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accurately given the empirical interdependencies between
policy-making on the national, regional (e.g., European) and
international levels, which so far have not been sufficiently
taken into account by traditional public policy theories. It
process-traces how EU-level policies motivated by energy
security considerations and global climate leadership ambitions
influenced international-level agenda-setting. Global climate
change commitments in turn influenced European renewable
energy and climate policy. Such multilevel reinforcing dynamics
were central for the 2009 European Renewable Energy Directive, the 2030 Climate and Energy Framework and the 2050
European Green Deal proposal to emerge and subsequently
facilitated the 2015 Paris Agreement on Climate Change, which
in turn motivated developed and developing countries to legislate and implement climate and renewable energy policies.
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I N T RO DU CT I O N

Starting with the implementation of the Kyoto Protocol and the US withdrawal from its leadership role in the early
2000s, the European Union (EU) took on a leadership position in pioneering climate change policies (Wurzel and Connelly
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2011) and pushing for ambitious international-level climate agreements (Schreuers and Tiberghien 2007). The EU adopted
a ‘lediator’ strategy of leading by example but also moderating increasing climate mitigation ambitions among central
international partners following the disappointment of the 2009 Copenhagen climate change summit (Elgström and
Skovgaard 2014) and EU internal disagreements about the future ambition of climate policy (Skovgaard 2014;
Bürgin 2015, 2018). This resulted in a more lenient approach of the European Commission towards member states' implementation of environmental policies (Knill et al. 2018). The EU considers renewable energy as central to address climate
change and achieve co-benefits for energy security and economic growth. The 2020 EU Climate and Energy Package set
a 2020 target for a 20 per cent reduction in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (from 1990), a 20 per cent share of renewable energy and improving energy efficiency by 20 per cent. The 2030 EU Climate and Energy Package aims for a 40 per
cent GHG reduction and 27 per cent of renewable energy (EC 2011), while policy ambition increased with the 2019/20
European Green Deal (EC 2019a). The new European Commission under Ursula Von der Leyen proposed targets for carbon neutrality by 2050—thus stepping up commitments compared to the 2011 Roadmap 80–95 per cent target. How
can public policy theories explain these multilevel reinforcing dynamics between the EU and UN levels?
This article breaks new ground by making the Multiple Streams Framework (MSF; Kingdon 1995) as a central public
policy theory fit for the empirical complexities of the twenty-first century. It offers an analytical advance that for the first
time allows illuminating and tracing interdependencies across multiple levels of governance from the local, national, regional
(e.g., EU) to the international level as policy-making on one level inspires and necessitates decisions on other governance
levels. These dynamics reinforce each other over time, resulting in aggregated more ambitious policy outcomes despite temporary setbacks on some governance levels. This is an important advance as the public policy literature, especially with
regard to the MSF, made little progress on formally integrating global policy change at the international level (e.g., explored
by Alimi 2015; Mamudu et al. 2015; Stone and Ladi 2015) and interdependencies with other governance levels.
The MSF, despite criticism of its applicability and precision, for example, remains one of the most popular theoretical frameworks with more than 300 applications and modifications since 2000 (Cairney and Jones 2016; Jones
et al. 2016) and over 2,400 articles on Google Scholar. The MSF is still predominantly applied within a single policylevel context, especially the national level. There are a few notable exceptions on or linking with the local and
regional/EU levels (e.g., see Exworthy and Powell 2004; Alimi 2015) that draw on the well-understood multilevel
governance concept (Hooghe and Marks 2003) on links between the local, national and EU levels. Formally integrating interdependencies with the international level is highly significant as it matters for policy transfer across countries and understanding longer-term policy trends despite temporary set-backs on a single policy level, thus
necessitating an advance in public policy theories (Lovell 2016).
This article makes two highly significant contributions to the public policy literature. First, it modifies the MSF as
central public policy theory to take into account multilevel reinforcing dynamics (MRD), including from the international governance level. Second, it demonstrates why this extension to the MSF on multilevel reinforcing dynamics is
useful to explain policy change at the example of links between international climate governance and European climate/renewable energy policy. The policy outcomes of the 2015 Paris Agreement and the 2019 European Green
Deal proposal can only be partly understood without taking into account interactions between the regional EU level
and the international level. This article addresses these gaps in our understanding.
The public policy literature further refined the MSF in its theoretical aspects (e.g., Herweg et al. 2015), systematically applied a theoretically refined MSF to empirical cases (e.g., Zohlnhöfer 2016), or applied some of its main components such as the streams, policy entrepreneurs or policy windows loosely to empirical case studies (Jones
et al. 2016). Yet systematic applications of a theoretically refined MSF to empirical cases remain rare
(e.g., Zohlnhöfer et al. 2015). The MSF is frequently used in comparison with the Advocacy Coalition Framework
(e.g., Compston and Madsen 2001) and Punctuated Equilibrium Theory (e.g., Carter and Jacobs 2014). The European
studies literature has highlighted how policy decisions on the national level, for example, are increasingly influenced
by decisions taken by jurisdictions at the sub-national/local, regional and international levels (Hooghe and
Marks 2003). Despite its popularity in explaining policy change and its applicability to various governance settings,
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the theoretical structure of the MSF struggles to account for policy change resulting from governance processes
across multiple governance levels.
This contribution speaks to the wider public policy and public administration literature by setting the MSF within
the meta-perspective of multilevel reinforcing dynamics (MRD). It addresses the central research questions (1) how
do commitments on the international level (e.g., UN negotiations) influence regional/EU-level policy-making? And
(2) what is the effect of regional/EU-level decision-making on international-level decision-making? This theoretical
contribution is tested by analysing the interdependencies between international climate governance and European
climate and energy policy between 1997 and 2019.
Multilevel reinforcing dynamics (MRD) are defined here as occurring when:
a. International agreements identify a policy problem raised by societal stakeholders and/or policy entrepreneurs on
the local/national/regional levels, increasing problem awareness (Trittin 2004);
b. International agreements require implementation and thus influence regional−/national−/local-level policymaking agendas (Swinbank and Daugbjerg 2006);
c. These policy-making agendas lead to ambitious national-level policies that increase other countries' willingness to
agree to more ambitious international agreements addressing global problems;
d. Other countries' ambitious national-level policies result in group pressure across regional and national levels to
implement the international agreement with increasingly ambitious national-level policies (Rietig 2014);
e. National-level implementation can allow multi-national and multi-stakeholder negotiations to conclude a more
ambitious agreement on the international level;
f. Leading in turn to more ambitious policies on the local/national/regional levels.
Following a short MSF overview (for a detailed overview see e.g., Kingdon 1995, Jones et al. 2016), this article
contributes to theory by setting the MSF within the context of MRD across multiple governance levels and formulates two propositions. It then demonstrates how the theoretical contribution increases analytical accuracy by testing
the propositions in the case of developing European energy and climate policies between 1997 and 2019.
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THE MULTIPLE STREAMS FRAMEWORK

