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Abstract

The development of the infrastructure of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) is an unaddressed topic in scholarly debates. On the basis of secondary literature on the European Employment Strategy, it is hypothesised that a conflict between an incentive and reluctance to act on the EU level on the side of member states limits the choice for a policy instrument to the OMC, and is a driving force behind the development of its infrastructure. From empirical findings on the OMC e-Europe it shows that for the development of the infrastructure of an OMC on a policy field, a need for an instrument has to be present that can neutralise the conflict between an incentive and reluctance to act on the EU level.
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Introduction

Since the use of benchmarking in the OECD context and the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) on the EU level, scholars are increasingly interested in studying policy instruments based on multilateral surveillance of national policies (Schäfer, 2006). This article will focus on one of the most prominent multilateral surveillance tools used in the EU: the Open Method of Coordination.1


Whereas the policy impact of the OMC has been widely discussed in the literature (see for reviews Trubek and Trubek, 2005; Zeitlin, 2005a: 22-23), only marginal attention is paid to the development of the infrastructure of OMCs (i.e. the presence of guidelines, indicators, benchmarks, National Action Plans, peer review). The latter is rather striking given that through the development of the infrastructure of an OMC elements that can facilitate mutual learning - e.g. reporting and peer review - are introduced. Hence, for explaining the differences between OMCs with regard to their mutual learning potential it is necessary to understand the development of the infrastructure of OMCs.

Despite the decreasing enthusiasm in the last 5 years about the OMC as a way to speed up the policy making process, it remains an interesting case for answering the question of how policy tools based on multilateral surveillance of national policies develop on the international level. Next to the EU, benchmarking and stocktaking exercises are also in function in other international organisations, such as the OECD, the Council of Europe, and the UN. To bridge the gap between different international organisations, this article will place the discussion on the OMC in a broader context of multilateral surveillance tools in use on the international level. However, this should not blind the reader for the fact that the EU has many characteristics that distinguish it from other international organisations. The sui generis character of the EU manifests itself in various ways; e.g. through the conflicts between the Council, European Parliament and the Commission over their respective competences (Farrel and Heritier, 2007), the extensive degree of delegation to supranational institutions (Tallberg, 2002), the implementation of EU directives in the member states (Versluis, 2006), and problems of collective choice due to the multi-level nature of the EU (Benz, 2004).

In this article the following research question is addressed: Why do national governments choose to develop the infrastructure of an OMC on policy fields that are highly salient in the eyes of the public on the national level and, hence, are part of the core competences of the member states? Examples of developed OMCs are the European Employment Strategy (EES), the OMC education and social policy OMCs such as the OMC social inclusion and OMC pensions. To answer the research question it is necessary to look at the incentives national governments have to act on the EU level. Given the choice for a non-binding policy tool instead of harmonisation of national policies, the reluctance to act on the EU level of member states needs also to be taken into account.

National governments can have various reasons to act on the EU level and at the same time be reluctant to shift competences from the national to the European level. These reasons correspond with two strands in the literature on the choice for the OMC. A first strand views the OMC primarily as a problem-solving tool and shows similarities to a traditional functionalist and realist account of European integration. According to Scharpf, the choice for the OMC by national governments is related with the capacity of the OMC to generate solutions that are less vulnerable to the legal and economic challenges of EMU, whilst still maintaining the legitimate diversity of existing welfare state institutions at the national level (Scharpf, 2001: 17). In this account, the choice for the OMC is what European integration is for the intergovernmentalist Milward: A way to preserve the executive capacity at the national level in an environment characterised by growing interdependence (Rosamond 2000: 138; Zielonka and Mair, 2002, Beyers and Bursens, 2006). A second strand in the literature claims that the OMC is backed up by a ‘winning coalition’ of actors whose interests are served by the introduction and development of such a multilateral surveillance tool (Gornitzka, 2005: 14). This coalition consisted in the case of the EES mainly out of national governments dominated by social democratic parties (Schäfer, 2004; Ladrech, 2003), and hints at the importance of the domestic roots of state preferences. This second strand is more in line with a liberal intergovernmentalist account of European integration.


In the next section a hypothesis will be formulated that combines the functionalist and ‘winning coalition’ explanations. This hypothesis is constructed on the basis of secondary literature on the EES. Subsequently, the hypothesis will be discussed in light of empirical findings on the development of the OMC e-Europe. In the concluding section a framework will be drawn up for analysing the development of the infrastructure of OMCs.

