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Abstract

This article seeks to unravel ambiguity in analysis about the impact of European
integration on sub-state regions’ political power. In the literature there are arguments
that integration empowers, disempowers and has no effect on regional power. In
order to address this ambiguity and to contribute to theory-building, I develop a
theoretical framework sensitive to multiple means by which integration can affect
multiple sources of regional power, and apply it to the study of the Basque Country.
The conclusion that European integration undermines Basque political power sug-
gests that integration may, in some cases, be more a danger to, than a liberator of,
regions.

Introduction

The rise of the (sub-state) region is a characteristic of the contemporary pe-
riod in Europe. Devolution of power within European states is now common-
place in both the west and east. Changes in cultural, political and governance
norms emphasize a more positive role for regions in economic and demo-
cratic life. A heightened awareness of local and regional dimensions of iden-
tification is also apparent. But while there is broad agreement on the contem-
porary relevance of the region in Europe, on the more specific question of the
EU’s effect on the new landscape of regional governance there is far less
agreement. This is clearest in ambiguity about the impact of European inte-
gration on regional power.

Some scholars argue that European integration disempowers regions by
pointing out that regional competencies transferred to the EU level can re-
duce aspects of regions’ legally entrenched decision autonomy (Bullain, 1998;
Pérez et al., 1994). Some see opportunities for regional empowerment in Eu-
ropean integration: supranational institutions like the Commission or Euro-
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pean Parliament might become powerful allies for regions, allies that could
help regions influence EU decisions or escape central government control
(Marks, 1992; John, 1996). Others argue that integration has no effect on
regional power because central governments can outmanœuvre regional–su-
pranational alliances, or because regional influence in EU decisions is con-
fined to the domestic arena (Moravcsik, 1993; Pollack, 1995; Bache, 1999).

In this article, I try to unravel such ambiguity by approaching an old ques-
tion – the impact of European integration on regional power – in a new way.
I develop a new approach, characterized by a focus on multiple means by
which European integration can affect multiple sources of regional power,
and apply it to a study of the Basque Country. The article aims to help build
new theories about the hitherto underdeveloped relationship between Euro-
pean integration and regional power by developing an analytical framework
and a first case study for use in future comparison. Furthermore, the conclu-
sion I draw – that European integration undermines Basque political power –
may be surprising for some. Many practitioners in the UK, for instance, have
viewed ‘Europe’ as a kind of liberator for regions, rather than a usurper of
power. This conclusion also raises the possibility that integration may dam-
age the utility of devolution as a tool to respond to many pressing political
problems.

I begin by defining key terms and reflecting on the nature of, and explana-
tions for, ambiguity about integration and regional power. I then outline the
approach I develop to try to unravel the ambiguity. This is followed by the
Basque case study. The conclusion highlights issues for future research.

I. Defining ‘Regional Power’

‘Region’ is narrowly defined here as a territorial authority, situated directly
below the central state level, which has its own elected political representa-
tion. A region may be more (or indeed less) than a political space, but it is
regions with identifiable political institutions – elected assemblies, executive
institutions – performing a public role that are of interest here.

‘Regional power’ is defined as a region’s ability to influence decisions in
its favour, or its ability to control or escape the control of political actors at
other territorial levels. Influence, control and independence are crucial ingre-
dients for regional autonomy: to be able to promote and protect the features
distinguishing one region from another, and to be able to formulate policies
and preferences different from those of other political entities, regional actors
must be able to influence decisions and to escape the control of other territo-
rial entities. But change in regional power need not be zero-sum. It may in-
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volve gains or losses of a share in joint decision-making, gains or losses that
do not affect the shares held by other actors.

There are many sources of regional power. Of these, legal-constitutional
sources are the most fundamental. These are the formal rules guaranteeing a
region’s right to exist, specifying its decision-making prerogatives, and es-
tablishing its rights in relation to other territorial entities. They are higher
order powers which may be changed only by formal legal processes like con-
stitutional amendment, parliamentary acts, judicial interpretations and inter-
national treaties. Subtly different but related sources of power are legal-ad-
ministrative. These relate to lower order powers establishing the scope of
regions’ administrative powers and regulating regions’ rights to implement
laws which may be made elsewhere. Although both legal-constitutional and
legal-administrative sources of power may both be altered by formal proc-
esses like constitutional and statutory changes, the crucial difference between
them is that, in the administrative field, there is more scope to alter regional
competencies informally. So for example, regions may be able to extend the
scope of their administrative powers by offering more services to their citi-
zens, or by acquiring resources that increase their relative weight in joint
decision processes. A third type are relational sources of power. Co-operation
or strategic alliances with other powerful political entities, including other
regions, central governments or supranational actors can help a region to pro-
mote and protect its goals and interests. Again, in such co-operative relation-
ships, the value its partners place on a region’s resources – be they financial,
political, legal or informational – could both account for co-operation in the
first place and determine a region’s relative power. Legitimacy, or a wide-
spread belief in the normative or material value of regional government, is
another fundamental source of regional power. Financial resources (such as
tax-levying powers), institutional resources (such as organizational efficiency),
and internal regional characteristics (such as political cohesion or stability),
are also sources of regional power.

II. Ambiguity and the Impact of Integration on Regional Power

Existing analysis provides many crucial – but contradictory – insights into
the EU’s effect on regional power. There are arguments that: European inte-
gration undermines regional power; that European integration empowers re-
gions; and that European integration has no effect on regional power.