The MSF of John Kingdon (1995) assumes that policy-making is a chaotic, complex process. The problem stream
consists of different issues of public concern. Situations (e.g., poverty) existing independently from policy-making get
recognized as a ‘problem’ when policy-makers come to believe they ‘should do something about’ it (Kingdon 1995,
p. 109). The policy stream contains a large number of policy proposals (i.e., solutions) introduced by various actors.
Which policy proposal emerges from this ‘primeval soup’ and enters the policy process depends on the acceptability
of underlying values, technical feasibility and anticipation of future constraints (Kingdon 1995, pp. 140–41). The politics stream is characterized by party ideology, balance of interests, personnel turnover following elections and the
national mood, which reflects wider societal demands and changes over time (Jones et al. 2016). Policy change
occurs when a change in the problem or politics stream opens a policy window and policy entrepreneurs successfully
use this policy window to couple the streams, thereby using arguments to launch and progress the policy proposal
waiting to be attached to a problem.
In response to weaknesses such as vagueness, the overwhelming focus on agenda-setting and the national level,
the original MSF from 1984 (Kingdon 1995) was further developed to take into account, among others, the particularities of parliamentary political systems (Carter and Jacobs 2014), the EU (Zahariadis 2013), ambiguity (Ackrill
et al. 2013) and institutions (Zahariadis 2016). This article is based on the advancement by Herweg et al. (2015), who
differentiate the coupling process in the problem and politics streams between the two key stages of agenda-setting
(agenda coupling) and decision-making (decision coupling). Agenda coupling is based on the classic understanding of
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coupling the streams and the opening of a policy window during agenda-setting (Kingdon 1995). Decision coupling
refers to the same process, but occurs later in the policy cycle during decision-making such as voting in parliament
(Herweg et al. 2015). The decision-making stage of the policy cycle is particularly relevant to understand when and
under what circumstances coupling of streams on the agenda-setting level actually results in policy change or if policy change is hindered by a lack of political support, for example. The agenda/decision coupling differentiation
improves the analytical precision of the MSF with regard to the role of institutions and when in the policy cycle the
streams couple (Herweg et al. 2015). This allows setting policy cycles that result in policy change within the larger
context of policy reform processes developing over (several) decades and thus gaining a better understanding of the
‘big picture’ of policy change.
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M U L T I L E V E L R E I N F O R C I N G D Y N A M I C S (M R D ) A N D TH E M S F

