conclusion is that the state
has enabled the subnational level to be active in the broader policy-making process.
Yet, the state also retains its gatekeeping role and stays in control by directing the
pace of this movement and subnational involvement.

Asked about inter-municipal cooperation (OECD, 2011), almost half of the
respondents are convinced that this has intensified due to the EU regional policy
requirements (Figure 5). Close to 70% of regional local-government associations
perceive this development as the EU’s most important impact. For 39% of the muni-
cipalities, the strategic-planning ability of local governments has improved signifi-
cantly due to EU regional policy implementation. These findings are in line with
studies indicating that Europeanization triggered learning practices and interaction
in different networks (Borzel and Risse, 2003; Bache, 2008). While our survey indi-
cates a positive trend in this respect, cooperation still needs to be improved, not
least as far as more efficient service provision to the citizens is concerned
(OECD, 2011).

Paradoxically, the actual picture based on the EUSF distribution in Estonia (Struc-
tural Funds Database) shows that there is virtually no cooperation in the EU regional
policy field."” The most obvious reason is lack of resources. Regarding economic
development financed by the EUSF, municipalities are rather reluctant to cooperate.
The interviewee of the AEC argued that “If one can commonly plan and develop
necessary strategic plans then one can also realize these investments in cooperation.
Common planning is the key and should be emphasised in the future.”

Subsidiarity: Constructing a Multi-levelled Europe through Empowering
Subnational Actors?

While the principle of subsidiarity should empower and secure participation of sub-
national levels at the EU level and within their national jurisdictions, this study
reveals that Estonian local authorities do not well perceive its ‘protective roof’.
More than half of all respondents do not know the essence of the principle. Most of
those who do (87%) say that this principle has no practical influence on their everyday
operation.

Local-government associations were also sceptical about its application in practice.
The AEC was rather positive towards the development in the Treaty and thought that it
increasingly empowers local-level actors. The AERM, in turn, was sceptical about the
principle’s influence on local-government practices, arguing that it “remains too far
away from us. It is not working. The situation has even worsened since the 2008 econ-
omic crisis. Negotiations with the state do not work properly, as it just steps over us.”
One interviewee stated that when one is in need of information, “It is easier to forward
the questions directly to the EU institutions, networks or Brussels Office even though
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our central government officials would possess the same information. There is some-
thing seriously wrong in our state.”

Vertical negotiation structures may reduce conflicts in MLG systems. To make
those structures work, a necessary first step is to reform financial processes once
new tasks are decentralized. A catalogue defining the duties and tasks under the muni-
cipalities’ sphere of responsibility should be taken into consideration when discussing
the future of local self-government. To date, no such list with clear definitions and
classifications exists (Tatar, 2010).

The idea of changing the size of municipalities to make them more capable of dealing
with administrative tasks has been on the Estonian agenda for the last 15 years. Some
survey respondents support this idea. However, this topic should be handled with
caution. There is no empirical evidence that bigger municipalities, as a result of
mergers, are more effective and responsive to citizens’ needs (e.g. Drechsler, 2013).
The OECD (2011) stresses the need for more effective inter-municipal cooperation.
Good examples of cooperation fostered by EU funds exist (Mieltsemees et al., 2013).

Involvement in EU Affairs

More than half of the respondents and almost all local governments with fewer than 1000
inhabitants consider their ability to respond to EU issues to be weak and face difficulties
in responding to EU regulations and directives. One of the main reasons is their inability
to mobilize necessary resources. Moreover, utilizing EU support requires capacity,
which is related to local-government empowerment in intra-state and EU-level policy-
making. Thus, on the one hand, engagement and response to EU matters is related to
the lack of local-government capacity. On the other hand, political will to empower
local governments is missing (Figure 7).

We do not have enough information about different possibilities [N 20%

We do not have enough money and time N 5%
We do not have enough competence to be involved |GG :9%

The biggest obstacle is cooperation with Estonian central _ 34
govermment
cannotsay [ 11%

Other ] 2%

Figure 7. What is in your opinion the most important obstacle for your municipality in taking
part in EU-level activities?