Disempowerment: Constitutional Implications of European Integration

One major theme is that integration undermines legal and constitutional ar-
rangements guaranteeing regional autonomy (see, e.g., Pérez et al., 1994;
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Bullain, 1998; Börzel, 2002). This is a theme developed principally by legal
scholars, and has received more attention beyond the English-speaking aca-
demic world than within it. The argument is that European integration alters
the distribution of power between central and regional governments to the
detriment of the latter. It does so because the EU has an institutional bias
against regions. It has long been recognized that political systems develop an
institutional bias or, as Bachrach and Baratz describe it:

a set of predominant values, beliefs, rituals and institutional procedures
(‘rules of the game’) that operate systematically and consistently to the ben-
efit of certain persons or groups at the expense of others. (1970, p. 43)

In the EU political system, central governments benefit from such values and
procedures. The norm that central governments represent their state in the
Council – the EU’s predominant legislative body – means that, in most cases,
central governments predominate in the EU. This affects the distribution of
power between Member State central and regional governments in a very
direct way. In the course of integration, competencies allocated to both cen-
tral and regional governments in domestic constitutions (or subordinate laws)
are transferred to the EU level. Central governments continue to play a deci-
sive role in making the decisions previously within their competence, be-
cause they tend to represent their state in the Council. But where central gov-
ernments monopolize that formal representation, they also acquire influence
over EU decisions that were previously exercised by regional governments.

Some states ‘corrected’ this institutional bias through domestic institu-
tional reforms. In Belgium and Germany, for example, regional and federal
authorities share the power to formulate state preferences and to negotiate in
the Council in many policy areas. But where such reforms have not taken
place as, for example, in Spain or the UK, the EU’s institutional bias means
that many ‘legal’ powers that regions are supposed to possess are not ‘actual’
powers.

Empowerment: Administrative Authority and New Allies

A second major theme, developed mainly in the comparative regionalism and
multi-level governance literatures, is that integration may empower regions.
Three main arguments are made about regional empowerment. The first is
that supranational actors created in the course of European integration pro-
vide new, potentially powerful allies for regions. Part of what makes this pos-
sible is both the state’s changing role and the mobilization of regions beyond
the state. There is, some claim, ‘a new nation state’ with less control over its
traditional functions, more permeable frontiers and new configurations of inter-
governmental relations (Loughlin, 1993, p. 15). Or, as Marks et al. put it, ‘the
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state no longer monopolizes European-level policy-making or the aggrega-
tion of domestic interests’ (1996, p. 346). Furthermore, many regions have
responded to this ‘opening up’ of the state by Europeanizing their governing
strategies. An EU regions’ lobby, sustained by the growth of regional infor-
mation offices in Brussels, flourished. Europe-wide regional organizations
were established. Eventually, demands for formal EU involvement were rec-
ognized in a new body, the Committee of the Regions.

Crucially, these changes appeared to make possible a new multi-level pol-
ity where regional, state and supranational actors could develop transnational
linkages and ‘share … control over many activities that take place in their
respective territories’ (Marks et al., 1996, pp. 346–7). This transformation of
EU governance could empower regional governments because regional–su-
pranational alliances were more likely in an open, fluid, multi-level process
of interest aggregation. Regional–supranational alliances could help regions
to influence EU decisions in their favour, benefit regions when bargaining
with central governments or help them escape central government control
(Bullman, 1997; Keating, 1998; Marks and Hooghe, 1996).

A second, rather more sophisticated, argument about supranational actors
and regional empowerment is that the Commission’s championing of new
governance concepts helped ‘constitute’ regional governments as more le-
gitimate EU policy actors (Kohler Koch, 1996; Loughlin and Peters, 1997).
Kohler Koch (1996, pp. 372–3) argues, for example, that the Commission
propagated the idea that the best way to conduct EU policy-making was through
‘co-operative problem solving’, a governing philosophy which, among other
things, sought to involve regional actors as participants alongside private and
other public institutions. The propagation, acceptance and institutionaliza-
tion of this idea in the late 1980s – notably with the codification of ‘partner-
ship’ in structural fund legislation – created a new norm of appropriate be-
haviour, and this helped empower regional governments as legitimate EU
policy participants.

A third argument is that European integration may empower regions by
altering the legal framework governing regions’ role as administrators of EU
policies. As mentioned above, one of the consequences of new governance
norms identified by authors like Kohler Koch, was the codification of ‘part-
nership’. Partnership created a new rule requiring EU, state, regional (and
other) authorities to implement structural fund allocations jointly. Partner-
ship provides grounds for the argument that the EU could empower regions
by giving them both new administrative responsibilities and new technical,
political and financial resources (Smyrl, 1997; Hooghe, 1996). In the context
of multi-level policy networks developing in the regional policy sector, new
resources in particular could empower regions because network partners de-
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pendent on regions’ resources would be more willing to accommodate re-
gions’ interests (Hooghe, 1996; Marks et al., 1996).

No Effect: The Primacy of Central State Governments

A third major theme is the argument that European integration has no effect
on regional power because central governments can block regional–supra-
national alliances. It is an argument drawing on intergovernmental approaches
to the study of European integration.