Explaining the development of the infrastructure of OMCs

The EES is often considered to be the first OMC adopted in the EU and is already well studied. Hence, secondary literature on the EES can be used for formulating a hypothesis on the development of the infrastructure of OMCs.


The OMC functioning in the context of the EES can be viewed as a solution to a conflict between an incentive to act on the European level of a number of national governments, whilst all national governments had a preference to keep control over the employment issue on the national level (Schäfer, 2006: 83-84). One of the reasons why member states decided to act on the EU level with regard to the employment issue was because heads of government came to view EU attention for the unemployment problem as a way to address more directly the concerns of citizens through which the Union’s image could be improved (Agence Europe 7050, 03/09/1997; Agence Europe 7106, 24/11/1997). Second, attention for the unemployment problem was part of a strategy to balance economic and social issues on the EU level after the setting in place of EMU. Such a strategy could be most clearly observed in the actions of French Prime Minister Jospin (Ross, 2001: 40; Aust, 2004: 190; Zeitlin 2005b: 454; Ivaldi, 2006). However, because of the high saliency of the employment issue on the national level in the eyes of the public, all heads of government wanted to keep control over this issue on the national level. Especially social democratic politicians did not want to lose control over the employment issue, which is one of the main elements in their electoral profile (Ladrech, 2003: 120). Clearly, the conflict between an incentive and reluctance to act is not perceived equally by all national governments.


In order to resolve the tension between an incentive and reluctance to act on the EU level, national governments started a search for a policy tool with a compromise character; i.e. a policy tool ‘European’ enough to address the incentives to act, and ‘national’ enough to prevent a shift of competences from the national to the EU level. The result of this search was the OMC, an instrument that - in its developed form - allows for: i) the setting in place of a coherent framework to discuss employment concerns on the EU level and generate solutions that are less vulnerable to the legal and economic challenges of EMU (Scharpf, 2002: 653), ii) agreeing to disagree on the best approach to the unemployment problem (Meyer, 2005: 140; Schäfer, 2004; Pochet, 2005: 58), iii) while preventing institutional and policy reforms from transforming the position of member states in ways that are undesired (Chalmers and Lodge, 2003: 17; Wincott, 2001).


From the secondary literature on the EES a condition can be derived under which it is likely that the OMC will be judged an appropriate tool for a policy field. When member states have an incentive to act on the European level whilst at the same time they are reluctant to act, a search for a policy tool with a compromise character becomes necessary. The OMC with a developed infrastructure is judged in this situation as the most appropriate policy tool. A policy tool less elaborate than the OMC or an OMC with an underdeveloped infrastructure - e.g. without National Action Plans - would not create enough of a European dimension to address the incentive to act on the EU level of member states. This incentive to act motivates member states to push for the development of the infrastructure of the OMC, because a more developed infrastructure provides a more coherent framework for discussing issues on the EU level and increases the mutual learning potential of an OMC. On the other hand, a more binding governance mode than the OMC (e.g. the community method) would be a bridge too far for the reluctant member states, i.e. too close to harmonisation and/or leading to too much interference of the Commission. In sum, it is hypothesised that the conflict between an incentive and reluctance to act on the EU level on the side of member states limits the choice for a policy instrument to the OMC, and is a driving force behind the development of its infrastructure.


A second condition that can be derived from the EES case relates to the saliency of a policy field in the eyes of the public. On issues that are considered important by the public on the national level, politicians want to prevent a shift of competences from the national to the European level. The resulting reluctance to act on the EU level can be related with various factors, among which concerns for the national/cultural identity, and/or electoral strategies of political parties on the national level. On the other hand, politicians are expected to be more willing to act - either at the national or European level - on issues that are considered important by the public. On these salient issues actions of politicians and policy results are most noted, with possible positive consequences for the public support of politicians or the political system as a whole (Behr and Iyengar, 1985; Carrubba 2001; Manza and Cook, 2002). The issues on which politicians are likely to be confronted with a conflict between an incentive and reluctance to act on the EU level are visualised in figure 1.