Lack of resources (63%) and of competence (34%) are perceived as the main short-
comings irrespective of the size of municipalities. For almost 25% of all respondents
one of the biggest problems in engaging with EU activities is cooperation with the
central government. Furthermore, most local-government administrations showed a
lack of interest in EU-related issues. Thirty per cent of them stated that they are not
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interested in being involved in designing EU policies as their participation would not
matter (Figure 8).

B We are very interested in it and if possible
we try to do it

B We are interested, however we lack
necessary administrative capacity

u Rather not interested aswe are not able
to influence any policies anyway

Other

Figure 8. The municipalities’ interest in being involved in designing EU-level policies
influencing the local level

The interest in participation is much larger if it comes to specific policies. Almost
90% of the municipalities responding to the questionnaire would certainly or rather
like to be involved in participating in regional policy planning processes. All respon-
dents were certain that municipalities should be more involved in the process com-
pared to the current situation. While the EU in general is still rather remote from the
municipalities, both as a source of money and regarding the effect that measures
have on their everyday activities, the EU receives their attention.

To conclude, almost a quarter of the municipalities stated that the influence of EU
cohesion policy and participation effects of networks have been minimal or missing.
Many respondents are convinced that their voice in broader policy-making ‘does not
make any difference’. Nevertheless, functionally, municipalities are increasingly
facing the indirect effects of Community law, as almost all of the administrations con-
tributing to this study stated. While the EU influences local government through its
regulative politics to a certain extent—Estonian SNAs are mainly affected in the
fields of regional and environmental policy—it imposes more obligations on local gov-
ernments rather than providing necessary access to decision-making.

Discussion and Conclusion

This article was meant to test MLG hypotheses by considering implications for a small,
unitary, and centralized state and to provide new empirical insights from a country
outside the mainstream of these debates. Our research strategy and methodology
were inspired by Bache et al. (2012), Fleurke and Willemse (2007), Martin and
Pearce (1999), Tatham (2008, 2010) as well as Katcherian (2012) and Mérand
(2011). We focused on the whole range of Estonian local governments to get a com-
prehensive picture of MLG in practice. Table 2 summarizes our empirical findings
and links their implications with theoretical assumptions.
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Our survey findings do not support a picture of greater subnational mobilization
and more involvement in policy-making. The capacity and willingness to take part
in regional policy-making processes or EU-level activities varies considerably
among different Estonian counties, local governments, and their associations. Even
though municipalities are convinced that horizontal cooperation and planning activi-
ties have increased—almost the only development supporting the MLG thesis—this
should also be viewed with caution, particularly concerning the sustainable increase
in cooperation (Tiits and Pihor, 2010). The MLG literature suggests that subnational
mobilization and implementation of the principles of partnership and subsidiarity
differ in distinct national contexts (Bache and Andreou, 2010). In broad terms, enga-
ging with EU cohesion policy has made simple polities, like Estonia, more compound
(Bache, 2008; Adshead, 2014). However, our research identified an effect on Type II
MLG rather than on Type I (Bache et al., 2012). Cohesion policy has led to more plur-
alistic processes, but without any significant redistribution of policy control. It has not
yet disrupted long-standing power dependencies in domestic governance systems with
central governments remaining the key players (Adshead, 2014).

Our survey supports the view of a slight movement towards Type II MLG but Type
IT MLG is not ‘working properly’ in Estonia. The Estonian state is a firm gatekeeper
when it comes to subnational mobilization and empowerment. It only cautiously
enables SNAs to become active internationally, while preventing them from actually
exerting influence by only formally engaging them in areas where requirements
dictate this, namely in EU cohesion policy.

According to widespread views in MLG literature and subnational mobilization,
this situation would lead to supranational mobilization of subnational authorities in
bypassing the state (Jeffery, 2000; Tatham, 2008; Callanan, 2011; Callanan and
Tatham, 2014). A ‘bypassing-the-state’ strategy was not evident in this study. Possibi-
lities for SNAs to deal directly with Brussels are still hindered by the low local-govern-
ment capacity.

On a more collective level and through the national local-government associations, the
mobilization of local governments is therefore ‘through’ rather than ‘beyond’ the state.

