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Time for better governance of EU “mega-strategies”?

- by Iain Begg and Allan Larsson, EPSD

1. What is the purpose of this paper?

The purpose of this paper is 

· to analyse strengths and weaknesses of governance of the EU “mega-strategies” 

· to discuss possible reforms for better governance in the form of policy coherence and co-ordination, and for achieving a greater positive impact on Member States policies.

2. Three overlapping and competing strategies 

Over the last seven years the European Council has endorsed three “mega-strategies”, which dominate thinking, policy making and action in the European institutions and create a framework for policy making in the Member States:

· the Lisbon-strategy, agreed in Lisbon in 2000 and revised in 2005 for growth and employment

· the strategy for sustainable development, agreed in Gothenburg in 2001 and revised in 2006; the aim of the SDS was to bring environment into the economic-social strategy,  

· the energy policy for Europe agreed at the Spring Council in 2007, with its dual focus on energy supply, security and markets, and on environmental protection and climate change.

These three strategies are the result of different political trajectories, imperatives and developments. They partly overlap and partly compete.  In addition, to these strategies there is also the macroeconomic process based on the Stability and Growth Pact, which provides a fiscal framework for the different structural reform programs in the Lisbon strategy, but is also subject to separate monitoring and enforcement. 

Is this really an optimal form of economic governance? 

3. Working in the same policy areas 

The substance of the three “mega-strategies” will be briefly presented in the next section, followed by an overview of processes and timetables, based on the Presidency conclusions from the European Council and the Council. The purpose is to illustrate to what extent the three strategies overlap and compete. 

3.1. Lisbon strategy for growth and jobs (EC Spring 2005)

The European Council agreed in Spring 2005 to relaunch the Lisbon Strategy and agreed to focus on growth and employment: “Europe must renew the basis of its competitiveness,

increase its growth potential and its productivity and strengthen social cohesion, placing the main emphasis on knowledge, innovation and the optimisation of human capital.”
The 2005 Presidency conclusions include references to all the elements the original strategy from 2000 and the elaborations in the following years,  and to a few new elements - for example eco-innovation and EIT, the idea of a European Institute of Technology – under three main headings

· Knowledge and innovation – engines of sustainable growth

· An attractive area in which to invest and work

· Growth and employment making for social cohesion

As regards eco-innovation the Presidency Conclusions underline “the important contribution of environmental policy to growth and employment”, and also to the quality of life, in particular through the development of eco-innovation and eco-technology as well as the sustainable management of natural resources, which lead to the creation of new outlets and new jobs. It emphasises the importance of energy efficiency as a factor in competitiveness and sustainable development, and welcomes the Commission's intention of producing a European initiative on energy efficiency and a Green Paper in 2005. Eco-innovation and environmental technology should be strongly encouraged, particularly in energy and transport, with particular attention paid to SMEs and to promoting eco-technology in public procurement. In addition to its growth in the internal market, this sector has considerable export potential. The European Council invites the Commission and the Member States to implement the action plan for eco-technology as a matter of urgency, including by specific actions on a time scale agreed with economic operators”.

To achieve the objectives of the Lisbon strategy, the Union must, according to the Presidency Conclusions, “mobilise to a greater degree all appropriate national and Community resources in the Strategy's three dimensions (economic, social and environmental) so as better to tap into their synergies in a general context of sustainable development”. 

3.2. The EU strategy for sustainable development (EC June 2006)

The following year, at the June Summit 2006, the European Council agreed on a renewed strategy for sustainable development (SDS). The overall aim is to identify and develop actions to enable the EU to achieve continuous improvement of quality of life both for current and for future generations.

The EU SDS identifies seven key challenges and corresponding overall objectives and targets. 

· Climate Change and clean energy. To limit climate change, its costs and adverse effects on society and the environment

· Sustainable Transport. To ensure that our transport systems meet society’s economic, social and environmental needs, whilst minimising their undesirable impacts on the economy, society and the environment

· Sustainable consumption and production. To promote sustainable consumption and production patterns

· Conservation and management of natural resources. To improve management and avoid overexploitation of natural resources, recognising the value of ecosystem services

-  Public Health. To promote good public health on equal conditions and improve protection against health threats

-   Social inclusion, demography and migration. To create a socially inclusive society by taking into account solidarity between and within generations and to secure and increase the quality of life of citizens as a precondition for lasting individual well-being

· Global poverty and sustainable development challenges. To actively promote sustainable development worldwide and ensure that the European Union’s internal and external policies are consistent with global sustainable development and its international commitments.