Figure 1: The most important problems according to European public opinion (Eurobarometer 59-67, EU-15)2
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In sum, national governments want to remain in control over activities on the EU level with regard to issues that are considered important by the public on the national level, whilst at the same time they can have an incentive to act on the European level. In this situation member states will be unwilling to transfer sovereignty to the EU level and, hence, asks for an alternative governance mode. This mode will be judged appropriate by member states with an incentive and reluctance to act on the EU level, as long as it has a compromise character; i.e. allows for discussing sensitive issues on the European level and prevents a shift of competences from the national to the European level. When linked to the development of the infrastructure of the OMC, this leads to the following hypothesis:

The greater the saliency of an issue on the national level, the more likely it is that a conflict occurs between an incentive and reluctance to act on the European level on the side of national governments. The presence of this conflict on a policy field is a condition for the OMC to be judged by national governments as an appropriate policy instrument to structure EU activities. This judgement provides the basis for the infrastructure of the OMC to develop.

As stated earlier, this hypothesis combines two strands in the literature on the OMC. A first strand views the OMC primarily as a problem-solving tool, whilst the second strand claims that the OMC is backed up by a ‘winning coalition’ of actors whose interests are served by its introduction and development. The manner in which the hypothesis combines these two strands shows, for example, from the various incentives to act on the EU level member states can have: i) to solve problems that cannot be solved by an exclusive focus on the national level but for which diversity between member states needs to be respected, or ii) social democratic politicians emphasising on the EU level the need to balance economic and social issues after the setting in place of EMU. Combining these two strands is judged necessary because an exclusive focus on the ‘winning coalition’ argument would not do justice to the observation that a number of member states view the OMC as a problem-solving tool. At the same time, an exclusive functionalist explanation would not take into account the highly conflictual nature of problem identification.


To be sure, the hypothesis departs from the observation that there are differences in development of the infrastructure of OMCs (Chalmers and Lodge, 2003; De La Porte, 2002; Radaelli, 2003). In table 1 the development of the infrastructure of various OMCs is scored against the elements of the OMC template that can be found in the Lisbon presidency conclusions (European Council, 2000). From this table it shows that there are considerable differences in development between OMCs, especially with regard to the way in which reporting is structured. When an OMC requires reporting this can take place every year (EES), bi-annual (social inclusion, education) or in a less elaborate way as part of the general reporting on the Lisbon strategy (R&D, e-Europe).

Table 1: The infrastructure of OMCs in 2003 and end-20053
	Elements OMC
	Specific objectives and indicators
	Benchmarking
	Reporting structure
	Recommandations (*)

	Year
	2003
	2005
	2003
	2005
	2003
	2005
	2003
	2005

	EES
	Yes: guidelines and indicators
	Yes: guidelines and indicators
	Yes
	Yes
	One-yearly NAP-process and specific reviews
	One-yearly NAP-process and specific reviews
	Yes
	Yes

	Social Inclusion
	Yes: objectives and indicators
	Yes: objectives and indicators
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes: two-yearly NAP-process
	Yes: two-yearly NAP-process
	No
	No

	Pensions
	11 broad objectives. Indicators discussed
	Yes: objectives and indicators
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes: National Strategy Reports
	Yes: National Strategy Reports
	No
	No

	Education
	Yes: objectives and indicators
	Yes: objectives and indicators
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes: two-yearly NAP-process
	No
	No

	R&D
	No
	Yes: objectives and indicators
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Partly, but in context of National Reform Programmes
	No
	No

	e-Europe
	No (**)
	No (***)
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Partly, but in context of National Reform Programmes
	No
	No


(*)
Note that this element is not included in the Lisbon template for the OMC.

(**)
Short term objectives are present in the e-Europe Action Plans, but these do not function as the basis for an open-ended process, i.e. the OMC e-Europe.

(***)
Short term objectives and indicators are present in the e-Europe Action Plans and i2010, but form only a weak basis for the OMC e-Europe.
The differences in development between OMCs that show from table 1, indicate that although OMCs are subject to the same environment - i.e. the EU context - there is no strong isomorphic development4 towards one dominant model for structuring OMCs. A hypothesis departing from the concept of isomorphism would state that on all policy fields on which the OMC is adopted in the EU context, the infrastructure of the OMC will develop along the lines of the dominant coordination mechanism - i.e. the EES5 - with a similar outlook as a result. Table 1 indicates that this hypothesis does not hold, especially not with regard to how reporting is structured and the right of the Commission to give country-specific recommandations. These findings justify assessing a hypothesis that departs from the differences in development between OMCs.