The overall picture emanating from the Estonian local governments suggests that
more emphasis should be on enabling them to engage better in EU policy-making.
Greater capacity may derive from the increasing availability of financial, relational,
and ideational resources through participation in cohesion policy (policy
empowerment).

The anticipated subnational empowerment through partnership and subsidiarity
principles and related policies requires much more time than the 10 years of Estonia’s
EU membership. While Estonia replaced earlier spatial planning and policy schemes
during the 1990s and with the EU being important in advancing institutional
reforms for the development of Estonia’s administrative system, the adoption of Euro-
pean rules has occurred at different speeds and in different forms in the country
(Raagmaa et al., 2014). As anticipated by the MLG theoretical framework, many inter-
vening variables like the prevailing state structure and the Soviet history of strong cen-
tralism as well as a weak participative and cooperative culture affect the situation in
Estonia and determine the rather weak and only formal subnational (policy)
empowerment.
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Our focus on everyday practices of local-government elites indicates practically no
MLG effect at all and only a very slight and most likely unsustainable movement
towards Type II MLG. This was not expected to emerge at such a scale. We saw prac-
tically no adjustment of local-government structures and routines to EU pressures and
no involvement of local actors in the policy-making process or in networking. As our
methodology covers the whole range of local governments, the result is remarkably
illustrative.

There are variations at the national, regional, and subnational levels concerning the
available opportunity structures opening up in MLG. Again, universal suggestions from
the theoretical literature do not hold completely true. Taking a closer look at single
EUMS leads to interesting and even unexpected findings (Martin and Pearce, 1999;
Kull, 2014). Such variances make MLG research interesting: even in one country,
when slightly changing the research emphasis (e.g. scale or policy), we are able to see
different outcomes. This, however, poses challenges to coherent MLG theory building.

Our findings raise practical concerns supporting those of other authors (Adshead,
2014; Dabrowski, 2014; Milio, 2014). The picture emerging from Estonia is alarming.
EU regional policy is supposed to build up regionally networked innovation systems
and promote the knowledge society via localized learning processes (Raagmaa
et al., 2014). Regional policy is one of the most important policy areas for Estonian
local governments, and moving government closer to the citizens is an important vari-
able in the policy’s effectiveness. Seventy-eight per cent of local governments stated
that without the EUSF they would not have been able to carry out the tasks or do invest-
ments financed by these projects. It is evident that Estonia’s single-tier local govern-
ment should be part of the regional policy planning process in order to be able to
effectively absorb the policy and generate favourable impact. In such a situation,
EU cohesion policy requirements, especially partnership and subsidiarity, should
provide significant opportunities for policy empowerment. What we see instead is
almost a complete lack of ‘real’ MLG in practice, even in relation to the ‘move’
towards Type II MLG. In order to move beyond ‘empty jargon’ in MLG, partnership,
and subsidiarity (Bache and Andreou, 2010; Chardas, 2012), more targeted assistance
and pressure should be imposed on the actual realization of partnerships. The MLG fra-
mework should give more prominence to the actors having the most important role in
the policy processes on the ground. Policy empowerment should be enforced from the
top down with the EU and EUMS in need of developing a multi-level framework with
SNAs being assisted in their institutional/capacity-building processes. Only improved
capacity leads to joint ownership of policy actions (Milio, 2014).

For knowledge to travel across administrations and become a natural element in
policy-making, improved spatial coordination across all levels of the MLG system is
needed, across spaces that are inclusive and open for new actors. To ensure adaptability
to specific needs and characteristics of different EU territories, MLG and its central
elements like the partnership principle and subsidiarity should support coordination.
The large-scale ignorance of this partnership-based framework of MLG as illustrated
in our study should be more intensively at the centre of debates around the effectiveness
of EU cohesion policy. Top-down assistive measures to support the capacity building of
subnational levels and putting more emphasis on conditionality criteria for encouraging
MLG can act as facilitators of increased policy empowerment of SNAs.



Downloaded by [Tallinn University of Technology] at 06:54 24 March 2016

Multi-Level Governance in a Small State 253
Acknowledgements

We would like to thank all those people who contributed their time to fill in question-
naires or to give us interviews. Thanks also to Micha&l Tatham and three anonymous
reviewers for useful comments to improve the paper.