From this perspective, European integration and EU decision-making are
processes where central government bargains determine decision outcomes.
Supranational institutions are seen as states’ ‘agents’ rather than autonomous
political actors. From this assumption it follows that European integration
will have no effect on regional power because supranational allies will not
bring regional governments much influence. Intergovernmentalists highlight
other obstacles preventing effective regional–supranational alliances. Mark
Pollack (1995, p. 362) argues, for example, that regional and supranational
authorities are merely actors in an ‘intergovernmental play’ where central
governments ‘establish the institutional context within which both the Com-
mission and regional governments act’. Member States also enjoy formidable
‘gate-keeping’ abilities, because they still possess ample statutory and other
resources, enabling them to insist they remain intermediaries between regions
and EU authorities (Anderson, 1990). From this perspective, regions are in-
fluential in EU decision-making only when their views are subsumed into
negotiating positions that central governments defend in EU decision bodies
(Moravcsik, 1993, pp. 483–5).

The Issue of Ambiguity

The above discussion outlines contradictory arguments about the impact of
European integration on regional power: arguments that integration may em-
power, disempower or have no effect on regions. There may be truth in more
than one option and ambiguity may simply be a feature of the regional expe-
rience in contemporary Europe. However, ambiguity could be the result of
theoretical failings in the literature. Analysis supporting the different
‘disempower-ment’, ‘empowerment’ and ‘no effect’ options tends to focus on
different things – that is, they focus on different sources of regional power
affected by integration, and different means by which integration may have
that effect. These differences are summarized in Table 1.

As mentioned earlier, regional power is derived from a variety of sources,
including legal-constitutional, legal-administrative, relational (alliance-based),
legitimacy, financial and institutional. Analysis supporting the disempower-
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ment option tends to focus on European integration’s negative effect on re-
gions’ legal-constitutional sources of power. On the other hand, analysis sup-
porting the empowerment option tends to focus on sources of power derived
from regions’ relations with other territorial entities, the legitimacy of re-
gions as EU policy actors, and changes in the legal-administrative frame-
work. And finally, analysis supporting the no effect option tends to consider
the impact of integration on relational sources of regional power only.

It can also be observed that analysis supporting the disempowerment op-
tion is based on the argument that European integration has created a new
institutional system with a built-in bias against regions. In contrast, one argu-
ment supporting the empowerment option is that the means by which Euro-
pean integration has benefited regions is that supranational institutions have
promoted ideas (or governance norms) affecting regional power and resources.
Other work supporting the empowerment option is based on the argument
that the EU has become a multi-level polity where regional–supranational
alliances can flourish, or that new rules like partnership significantly increase
regions’ resources and administrative discretion. The no effect argument is

Table 1: Arguments on the Impact of European Integration on Regional Power

Impact                          Relevant            Source of Regional        How Integration Affects
                                       Literature        Power Affected   Regional Power

Disempowerment Legal scholarship Legal-constitutional Bias of the EU’s
decision-system against
regions

Empowerment Comparative Relational Supranational institutions are
regionalism and potential allies for
multi-level regional governments
governance

Legal-administrative EU policies increase
and relational regions’ administrative

responsibilities and
resources (and thus
their relative power in EU
policy networks)

Legitimacy Supranational institutions
promote ideas that legitimize
regional actors

No effect Intergovern- Relational Central governments can
mentalism block regional-supranational

alliances
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basically a refutation of the multi-level polity argument and an insistence that
central governments retain control of the EU decision process.

The tendency for different arguments to be based on analysis of different
aspects of political reality could be the source of ambiguity. In other words, it
could be that the effect of European integration on regional power looks so
ambiguous and contradictory because these different propositions have not
been integrated into a single approach where evidence for each option can be
weighed against the others. This raises the question: if an approach can be
developed allowing analysis of multiple means by which European integra-
tion affects multiple sources of regional power, will this reduce ambiguity?
This question is addressed in the next two sections, the first of which presents
the contours of such an approach. A study of the Basque Autonomous Com-
munity’s (BAC’s) experience of European integration follows.

III. A New Theoretical Framework

A new approach for analysing the impact of European integration on regional
power could have three key features: use of the comparative method; detail-
rich case studies of regions’ experience of European integration; and an ana-
lytical framework designed to incorporate insights from different ontological
and epistemological perspectives.

The Comparative Method

Ideally, questions should be asked about the impact of European integration
on different types of regions from different EU Member States. On the basis
of similarities and differences observed, generalizations could then be drawn
which would help characterize the experience of all EU regions. In this arti-
cle, generalizability has been sacrificed for a detailed examination of the ef-
fect of integration on the political power of a single EU region.

For each individual region studied, the techniques of the comparative
method can also be employed as a means to accomplish the main objectives
of the new approach. The case-study method provides a strategy for bringing
together and comparing analysis of different means by which European inte-
gration can affect different sources of regional power.

Case Selection Criteria

For each region studied, a series of case studies drawn from that region’s
experience of the EU could be examined. Detailed examination could be made
of episodes where the EU could potentially affect multiple sources of regional
power, especially legal-constitutional, legal-administrative and relational
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sources of power. It would need to be complemented by examination of epi-
sodes where it appeared likely that the EU could affect regional power through
the bias of the EU decision system, new resources the EU gave to regions,
ideas promoted by EU actors and regional–supranational alliances. Such an
approach would incorporate into a single analysis multiple sources of regional
power and multiple means by which integration might affect that power.

After investigating whether or not the case studies meet initial expecta-
tions and comparing findings in different cases, it should be possible to deter-
mine whether, overall, European integration:

1. mainly empowers the region;
2. mainly disempowers the region; or
3. mainly has no effect on the region’s political power.

A fourth possibility is that evidence from the study will confirm the ambigu-
ity expectation gleaned from the literature. This would occur if there is evi-
dence supporting each of the empowerment, disempowerment and no effect
options.

