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In my final paper, I would like to present the results of my research assignment. The objective of my research was to find out whether Flanders has an influence on European policy making. Therefore, the following question had to be answered: can Flanders pursue its own EU policy and influence European policy- making?  In order to provide an accurate answer to this question in my thesis I did desk research and in 2008 I also conducted an interview with Leo Victor in Brussels. Leo Victor works for the Liaison Agency Flanders Europe, a Flemish lobby organisation. This research was also undertaken in order to find an answer to the following subsidiary questions:

●
What is the political structure of Belgium?

● 
How do the Flemish Government and Parliament remain informed and attempt to influence 

policy-making in the European Union? 

●
Is Flanders able to influence policy-making in the various European institutions? 

●
Do Flemish organisations and representatives lobby actively in the European institutions to highlight their interests?

The answers to these questions will be revealed in the subsequent chapters of my final paper. Moreover, all the relevant results of my research and the interview are presented in this report. 

The chapters of this final paper are divided as follows: firstly, I will describe the political system of Belgium. Secondly, the Flemish Parliament and Government will be discussed and in the last two chapters of my final paper I will present the ways in which Flanders is attempting to influence European policy- making in the European institutions. At the end, I provide a summary and my final conclusion. 

A. The political structure of Belgium






 

To make clear the current political situation in Belgium, I would like to start with a short history of the country, focusing especially on Flanders. In the period between 1815 and 1830 Belgium and the Netherlands constituted the Kingdom of the Low Countries. In 1830 Belgium became independent and gradually changed from being a centralised unit into a federal state. In the book The Politics of Belgium- a Unique Federalism, the author John FitzMaurice (1996) writes the following:

The Constitution of Belgium of 1830 envisaged a strong centralised national government where the provinces and local authorities had the right to exist, but their powers, financial resources and legal instruments were limited and their actions subject to administrative oversight by the central power. (p. 121)

At that time Belgium was an unilingual country in which regions and communities did not exist. The federal state that we know today is the result of history. In the 19th century the Flemings took up the cause of federalism. The Walloons and French-speakers followed when they began to lose their economic dominance. One of the first demands of the Flemish population concerning federalism was the equality of their language, more autonomy and the principle of territoriality (Fitzmaurice, 1996, p. 121). Their demand for equality of their language was successful in 1873 when a series of language laws extending the use of Flemish were ratified. In addition, the establishment of a Flemish University in Ghent in 1923 extended the use of their language (Fitzmaurice, 1996, p. 121). The territorial principle was achieved 1932 when the country was divided into two unilingual regions. After the Second World War, the Flemish movement went down a new path and started to focus on political issues. At that time, the only attempt made by the Walloons was to try and revise the Constitution in 1953, a decision which turned out to be too premature. According to FitzMaurice (1996), “in the winter of 1960 and 1961 cleavage lines between the Flemish and the Walloons were developing, since it became clear that the unitary structure of the country could no longer exist” (p. 122). In the early 1960s, Wallonia had economic problems, whereas the economy of Flanders was growing rapidly. It appeared to Walloons that they were losing their economic dominance. This was one of the first reasons for Wallonia to assert ‘’political control over the economical policy instruments‘’(Criekemans, 2006, p. 4). Flanders, on the other hand, wanted to ‘’get political control over the culture- based policy instruments in the country‘’ (Criekemans, 2006, p. 4). These rival aspirations between Flanders and Wallonia eventually led to the creation of the Regions and Communities that we know today. In 1970, 1980 and 1988-1989 peaceful reforms were carried out which transformed Belgium into a country “that reconciles regional and cultural identities in a single federal structure” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation, 2007, “A structure on three levels”). According to FitzMaurice (1996), “the collapse of the Martens VII government and the revision of the constitution implementing the Accord de la St Michel in 1991, declared Belgium a federal state with a federal government” (p.146). 
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Source: http://www.vierdewereld.be/nl/belgie.php
A.1 Regions and Communities 
Today, Belgium is a federal country and, as one can see in the maps above, is composed of Communities and Regions. According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation, the country is now made up of “three Communities (The Flemish Community, the French Community and the German speaking Community), three Regions (The Flemish Region, The Brussels-Capital Region and the Walloon Region), 10 Provinces (Antwerp, Flemish Brabant, Walloon Brabant, West Flanders, East Flanders, Hainault, Liege, Limburg, Luxembourg, Namur) and also 589 Communes (these are seats of power that are closer to our citizens)” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation, 2007). 

The Flemish Region is the region with the most inhabitants, approximately 6 million, followed by the Walloon Region with 3 million, and the Brussels- Capital Region, which has approximately 1 million inhabitants. If we take a look at the Communities it should be pointed out that the Flemish Community comprises the Dutch-speaking inhabitants living in the Flemish Region and in the Brussels-Capital Region (which is approximately 15 %) (Vos, Orbie & Schrijvers, n.d., p. 2). The French Community comprises the French-speakers inhabitants in the Walloon Region and the French-speaking inhabitants of the Brussels–Capital Region (Vos, Orbie & Schrijvers, n.d., p. 2). The German-speaking Community is the smallest of the three communities and is situated close to the German border and forming part of the Walloon Region. 

All these Regions and Communities are responsible for their own competences. The Communities are responsible for what is called ‘’person bound competences‘’ , which includes language policy, cultural policy, education, welfare, preventive health care etc. (Criekemans, 2006, p.4). The Regions on the other hand, manage the so-called ‘’territorially bounded competences‘’. The Flemish Region, the Brussels – Capital Region and the Walloon Region have power over the economy, the environment, employment, infrastructure, environmental planning, financing and energy policy (Criekemans, 2006, p.4). The Federal Government of Belgium remains in charge of the army, the juridical system, social security and foreign affairs, and is also in charge of those policy areas which do not expressly belong to the competences of the federal entities (Vos, Orbie en Schrijvers, n.d. , p.3). 

According to Vos, Orbie and Schijvers (n.d.), “the Federal State and each of the Regions and Communities have their own government, parliament and administration” (p.3). However, this is different for Flanders, because the Flemish Region and Community are fused together. They are governed by one parliament, one government and one administration. I will explain this further in the second chapter of my final paper. 

A.2 Belgian principles regarding foreign policy 

If we look at the foreign policy of Belgium two principles are very important to the federated entities: 

1. In foro interno in foro externo 

2. No hierarchy of norms 
According to Criekemans (2006), “the principle ‘’in foro interno in foro externo’’ refers to the convergence between the internal, material and the external competences of the federated 

entities“(p.5). Since 1993, the Regions and Communities in Belgium have been able to manage their own foreign policy in the competences that have been allocated to them (Universiteit Antwerpen, 2008). Moreover, they can conclude treaties with third parties (‘’ius tractati’’). Nowadays, countries can conclude treaties with the federated entities on matters over which they have autonomy. These treaties are known as exclusive treaties. One of the first exclusive treaties that the Flemish Government concluded was with the Netherlands (Scheldt River). Secondly, the principle ‘’in foro interno in foro externo ‘’ does also mean that the federated entities have the right to send their own representatives to bilateral posts and international organisations around the world (‘’ius legationis’’). As one will read in this final paper, Flanders has representatives in the European Union or in other parts of the world. The second principle is ‘’no hierarchy of norms ‘’, meaning that the governments of the federated entities are on an equal footing with the Belgian Federal Government. According to Criekemans, ‘’ in foreign policy matters this means that all Belgian governments are responsible to give substance to and decide upon the foreign policy of the federation‘’(Criekemans, 2006, p. 6). 