In the next section the hypothesis will be discussed in light of empirical findings on an underdeveloped OMC, i.e. the OMC e-Europe (see table 1). Because the emergence of the internet is low in saliency (see figure 1), it can be expected that a conflict between an incentive and reluctance to act on the European level on the side of national governments is absent. This makes it less likely that the OMC will be judged an appropriate policy tool for the e-Europe initiative. In the situation that the implementation of the OMC is mandated by the heads of government - which was the case with the e-Europe initiative - the hypothesis predicts that the circumstances under which the infrastructure of the OMC has to develop are far from favourable. Hence, the most likely result is an OMC with an underdeveloped infrastructure.


As a first step in the assessment of these expectations, official documents of European institutional actors were studied to shed light on the dependent variable; the degree of development of the infrastructure of the OMC e-Europe. Secondly, the positions of member states towards the e-Europe initiative were assessed through the extensive coding of articles published in Agence Europe6 bulletins during the period 1999-2005 (see the appendix for references to articles used). These articles consisted of: Council reactions on Commission communications, priorities of member states during their presidencies of the Council, agenda’s of (sectoral) Council meetings, summaries of discussions of (sectoral) Council meetings, decisions of the (sectoral) Council(s), press conferences after (sectoral) Council summits, and summaries of plenary debates of the European Parliament on Commission communications and Council decisions. Furthermore, a Commission official of DG information society closely involved in the setting up of the OMC in the context of the e-Europe initiative was interviewed. Although the official provided information that was in accordance with the insights obtained from the coding of the Agence Europe bulletin articles,7 additional data were collected. Next to an analysis of an internal document of DG information society in which a comparison is made between the OMC e-Europe and other OMCs functioning under the umbrella of the Lisbon strategy (The Tavistock Institute et al, 2005), articles from the European Voice8 were selected for coding (see the reference list for European Voice articles used in this article).

Table 2: Agence Europe bulletin articles and European Voice articles coded, touching upon incentive/reluctance to act and the OMC.

	
	Agence Europe
	European Voice
	Total

	Amount of articles coded
	119
	32
	151

	Amount of articles on presence/absence incentive to act
	48
	15
	63

	Amount of articles on presence/absence reluctance to act
	11
	2
	13

	Amount of articles in which OMC is explicitly mentioned
	5
	0
	5

	Amount of articles in which elements of OMC are mentioned
	58
	5
	63


The OMC e-Europe

While the Commission launched its first e-Europe Action Plan in 1999, a full-blown commitment by the member states was first expressed during the Portuguese presidency of the Council in 2000 (Agence Europe 7650, 07/02/2000; Agence Europe 7673, 09/03/2000). The Lisbon Council identified an urgent need for Europe to quickly exploit the opportunities of the internet because of its potential as ‘a powerful engine for growth, competitiveness and jobs’ (European Council, 2000). The heads of government asked the Commission to include the e-Europe initiative into the Lisbon strategy, and implement the Open Method of Coordination. In response to the mandate of the Lisbon Council, the Commission revised its e-Europe Action Plan and identified a challenge in linking benchmarks and best practices to policy implementation, ‘which can be addressed by the Open Method of Coordination’ (European Commission and European Council, 2000: 5).


Although a promising start, the OMC e-Europe remained largely underdeveloped in subsequent years (see table 1). The reasons for this underdevelopment will be discussed in light of the main elements of the hypothesis.

An incentive to act on the EU level

The main reason to coordinate member state actions on the EU level with regard to the emergence of the internet is to improve the performance of the European economy vis-à-vis the economy of the United States. The Commission played a catalytic role in convincing member states of the necessity to act on the EU level. In the words of a Commission official:

‘1999 it was useful time for us, because the whole ‘dot-com’-boom made internet-related policy politically attractive. (…) What we wanted to do was to get politicians on board. In the US it was clear that Clinton and Gore were pushing this [i.e. the internet] very strongly. (…) They were pushing ahead and America was a long way ahead’

(Interview CEC 15 November 2005; see also Agence Europe 7437, 31/03/1999; Agence Europe 7631, 11/01/2000).