Ideas, Interests and Institutions: The Problem of Coherence

Before this case study analysis can be undertaken, however, it is necessary to
solve a pressing problem of research design. The problem is that some of the
propositions being brought together are founded on different ontological and
epistemological assumptions. Most scholars approach the topic of regions
and European integration assuming that choice is rational. Political actors are
seen as self-interested, goal-pursuing and utility-maximizing creatures. Co-
operation in the context of either a multi-level polity, multi-level policy net-
works or Member State-dominated EU negotiations is conceived as strategic
exchange between interdependent players (Marks, 1992; John, 1996; Pollack,
1995; Moravcsik, 1993). These assumptions have made much analysis a de-
bate about whether or not European integration has changed a state-based
system of interest aggregation into a multi-levelled one. Less frequently, a
sociological approach to the study of politics is employed. This approach
seeks to locate political behaviour in socially-generated norms and beliefs,
and it has tended to underpin the argument that European integration has pro-
moted ideas legitimizing regional empowerment (Kohler Koch, 1996; Loughlin
and Peters, 1997). The problem is that the new approach being developed
here seeks to bring together as many propositions about integration and re-
gional power as possible. But when these propositions are founded on differ-
ent views of political reality, privilege investigation into different political
phenomena and demand different research strategies, it becomes extremely
difficult to bring all propositions into a single framework.
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Recent theoretical work on institutions provides a way around this prob-
lem, even if it does not completely solve it. The main propositions about
European integration and regional power being brought together are essen-
tially propositions about the role of ideas, interests and institutions in politics.
These three concepts lie at the heart of propositions about the impact of the
EU’s institutional bias, about supranational actors’ promotion of ideas affect-
ing regional power and the way changes in the structure of interest aggrega-
tion might affect regional power. Ideas, interests and institutions are also con-
cepts at the centre of recent work by new institutionalists seeking to bridge
the divide between rational choice and sociological approaches in the social
sciences (Goldstein and Keohane, 1993; Hall, 1997). A major achievement of
these bridging attempts is that they provide insights into how concepts typi-
cally associated with one ontology – for example, ‘interests’ and rational choice
and ‘ideas’ and sociological approaches – can be adapted and imported for
use elsewhere. These insights can be very usefully applied in this research to
incorporate arguments about the impact of ‘ideas’ into the essentially rational
choice orientation of the mainstream regions and integration literature.

Figure 1 shows how the seemingly incompatible concepts at the centre of
propositions about the impact of European integration on regional power can
be brought into a single analytical framework. In Figure 1, ‘interests’ are the
main independent variable. This represents the rational choice argument that

Figure 1: The Rational Choice Approach to Ideas, Interests and Institutions

Action

Ideas Institutions

Interests

➤

➤ ➤

➤
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individuals’ pursuit of self-interest is the principal dynamic of political proc-
esses. It also reflects prevalent conceptions of collective choice as a process
of aggregating these interests. This privileging of the interests variable under-
pins many arguments about the impact of European integration on regional
power – even those on different sides of the argument such as intergovern-
mentalists and multi-level governance theorists.

In Figure 1, the ‘institutions’ sphere is connected by a separate arrow to
the ‘interests’ sphere, signifying that institutions may constrain actors’ pur-
suit of their self-interest. From a rational choice perspective, institutions es-
tablish procedures and set rules that fix the boundaries of interest-pursuing
activity (Hall and Taylor, 1996). The effect of the EU’s institutional bias against
regions and of changes in legal-administrative procedures can be conceptual-
ized in this manner: EU procedures and rules denying regions meaningful
access to key decision fora circumscribe the permissible scope of regional
government actions and thereby undermine their political power. EU proce-
dures and rules establishing partnership extend the permissible scope of re-
gional governments’ action and thereby potentially empower them.

Factoring in an ‘ideas’ variable has been an important innovation in ra-
tional choice institutionalism, and it is essentially this innovation that allows
insights from the more sociologically-oriented analysis of integration and re-
gional power to be imported into the rational choice mainstream. As Figure 1
shows, the ‘ideas’ sphere is connected by an arrow pointing to the ‘interests’
sphere, representing the argument that ideas about right and wrong (values)
and understandings of the way things work (ideas about causality) condition
the goals individuals perceive to be in their interests and the means chosen to
pursue those goals (Goldstein and Keohane, 1993). The ideas sphere is also
connected to the interests sphere by an arrow going through the institutions
sphere. This signifies that when ideas become embedded in institutions, and
are thereby reinforced and supported by organizational structures, a particu-
lar set of ideas may influence choices over long periods of time (Goldstein
and Keohane, 1993). For research on integration and regional power, the ra-
tional choice argument about the way ideas – and ideas embedded in institu-
tions – can limit actors’ room for manœuvre helps explain why supranational
institutions promote ideas that affect regional power. It can highlight the im-
pact of ideologies, values, paradigms and scientific fashions on supranational
actors’ interest-determining processes. Importantly, however, this concept-
ualization of ‘ideational effects’ does not help explain how ideas promoted by
supranational institutions affect regional power. In the rational choice approach,
ideas are ‘thin’ or, in other words, they cannot be conceived as an independ-
ent variable. They are thus quite different from ‘thick’ arguments about idea-
tional effects, such as those about new ideas (or new governance norms pro-
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moted by the Commission) creating or constituting regions as more legiti-
mate, and thus more powerful policy actors.