Over the years, the Regions and Communities in Belgium have gained more autonomy over foreign policy matters. The two principles make it possible for the federated entities to “develop their own geopolitical priorities and their own functional interests and accents in foreign policy, as long as the coherence of the foreign policy of the federation is not threatened” (Criekmans, 2006, p. 7). The disadvantage of this solution is the fact that the Regions and Communities have to create consensus on the Belgian position concerning foreign policy, which also includes European policy. 

B. Flemish Governmental institutions and EU policy 

The Flemish EU policy is an important component of the foreign policy of the region. Nowadays, Europe has a great impact on the legislative work of the Flemish Government, since almost 

70 % of the Flemish legislation is of European origin and is implemented at local and regional level (Internationaal Vlaanderen, 2007, A). In order to promote Flemish interests to the maximum in the European context, “the region has to respond to the European decision-making process at the earliest possible stage” (Bourgeois, 2004–2009, p.10). To accomplish this, the Flemish Government and Parliament have some initiatives to influence policy-making in the European Union. These initiatives will be discussed in the following paragraphs. 

B.1 Flemish Government 
The Flemish Government has the executive power in the region. “The Flemish Government has a maximum of 11 ministers and one of them must be from the bilingual area in Brussels” (Flanders Centre, 2006). One of the main tasks of the Flemish Government is the implementation of the laws promulgated by Parliament, and also the daily administration of the region (Development Cooperation Information system 2007). 

Since the European Union has become of importance for Flanders it is not surprising that the 

‘’Flemish Government needs to look after Flemish interests at European level and coordinate European policy “(Vlaamse vinger aan de Europese pols, 2007, p.6). To accomplish this the Department International Flanders, which is responsible for coordination of the Flemish foreign policy of the Flemish Government, has set up an early warning system for European legislation called the ‘’Flemish finger on the European pulse’’. According to Geert Bourgeois (the Flemish Minister for Administrative Affairs, Foreign Policy, Media and Tourism), “this is an advisory panel which follows up the most important European dossiers, and is updated at the start of every EU presidency” (Bourgeois, 2007, p. 10). Furthermore, the advisory panel obtains as much information as possible about European issues and passes this on to Flemish representatives. The Department International Flanders is also useful in providing information about European dossiers and monthly reports about proposals that are already in effect (Internationaal Vlaanderen, 2007, B). Furthermore, it organises VIDEO – meetings
 with Flemish representatives of the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union. These meetings are used to disseminate information about European legislation and sometimes coordinate the Flemish point of view about this legislation (Internationaal Vlaanderen, 2007, C). 

To promote Flemish interests in the European Union, the Flemish Government has its own delegation within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union. These Flemish representatives are involved with various European policy dossiers and give recommendations about these dossiers to the Flemish Government (Internationaal Vlaanderen, 2007, D). The Flemish representation within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union is one of the most important links for Flanders. The Flemish representatives form the link between the national and European level. They can give information to regional representatives because they are closest to European decision-making. Moreover, they can obtain the latest information about the agendas of the workings groups of the Council of Ministers, they obtain information about the Commission proposals and about European dossiers concerning regional competences (Vos, 2006, p. 184). Filip D’havé is the representative of the Flemish Government within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union. In the Cooperation Agreement which was signed in 1994 it is stated that the Flemish representatives cannot always represent the Flemish interests within the working groups of the Council. When D’havé comes forward as a spokesman in the Council configuration, he has “an institutional task as a spokesman of the Belgian delegation” (Internationaal Vlaanderen, 2007, D, “De Permanente Vertegenwoordiging” section, para. 2). In the other chapters of my final paper, one can read about how the Belgian position comes about and what the role of the Flemish representatives in the European institutions is. 

The Flemish Government is not only represented in the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union, but also in bilateral posts around the world. The main function of these Flemish diplomats is to “provide specific information on Flanders to local authorities and to the Flemish Government” (Flanders official portal for foreigners, 2007). According to Flanders official portal for foreigners, these diplomats “gather all the information needed for various forms of co-operation with Flanders and are the eyes and ears of the Flemish Government abroad” (Flanders official portal for foreigners, 2007). The bilateral posts where the Flemish representatives currently work are to be found in the Hague, London, Paris, Vienna, Berlin, Warsaw, South Africa, Geneva, Madrid and Washington (in 2009 there will also be a bilateral post in New York). 

B.2 The Flemish Parliament 

The Flemish Parliament has legislative and supervisory powers in Flanders (Flanders Centre, 2006). It is situated in Brussels and has 124 members. In Parliament there are members not only from the Flemish region, but also from the bilingual area in Brussels. Six members are chosen by the Dutch language group of the Brussels–Capital Region and the other 118 members of Parliament are elected directly every five years by the Flemish population. Ten of the members of the Flemish Parliament take their seats in the Senate of the Federal Government (Flanders Centre, 2006). The Flemish Parliament is responsible for making laws, which are known as decrees. The laws that the Parliament makes are called decrees to avoid any confusion with the federal laws. However, “the difference in name does not imply that the Flemish decrees are subordinate to federal laws” (Flanders Centre, 2006). 
Since Europe has such an impact on Flanders, the Flemish Parliament tries to influence European policy, as does the Flemish Government. The Flemish Parliament is able to do this by exercising control over the Flemish Government and by making recommendations to it about draft proposals of the European Commission (Court of Audit of Belgium 2005-2006, p.2). According to the brochure of the Flemish Parliament (2008) they try to control European policy in the following ways:

● Parliament asks questions to entitled ministers about European affairs

● Parliament exercises control through motions and resolutions

● Parliament meets with competent ministers, civil servants of the European Commission or others involved in the European decision making process. (p.6)

To keep the Flemish Parliament informed about the European policy-making an European Office of the Flemish Parliament was established in 2005. One of the main tasks of the European Office is to strengthen the relationship between the Flemish Parliament and the European policy-making. They consider it important that the members of Parliament obtain information about the European Union and that they are able to influence and exercise control over dossiers which are of importance to Flanders (Vlaams Parlement, 2007, A). To accomplish this, the European Office provides different services:
● Providing information about European matters 

● Flemish Parliament exercises control over Flemish Government and the European Commission

● Informing citizens about the European Union 

First of all, the European Office provides information about European legislative proposals or gives discussion documents to the members of the Flemish Parliament. They also ensure that the members of Parliament obtain information about important European topics. For instance, they have provided information about the European Constitution and the Lisbon Strategy. Moreover, they organise meetings in which Flemish representatives in Europe and members of the Flemish Parliament can exchange their knowledge about current issues in the European Union (Vlaams Parlement, 2007, B). 

Secondly, the Flemish Parliament can exercise control over the Flemish Government and the European Commission. “A lot of competences which the Belgian Regions and Communities have gained over the years are actually issues in which the European Union is quite active, such as education, agriculture, aspects of economic policy and mobility etc.” (Criekemans, 2006, p. 15). Therefore, it is important that the Flemish Parliament should be able to exercise control over the European Commission which launches the legislative proposals in these policy domains. To exercise control over the European Commission the Flemish Parliament can meet with representatives of the European Commission and exchange their knowledge. Furthermore, the control that Parliament has over the Flemish Government is important since some of these Flemish ministers sit in the Council and will eventually negotiate and decide on Commission proposals (Vlaams Parlement, 2007, C). The control over the Flemish ministers occurs in different ways. First of all, a Member of Parliament is able to ask questions of a minister in plenary sessions. Secondly, Flemish ministers who have their seat in the Council may have to justify themselves in the Flemish Parliament about the decision making process in the Council and the COREPER (Vlaams Parlement, 2007, C). 