For each of the seven challenges the Council presented a list of ongoing or new actions to be implemented. 

The Presidency Conclusions identified the risk of overlap and competition between the SDS and the Lisbon strategy. The solution to the problem is, according to the European Council, to regard the Lisbon strategy as a strategy for economic growth and competitiveness, while the SDS is primarily concerned with quality of life and intra- and inter-generational equity.  Although the 2010 deadline set for the original Lisbon Strategy has been dropped in favour of three-year reform programmes, it remains the case that ‘Lisbon’ is predominantly about short- to medium-term transformations, whereas the SDS is about the long-term vision for European capitalism and the social model. The European Council explicitly stated that it expects the two strategies to complement each other: 

· “The SDS is primarily concerned with quality of life, intra- and inter-generational equity and coherence between all policy areas, including external aspects. It recognises the role of economic development in facilitating the transition to a more sustainable society”. 

· “The Lisbon Strategy makes an essential contribution to the overarching objective of sustainable development focusing primarily on actions and measures aimed at increasing competitiveness and economic growth and enhancing job creation”.

Thus, according to the Presidency Conclusions, “the EU SDS forms the overall framework within which the Lisbon Strategy provides the motor of a more dynamic economy. These two strategies recognise that economic, social and environmental objectives can reinforce each other and they should therefore advance together”. 

According to the Conclusions, “results from the EU SDS can contribute to work in the Lisbon context allowing for coherent treatment of cross-cutting issues such as climate change, energy efficiency, ageing and social cohesion”.

3.3. Energy and climate strategy (EC 8-9 March 2007)

Finally, at the Spring Summit 2007, the European Council endorsed an energy-climate strategy, stating that the Energy Policy for Europe (EPE) will pursue three objectives:

· increasing security of supply;

· ensuring the competitiveness of European economies and the availability of affordable energy;

· promoting environmental sustainability and combating climate change.

International collective action will be critical in driving an effective, efficient and equitable response on the scale required to face climate change challenges. To this end negotiations on a global and comprehensive post-2012 agreement need to be launched at the UN international climate conference beginning at the end of 2007 and completed by 2009. The European Council endorsed:
· the development of a shared vision to reach the ultimate objective of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, 

· the strengthening and extension of global carbon markets, 

· the development, deployment and transfer of the necessary technology to reduce emissions, 

· appropriate adaptation measures to deal with the effects of climate change, action on deforestation and addressing emissions from international aviation and maritime transportation. 

All countries should be invited to contribute to the efforts under this framework according to their differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities.

· The EU will reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 30 per cent by 2020 provided that other developed countries commit themselves to comparable emission reductions. 

· The EU  is committed to achieve at least a 20% reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by 2020 compared to 1990, until a global and comprehensive post-2012 agreement is concluded, 

· European Council adopted a comprehensive Energy Action Plan for the period 2007-2009 

· The Action Plan fixed quantified targets on energy efficiency, renewable energies and the use of biofuels and called for a European Strategic Energy Technology plan, including environmentally safe Carbon Capture and Sequestration, to be examined at the Spring 2008 European Council meeting.

3.4. Summing up on the content of the strategies

As described above, the present form of European governance with three “mega-strategies” is a very ambitious form of governance. However, there are several shortcomings in the design of the strategies and in governance of the strategies, particularly the following:

· Lack of consistency

The relaunch of the Lisbon strategy was intended “to focus on growth and employment”, implicitly paying less attention to social and environmental aims. However, the Presidency Conclusions and other high-level communications also refer to “all the three dimensions (economic, social and environmental)” and “the important contribution of environment policy to growth and employment” and to “eco-innovation and environmental technology” which should be “strongly encouraged”; mentioning as well that this sector “has considerable export potential”.  These examples illustrate awareness in the European Council that the initial ideas for the relaunch of the Lisbon strategy were not well thought through and they also illustrate lack of consistency, when the Conclusions try to cover two different approaches. Since then, there have been developments that have brought the social dimension back in, notably through the agreement of strategies for improving social protection and social inclusion. These social policies are supposed to feed into economic reform, but at the same time, economic reform is expected to be sensitive to social objectives.

· Overlapping

The three strategies are in many fields overlapping. It is obvious that the climate strategy has common ground with the SDS, which includes “cross-cutting issues such as climate change, energy efficiency”. The first four of the seven challenges of the SDS cover much the same ground as the climate strategy. 