This points to a key conclusion that can be drawn from this section: be-
cause there are important limitations to the extent to which sociological and
rational choice approaches can be bridged, there are also important limita-
tions to the building of a syncretic approach to the study of European integra-
tion and regional power. But while this limitation must be acknowledged, it
does not make the goal of a new approach a futile endeavour. As the case
study of the Basque Country shows, it is still highly relevant to enquire about
the impact of ideas promoted by supranational institutions on regional power.
But because a rational choice approach has framed this research, those ideas
have an impact as an intervening rather than an independent variable.

IV. The Basque Country and the Politics of Territory in the EU

The Basque Country is a particularly interesting case for exploring the im-
pact of European integration on regional power.1 Basque institutions have
significant devolved decision powers, which means that, like regions in other
federal and regionalized states, Basque institutions potentially have a lot to
lose from European integration. Basque nationalists control many Basque
institutions and, for reasons of political expediency or conviction, have been
keen to pursue alliances with supranational actors or to try to undermine the
Spanish central government’s dominance in EU affairs. The Basque institu-
tions receive EU structural funds as an objective 2 (industrial decline) region,
and as such could benefit from new responsibilities and resources (broadly
defined) endowed by partnership rules. And finally, in the Basque Country,
the issue of regional autonomy, and thus regional power, goes to the heart of
a political conflict that makes this region one of Europe’s most politically
troubled areas.

Most analysis focuses specifically on the Basque Autonomous Commu-
nity (BAC), one of the 17 Autonomous Communities established with Spain’s
democratization in the late 1970s. The BAC has a directly elected parliament,
from whose ranks are drawn an executive (the Basque government). In some
instances, analysis also focuses on the three Basque provinces nested within
the BAC – the so-called historic territories of Álava, Guipúzcoa and Vizcaya.

Applying the new approach to the Basque case, the principal research ques-
tion becomes: has European integration empowered, disempowered or had
no effect on Basque political power?

1 I define ‘region’ in a generic sense and in a way that does not contradict characterizations of Basques
as a minority or stateless nation.
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I ask this question in relation to five important issues and episodes in the
recent history of the Basque Country. The cases were selected, in accordance
with the criteria identified above, because they appeared prima facie to in-
volve situations where integration had the potential to affect different types
of Basque political power through a variety of different means. Selection fol-
lowed a preliminary survey of academic material, newspaper articles, public
documents and personal interviews. The link between the cases, selection
criteria and principal findings are summarized in Table 2.

Basque Participation in EU Decision-making

The first case is an examination of institutional arrangements for BAC par-
ticipation in EU decision-making. The bias against regions in the EU deci-
sion system is not really disputed. Consequently, the key query is whether
‘corrective’ mechanisms exist to counter that bias. Corrective mechanisms,
like those in Belgium and Germany, include domestic concertation systems
allowing regional and federal/central authorities jointly to determine their
state’s EU position. Corrective mechanisms may also allow regional and fed-
eral/central authorities to share voting and negotiating prerogatives in EU
institutions (especially in the Council).

When Spain joined the EU in 1986, attempts were made to establish some
form of central government–Autonomous Community concertation system
for EU decisions. However, for a variety of internal political reasons, formal
institutions for concertation in Spain are dysfunctional. There are a series of
intergovernmental sectoral conferences and, on paper at least, sectoral con-
ference rules include a strong obligation for the central government to take on
board collectively determined Autonomous Community views on EU issues.
In practice, Autonomous Communities have not been able to form common
positions and so the central government has never had to take their views
‘decisively’ into account (Roig Molés, 2000). Nor are Basque (or other) Au-
tonomous Communities permitted to participate in the EU Council. They do,
of course, have Committee of the Regions representation, but the dilution of
Basque views within a pool of 222 other regional perspectives, and the non-
binding character of Committee opinions, make this participation no real com-
pensation for the lack of functioning domestic institutions or Council partici-
pation.

Consequently, European integration has disempowered the BAC. Compe-
tencies granted to it in accordance with the Spanish constitution and the Basque
Statute of Autonomy, and then transferred to the EU in the course of integra-
tion, are essentially lost competencies. In these areas, the BAC can no longer
take decisions autonomously and, in the absence of functioning institutional
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channels for incorporating its interests into EU decisions, it cannot formally
participate in formulating these decisions either.

EU Challenges to the Basque Taxation Regime

The second case study examines a dispute between EU and Basque authori-
ties over the legality of certain politically sensitive Basque taxation meas-

Table 2: Summary of Cases and Findings

Case                  Source of          How Integration                           Principal
           Regional Power        Might Affect                   Finding

                                Affected            Regional Power

Basque Legal- EU’s institutional Disempowerment:
participation constitutional bias against regions EU’s institutional bias against
in EU regions undermined Basque
decisions legal-constitutional powers

EU Legal- Ideas promoted by Disempowerment:
challenges to constitutional supranational Ideas promoted by
the Basque institutions supranational institutions
taxation undermines Basque legal-
regime constitutional powers

The impact of Legal- EU rules increase No effect:
‘partnership’ administrative regions’ responsibilities Partnership delivered small
on territorial and  resources in gains in administrative
relations in EU policy networks discretion, but these were
Spain insignificant compared to

overall central government
control

The ‘Basque Relational Supranational–regional No effect:
Left Bank’ alliances No evidence that
EU campaign supranational–regional

alliances increased Basque
authorities’ ability to
influence EU decisions or
escape central government
control

The ‘Basque Relational Supranational–regional No effect:
High Speed alliances No evidence that
Train’ supranational–regional
EU campaign alliances increased Basque

authorities’ ability to
influence EU decisions or
escape central government
control
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ures. The Commission’s view, for example, was that the disputed measures
violated EU competition law and that Basque powers to establish such meas-
ures should be curtailed (ECJ, 1999). If the Commission’s (and other EU
actors’) arguments prevailed, ideas promoted by EU authorities would under-
mine Basque powers guaranteed in the constitution and regulated in the 1981
Economic Agreement (an enacted agreement between Basque and central
authorities).