Taking into account the interdependence of the sub-national/local, national, regional and international levels and
their interaction via MRD improves the analytical precision of the MSF. The international level addresses crossborder and global collective action policy problems in intergovernmental settings such as international organizations
or informal transnational governance arrangements involving state and non-state actors (Legrand 2015). The multilevel governance literature emphasizes the relevance of interactions between the sub-national (cities/states),
national (national governments) and regional (e.g., EU) levels (Maggetti and Trein 2019) and the resulting coordination difficulties (Egeberg and Trondal 2016). It also differentiates between multilevel governance arrangements similar to federal systems (type-1) and issue-specific networked governance (type-2) (Hooghe and Marks 2003). The
influence of the international level has received less attention despite its relevance (for notable exceptions, see Stone
and Ladi 2015) for trade, for example, when WTO rules influence national or regional policies, economic policy (G20
statements affecting the financial sector) and security (UN Security Council resolutions calling for sanctions).
Setting the MSF into the context of MRD is important as national policy developments are frequently inspired,
driven and necessitated by international negotiations and agreements (Swinbank and Daugbjerg 2006). This means
that the international level can influence the policy, politics and problem streams across regional, national and local
levels. At the same time, national- or EU-level problems and policy solutions waiting for a problem can be important
drivers for motivating policy entrepreneurs to engage in two-level games across the national and international levels
(Putnam 1988) by making use of policy windows on the other level. Putnam's (1988) two-level games are useful to
understand how negotiators can use constraints on the international level to widen their scope of policy options on
the national level and vice versa; however, they remain static with regard to the time frame of interaction and are
limited to only two governance levels.
We can advance the MSF (Kingdon 1995; Jones et al. 2016) and public policy literature by using the logic of
multilevel reinforcing dynamics to explain the interaction of governance levels over a longer time frame and the
resulting policy outcomes. When the logic of MRD is applied to the MSF, policy entrepreneurs can negotiate on two
(or more) governance levels and actively couple streams on one level due to (or in response to) constraints on
another level. The need for coordinated international action addressing the national-level problem and successful
negotiations with other national governments can result in international agreements requiring national implementation. This was, for example, the case when Germany first adopted legislation on banning persistent organic pollutants, subsequently also adopted by the EU. Global phasing-out of persistent organic pollutants required policy
entrepreneurial interventions by the executive director of the UN Environment Programme Klaus Töpfer seizing the
opportunity to develop the international Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants (Trittin 2004,
p. 23). Once societal and economic actors benefit from early implementation, countries can be motivated in the next
international-level negotiation round to seek more ambitious international agreements offering further comparative
economic advantages for their national stakeholders. These multilevel reinforcing dynamics form a complex picture.
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Developments in each of the three MSF streams on the international level can influence the streams on
the local, national or regional levels and vice versa; both during agenda coupling and decision coupling
(Herweg et al. 2015). This increases pre-existing ambiguity even further as it allows policy entrepreneurs to attach
national-level solutions to international-level problems, for example, and vice versa. Skilled policy entrepreneurs can
subsequently exploit opportunities of policy windows across several governance levels and strategically utilize multiple policy venues via multilevel venue shopping (Beyers and Kerremans 2012). Strategically exploiting such multilevel
reinforcing dynamics allows policy entrepreneurs to address national-level problems and increase their international
reputation at the same time. The international level predominantly sets agendas by recognizing problems
(agenda coupling) and calling on countries to develop and implement nationally appropriate policy solutions (decision
coupling). National-level decision coupling can result in further international-level agenda coupling by agreeing on
more ambitious international targets to address a global problem (agenda coupling), which can ultimately also result
in international-level decision coupling in the form of international agreements and treaties.
The interdependence of agenda and decision coupling across multiple levels can result in fluctuations and variations of policy ambition over time, as one level is highly vulnerable to closing policy windows on another level and
policy windows need to be aligned in a timely manner. Attention and ambition for policies effectively addressing a
problem can be reduced when other, more pressing issues such as economic or security crises enter the political