It is also obvious that the SDS and the Lisbon strategy overlap, as both cover social issues like demography and social inclusion, while  both are of fundamental importance for economic growth. However, the growth potential of the new technological paradigm – resources efficient technologies – is barely addressed, whether in the Lisbon strategy, the SDS, or the energy-climate strategy.

· Competing

There is a competition between the Lisbon strategy and the SDS for political supremacy and for the attention of policy-makers. Is SDS “the mega-strategy” which provides a long-term framework? Or is the renewed Lisbon-strategy “the mega-strategy” for which the SDS is “merely” the environmental dimension? Or are they “twins” working in parallel and supporting each others. Will the urgency of countering climate change lead to the supremacy of the SDS or the EPE, turning the other two to sub-strategies?  

The answer in the Presidency conclusions to these questions on supremacy is far from clear. The different descriptions of the division of work between the three strategies have not solved the problem of overlap.

Certainly, within the European Commission, the main effort seems, so far, to be going into the Lisbon Partnership for Growth and Jobs. On the positive side, this means that measures in the Community Lisbon Programme receive priority attention and are, arguably, moved forward more rapidly than if they had been just routine Community business. At the same time, there is a risk that less priority is given to the SDS. With the energy and climate change policy now achieving a higher political salience, it may be that it will now become the more pressing priority, distracting attention from the other two.

· Reducing the impact of each strategy

The clear risk from these shortcomings in the design of the strategies and the governance of the strategies is a reduction of the impact on Member States’ policy making in each of the three strategies. 

4. Working with three different processes and timetables 

On the top of the fact that the three strategies are overlapping and competing they are also on different timetables: 

4.1. Process and timetable for the Lisbon strategy (2008 Spring Summit)

The European Council (March 2007) invited the Commission to present “an interim report on the Lisbon strategy in Autumn 2007 with a view to its proposal for the Integrated Guidelines for Growth and Jobs (2008-2011)”, which means that the Spring Council 2008 is expected to decide on these new guidelines. 

· The starting-point of the cycle is the Commission's synoptic document ("strategic report"). This report will be discussed at the spring European Council meeting, which will establish political guidelines for the economic, social and environmental strands of the strategy. It is also probable that a “vision paper” will be discussed earlier at an informal European Council under the Portuguese presidency in the second semester of 2007.
· The annual cycle for reporting, monitoring and review of the Lisbon strategy has rapidly become part of the governance calendar and appears to have functioned well. Member States provide implementation reports; these are scrutinised by the Commission and other bodies such as the Employment Committee and the Economic Policy Committee, all of which produce reports; then the European Council reviews progress and proposes changes.

4.2. Process and timetable for the strategy for sustainable development (December Summit 2007)

As regards the SDS the European Council (June 2006) asked the Commission to submit every two years (starting in September 2007) a progress report on implementation in the EU and the Member States also including future priorities, orientations and actions. 

On the basis of the Commission progress report and the contributions of the Council, the December European Council will review progress and priorities every two years (starting in 2007) and provide general orientations on policies, strategies and instruments for sustainable development, taking account of priorities under the Lisbon strategy for growth and jobs. At the latest by 2011, the European Council will decide when a comprehensive review of the EU SDS needs to be launched.

The European Council also recommended that Member States consider strengthening or setting up multi-stakeholder national advisory councils on sustainable development to stimulate informed debate, assist in the preparation of NSDSs and/or contribute to national and EU progress reviews. National sustainable development councils are meant to increase the involvement of civil society in sustainable development matters and contribute to better linking different policies and policy levels, also by using their network of European Environmental and Sustainable Development Advisory Councils (EEAC).

The EU institutions should, according to the Presidency Conclusions, improve internal policy coordination between different sectors: 

· The Council (General Affairs) should ensure the horizontal coordination of the EU SDS

· Other Council formations should verify implementation in their respective areas of responsibility. 

4.3. Process and timetable for the Energy Action Plan (annually/Spring 2010 Summit)

The European Council, Spring 2007, highlighted the integrated approach to climate and energy policy and stated that the Energy Action Plan will be kept under regular review within the context of an annual examination by the European Council of the progress made and results achieved in implementing the EU's energy and climate change policies. 

Furthermore, the European Council has invited the Commission to put forward an updated Strategic Energy Review in early 2009, which will serve as the basis for the new Energy Action Plan from 2010 onwards to be adopted by the Spring 2010 European Council.
4.4. Summing-up on  processes and timetables for the “mega-strategies”

As can be seen, there are three different processes and timetables for the follow up of the strategies: 

· the EUs Energy and Climate Change policies, including the Energy Action Plan will be subject to an annual examination; a new Energy Action Plan will be adopted by the Spring Summit 2010

· the EU strategy for sustainable development will be subject to a review by the European Council every second year, starting at the December Summit 2007 and a comprehensive review by 2011, at the latest. 