The three historic territories, Álava, Vizcaya and Guipúzcoa, enjoy sub-
stantial autonomy in the field of taxation. Unlike any other region in Spain or
Europe except Navarre,2 Basque authorities regulate and administer almost
all taxes levied in their territory (including income, corporation and inherit-
ance taxes), and pay the Spanish central government for activities the centre
performs in Basque territory. These taxation powers are a modern form of
rights enjoyed by the Basque historic territories since the Middle Ages and,
as such, hold fundamental political and symbolic significance in Basque poli-
tics. The loss of medieval historic rights during the nineteenth century has
been a principal grievance of Basque nationalism and the restoration of taxa-
tion powers compromised during the Franco dictatorship was an important
gesture of reconciliation during the transition to democracy.

Nevertheless, as soon as Spain joined the EU, the Commission began to
question whether certain Basque taxation measures violated EU competition
rules. It was not until the late 1990s, however, that the issue came to a head in
a court case that was initiated by the central government in the Spanish courts,
but referred to the ECJ in a preliminary ruling procedure. It soon became
clear that Basque authorities were likely to lose the case. The ECJ’s Advocate
General, Antonio Sarrio, took the same view as the Commission – he be-
lieved that Basque taxation measures ought to be considered illegal ‘regional
state aids’ and that the uniqueness of the Basque taxation system did not war-
rant special treatment for fear of a precedent being set (ECJ, 1999). In making
these judgments, the EU actors betrayed their adherence to a hierarchy of
values in which the competition imperative and the promotion of the EU’s
common market was privileged in relation to the promotion of regional tradi-
tions and diversity. It was not, in theory at least, beyond the realms of possi-
bility that EU authorities would concede in calls to recognize the uniqueness
of Basque self-government in the same way that its uniqueness had been rec-
ognized and institutionalized in Spain.

Given that the ECJ’s deciding judges tend to follow the opinions of Advo-
cates-General, the odds were stacked against the Basque authorities and, in

2 For similar reasons, the Foral Community of Navarra has almost identical taxation prerogatives as the
historic territories. Its taxation prerogatives are regulated by a separate economic agreement.
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the end, it was the Basque authorities that had to accept defeat. The twist in
the tale of the dispute was that defeat did not come in the form of an ECJ
ruling. As soon as it became clear that Basque authorities were likely to lose
the case, the Spanish central government – under pressure at home – with-
drew the suit that had begun the ECJ proceedings. This returned the matter to
the realm of domestic politics and, in the shadow of the Advocate General’s
opinion, led to the signing of a Basque–central authorities’ agreement (El
Pais, 18 January 2000). As a consequence, by January 2000 all parties to the
conflict – the ECJ Advocate General, the Commission, the Spanish central
government and Basque authorities – had accepted de facto if not de jure that
the contested aspects of the Basque taxation regime should no longer be used.
In sum, arguments promoted by supranational institutions, arguments based
on a set of ideas or values prioritizing market competition over regional di-
versity, helped undermine the taxation powers of the Basque authorities.

Partnership and Territorial Relations in Spain

The next case explores the impact of partnership on Basque political power.
As either an objective 2 (industrial decline) or an objective 5b (rural develop-
ment) zone, the Basque Country (or parts of it) has had access to both struc-
tural funds and partnership rules. Detailed research on the application of part-
nership rules over the last ten years in Spain gives key insights into the im-
pact of partnership on Basque regional power (Bache and Jones, 2000; Morata
and Muñoz, 1996).

The studies indicate that, in accordance with partnership rules, Autono-
mous Communities were partners in the formulation, management and moni-
toring of structural fund expenditure. They were consulted on priorities for
spending funds in their territories in either bilateral contacts with the central
government or multilaterally in committees convened by the central govern-
ment (Bache and Jones, 2000, pp. 5–7; Morata and Muñoz, 1996, p. 206).
Autonomous Communities also managed some of the funds themselves. They
were able to select, within predetermined guidelines, some of the funded
projects. The percentage of structural funds managed by Autonomous Com-
munities was not negligible. Objective 1 regions had charge over about one-
third of Spain’s objective 1 European regional development fund (ERDF)
allocation and objective 2 regions (including the BAC) managed 50 per cent
of Spain’s ERDF allocation for that objective (Morata and Muñoz, 1996, p.
211). Autonomous Communities were also part of central government con-
vened committees monitoring the effectiveness and probity of projects (Morata
and Muñoz, 1996, p. 209).

Partnership, then, did appear to have some payoffs. It introduced a formal
obligation to consult Autonomous Communities on spending priorities and
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monitoring, and a share of administrative responsibilities was delegated to
them. Furthermore, in the context of consultation, Autonomous Communities
appeared to acquire two new resources. The detailed local knowledge that
they could supply might be needed by their consultation partners. Further-
more, Autonomous Communities could now invoke legally entrenched rules
if partnership were slighted in practice.