agenda and dominate the national/regional level for attention and political support (Rietig 2019a). This can result in
closing policy windows that subsequently block progress towards agenda and/or decision coupling on other levels.
Policy windows vary in their duration and stability, stay open only for a certain period of time and can close due to
various reasons including reduced political support, shifting attention of policy-makers and crises (Kingdon 1995;
Jones et al. 2016). Subsequently, policy ambitions and their effectiveness in addressing problems are inevitably
vulnerable to fluctuations depending on the timing and stability of policy windows on the other interdependent
and reinforcing levels. Higher/lower governance levels can subsequently also reduce policy ambitions on another
governance level as a result of ineffective or actively obstructing policy entrepreneurs on any interdependent level.
Multilevel reinforcing dynamics occur under the conditions of (1) interdependence between governance levels,
(2) regular communication and information exchange between actors across levels, that is, policy entrepreneurs must
be aware of opportunities to utilize the problem and policy streams of other governance levels, (3) recognition that
problems attached to one or more levels require policy solutions from a different level (or predetermined policies
require problematizing from another level to gain political momentum) and (4) there is sufficient ambiguity to allow for
venue shopping (Daviter 2014) by policy entrepreneurs to seize opportunities of joining streams across levels and making use of open policy windows regardless of on which level they currently occur. The causal mechanisms for multilevel
reinforcing dynamics to occur are (a) formal or informal networks, (b) established governance procedures of reoccurring negotiations or reform processes on the international level with the requirement of implementation on other
levels and (c) the strategic seizing of opportunities by policy entrepreneurs through venue shopping or coalition building, for example. The different governance processes are linked via networks including state and non-state actors,
negotiations hosted by international organizations such as, for example, the UN within the Security Council, informal
governance institutions such as G20 Summits and more ad hoc coordination between state and non-state actors on
different governance levels addressing specific policy problems (Schreuers and Tiberghien 2007; Jordan et al. 2012).
Policy entrepreneurs and regular policy-makers interact in formal negotiations within decision-making settings,
informal non-negotiation settings such as discussion rounds and conferences and more or less institutionalized
administrative processes. Interactions can be ad hoc and random or orchestrated by policy entrepreneurs
(Mintrom 2013). Frequently, the same individuals are active on two reinforcing levels over a period of time. On the
international level, they strategically use their reputation and standing in both formal and informal networks to convince other actors, form coalitions, set agendas and advance decision-making (e.g., voting). After their return from
the international negotiations, they work closely with political and bureaucratic policy-makers, emphasizing both the
obligation and opportunities of implementing the international agreement. This dynamic has certain similarities to
two-level games (Putnam 1988). For multilevel reinforcing dynamics to result in strengthened policies, policy
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entrepreneurial activities are required on two or more governance levels. Either one policy entrepreneur couples the
streams at both levels, or a cross-level policy entrepreneurial network consisting of state and/or non-state actors
facilitates coupling of the streams.
This extension of the MSF with the logic of MRD based on the public policy literature allows the formulation of
the following propositions, which will be subsequently tested in the empirical section on global climate governance
and the European Renewable Energy Directive:
1. Multilevel reinforcing dynamics of increasing ambition in policy outcomes occur over decades with variation in policy ambition over shorter time-periods;
2. Agenda and decision coupling depend on the direction of MRD, while
a. Agenda coupling on a higher governance level facilitates decision coupling on a lower governance level
(e.g., international to regional or national level)
b. Decision coupling on a lower governance level facilitates agenda coupling on a higher governance level
(e.g., national to regional or international level).
Figure 1 demonstrates the interactions between the three streams, policy windows and policy entrepreneurs across
multiple governance levels with the external arrows symbolizing cross-level interactions, for example, between the
policy stream on the regional level and the problem stream on the international level, both for agenda coupling and
decision coupling.
Figure 2 visualizes the multilevel reinforcing dynamics across governance levels, whereby interaction over
policy-making cycles such as reform processes can result in stronger policy outcomes. Depending on how the policy
windows are timed and aligned, ambition on each level varies over time. The total ambition increases with each level
given that, for example, the national level contains numerous individual cities, the regional level contains dozens of