· the Lisbon strategy will be on the agenda of the Spring 2008 Summit when integrated guidelines for growth and jobs will be agreed for the period 2008-2011. 

What impact will these different processes and timetables have on policy making in the EU?

Will, for example, the annual review of the Energy and Climate strategy be the most important influence on policy development because of the urgency of the climate strategy? Or will the more immediate reform aims of the Lisbon-strategy be given priority? Or will the strategy for sustainable development, described as “the overall framework” be given the upper hand? 

However, the most important question is what impact these three strategies will have on policy making in the Member States. Can a government, elected for a period of three-five years, integrate and coordinate these different European policy signals into one clear and coherent national strategy?

A first danger is that, confronted with the different strategies, governments will be tempted to play off one against the other when hard choices have to be made. There is a counter-argument that the different strategies are not constraints on, or instructions to, governments that they will try to resist, but sensible policy orientations that are in their own interest. If so, there would be no reason for governments to shirk their responsibilities. However, it is generally easier for governments to respond to focused commitments than to have to reconcile different ones.

A second risk is simply one of ‘process fatigue’ with too many reporting obligations, an undue proliferation of targets (some potentially at odds with one another) and a consequent lack of genuine or adequate commitment to each of them. Already in the 2007 spring European Council, there were signs that the review of progress on the Partnership for Growth and Jobs was more cursory as the European Council focused its attention on energy and climate change, on the one hand, and better regulation on the other. Bearing in mind that economic reform requires consistency and perseverance, often with reforms having to be implemented in a sequence before they bear fruit, it would be regrettable if a lack of political attention at the highest level diminished commitments to reform.

5. Are there any solutions to these problems? 

The system of three competing and overlapping European strategies risk undermining   confidence in policymaking in the European Union, and may also diminish political commitment, not least where some governments have been ambivalent about the value of the strategies. Furthermore, the way the system is working, may reduce the impact of the strategies on Member States’ policy making, at a time when strong policy coordination is more needed than ever. 

Are there any solutions to these problems? 

Manifestly, it will be difficult to make one of the three strategies superior to the other. A second constraint is that it will be hard to take any element out of any of the strategies to avoid overlap. 

Still, there is a need to reform the system, without giving up on progress made through  the three strategies and to establish a unified approach to economic and social governance. Here are a few ideas for further discussion:  

· define the overarching goals and objectives in relation to the citizens of Europe, rather than in relation to other regions of the world. Here, the SDS is the most credible starting point and the other strategies can be seen more as instruments to achieve the over-arching goals. 
· make the European Council the guardian of policy coherence with a unified approach to economic and social governance, rather than being the recipient of three different and competing policy initiatives. It is the European Council which is best placed to offer an integrated vision not only of the three strategies, but also how they connect to other governance procedures, including the Stability and Growth Pact and the social policy areas co-ordinated under the open method. 

·   coordinate the timetable and make the overall European economic governance strategy subject to an annual review focusing on the most urgent issues, while also ensuring that other policy areas do not ‘fall between the cracks’.

Here is an idea to bring about coordination of the three processes and their integration into a single governance framework:

· December Summit 2007: An interim report on the Lisbon strategy will be on the agenda of the European Council in anticipation of new Integrated Guidelines for the period beyond 2008. A progress report on the implementation will be prepared during 2007. This is an opportunity to invite the Commission to prepare – or for the Commission to propose - to coordinate and integrate the three processes into one single European Council document setting out medium- and long-term objectives and targets

· Spring Summit 2008: This is the Summit where the review of the Lisbon strategy will be discussed on the basis of a Commission report. This report could include a proposal for a new coordinated process to be followed by a proposal in 2009 for a new coordinated European Strategy. 

· Spring Summit, June Summit and Autumn Summit 2009:  At this time the European Council will agree on Commission President for the subsequent five years. A new Commission could be asked to deliver a new coordinated European Strategy to be agreed before the end of the year. This strategy should then be subject to an annual follow up with focus on the most urgent issues. 

· The role of European Parliament has to be defined  as well as the role of the social partners. 
�  EPSD is a network of universities and researchers focusing on the implementation of the EU strategy for sustainable development with GMV in Gothenburg as host organisation and administrative centre. 