 However, despite the potential for empowerment, the studies showed that
the significance of these new resources and administrative responsibilities
paled when compared with the central government’s share of administrative
authority and its powerful gate-keeping abilities (Bache and Jones, 2000, pp.
5–7; Morata and Muñoz, 1996, p. 206). Ten years after partnership rules were
enacted, regions like the Basque Country and Catalonia complained that cen-
tral government obstacles prevented their participation in key decisions about
the allocation of funding (Bache and Jones, 2000, p. 8). More generally:

Central government retained responsibility for programme proposals, pay-
ments to the Commission, authorization and modification of projects, the
administration of ERDF receipts, and the transfer of funding to the appro-
priate authority.  (Bache and Jones, 2000, p. 8)

Using their final say over most important structural fund decisions, the cen-
tral government has been able to outmanœuvre both the Autonomous Com-
munities and the Commission. For example, as Morata and Muñoz (1996, pp.
206–7) relate, the central government was able to dodge its obligations to
provide individual planning documents for each objective 1, 2 and 5b region
by submitting only one plan for all regions in each objective. In so doing,
Autonomous Community input into the plans was significantly reduced, which
meant an undermining of the key purpose of partnership – that ‘the regional
level constitutes the nucleus of preparation, co-ordination, and implementa-
tion of Community, national and local intervention’ (1996, pp. 206–7). Ac-
cording to the authors, the central government’s actions were motivated by a
desire to increase its ability to ‘decide on the territorial allocation of resources
which depended on the central administration’ (1996, pp. 206–7).

In short, partnership may have given regions a degree of discretion in the
management of structural funds, and given them tools with which to bolster
arguments for more say in how structural funds are spent. However, this small
increase in discretionary authority was insignificant compared to the Spanish
central government’s overall control of the structural funding process. Simi-
larly, new resources – like local knowledge and the legal status of partnership
– seem unimportant when the central government can so easily distort the
policy process in its favour. As both studies testify, partnership has had no
significant effect on regional empowerment in Spain (Bache and Jones, 2000,
p. 9; Morata and Muñoz, 1996, p. 217).
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3 As a rule, objective 1 regions must be NUTS level II regions whose GDP per capita is less that 75 per
cent of the EU average. The BAC is a NUTS level II region, but the Basque Left Bank is not. According
to EU statistics, the BAC has never had a GDP below 75 per cent of the EU average.

Basque Government EU Campaigns

The fourth and fifth case studies examine two Basque government campaigns
to influence EU legislation in their favour. In each case, the Basque govern-
ment developed a sophisticated lobbying strategy to win support from, among
others, supranational actors. If the strategy proved successful, the campaigns
would support the view that integration can have a positive effect on rela-
tional sources of regional power. Evidence of transnational linkages would
support the multi-level model of EU interest aggregation.

The ‘Basque Left Bank’ EU campaign sought to influence the post-Agenda
2000 round of structural fund regulation reforms. The Basque government –
like many regional governments – sought to protect their structural fund allo-
cations from expected cuts in the lead-up to eastward enlargement. Against
the wishes of the Spanish central government, the Basque government lob-
bied for a run-down part of Bilbao known as the Basque Left Bank to be
categorized as a priority objective 1 region (El Correo, 10 November 1999).
The tactic was a long shot, because the Left Bank did not meet the usual
criteria for objective 1, but the Basque government hoped that it might be
considered an exception like some other EU regions (including Northern Ire-
land).3

 In the second EU campaign analysed, the Basque government sought to
get its pet high-speed train (HST) project incorporated into trans-European
network (TENs) plans. Imprinting the Basque HST project on to the EU’s
transport blueprints increased the likelihood of it receiving much-needed fi-
nancial support for the project at both European and state levels. A key tactic
employed in this campaign was participation and protagonism (at least in the
early days) in the formation of an ‘Atlantic Arc’ lobby uniting regions along
the European Atlantic seaboard (El Correo, 28 April 1990). The Atlantic Arc
also served as a banner upon which to hang the lobby’s main argument: with-
out better transport links the already peripheral Atlantic regions would be-
come increasingly marginalized within the EU.

In both campaigns, the Basque government made use of its contacts within
supranational institutions. Representatives contacted the Commission’s Di-
rector-General for Regional Policy, Eneku Landaburu, who was a Basque and
a former member of the Basque Parliament. They also contacted EP members
(MEPs) with Basque links, including those of the same political persuasion
as the parties running the Basque government at the time. In both cases, how-
ever, the possibility that Basque–supranational alliances might positively help
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the Basque government influence EU decisions and escape central govern-
ment control were not realized.

In the Basque Left Bank campaign, both Landaburu and the majority of
MEPs considered extending exceptional objective 1 funding to the Basque
Left Bank to be at odds with the purpose and principles of EU regional policy,
and would not, therefore, support the campaign. In the Basque HST cam-
paign, however, the idea of a needy and disadvantaged Atlantic Arc did at-
tract the sympathy of the Commission and the EP, and underpinned these
bodies’ eventual support for a Basque HST route. But, on closer examination,
both the Commission and the Parliament appeared to take their most impor-
tant cues from central governments rather than Atlantic Arc regions and the
Basque Country. Before the Basque HST project got the support of the Span-
ish central government and then, in 1991, the whole Council, for instance, the
Commission wavered on the inclusion of the Basque project in its transport
network blueprints (see Commission, 1988, 1989, 1990). The EP was more
sustained in its support of the Atlantic Arc, but when it had to choose between
environmental issues and the Atlantic Arc in the conciliation stage of the TENs
legislative process, the Parliament abandoned the cause of the Atlantic Arc at
the last hurdle (EP, 1996). Indeed, in this latter case in particular, it was Span-
ish central government support more than supranational allies that ensured
the Basque HST project was included in the final TENs legislation.