As a result, at the time of the adoption of the Lisbon strategy there was growing recognition on the side of national governments that the internet can play a crucial role in boosting the economic competitiveness and social cohesion of the EU (Dearnly and Feather, 2001: 63-64; The Tavistock Institute et al, 2005: 27). However, some European countries had a stronger incentive to act on the EU level than others. The Finnish government ‘famed’ during its presidency of the Council in 1999 its own internet policy performance vis-à-vis other member states and made this known to actors on the domestic level (The Tavistock Institute et al. 2005: 4). 


According to some commentators, the heads of government in Lisbon - with the technology dominated NASDAQ market at its peak during the Lisbon summit - appeared to be mesmerised by the new economy (Barnard, 2000). However, shortly after the adoption of the Lisbon strategy and the ‘dot-com’ Council meeting at Feira, the internet bubble burst on both sides of the Atlantic; stocks for internet-related companies fell, followed by a wave of sackings and the failure of many information technology companies. At the Stockholm summit, the heads of government realised that the bottom had fallen out of the ICT market (Chapman, 2001; Coss, 2001), leading to a weakening of the incentive to act of national governments. Moreover, from 2001 onwards no member state made the e-Europe initiative a priority again during its presidency of the Council.

In subsequent years the building of the European information society continued in a lower gear than scheduled by the Lisbon Council (Anonymous 2001; Agence Europe 7894, 01/02/2001; Agence Europe 7929, 22/03/2001; Shelly, 2001). However, member states recognise that they lack knowledge on new developments such as e-commerce, broadband penetration, public services on the internet, and the appropriate skills level of the population. Moreover, it is an open question whether EU regulation, self-regulation, public-private co-regulation or no regulation at all is the most appropriate approach to maximise the benefits from the internet (Tsipouri, 2000; Werle, 2002: 152). In sum, when no one knows the right approach, the only thing that stands is ‘consensus on the need to learn from each others policy practices’ (The Tavistock Institute et al, 2005: 34).


The reasons for member states to act on the EU level with regard to the emergence of the internet are in line with the functionalist understanding of the OMC - the OMC as a problem-solving tool - but are decreasing in importance after 2001. As a result, national governments accept what the Commission proposes on facilitating the exchange of information on policy practices, but do not push anymore for the development of the e-Europe initiative and the infrastructure of the OMC e-Europe. According to a Commission official working for DG information society:

‘(…) the reality is that the information society has become less newsworthy. It was not 1999 anymore’

(Interview CEC 15 November 2005; see also Agence Europe 7437, 31/03/1999; Agence Europe 7631, 11/01/2000; Agence Europe 8370, 02/01/2003).

Reluctance to act

It is hypothesised that for the OMC to be judged an appropriate policy tool on a policy field, there has to be a need for a tool with a compromise character. Hence, next to an incentive to act on the EU level, also reluctance on the side of the member states has to be present.


The empirical findings indicate that national governments did not oppose the e-Europe initiatives of the Commission. The only indication of a weak form of reluctance to act on the EU level is related with e-health. Member states want to prevent single market legislation encroaching on national health care policies, because if any European could go to any European country for their health services ‘it would be a nightmare to plan and budget for this’ (Interview CEC 15 November 2005). However, the electronic means are available to introduce a European Health Card which ensures health coverage for European citizens in every EU member state. In short, information and communication technologies are changing something and member states ‘are dragging their feet because they want to retain control’ (Interview CEC 15 November 2005, see also Martinsen, 2005). To be sure, this reluctance to act cannot be considered representative for the whole e-Europe initiative, and did not result in a fear on the side of the member states for a shift of competences from the national to the EU level. Moreover, no national governments could be identified that were more reluctant to act on the EU level than others.
Can the OMC e-Europe strike a compromise?

From the previous two sections it became clear that national governments did neither have pressing reasons to act on the EU level nor oppose the e-Europe initiative. Because of the absence of a conflict between an incentive and reluctance to act on the EU level, member states did not identify a need to search for a policy tool with a compromise character. The latter makes the choice for the OMC - a policy tool designed in the context of the EES to offer such a compromise - far from obvious for the e-Europe initiative. But why then did the heads of government at Lisbon mandate the implementation of the OMC e-Europe?