Disclosure Statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Funding

This work was supported partially by the Academy of Finland [grant number 1134103] and by the Estonian
Targeted Funding Scheme [grant number 014006]. These contributions are kindly acknowledged.

Notes

'Vink and Graziano (2006) conclude that Europeanization can be understood as the domestic adaptation
to European integration.

“Piattoni (2009: 24—25) discusses empowerment as embodying several different processes. In regional
policy, “regions that receive EU structural funds and that can influence the way in which they are spent
are de facto (if not de jure) empowered vis-a-vis their national government as well as other regional
authorities.” While policy empowerment and institutional empowerment may be understood as devel-
opments towards MLG, they remain two different processes implying different degrees of central gov-
ernment resistance.

3Encompassing all territorial definitions below the national state—regions, local, interlocal, and inter-
regional collectivities (Hooghe, 1995: 175). In this article, this term and ‘subnational level’ are mainly
used to capture local governments.

“States with strong regional policy instruments incorporated the EUSF. States with weak regional policy
instruments have often used the EUSF as the basis for their own programmes. (Keating, 2008).

>Regarding the empowerment of subnational levels, the principle of MLG has been studied largely in
the context of EU cohesion policy (Marks, 1993; Hooghe, 1996; Bache, 2008, 2010; Piattoni, 2010).

SFor different subnational comparative methods, see, for instance Culpepper (2005) and Snyder (2001).
Pierson (2004) and Sewell (1996) discuss temporal dimensions in comparative studies.

Some scholars expected the status of municipalities and regions to enhance. Others remained reserved
after the inclusion of Art. 3b into the Treaty. For a summary of positions, see Baldersheim (2002).
8The empowerment of local levels depends on different mediating factors, especially the constitutional

position of SNAs in their national context.

°In CEECs, cohesion policy has had a strong impact on domestic institutions, due to the weakness of
pre-existing domestic regional policies and the rapidity of the conditionality-driven adjustment in
the pre-accession period (Ferry, 2007). As a result, cohesion policy has to a large extent set the dom-
estic regional-development agenda in CEECs.

'°The AEC represents mainly the interests of larger municipalities with access to more resources. The
AERM represents smaller rural municipalities. Some 174 out of 213 municipalities are members of
either the AEC or AERM.

""The Brussels representative is assigned by both organizations and represents all Estonian municipali-
ties. Interviewees have voiced the impression that this task is quite challenging due to the variation of
municipal sizes.

'>The Tallinn EU Office pursues strategies for receiving specific funds and more visibility for the city,
while AEC and AERM representatives are rather information hubs. For a discussion of these offices’
strategies, see Tatar (2011) and Kettunen and Kull (2009).
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3 AEC and AERM participate in several international forums and networks for local and regional levels
like the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of Europe, the Council of European Municipalities
and Regions, etc.

1“In 2012, there were 226 local-government units in Estonia. The questionnaire was sent to all of them.
We received feedback from 91 administrative units from all counties (15 towns and 76 rural munici-
palities). Seventy-four per cent of the respondents were mayors of the municipalities, and 77% rep-
resented municipalities with populations less than 5,000 inhabitants.

'S According to Guiraudon and Favell (2011: 19) the “increasing complexity of the European Union of a
field over and beyond formal politics and law itself requires us to study the very people—the actors—
that are building Europe, at both the core and the periphery of the Union.”

1The survey revealed that municipalities consider EU regional policy as the policy field in which the EU
has the strongest role and effect on their everyday life.

There is cooperation in some programmes and initiatives financed by the EUSF (LEADER, European
Territorial Cooperation Programmes), which particularly require cooperation. Considering single
investments, cooperation is practically missing.
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Jiiri Voigemast, Director of the Bureau of the AEC
Ott Kasuri, Director of the Bureau of the Association
of the Rural Municipalities of Estonia
Sirje Ludvig, Advisor (International relations and project development),
the Association of the Rural Municipalities of Estonia
Ille Allsaar, Permanent Representative of the AEC and the
Association of Rural Municipalities of Estonia Brussels’ Office
Toivo Riimaa, Deputy Director (International Relations), the AEC

26 March 2012
26 March 2012
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