The general conclusion to be drawn from both these cases is that the crea-
tion of supranational institutions did not provide very reliable allies for the
Basque government (or Atlantic Arc regions). In short, there was no evidence
that European integration had any effect at all on Basque political power.
This is not entirely surprising, given the lack of institutional resources each
of these actors has. But, more interestingly, the cases also highlight a number
of other obstacles to the formation of regional–supranational alliances and
the development of a multi-level process of interest aggregation. There was
an absence of the kind of party political ties, electoral imperatives and ‘his-
torical baggage’ that, in these and other episodes examined in this article,
made the Spanish central government much more mindful of its responses to
Basque EU campaigns than supranational actors.

Conclusion

This article sought to unravel ambiguity about the impact of European inte-
gration on regional power. It did so by developing a new approach examining
the means by which integration can affect multiple sources of regional power
and applying the approach empirically in a study of the Basque Country. Prima
facie, the findings in the five case studies show that the effect of European
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integration on regional power does remain somewhat ambiguous. Ambiguity
was reduced because there was no significant evidence of Basque empower-
ment. Nevertheless, the first two cases supported the disempowerment option
because integration undermined Basque legal-constitutional powers, and the
last three cases showed that it had no significant effect on relational or legal-
administrative sources of Basque political power. It is possible, however, to
take the analysis a step further. Having brought together analysis of different
ways in which European integration can impact on multiple sources of re-
gional power into a single framework, it is now possible to assess the relative
significance of evidence for each of the options sustained empirically in the
study.

On closer examination, European integration appears to have had a
disempowering effect on Basque authorities overall. The impact of integra-
tion on Basque legal-constitutional sources of political power is profound.
European integration created an institutional system that effectively removed,
de facto if not de jure, powers granted in the Basque Autonomy Statute from
the Basque government’s reach. A long list of Basque competencies has ef-
fectively been lost. Additionally, Basque authorities’ legal powers were re-
duced because they lost a dispute with supranational bodies over taxation
prerogatives. In terms of the scope of powers lost, the ban on Basque authori-
ties’ use of a particular type of taxation instrument is much less significant
than the more generalized hollowing out of the Autonomy Statute. But the
historic and political significance of taxation powers magnifies the signifi-
cance of the ban.

Evidence that there were so many obstacles preventing Basque–suprana-
tional alliances strengthens the case that, overall, Basque authorities have
been disempowered by European integration. These alliances may have miti-
gated some of the negative impact of lost legal-constitutional powers by pro-
viding an alternative means by which Basque authorities could influence EU
decisions. But the difficulties involved in constructing such alliances suggest
that Basque authorities will not find a replacement for lost formal decision
powers in support from supranational alliances.

Similarly, the ability of the central government to retain control over the
structural fund implementation process meant that the promise of empower-
ment through partnership was not realized. But even if partnership had sig-
nificantly increased the BAC’s administrative discretion and influence, there
would still be a strong case for arguing that, overall, European integration
had been disempowering for the BAC. More influence over guiding priorities
and more administrative responsibility over regional development funds are,
like Committee of the Regions membership or the right to set up a Brussels
office, steps in the right direction of empowerment. But they provide no real
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compensation for the loss of constitutionally entrenched decision powers at
home, and the weakness of both formal and informal channels of influence at
the EU level.

It is important to emphasize that, in making the claim that this approach
helps overcome ambiguity about the impact of European integration on re-
gional power, I also recognize the limitations of the approach. Firstly, the
approach looks at the impact of the EU on regional power, not the more gen-
eral issue of its impact on regional governance. I conclude that European
integration has had a negative impact on Basque public institutions as they
exist today and can say little, for example, about how the EU might alter
patterns of identification or broader political and cultural norms that helped
constitute or sustain these institutions. My narrower focus on regional power
is still highly relevant, however, given that decentralization is so common-
place in Europe and given the importance of devolution as an instrument in
places like the Basque Country as a tool for the accommodation of political
diversity.

Another limitation is that the approach does not, indeed could not, capture
all propositions about how integration can affect regional power. Proposi-
tions about the impact of new governance norms legitimizing and thus ‘con-
stituting’ regional governments as more powerful EU policy participants could
not be incorporated into the analysis. This was due to methodological differ-
ences between sociological and rational models of political choice. This is a
problem of much wider relevance which has yet to be fully resolved in the
political science literature.

And finally, it must be recognized that generalizations about the impact of
European integration on regional power cannot be drawn on the basis of this
study of a single region. For a more comprehensive understanding of the rela-
tionship between integration and regional power, further research on other
EU regions is needed. From existing analysis, however, there are hints that
variation is highly likely. For example, the impact of the EU’s institutional
bias against regions and the existence of domestic ‘corrective mechanisms’ in
places like Belgium and Germany suggest that the extent of disempowerment,
if it has occurred at all, will be much less than in Spain. Similarly, compara-
tive research suggests that partnership and regional influence in structural
fund implementation is much greater in federal states like Belgium and Ger-
many (Marks, 1996c, p. 407). It is also possible, as Smyrl (1997) has recently
shown in the case of France and Italy, that qualities specific to individual
regions, such as political entrepreneurship and the existence of established
policy networks, may mediate the effect of European integration on regional
power. All of this suggests that work remains to be done to establish whether
European integration has had a positive or negative effect on regional power,
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and the extent to which state structures are the key variable explaining differ-
ential effects that might emerge. By developing an analytical framework and
a first case study, this article sought to do the groundwork for future research
using a larger sample of EU regions.
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