The answer on this question lies in the postponement of the adoption of the 1999 e-Europe Action Plan by the Helsinki Council and the integration of the plan in the Lisbon strategy (Interview CEC 15 November 2005). Because national governments recognised at the turn of the century that the emergence of the internet can be an engine for growth, competitiveness and jobs, it is not surprising that the Council wanted to include the e-Europe Action Plan presented to the Helsinki summit in the Lisbon strategy. The latter strategy aims at making the EU the most economic competitive and social cohesive society of the world by 2010 and pays abundant attention to the role of ICTs. Because of the codification in Lisbon of a new policy instrument which should come to function as a framework for mutual learning (i.e. the OMC), and the adoption of the 1999 e-Europe Action Plan on the agenda - which included a proposal for an exchange of best policy practices to facilitate mutual learning - the decision to link the OMC with e-Europe was obvious for the heads of government. However, DG information society had a different opinion on which type of multilateral surveillance tool would be most appropriate for the e-Europe initiative. DG information society already recognised in 1996 the need for mutual learning between member states and, accordingly, confirmed in 1999 the use of benchmarking and an exchange of information on national policy practices (Dearnly and Feather, 2001: 110). Because national governments reacted positively to these proposals at the Helsinki summit in December 1999, officials of DG information society were surprised that these same national governments mandated a few months later the adoption of the OMC, a considerable more ambitious multilateral surveillance tool. The surprise of DG information society soon turned into the conviction that the open ended characteristics of the OMC - i.e. long term objectives, peer review, elaborate reporting and structured mutual learning sessions - were not appropriate for the e-Europe initiative. In the words of a Commission official:

‘(…) what the action plan had done and what the member states had already agreed to was a series of targets, things to be achieved by the end of the year. At what point did we need OMC to go back to the member states to discuss this?’

(Interview CEC 15 November 2005).

Hence, DG information society judged an action plan running for two years as more appropriate and did not develop a detailed plan for an OMC e-Europe. As will be discussed shortly in more detail, because of the decreasing incentive to act on the EU level of national governments due to the burst of the internet bubble in 2001, the Council did not ask the Commission to develop a detailed plan for a full-blown OMC e-Europe.

The development of the infrastructure of the OMC e-Europe

The invitation of the Lisbon Council to draw up a comprehensive e-Europe Action Plan using the OMC was not taken up by either the Commission or the member states. As a result, the infrastructure of the OMC e-Europe remained close to the multilateral surveillance tool as envisaged in the 1999 e-Europe Action Plan and does not include long term guidelines and indicators, or elaborate reporting (The Tavistock Institute et al, 2005). Member states did agree in 2002 to publish National Broadband Strategies in which they report their best policy practices with regard to the rolling out of broadband services (Agence Europe 8637, 03/02/2004; Agence Europe 8688, 19/04/2004; European Commission, 2004, European Commission 2006a). However, this reporting is geared to the past, and is not centralised under the umbrella of the OMC e-Europe. As a result, the reporting structure of the National Broadband Strategies could not diffuse to other subfields of the e-Europe initiative and is becoming even narrower in focus (European Commission, 2005).

Although the aforementioned gaps in development are far from closed, the infrastructure of the OMC e-Europe developed somewhat from 2005 onwards because of policy developments external from the e-Europe initiative. In line with the revised Lisbon strategy, member states submit every 3 years National Reform Programmes in which the information society theme is addressed as a whole (European Commission, 2005; Agence Europe 8959, 01/06/2005). However, the i2010 initiative - the follow-up of the e-Europe Action Plan 2005 - explicitly excludes reporting in the context of the OMC e-Europe parallel to the National Reform Programmes (NRP). Moreover, the related annual progress report on the information society of the Commission is rather short (10 pages) and lacks a country specific focus (European Commission, 2006b; European Commission, 2007a). Some Commission staff working papers are more country specific, but remain limited in scope; i.e.  a 1-page review for each member state of the strong and weak points in its ICT profile (e.g. number of broadband connections) without a link to the performance of national ICT policies and best practices (European Commission 2007b).
The underdevelopment of the infrastructure of the OMC e-Europe is primarily related with the lack of interest of member states to push for its development. Two points are worth mentioning in this context. First, because the internet moves at ‘lightning speed’ and the EU operates under ‘rules devised when computers ran on vacuum tubes and were the size of school buses’ (Winneker, 2001, see also Coss, 2001), it is far from suprising that the EU often has trouble to establish an orderly regime (Dearnly and Feather, 2001: 76). From this experience policy makers learned that policy instruments for the e-Europe initiative need to be flexible enough to adapt to new developments with regard to information technologies (Dearnly and Feather, 2001: 38; McLauchlin, 2005, The Tavistock Institute et al, 2005: 33; Tsipouri, 2000). The empirical findings indicate that various elements of the OMC are not sufficiently flexible in this respect. For example, a best practice on a specific point in time and written down in an annual or two-yearly National Action Plan, is not likely to be a best practice in a near future with a higher degree of technological development. Hence, elaborate reporting structures for the whole e-Europe initiative - i.e. independently from the National Reform Programmes and not restricted to broadband strategies - run the risk of being viewed by member states as a purely bureaucratic exercise (The Tavistock Institute et al, 2005: 30, 35). Moreover, further static elements are introduced through the adoption of detailed e-Europe indicators (Room, 2005; 125, see also Chapman, 2000; Coss, 2001; i2010 High Level Group, 2006). In sum, member states judge an OMC e-Europe with a fully developed infrastructure as not flexible enough to adapt to new technological developments.


