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INTRODUCTION 

Lobbying flourishes where power resides – and the European Union institutions in Brussels 

and Strasbourg make no exception to that rule. As the European Project develops, so does 

EU lobbying. Following the financial crisis and the ensuing Eurozone turmoil, the seats of 

power have shifted and many would now argue that lobbying, much like influence, comes 

from Berlin, rather than Brussels. In the eyes of the Germans, Chancellor Merkel is the 

undisputed leader; for the French, it is a consensus game between Hollande and Merkel, and 

for the British, it would appear, it is a status quo that no longer suits their national interests.  

 

THE EU MARKETPLACE 

But why is EU lobbying important in the first place? Simply put, the European Union is a 

marketplace so large and so wealthy that few corporations would dare miss the opportunity 

to tap into its consumer base. Currently, the European Union has more than 500 million 

citizens1 making it the third-largest entity in the world, accounting for 7.3%2 of the world 

population. Globally, the EU ranks first in terms of GDP, both nominal and purchasing power 

parity, with an estimated total output gravitating around $ 17 trillion3. In simple terms, this 

amounts to 20% of the world wealth. This, in turn, translates to more than $ 30,000 GPD per 

capita4 which puts an average citizen of the EU in the 15th position on that index. Considering 

the size and the disparity of economic power across the EU, this is a very strong testament 

to United Europe’s progress on the world stage. Furthermore, 75% of the EU’s population is 

urban and it is expected that it will reach as much as 90% in some member states by 20205. 

Finally, if it were a country, the EU would be the 7th largest in the world, territory-wise. All of 

these statistics narrow down to one simple fact – the EU is a place of opportunity and profit in 

the eyes of corporations, and it should be of no surprise that 161 out of the “Fortune 500” 

largest corporations in the world have their headquarters on the territory of the EU6.  

 

LOBBYING IN THE EU 

However, lobbying in the European Union is a daunting and complex task. The hulking 

bureaucracy apparatus of the EU means that lobbyists have to exercise expert knowledge of 

decision-making procedures, an excellent intuition for timing, and a willingness to 

compromise above all else. Crucial to any lobbying effort is the careful manipulation of that 

mix starting with the decision-making process.  

The EU employs a so called “co-decision process” where legislation is crafted by the 

Commission and passed on to the Parliament which, in turn shares the power to ratify bills 

along with the Council of the EU7.  This scheme appears simple at first glance, but can take 
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years to produce a working law. Sometimes, legislation “bounces” around between 

Parliament and Council before both parties can agree on the text, and at other times, the bill 

itself is so cumbersome that it takes years for the Commission to even come up with a 

proposal. The various stages of this process, is where lobbying takes place.  

Van Schendelen (2002) proposes a framework to lobbying which takes into account the 

specifics of this co-decision process. His approach suggests the arrangement of lobbying 

into four phases (Orientation, Preparation, Implementation and Evaluation), comprised of ten 

steps. Orientation and Preparation are 4 steps each, whereas the actual act of lobbying, 

along with that of evaluation, are made up of 1 step only. In terms of implementation, Van 

Schendelen refers to his framework as Synthesis or Arena Analysis. The author argues that 

it differs from the classic approach of ruler-issue-stakeholder analysis by taking out the ruler, 

and emphasizing stakeholders and issues in a more horizontal approach, while also adding 

two other dimensions: “time” and “arena boundaries”.  

Van Schendelen’s stakeholder analysis identifies officials (civil servants, politicians, MEPs), 

competitors, allies and third parties, such as advisors, NGOs, opinion leaders and journalists. 

He then recommends the creation of a running dossier with facts, values and instruments 

that advocate a certain position, but also appeal to the interests of the various stakeholders. 

The idea is to keep the actual point of lobbying concealed behind the promise for 

compromise and the apparent attempt to please influencers and decision-makers. 

Furthermore, the question of when to intervene is crucial. Knowledge of formal procedural 

deadlines, as well as which phases of the decision-making process are most decisive for the 

particular case, is critical to the success of the lobbying act. Finally, Van Schendelen 

introduces the concept of arena boundaries which essentially comes down to two 

approaches: broadening (introducing or looking for more vested interests, more issues, or 

more stakeholders) or narrowing the issue at stake (getting a better grip, taking a more 

concentrated effort within the already established “arena”).  

 

ACEA AND CO2 EMISSIONS 

ACEA (French: Association des Constructeurs Européens d'Automobiles; English: European 

Automobile Association) is a lobby group representing the automobile industry in Europe. It is 

a so-called federation (group representing the interest of an entire sector or industry) that 

includes 16 of the most powerful car brands in the world. According to official statement, the 

ACEA is “an Economic Interest Grouping, engaged in Dialogue with the EU at all levels.” Key 

pillars in its activities are “cooperation with policy makers, legislators and opinion-makers; 

partnership with associated organisations; strategic reflection (global competition, CSR); 

communication (promotion of industry) and monitoring (of automobile industry stakeholders).8 

In 2007, the European Commission was in the process of crafting legislation that was meant 

to introduce mandatory CO2 targets for the automobile industry. Before the bill was 

submitted for co-decision, the ACEA managed to convince the EC to water down its proposal 

from 130 CO2/km to 120 CO2/km, citing inability to comply because of external factors, such 

as bad regulation on recycling, low demand for green cars and poor sales9. Seen through the 
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prism of Van Schendelen’s Arena Analysis, lobbyists targeted decision-makers at the 

Commission, at a time before the law could be voted for in Parliament, quoting facts relevant 

to regulation and the economy (while the subject at hand was environment) by broadening 

the issue and introducing different viewpoints with regards to the proposition.  

The ACEA then managed to delay the legislation for 2 years, intervening during the co-

decision process between the Parliament and the Council of the EU10. This appears to have 

been a delaying tactic that allowed lobbyists narrow down the issue in preparation for their 

next step – claiming that vans differ from cars and should be regulated differently. This, in 

turn, forced the Commission to backtrack and initiate a whole new procedure just for vans. 

The ACEA argued that vans are crucial to the operation of small and medium-sized 

businesses and represent a different category of CO2 emitters, thus leading to lack of time 

for industry-wide preparation to comply with regulations.11 An Arena Analysis view on the van 

case looks very similar to the original car case and one could argue that it is indeed the same 

issue forced on the Commission, once again initiating a procedure that targets the EC before 

co-decision with well-argued facts that appear to defend the interests of small and medium-

sized businesses. 

However, in reality, by 2009 ACEA’s members were on track and complied fully with the 

regulations when they were finally about to be set in motion – for both cars and vans. In the 

end, the ACEA achieved total victory when the 2009 Copenhagen summit failed to convince 

emerging economies to comply with environmental goals12, which further undermined the 

EC’s efforts and reinforced the ACEA’s position.  

In a Machiavellian twist, akin to Van Schendelen’s ideas of lobbying in the EU, the ACEA 

achieved its corporate goals in a lobbying thriller that spanned a few years and left many 

questions unanswered. Was this just one colossal delaying effort? Did the ACEA anticipate 

this or knew it would happen all along? Did they coordinate globally with other lobby groups 

to push their agenda? We might never find out, but the fact of the matter is – this was a 

brilliant case of successful corporate lobbying that could serve as best practice for aspiring 

EU lobbyists.   
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