Last but not least, the European Office of the Flemish Parliament also informs the citizens about the European Union. It is important for Flemish citizens to know what the Flemish Parliament and Government are doing concerning European policy and European integration. To inform its citizens, the Flemish Parliament organises various activities. For example, the Flemish Parliament organised lunches in 2006 where Karel van Mier, Jean – Luc Deheane and Willy de Clerq explained the function of European institutions and their role in European policy (Vlaams Parlement, 2007, D). With these activities the Flemish Parliament hopes to educate Flemish citizens about the European Union. 

C. Flanders and the European institutions 

In order to influence European policy making Flanders participates fully in the European process; Flemish ministers participate in the European Council of Ministers, there are Flemish representatives in the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union and Flanders is represented in the European Parliament and the European Commission (Internationaal Vlaanderen, 2007, A). In order to develop relationships with those other regions in the European Union with legislative powers, Flanders is a member of several advisory bodies, such as the REGLEG, the Committee of the Regions and the Economic and Social Committee. In the following paragraphs, I will explain the role of Flanders in these European institutions and organisations. Moreover, I will examine whether Flanders influences policy making in the European Union. But first I would like to start by briefly explaining which of the European institutions are involved in the European policy-making. 

C.1 European institutions and decision-making 

Policies in the European Union come about through extensive negotiation among the member states represented in the European institutions. All EU members participate in policy-making, as they have to create policy by consensus, so that it will not harm the national interests of the member states (Moussis 2007, p. 38). In Moussis’ book (2007) I found the following: 

There are a lot of institutions in the European Union which intervene principally in the policy-making process and therefore in the governance of the Community: the European Council, which sets the goals for common policies; the European Commission, which makes the proposals for the decisions to be taken and is mainly responsible for the implementation of the common policies; the European Parliament and the Council which amend, reject or adopt the legislation that is proposed by the Commission; and the Court of Justice, which controls the legality of these decisions. (p. 38)

The European Commission, the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers are the most important institutions concerning the European policy. To implement the policy these institutions mainly use the co-decision procedure. The co-decision procedure means that, “neither institution (European Parliament or Council of Ministers) may adopt legislation without the other’s approval” (European Commission, 2007). With this procedure Parliament and the Council of Ministers are made equal; however, the European Parliament has the right of veto. 

As was made clear in the introduction to this chapter, Flanders participates fully in the European process and is represented in the European institutions. In the following paragraphs I will continue to explain the role of Flanders in the European Commission, Council of Ministers, European Parliament, Committee of the Regions, REGLEG and the Economic and Social Committee and describe how they attempt to influence European policy-making. 

C.2 European Commission
The European Commission is the institution which makes the proposals for new legislation which will eventually be sent to the European Parliament, Council of Ministers, working groups of the Council of Ministers, the COREPER, the European Economic and Social Committee and to the Committee of the Regions. Flanders attempts to influence the proposals of the European Commission in various ways: first of all, when the European Commission makes proposals for new legislation it has to consider the interests of all 27 member states. In order to make sure that the countries can comment on these new proposals the Commission produces a Green Paper. According to the Flemish Parliament, ‘’ a Green Paper is a discussion document in which the Commission defines a situation and a problem and presents possible options to solve this problem’’(Vlaams Parlement, 2006). European citizens, governments, parliaments, interest groups etc., can give their reactions on this Green Paper. The Flemish Parliament only discusses the Green Paper when the subject comprises domains of their jurisdiction (Vlaams Parlement, 2006). The results of these discussions can be sent to the European Commission, Flemish representatives in the European Parliament, the Committee of the Regions and the European Economic and Social Committee. Through these European institutions and organisations the interests of the Flemish Parliament can be defended (Vlaams Parlement, 2006). Secondly, Flanders can influence policy-making through the expert groups of the European Commission. After the European citizens, governments, parliaments and interests groups etc. have reacted to the Green Paper, the experts and stakeholders can give their recommendations (Vlaams Parlement, 2006). These expert groups have knowledge that is more specialised and which should eventually lead to better policy. According to the European Commission, “the expertise of the working groups may take many forms, including scientific knowledge which derived from practical knowledge” (European Commission, 2008, “Why does the Commission need to call upon external expertise” section, para. 2). The expert groups consist of national and private sector experts. Flanders has experts in these groups, which are sometimes appointed by the European Commission or by the Flemish Administration (Vlaams Parlement, 2006). Following the recommendations on the Green Paper, the Commission makes a statement, better know as the White Paper. The White Paper explains the policy that the European Commission wants to implement. To influence this policy, the Flemish Parliament has the right to examine the White Paper on the basis of its subsidiary principle (Vlaams Parlement, 2006). The Flemish Parliament can send its comments on the White Paper to the European Commission, Flemish representatives in the European Parliament, the Committee of the Regions and the European Economic and Social Committee (Vlaams Parlement, 2006). After the consultation and recommendations of the member states, citizens, governments and interests groups, the Commission makes a legislation proposal which is sent to the Council of Ministers, working groups of the Council of Ministers and the European Parliament. 

C.3 Council of Ministers 
Together with the European Parliament, the Council of Ministers is an important institution when it comes to European policy. “The Council meets in nine different configurations which depends on the subject under discussion” (European Council, 2007, para. 1). The Council covers a lot of different policy areas and the work of the Council is therefore prepared by the Permanent Representatives Committee (COREPER). The work of this committee is prepared by the working groups of the Council and other committees (some 250) “consisting of delegates of the member states” (European Council, 2007, para. 2). The Council of Ministers itself is composed of a representative from each member state at ministerial level (Art. 203 TEC). Every minister in the Council may be assisted by a state secretary or a permanent representative of a member state. Before the Maastricht Treaty of 1992 was signed, Belgium was not allowed to be represented by a regional Minister in the Council. Nowadays, it is not uncommon for a Flemish Minister to attend the Council meetings, because the federated entities of Belgium can defend their own domains of jurisdiction at international level. It must be said that the Belgian regional Minister is only allowed to participate in the meetings when he or she represents the whole of Belgium. To avoid any confusion and conflict between the Belgian entities, the Federal Government and the Subnational Governments have agreed on a rotation system (Cooperation Agreement 1994) “to determine who will be the representative of Belgium in the Council meetings” (Vos, Orbie & Schrijvers, n.d., p.8). In the paper of Vos, Orbie & Schrijvers (n.d), I found that the rotation system has six categories to determine who will represent Belgium. In every category Belgium is represented by a delegation leader and an assessor. However, in every category the division is different since the regional ministers need to have the opportunity to defend their own domains of jurisdiction. According to Vos, Orbie & Schrijvers (n.d), the rotation system has the following categories; 

Category I: Both the leader and the assessor are members of the Federal Government. On the agenda of the Council meetings are only issues belonging to the exclusive competences of the Federal Government. (p.8)

In the second and third category the rotation system determines “which Subnational Government will represent Belgium in the Council meetings” (Vos, Orbie en Scrhijvers, n.d., p. 8). 

Category II On the agenda in the Council are issues belonging to the competences of both Federal and Subnational Governments, with a dominant federal share (e.g. public health). 
Category III On the agenda are issues belonging to the competences of both the Federal and Subnational Governments, with a dominant subnational share (e.g. industry, research). (p.8) 

In the last three categories, the leader and the assessor are members of the Subnational Governments, because in these categories the Council discusses issues which belong to the competences of the federated entities (Vos, Orbie en Scrhijvers, n.d., p. 8). 

Category IV Both the leader and the assessor are members of the Subnational Governments (on the agenda are only issues belonging to the exclusive competences of the Subnational Governments e.g. culture, education).

Category V Both the leader and the assessor are members of the Subnational Governments. Regional ministers will be present when the Council is discussing issues on the agenda that belong to the competences of the Regional Government. 