A second point that needs to be mentioned in the context of the development of the infrastructure of the OMC e-Europe is related with the burst of the internet bubble. The latter prevented the internet issue from becoming salient in the eyes of the public, and lowered the ambitions of politicians to go beyond the e-Europe Action Plans. Although initiatives of the Finnish presidency in 1999 indicate that the incentive to act on the EU level in the context of the e-Europe initiative was not perceived equally by all member states, after the burst of the internet bubble member states had equally weak incentives to act. The reluctance to act was weak from 1999 onwards and there are no indications that certain member states perceived it differently than others. 
As a result of the burst of the internet bubble, national governments did not any longer ask for a detailed plan for the OMC e-Europe, and DG information society was allowed to continue with the e-Europe Action Plans without taking the open-endedness of the OMC on board. Hence, due to the lack of interest of member states to push for its development, elements of the infrastructure of the OMC that are most likely to facilitate mutual learning - i.e. peer review and National Action Plans - were not institutionalised.

Conclusion

For an OMC to develop to a high degree, it was hypothesised that a need for an instrument that can strike a compromise between an incentive and reluctance to act on the EU level has to be present on a policy field. In the case of the EES, this need resulted in the choice for the OMC and the development of its infrastructure. Through structured peer review sessions and reporting, reflection on the effectiveness of national employment policies takes place, creating a potential for mutual learning.

Because of the drop in saliency of the internet issue after the burst of the internet bubble in 2001, the incentive to act of member states with regard to the e-Europe initiative weakened. With hardly any reluctance to act on the EU level, the OMC could not perform the function on the e-Europe field for which it was designed in the context of the EES, i.e. striking a compromise between an incentive and reluctance to act on the EU level. This prevented the OMC from being viewed as an appropriate instrument for the e-Europe initiative over a longer period than only during the Lisbon summit. National governments came to consider the e-Europe Action Plans with an OECD-like multilateral surveillance tool - i.e. restricted to benchmarking of national policies and a limited exchange of policy practices - as sufficient to satisfy their lowered ambitions. As a result, elements that are likely to facilitate mutual learning between member states were not implemented.

Some findings were not accounted for by the hypothesis. First, the choice to adopt an OMC for the e-Europe initiative without a need identified by the member states for a policy tool with a compromise character, suggests that a logic is at work in which standard operating procedures play a role. As discussed earlier, similarities between the original e-Europe Action Plan of the Commission and the Lisbon strategy rushed the Council into linking the e-Europe initiative with the policy tool that was codified at the Lisbon summit (i.e. the OMC). Second, the rather passive role of the Commission was decisive in the process leading to the underdevelopment of the OMC e-Europe. It seems that the conflict between an incentive and reluctance to act on the side of national governments is a necessary but not sufficient condition for the development of the infrastructure of OMCs. A second necessary condition is the identification by the Commission of a need to develop the OMC. This condition shows parallels with a neofunctionalist reasoning; i.e. the ‘high authority’ that is appointed to oversee the operations leading to European integration - i.e. the Commission - is one of the key sponsors of further regional integration (Rosamond, 2000: 58). Although not aimed to foster further regional integration, a catalytic role of the Commission seems to underlie the development of the infrastructure of the OMC and indicates that notions present in neofunctionalist theorising can account for some of the empirical findings.
In the framework visualised in figure 2 the role of the Commission in the development of the infrastructure of the OMC is factored in. The e-Europe initiative follows the right-hand side of the figure, while the EES can be situated on the left-hand side. A further comparison between OMCs that differ on the degree of development of their infrastructure is necessary to assess whether the hypothesis also holds for other OMCs (De Ruiter, 2007). Moreover, it needs to be assessed whether the framework can account for the development of policy tools based on multilateral surveillance of national policies in function in other international organisations.