Category VI The leader must be a member of the federal delegation and the assessor should be a member of the Subnational Government. The Council will discuss issues belonging to the exclusive competence of Regional Governments (p. 8) 
The Belgian position which needs to be defended in the Council meetings is coordinated by the Federal Foreign Ministry; “all issues that will be dealt with in the different Councils are discussed within the Directorate of European affairs” (Vos, Orbie, Schrijver, n.d., p. 9). According to the paper Belgium Federal Engineering in the Heart of Europe, in the Directorate of European Affairs (where the Belgian position is reached) different representatives are present: “representatives of the federal prime minister and deputy prime ministers, minister presidents of the different Subnational Governments, ministers (both federal and subnational) who are responsible for the subject on the agenda and also the members of the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union” (Vos, Orbie, Schrijver, n.d. , p. 9). As should be clear, many different representatives are involved in establishing the Belgian position, therefore it is important that the decisions need to be reached in consensus. Consensus-building is crucial, because Belgium can have only one opinion in the Council meetings. However, one has to keep in mind that regions can ‘’demand a say on Belgian positions on all matters‘’ (Vos, Orbie, Schrijver, n.d. , p. 9). Since so many representatives participate to establish a Belgian position the worst scenario could be that the Subnational Governments and the Federal Government cannot establish an agreement on the Belgian position. In that case Belgium has to withhold its vote in the Council meetings. 

As is known, the Council of Ministers is composed not only of ministers, but also of working groups and a Permanent Representatives Committee (COREPER). Both are able to examine proposals from the Commission. The working groups are the first to receive the Commission proposal. They examine the proposal and after an agreement has been reached it is sent to the COREPER. In the Council of Ministers there are over a hundred working groups. Some examples of working groups are: Group environment, Group public health, Group industry, Group construction material etc (Vos, 2006, p. 122). In the working groups Belgium is mostly represented by Belgian diplomats, civil servants and experts. One has to keep in mind that the Flemish diplomats are listed as Belgian diplomats so they can participate in these working groups. Also, Flemish representatives of the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union are allowed to participate in these working groups when there are discussions about competences of the Regional Government. As I wrote above, the first to receive the Commission proposal are the working groups. This means that they are the first ones to have an influence on the Commission proposal and to make decisions. Flanders is also represented in these working groups so it can have an influence at first hand. However, in a discussion about the Commission proposals the working groups strive for consensus among the members like other European institutions. According to Vos (2006) “almost 80 % of the work of the Council is executed by the working groups” (p. 123). As already mentioned, it is not only the working groups which examine the proposals made by the Commission, but also the Permanent Representatives Committee (COREPER). The COREPER is an important decision-maker, because it helps the Council of Ministers to examine the Commission proposals from a political and technical point of view. According to the Council of the European Union, “the COREPER consists of permanent representatives of the member states working in Brussels and their assistants” (Council of the European Union, 2007). Flanders is represented in the COREPER by the Flemish delegation within Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union. These Flemish representatives participate in the meetings of the COREPER (L. Victor, personal interview, 22nd of January 2008). According to the Europa Glossary (2007), the functions of the COREPER are divided into two configurations; 

● COREPER I, consisting of the deputy permanent representatives dealing with technical matters. 

 (Discussion about the proposals made by the Commission does not need to take place)

● CORPER II, consisting of the permanent representatives dealing with political, commercial, 

 economic or institutional matters. (There needs to be a discussion about the proposals made 

 by the Commission). (Europa Glossary, 2007, “COREPER”section, para. 5) 

  

After the work of the COREPER, the Commission proposals are mostly sent to the Council of Ministers where the last examination will take place. 

C.4 European Parliament 

The European Parliament consists of members representing the 27 member states, who are elected every five years by the people of the Union. Due to this direct election by the people the European Parliament is a democratic assembly and plays an important role in the European policy process (Moussis, 2007, p. 44). At the beginning the European Parliament had only an advisory role, but at present it plays an important role in European decision-making. Especially the introduction of the co-decision procedure has strengthened Parliament’s powers. Moreover, the co–decision procedure allows the European Parliament to veto the conclusion of certain international agreements. Not only has Parliament’s decision-making power grown, but also its supervisory power. According to Art. 214 of the Treaty of the European Community, ‘’ the President and the other members of the Commission are subject, as a body, to a vote of approval by the European Parliament ‘’ (Moussis 2007, p.45). Moreover, ‘’ the Commission has to account to the European Parliament and defend its position before parliamentary commissions and plenary sessions ‘’ (Moussis 2007, p.45). 

Members 

After the enlargement in 2004 the number of seats in the European Parliament increased to 785. According to Vos, Orbie & Schrijver, (n.d.), “the regions in the European Union can be directly involved in European politics via the European Parliament even though regional representation is not mentioned in the Treaties of the European Union” (p. 8). To make sure that the regions of Belgium have a voice in the European Parliament, Belgium uses regional constituencies during the elections. This is allowed since there is no uniform system throughout Europe and every country can organise the elections in its own way. According to Floudas (1996) the author of the article Observing European elections – European Parliament, ‘’the European Union sets the date for the elections as well as the incompatibilities of membership of the European Parliament’’ (p. 1). The Flemish Electoral College is one of the three colleges in Belgium for the elections to the European Parliament. This constituency uses a party-list type of proportional representation. The citizens of the Brussels – Capital region can choose between the candidates of the Flemish Electoral College and the French Electoral College. Currently, Belgium has 24 seats in the European Parliament, as have the Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary and Poland (Mousiss, 2007, p. 44). The seats that Belgium has in Parliament are divided as follows: 14 seats for the Dutch electoral college, 9 for the French electoral college and 1 for the German electoral college (European Parliament, 2007, A). The members of Parliament are grouped by political affinity and not by nationality. Therefore, Parliament consists of seven different political groups. The seats for Belgium are divided as follows: six members in the Christian Democrats, seven in the Socialist Group, six in the Group of the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats, two in the Group of the Greens / European Free Alliance and also three Non-attached Members of the European Parliament (European Parliament, 2007, B). 

One might wonder how the Flemish representatives can influence European policy in the European Parliament and where they obtain their information. In fact the Flemish representatives in Parliament have contact with Flemish civil society (employers’ / employees’ associations, Flemish companies, trade unions, etc). Also the Liaison Agency Flanders Europe, which will be discussed in the last chapter of my final paper, is of use for the Flemish representatives in the European Parliament. Through the Liaison Agency Flanders Europe, which is a Flemish lobby organisation, the Flemish representatives can obtain information about European dossiers and financing opportunities. With this information the Flemish representatives in Parliament have enough knowledge of what is going on in Flemish society and can attempt to influence European policy in a way which is good for Flanders (L. Victor, personal interview, 22nd January, 2008). 

HH

C.5 Committee of the Regions 

Not only is Flanders represented in the European institutions, but also in the advisory bodies of the European Union such as the Committee of the Regions. One of the reasons for the establishment of the Committee of the Regions (COR) in 1994, was the fact that this “political assembly could provide local and regional governments with a voice at the heart of the European Union” (Committee of the Regions, 2007, A). According to the Committee of the Regions, almost 70 % of the EU legislation is implemented at regional and local level, “so it makes sense that the representatives of regional and local governments have a say in the development of EU policy” (Committee of the Regions, 2007, A). To keep the Committee of the Regions informed about European policy, the European Commission and the Council of Ministers contact the Committee “whenever new proposals are made in the areas that have repercussions at local and regional level” (Committee of the Regions, 2007, A). The Committee of the Regions considers it very important for local, regional, national and European levels to work together when it comes to creating new European policy. The Committee of the Regions itself consists of 344 members who are chosen by their own country and are mostly members of the local and regional governments. The members are chosen for a period of four years (Committee of the Regions, 2007, B). The members of the Committee of the Regions form national delegations within the Committee. Flanders is part of the Belgian delegation. Belgium has 12 members in the Committee of the Regions, of which Flanders has three members: Geert Bourgeois (full member of the Committee and a minister of the Flemish Government), Eloi Glorieux (full member of the Committee and a Flemish member of Parliament), Fientje Moerman (full member of the Committee and Deputy Prime minister of the Flemish Government). The Committee of the Regions also consists of six Commissions: the Commission for Territorial Cohesion Policy, the Commission for Economic and Social Policy, the Commission for Sustainable Development Policy, the Culture Commission for Education and Research, Constitutional Affairs, European Governance and Area of Freedom, Security and Justice. ‘’ These Commissions examine the details of the proposal made by the European Commission and draft an opinion’’ (Committee of the Regions, 2007, B). Flemish representatives also participate in these different Committees. Each year the Committee of the Regions discusses the draft opinion in their plenary sessions and if a majority approves the draft it is sent to the Commission, Parliament and the Council of Ministers (Committee of the Regions, 2007, B). One thing that I would like to mention about the Committee of the Regions is the fact that Luc van de Brande (member of the Belgium Senate, member of the Flemish Parliament and former Minister President of Flanders) has been the President of the Committee of the Regions since February 2008 (Committee of the Regions, 2007, C). 

C.6 REGLEG
Flanders is also a member of the REGLEG. The REGLEG stands for the “Group of Regions with Legislative Powers and is an informal association of regions within the European Union” (Brochure REGLEG, n.d., p.1). The REGLEG was established when the regions of Spain, Germany, Austria, The United Kingdom and Belgium were preparing for the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) in 2000. Flanders is one of the founding fathers of this network of legislative regions. The REGLEG believes that the regional governments have the same responsibilities as national governments, because the regional governments “are also responsible for transposing EU law directly into domestic law within their areas of competence” (Brochure REGLEG, n.d., p.1). Therefore, the aim of this organisation is to achieve a greater role for legislative regions in the European Union. According to the REGLEG, “this includes an enhanced role in the Council, appropriate involvement of the regional parliaments and the right to bring an action before the European Court of Justice” (Brochure REGLEG, n.d., p.2). The REGLEG itself now consists of 73 regions which have legislative power. In 2007 Flanders was elected president of this organisation. According to the Flanders government (2007), Flanders is now in charge of the REGLEG and wants to achieve the following in 2008; 

● Reinforce the role of the regions in Europe

● Create a new dynamic for the REGLEG 

● Focus on the REGLEG’s external visibility (Vlaamse Overheid 2007 B) 

Being the president of the REGLEG is a good opportunity for Flanders to step into the limelight. According to the Flemish Government (2007), as the president of this organisation, “Flanders will organise the yearly conference of minister–presidents, it will be the spokesman of the REGLEG in official contact with the European institutions and the region will be responsible for organising events such as thematic seminars and meetings” (Vlaamse Overheid 2007 B). 

Flanders is part of the REGLEG, because the Flemish Government considers it very important for regions in Europe to have a voice in the decision-making process. Flanders itself strives for recognition as a constitutional region, because it wants to influence European policy-making. Moreover, Flanders prefers international alliances with other regions in large states which are also striving for more political independence in the policy process. For instance alliances with Scotland, Catalonia, Slovenia and the Czech Republic (Vlaamse Overheid, 2007, A, p. 81 / 81). Furthermore, the interests which are of importance to Flanders are looked after in the REGLEG and brought to the attention of the European institutions, such as the Commission, the Council of Ministers and the European Parliament (Vlaamse Overheid, 2007, A, p. 80 / 81). 

C.7 Economic and Social Committee 

The European Economic and Social Committee is an organisation in which farmers, producers, craftsmen, professional occupations and general interest is represented. According to the Economic and Social Committee (2007), “the Committee is an institutional forum for consultation, representation and information in which the organised civil society can express its views” (p.3). It was set up by the Treaty of Rome in 1957 and its role was strengthened by the Treaty of Nice. The main function of this Committee is to advise the Council of the European Union, the Commission and the European Parliament (Economic and Social Committee 2007, p.3). The Committee is also able to draft exploratory opinions about Commission proposals and policy decisions. Moreover, the organisation focuses on external relations “by creating and maintaining links with representatives of civil society in non–European countries“(Economic and Social Committee, 2007, p.3). The Economic and Social Committee itself consists of 344 members from the 27 member states. The members of the Committee are “appointed by the Council of Ministers on the basis of lists that are drawn up by national governments” (Economic and Social Committee, Powerpoint presentation, 2007, slide 6). Most members serve for a four-year term. The Belgian members in the Economic and Social Committee are divided between six employers’ organisations and the six employees’ organisations. For me it was hard to distinguish which of these are Flemish organisations. 

D. Lobbying activities of Flanders 

Countries do not only attempt to influence the European policy-making in a formal way, but also in an informal way, better known as lobbying. It is estimated that there are almost 30.000 lobbyists working in the European institutions. Lobbying has become a bussiness in the European Union where organisations, individuals, regional governments, local governments, trade unions, employers organisations, and many other intrests groups try to get their voices heard. Since Flanders wants to influence European policy-making in an informal way, the Flemish Government set up the Liaison Agency Flanders Europe in 2005. In this part of my final paper, I want to describe how this Flemish lobby organisation works and how it attempts to influence European policy. 
D.1 Liaison Agency Flanders Europe 

The Liaison Agency Flanders Europe is a Flemish lobby organisation. It was set up by the Flemish Government in 2005 and the aim of the organisation is “to provide a positive Flemish presence at European policy level and a better promotion of Flemish interests” (Vlaams-Europees Verbindingsagentschap [VLEVA], 2007, A). The Liaison Agency has the civil society, Flemish authorities and companies as its members. Altogether it has 18 members: 15 people who form the board of directors and 13 staff members. To give an indication as to whom the members are, I will sum them up: “The Belgian International Airport Company, the Farmers’ Union, Essenscia Flanders, the Port of Antwerp, the League of Families, Ghent Port Company, Community Education, the Port of Zeebrugge, the Flemish Building Confederation, the Union of Independent Entrepreneurs, the Association of Flemish Provinces, the Association of Flemish Towns and Communities, the Flemish Network of Entrepreneurs-Flemish Economic Association, the Association of Christian Employers and Business Executives, the Flemish Council of Higher Education, the Flemish Interuniversity Council, the Flemish Environmental Professionals” (VLEVA, 2007, B). 

The Liaison Agency Flanders Europe positions itself alongside other agencies, such as the Flemish delegation within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union, the Institution for the Promotion of Innovation by Science and Technology in Flanders, the European Social Fund Flanders and the Policy Domain Economy, Innovation and Science ‘’ (L. Victor, personal interview, 22nd of January, 2008). These agencies mostly use formal ways to accomplish their goals. The Liaison Agency Flanders Europe, on the other hand, tries to use informal ways so they can anticipate the needs of Flanders and facilitate access to European policy-making (L. Victor, personal interview, 22nd of January, 2008). To know what is going on in Flemish society the agency has a great deal of contact with civil society, for example employees, employers, universities and organisations. The Liaison Agency Flanders Europe uses ‘’topic platforms’’, where information transfer takes place between specialists, Flemish administration, Flemish advisory bodies, the Flemish Parliament, the Flemish Government, the Flemish delegation within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union, Flemish representatives in the European Parliament and other agencies (L. Victor, personal interview, 22nd of January, 2008). Moreover, the agency provides information about eleven different topics: “competitiveness, family / consumer policy, food chain, agricultural policy, health and welfare policy, mobility, education, governance, administrative policy, environment and energy policy, research and higher education “(VLEVA, 2007, C). In these ‘’ topic platforms’’ the agency provides information that deals with the policy preparation as well as the actual decision-making. The agency does not give advice to the members about these topics, but only information. The aim of the ‘’topic platforms’’ is to provide as much information as possible about the various policy domains and give the members of the agency the opportunity to be up to date about the preparation and the decision making phase in the European policy-making (L. Victor, personal interview, 22 of January, 2008). To provide all this information, the agency is working together with the Flanders Trade and Investment (FIT), the Department Economy, Science and Innovation and also with the Flemish civil servants in the European Commission. Since the Liaison Agency Flanders Europe has contact with these civil servants it will be easier for Flanders to promote their interests in the European Union and to obtain important information (L. Victor, personal interview, 22 of January, 2008). This is also the case with the European Parliament where the agency has contact with the Flemish representatives. The agency itself has four tasks in which they attempt to put Flanders on a more European level:

● Promoter of interests 

● Builder of networks

● Broker of knowledge 

● Project supervisor 
Promoter of interests / Builder of networks
The promotion of interests has to do with ‘’ the stimulation and preparation of an active participation by Flanders in European policy process ‘’ (VLEVA, 2007, D). The agency has to remain up to date about the current issues and has to recognize initiatives that are in the European pipeline so that Flanders can intervene at an early stage and identify the problems that may arise and present these problems to the European policy makers. Moreover, the agency is a builder of networks for Flanders. The agency tries to keep in contact with the European Commission, the European Parliament, European Interests Groups, the Flemish Government, Flemish representatives and also with the Department International Flanders. According to the agency, ‘’ the building of networks occurs at both a Flemish and European level ‘’ (VLEVA, 2007, D).  One of the key tasks of the agency concerning the building of networks is to ‘’ act as an interface between Flanders and Europe and take an active role in the field of partner search ‘’ (VLEVA, 2007, D). 

Broker of knowledge / Project supervisor 

As a broker of knowledge the agency has an advisory role. It collects information and share it with its members. Moreover, the agency wants to increase the support for Europe and one of the best ways to do so is to contact Flemings who work of have been working in the European institutions (VLEVA, 2007, D). As a project supervisor the agency helps the members regarding the specifics of dossier preparation. According to the website, ‘’ the agency works with the principle one-stop shop where information is found and support is offered ‘’ (VLEVA, 2007, D).

Interview 

Even though, the Liaison Agency Flanders Europe is doing a lot to promote the interests of Flanders at European level there are no concrete successes that they have achieved. During the interview that I had with Leo Victor in Brussels he confirmed that the agency has not achieved much yet, because the agency was set up in 2005 but put into operation in 2007. However, he hopes that they will accomplish a lot in the future. 

E. Summary and Conclusion

Finally, I will summarise the main points of my final paper and give a conclusion. As I have set out in my final paper EU policy is an important component of Flemish foreign policy. The Flemish Government attempts to respond to the European decision-making process at an early stage. The Department International Flanders is important for the Flemish Government since it has set up an early warning system (Flemish finger on the European pulse) to follow up the most important European dossiers. Moreover, the advisory panel tries to obtain as much information as possible about European affairs and passes this information to Flemish representatives. The advisory panel also organises VIDEO – meetings
 with Flemish representatives within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union. These meetings are useful for disseminating information about European legislation and coordinating the Flemish point of view about this legislation (Internationaal Vlaanderen, 2007, C). Not only does the Flemish Government have a system for remaining informed about the European policy process, but the Flemish Parliament also has its own system, known as the European Office. It was set up in 2005 to strengthen the relationship between Flemish Parliament and the policy process in Europe. This panel provides information about European matters, and the Flemish Parliament is able to exercise control over the Flemish Government and the European Commission by giving recommendations on draft proposals. Even though the Flemish Government and Parliament have their own advisory panel, one of the most important links for Flanders to promote its interests at European level is the Flemish delegation within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union. The Flemish delegation gives information to regional representatives, they obtain the latest information about the agendas of the working groups, obtain information about the Commission proposals and about European dossiers concerning regional competences (Vos, 2006, p.184). Not only is the Flemish Delegation within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union useful for Flanders, but also for the bilateral posts in Europe. “These diplomats gather all the information needed for various forms of co-operation with Flanders and are the eyes and ears of the Flemish Government abroad” (Flanders official Portal for Foreigners, 2007). Flanders is also represented in the European institutions. To sum up, Flanders is represented in the Council of Ministers, European Parliament and in the European Commission (Internationaal Vlaanderen, 2007, A). In order to develop a relationship with other regions in Europe with legislative power, Flanders is part of some advisory bodies such as the REGLEG, Committee of the Regions and the Economic and Social Committee. 

To influence policy-making in the European Commission, Flanders can react to the Green paper, as do other European countries, governments and citizens. If the Commission proposals comprise regional competences the Flemish Parliament is able to discuss the Green paper. Secondly, Flanders can influence policy-making in the Commission through the expert groups. Moreover, the Flemish Parliament is allowed to examine the White paper of the Commission on the basis of its subsidiary principle (Vlaams Parlement, 2006). Flanders is not only present in the European Commission but also in the Council of Ministers. Belgium has a rotation system that determines which of the regional ministers is allowed to represent the country in the Council. It is important to note that Flemish representatives in the Council must represent Belgium as a whole. Flanders is also represented in the working groups of the Council and the Flemish delegation within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union has a seat in the COREPER. Flanders is also present in the European Parliament. To make sure that the regions of Belgium have a voice in Parliament, Belgium uses regional constituencies during the elections. The Flemish Electoral College is one of the three colleges in Belgium and has 14 seats in Parliament. To make sure that these representatives are informed and able to defend the Flemish interests, they gather information from the Liaison Agency Flanders Europe which is a Flemish lobby organisation. This agency uses informal ways to promote Flemish interests at European level. To know what is going on in Flemish society the agency has contact with employees, employers, universities and organisations. The agency also uses ‘’topic platforms’’ where information transfer takes place between specialists, Flemish advisory bodies, the Flemish Parliament, the Flemish Government and the Flemish delegation within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union (L. Victor, personal interview, 22nd January, 2008). 

As mentioned above, Flanders is also a member of various advisory bodies in the European Union, such as the REGLEG, the Committee of the Regions and the Economic and Social Committee. In the REGLEG and in the Committee of the Regions Flanders is able to work with other regions which have legislative powers. Moreover, both of these advisory bodies have a Flemish leader. Flanders has been the president of the REGLEG since 2008 and Luc van de Brande has been the president of the Committee of the Regions since February 2008. Flanders considers it important to be part of these advisory bodies so alliances can be made with other regions in the European Union striving for more political independence in the European policy process. Furthermore, the regional interests of Flanders are looked after in the RELEG and the Committee of the regions. In the Economic and Social Committee Flemish employers’ and employees’ organisations have a voice in Europe. 

So, can Flanders pursue its own EU policy and influence European policy-making? 

I think that Flanders can pursue its own EU policy and thereby influence European policy-making. As has become clear in this summary and in my final paper, Flanders is doing a great deal to remain informed and to try to influence European policy. Flanders is not only represented in the European institutions, but also in various advisory bodies in which the interests of European regions are defended. The Flemish Government and Parliament have their own advisory panel to keep informed and to try to influence European policy at the earliest possible stage. Even though Flanders is present in the institutions and advisory bodies I believe that the Flemish delegation within the Permanent Representation of Belgium in the European Union is the most important link for the region. This is a body that has contact with the European institutions (Commission, Parliament, Council of Ministers), advisory bodies (Committee of the Regions, REGLEG, Economic and Social Committee), Flemish Government and Parliament. The delegation is very important as a means of influencing European policy. Even though, Flanders has not achieved many successes, in my view it has its own European policy and is able to influence European policy-making and will continue to do so in the future!
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Appendix 1 : Personal interview Leo Victor, 22-01-2008, Brussels



Leo Victor is the managing– director bij het Vlaams – Europees Verbingsagentschap. Het is een Vlaamse lobby organisatie die ervoor zorgt dat Vlaamse vertegenwoordigers in de Europese Unie op de hoogte blijven van wat er speelt in de Vlaamse samenleving. 