Figure 2: The choice to develop the infrastructure of the OMC










Notes

1 The OMC can be defined as a form of transnationalised target-setting between national governments of the EU with the ultimate aim of starting a learning process about how to respond with national policies to universal political and social challenges (Chalmers and Lodge, 2003: 17).

2 These data were compared with the European Election studies of 1999. The list of the ten most salient issues in the eyes of the public in 1999 are: 1) unemployment; 2) health care; 3) crime; 4) economic situation; 5) immigration; 6) environment; 7) drugs; 8) pensions; 9) education; 10) European Union.

3 This table is based on a study of Commission and Council documents published in the period 1999-2005 and is inspired on the classification of Radaelli (2003: 31).
4 Isomorphism is one of the central concepts of diffusion theory and is based on the claim that units in a population are compelled to become alike when faced with the same set of environmental challenges (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991: 66).

5 Because the EES is often considered to be the first genuine OMC in function in the EU context, it is not far-fetched to expect that this model will be copied.
6 Agence Europe is an independent international press agency that publishes daily bulletins on European economic and political integration.

7 In the presentation of the empirical material for the e-Europe case it was decided to use more often the interview quotes instead of the Agence Europe bulletin articles. The quotes from the Commission official often summarised the information that was obtained from several Agence Europe bulletin articles.

8 The European Voice is an independent weakly newspaper, published by The Economist Group.

Appendix: Agence Europe bulletin articles

Agence Europe 7050, ‘Extraordinary summit should adopt “quantified and verifiable” objectives from one year to the next, with sufficient financial means, says Mr. Juncker, emphasizing mobilisation of EIB resources’, 03/09/1997.

Agence Europe 7106, ‘The Luxembourg "method" and "objectives" will not remain a dead letter, says mr Juncker - European council was able to adopt some target figures because of Germany's flexibility - importance of follow-up, role of social partners’, 24/11/1997.

Agence Europe 7437, ‘The fifteen study measures that may make potential job prospects in the information society actually materialise’, 31/03/1999.

Agence Europe 7631, Agence Europe 7631, ‘Strategies for jobs in the information society the subject of commission communication to lisbon summit’, 11/01/2000.
Agence Europe 7650, ‘Commission launches employment strategy in learning fields with operational recommendations to help internet generation to close the gap with United States’, 07/02/2000.

Agence Europe 7673, ‘Viviane Reding launched an e-learning initiative that emphasises the educational side of the "e-europe" initiative while awaiting lisbon summit "a helping hand" to push forward issues in this field’, 09/03/2000.

Agence Europe 7894, ‘France insists on coordination of economic policies, quality of employment and implication of ageing’, 01/02/2001.

Agence Europe 7929, ‘Member state priorities - convergence and divergence’, 22/03/2001.

Agence Europe 8370, ‘Commission wants to devote eur 36 million to e-learning programme in 2004-2006’, 02/01/2003.

Agence Europe 8637, ‘Commission to draw up balance sheet of progress in electronic communications sector in view of forthcoming spring summit’, 03/02/2004.
Agence Europe 8688, ‘Ministerial conference on "broadband" in Dundalk (ireland) from 21 to 23 april’, 19/04/2004.

Agence Europe 8959, ‘Commission adopts i2010’, 01/06/2005.
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incentive to act on EU level with regard to a policy field, which leads to the adoption of an OMC by the Council





non-salient issue in the eyes of the public





salient issue in the eyes of the public





less necessity to control issue in order to avoid undesired consequences in the domestic arena





necessity to control issue in order to avoid undesired consequences in the domestic arena





no necessity to search a policy tool with a compromise character. Less developed multilateral surveillance tools are an option





search for a policy tool with a compromise character





OMC with highly developed infrastructure judged by (sectoral) Council and Commission as most appropriate instrument





(sectoral) Council and Commission do not see a necessity to develop the infrastructure of the OMC because OMC is not judged an appropriate policy tool
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