Vraag: Kunt u uitleggen waarom de VLEVA zo belangrijk is voor Vlaanderen?

Antwoord Leo Victor: De VLEVA is niet belangrijker dan andere organisaties in Vlaanderen. Ik wil dat in alle duidelijkheid meegeven. VLEVA is opgericht niet als decretaal
 initiatief op vraag van de Vlaamse regering, maar met het Vlaamse maatschappelijke middenveld als werkende leden. De VLEVA positioneert zich naast andere instanties die al actief zijn vanuit Vlaanderen naar Europa toe en die meer een formele opdracht hebben. Ik denk aan de Permanente Vertegenwoordiging, aan het IWT (Innovatie voor Wetenschap en Technologie in Vlaanderen) dat een contactpunt is voor research en aan het Beleidsdomein Economie, Wetenschap en Innovatie dat ook een contactpunt kan zijn. Het zijn allemaal formele kanalen waarin VLEVA  een informeel kanaal is dat makkelijker kan inspelen op behoeften die er vanuit Vlaanderen naar Europa zijn. Ik denk dat het een belangrijk gegeven is dat we vanuit een meer reactieve opstelling zoals wij die nu kennen naar een proactieve opstelling moeten gaan voor Vlaanderen naar Europa toe. Dat is nog altijd één van de uitgangspunten. Europa is voor een groot deel het binnenland geworden. Wij worden gestuurd door Europa via richtlijnen en dergelijke en omdat te kunnen doen hebben wij veel contact met het Vlaamse maatschappelijk middenveld van werkgevers, werknemers, universiteiten, hogescholen, milieubewegingen en dergelijke. 

Vraag: Hoe probeert u vooral de Permanente Vertegenwoordiging (PV) te helpen in het behartigen van de Vlaamse belangen? 

Antwoord Leo Victor: Wij werken met themaplatformen. In deze themaplatformen proberen wij de informatie-uitwisseling tussen Europa en Vlaanderen en vice versa concreet vorm te geven via informatieoverdracht. VLEVA beslist niet over besluiten en geeft ook geen advies, maar wij geven alleen informatie. Daarnaast laten wij de PV actief deelnemen aan de respectievelijke themaplatformen, zodanig dat zij tevens kennis kunnen nemen van de behoeften die er in Vlaanderen zijn. Deze komen via de Vlaamse partners in de themaplatformen. Dus wij betrekken de PV bij de themaplatformen. 

Vraag: Kunnen de Vlaamse Europarlementariërs ook actief deelnemen aan deze themaplatformen, zodat zij ook weten wat er speelt in Vlaanderen? 

Antwoord Leo Victor: Ja, onze themaplatformen bestaan uit de werkende leden, de Vlaamse administratie, de Vlaamse adviesorganen, het Vlaamse Parlement, de Vlaamse Europarlementsleden en ook de Vlaamse regering. 

Vraag: Welke instellingen in Europa kunnen volgens u het beste de Vlaamse belangen behartigen? 

Antwoord Leo Victor: Dat hangt ervan af, daar durf ik mij eigenlijk niet over uit te spreken. Als ik naar de Raad kijk dan zal het de Permanente Vertegenwoordiging zijn, want de Permanente Vertegenwoordiging zetelt in de COREPER en dergelijke meer …. dat is voor mij heel duidelijk. Indien er bepaalde dingen zijn die wij op de agenda willen plaatsen dan zouden het Europese Parlement, de Vlaamse Europarlementsleden een belangrijke rol spelen en ook onze contacten met de Commissie. Dus, volgens mij is er niet één kanaal maar zijn er meerdere kanalen die allemaal even nuttig kunnen zijn om de besluitvorming in de Europese Unie te beïnvloeden. 

Vraag: En het lobbyen in de Europese Unie doet de VLEVA daar ook aan mee? 

Antwoord Leo Victor: Ja, wij maken zoveel mogelijk gebruik van de informele kanalen. De VLEVA probeert zo snel mogelijk in te spelen op hetgeen dat leeft in Europa. Wij proberen in te spelen op de programma’s van de voorzitterschappen van de Raad. 

Vraag: Vindt u dat Vlaanderen al een grote rol speelt in Europa of kan dit nog beter?

Antwoord Leo Victor: In mijn perceptie kan het veel beter. 

Vraag: Wat moet er volgens u dan veranderen?

Antwoord Leo Victor: Er moet meer aandacht komen voor Europa. Als ik bijvoorbeeld naar Finland kijk, daar gaat de minister op regelmatige tijdstippen formeel praten over Europa. Wij beperken ons tot het initiatief  ‘’een vinger aan de pols’’, die door het Departement Internationaal Vlaanderen en de Permanente Vertegenwoordiging wordt gemaakt en waarin wij zeggen wat de stand van zaken is. Een inhoudelijke discussie over Europa gebeurt naar mijn gevoel te weinig. 

Vraag: Zijn er bepaalde punten op de Europese agenda gekomen waar VLEVA aan heeft meegeholpen?

Antwoord Leo Victor: Nu nog niet nee. Dit komt mede door het feit dat wij pas operationeel zijn (met eigen personeel) sinds juli 2007. 

Vraag: Zou dit in de toekomst wel kunnen gebeuren dat VLEVA probeert om punten op de Europese agenda te zetten? 

Antwoord Leo Victor: Ik denk dat dit in de toekomst zeker moet lukken via onze themaplatformen. Er is een Europese ambtenaar die bepaalde zaken komt toelichten en die capteerd
 de behoeften die er in Vlaanderen zijn. Ja, dan kan dat dus een onrechtstreekse informele beïnvloeding zijn van de besluitvorming in Europa. 

Vraag: Voordat de VLEVA er was probeerden toen andere organisaties de besluitvorming in de Europese Unie te beïnvloeden?

Antwoord Leo Victor: De Vlaamse Vertegenwoordiging in de Permanente Vertegenwoordiging bij de Europese Unie was er en verder eigenlijk niks. Er waren een aantal informele toestanden ten aanzien van specifieke dossiers. 

Vraag: Kwam dat ook vooral omdat er toen nog niet zoveel aandacht was voor Europa?   

Antwoord Leo Victor: Ja dat denk ik wel.

Vraag: Wat is de voornaamste reden dat de VLEVA is opgericht?

Antwoord Leo Victor: Voornaamste reden was het bewust worden van Europa en de betrokkenheid van het maatschappelijk middenveld bij het Europese ideaal. 

Vraag: In het model van de VLEVA staat dat de publieke en private organisaties veel samenwerken als het gaat om Europa. Heeft dit echter al resultaat opgeleverd?

Antwoord Leo Victor: Ja, zeker aangezien ze nu met elkaar rond de tafel zitten, dat lijkt mij wel erg belangrijk. Wanneer de administratie
 beleidsvoorbereiding moet gaat doen, de administratie kennis kan nemen van wat er leeft in de maatschappij op verschillende niveaus zoals bij de universiteiten, bij de bedrijven, bij de werknemers. Dat lijkt mij wel belangrijk. 

Vraag: Vindt u dat Vlaanderen zich al goed geprofileerd heeft in de Europese Unie?
Antwoord Leo Victor: Te weinig vind ik. VLEVA zal meehelpen om Vlaanderen meer in de Europese Unie te profileren. 

Vraag: Komt dit misschien ook doordat de Europese Unie wat minder oog heeft voor de regio’s?

Antwoord Leo Victor: Nee, ik denk dat de tendens is dat Europa meer aandacht geeft aan de regio’s. Als ik kijk naar ‘Open Days’ dan moet men een consorsie met vijf regio’s uit drie verschillende landen maken. Dus regionale benadering wordt wel meer en meer ingevuld. Het punt is een beetje… dat de hoofdstad van Europa Brussel is en de hoofdstad van Vlaanderen ook Brussel is. Dus wij Vlamingen zitten al in Brussel en daardoor zullen wij elkaar niet echt uitkiezen, aangezien wij makkelijk iedereen kunnen bereiken. Dit is bijvoorbeeld niet het geval wanneer een Nederlander zich naar Brussel begeeft. Het is namelijk een verplaatsing en dan gaat die persoon proberen om zo veel mogelijk mensen te zien en gaat hij bewust een keuze maken om bijvoorbeeld een Nederlandse commissaris te zien. Wij Vlamingen doen dit niet, want wij zullen elkaar toch wel zien. 

Vraag: Vindt u dat Vlaanderen echt een eigen EU beleid kan voeren?

Antwoord Leo Victor: Ja, ik denk wel dat wij één van de voorbeelden zijn. Bijvoorbeeld met het uitbouwen van de Vlaamse Vertegenwoordiging in de Permanente Vertegenwoordiging . Ik denk niet dat er veel regio’s in Europa zijn die dat op deze manier doen. Ik zeg niet dat dat het beste is. Ik weet dat wij als Vlaanderen naar Europa toe inderdaad proberen actief te zijn. Van der Brande (de voorzitter van VLEVA) wordt voorzitter van het Comité van de Regio’s, de minister president is voorzitter van de vereniging REGLEG dus ja… we doen wel inspanningen. 

Vraag: Vindt u ook dat organisaties zoals de REGLEG en het Comité van de Regio’s succes boeken in Europa, aangezien Vlaanderen daar toch deel van uitmaakt? 

Antwoord Leo Victor: Ik denk dat de impact van het Comité van de Regio’s vergroot moet worden. Ik denk dat het Comité van de Regio’s zich meer moet gaan profileren om een grotere impact te kunnen hebben. Ik denk ook dat Van den Brande daar een thema over moet maken. REGLEG is een andere situatie. Ik denk dat wij daar op een andere manier kunnen beïnvloeden. 

Vraag: Heeft Vlaanderen al successen geboekt in de Europese Unie wanneer u kijkt naar de beïnvloeding van de besluitvorming? 

Antwoord Leo Victor: Dit is echter wel zeer subjectief. Vlaanderen heeft een impact gehad op de dienstenrichtlijn naar de havens toe. Het is een Vlaams europarlementslid die zich dat heeft aangetrokken. Dus ja, er zijn wel beïnvloedingen. Ik kan mij inbeelden, dat men in de COREPER wel successen heeft behaald. Vlaanderen zal zeker al successen in de Europese Unie gehad hebben. 

Vraag: België moet zijn standpunt bereiken in consensus. Is dit een beperking voor Vlaanderen om successen te boeken in Europa? 

Antwoord Leo Victor: Nee, want het Belgische standpunt, dat is het zeer specifieke, wordt in nauw overleg met Wallonië, Vlaanderen en Brussel genomen. Vlaanderen kan zeker meehelpen om een Europees standpunt te formuleren. Er wordt zeker geluisterd naar Vlaanderen. 

Vraag: Een andere vraag die ik wilde stellen is; Hoe proberen de Vlaamse Europarlementariërs de Vlaamse belangen te behartigen, aangezien zij toch meer gegroepeerd zijn per politieke partij in plaats van per nationaliteit?

Antwoord Leo Victor: De Europarlementariërs hebben nauwe contacten met het Vlaams maatschappelijk middenveld. Er zijn regelmatig contacten met werkgeversverenigingen. Dus ik denk wel dat zij genoeg voelsprieten hebben om te weten wat er leeft en speelt en daarnaast hebben zij vrije toegang tot de themaplatformen binnen VLEVA waar zij ook kunnen leren wat er speelt in Vlaanderen. Dit is denk ik het grote voordeel van VLEVA dat wij op een informele manier informatie kunnen verspreiden. 

Vraag: Heeft Wallonië ook zo’n platform als de VLEVA wat gebruikt wordt als lobby agentschap?

Antwoord Leo Victor: Nee, Wallonië heeft dit niet. Wallonië heeft alleen de Vertegenwoordiging in de Permanente Vertegenwoordiging. Brussel heeft wel iets. 

Vraag: Hoe heet het agentschap in Brussel?

Antwoord Leo Victor: Dat is het Brussels Liaison Office. 

Vraag: Werk de VLEVA samen met de FIT (Flanders Trade & Investment)? 

Antwoord Leo Victor: Jaja… wij werken zeker samen met de FIT in onze themaplatformen. Wij werken samen met FIT en IWT (Vlaams Innovatienetwerk) met EWI (Departement Economie, Wetenschap en Innovatie). Dus wij proberen met iedereen samen te werken en onze doelstelling is uiteindelijk om iedereen te kunnen voorzien van informatie. Wij willen graag de informatieoverdracht van belangrijke Europese thema’s realiseren. 

Vraag: Is er geen goede informatie-uitwisseling tussen Vlaanderen en de Europese Unie?

Antwoord Leo Victor: Ja, ik denk het wel. Wij hebben veel contact met Vlaamse ambtenaren in de Commissie en via deze Vlaamse ambtenaren in de Commissie ook met andere ambtenaren. Deze mensen kunnen gebruik worden als doorgeefluik. 

Vraag: Hoe probeert de VLEVA in een vroeg stadium informatie te krijgen over EU besluitvorming?

Antwoord Leo Victor: Door na te kijken wat er in de programma’s staat van de Commissie en in de programma’s van de respectievelijke voorzitterschappen. 

Vraag: Hoe proberen de Vlaamse Vertegenwoordigers de besluitvorming in de Europese Unie te beïnvloeden?

Antwoord Leo Victor: De Permanente Vertegenwoordiging maakt deel uit van de Raad van Ministers zij zitten in de Belgische Vertegenwoordiging. Iedereen heeft een bepaalde specialiteit en capteren
 hetgeen wat er in de Vlaamse administratie leeft. Zij nemen deel aan de consensus discussie binnen het federale niveau en ook nemen zij deel aan de vergaderingen in de COREPER. 

Vraag: Heeft u misschien nog iets wat u aan dit interview wil toevoegen?
Antwoord Leo Victor: Ja, we hebben gepraat over de themaplatformen. Op de agenda komt nu de discussie rond flexiezekerheid te staan. Wanneer wij aanvoelen dat er in Europa belangstelling is voor dit thema zullen wij bepaalde initiatieven ontwikkelen en zullen wij een taakgroep opstellen. Waar een themaplatform meer gericht is op een algemene structurele informatie-uitwisseling over tijd en barrières heen, is een taakgroep meer gericht op een specifieke focus. Als de discussie rond flexiezekerheid in Europa ophoudt dan houdt onze taakgroep rond dit onderwerp ook op. 

� VIDEO = Vlaamse Interdepartementale Overlegvergaderingen


� VIDEO = Vlaamse Interdepartementale Overlegvergaderingen


� Decretaal; wettelijk 


� Capteren; ontvangen 


� Administratie; overheidsdienst, ambtenarenapparaat 
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