F I G U R E 1 MSF policy-making within MRD, applicable to agenda and decision coupling. Compiled by author,
based on Jones et al. 2016, p. 15

7

RIETIG

F I G U R E 2 MSF policy-making within the meta-framework of MRD interactions across governance levels
with increasing policy ambition over time.
Compiled by author

countries and the international level aggregates the policy ambition of over 190 countries and several regional levels
such as the EU, Latin America, Africa or South-East Asia.

4
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METHODS

The empirical analysis tests propositions 1 and 2. It follows the development of EU renewable energy policy
(1997–2019) and the multilevel reinforcing dynamics with the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) negotiations (2009–19). It is based on policy documents, in particular legislative proposals, white/green
papers, European directives and communications from the European Parliament, Council and European Commission.
The author interviewed 36 key actors: 22 from the European Commission, six from European member states
(Germany, Hungary, Netherlands, Spain, the UK), four from the European Parliament and four were stakeholders
(environmental NGOs and industry). European Commission interviewees included eight civil servants involved in
policy-making at the Cabinets and Directorates-General (DGs) for Energy (until 2009/10 DG Transport and Energy),
seven at DG Environment (split in 2009 into DG Environment and DG Climate Action [DG CLIMA]) and seven at DG
Agriculture and Rural Development (DG AGRI). All three DGs (Energy, Environment/Climate Action and Agriculture)
were involved in multiple aspects of EU renewable energy via the Fuel Quality Directive (led by DG Environment/
CLIMA) and the RED (led by DG Energy).
The analysis followed a process-tracing approach (Rohlfing 2012). The interview questions focused on the
interviewee's role in policy-making, what they observed about other key actors' actions and behavior, to what extent
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some or a group of actors played a particularly central role in bringing about the policy outcome (i.e., acted as policy
entrepreneurs), the policy options considered (policy stream) and what the motivations and framework conditions
for their actions were across the local, national, EU and international levels (i.e., to determine changes in the problem/policy/politics streams, policy windows, activities of policy entrepreneurs, agenda and decision coupling). The
interview transcripts were coded according to the key elements of the MSF and MRD discussed above. The empirical section tests the propositions on multilevel reinforcing dynamics between international climate governance and
European climate/renewable energy policy in the time frame between 2000 and 2019. The paragraphs on ‘context’
and ‘agenda-setting and MRD pre-1997’ provide background information on these policies and the early days of
energy security-related renewable energy policies when renewable energies were repurposed to address the emerging problem of climate change.

5 | E U R O P E A N R E N E W A B LE E N E RG Y P O L I C Y A N D M U L T I L E V E L
R E I N F O R C I N G DY N A M I C S WI T H T H E U N F C C C
5.1

|

Context

This section tests the above propositions on the interaction between governance levels and policy ambition. It zooms
in on the MRD between the international-level UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) negotiations and the EU-level negotiations on the Renewable Energy Directive (RED) (EU 2009), which emerged as the EU's
major flagship legislation on renewable energy (increasing the renewable energy share to 20 per cent by 2020). The
RED is part of the wider EU Climate and Energy Package 2008/09 (European Council 2008), which includes the Fuel
Quality Directive and a reform of the European Emission Trading Scheme (EU ETS). The EU ETS puts a price on
GHG emissions via allocating emission rights to major emitters (e.g., energy and industry), which can be traded to
achieve cost-effective emission reductions while remaining under the decreasing emission cap (Jordan et al. 2012).
The RED combines electricity, heating/cooling and biofuels (EU 2009). Following the publication of the Climate and
Energy Roadmap to 2050 (EC 2011) with the objective of reducing CO2 emissions by 80–95 per cent by 2050 (from
1990), the 2030 EU Climate and Energy Framework includes targets to reduce GHG emissions by 40 per cent (from
1990) and aims to increase the share of renewable energy to 27 per cent and energy efficiency to 30 per cent
(European Council 2014). The Von der Leyen Commission proposed to increase ambitions further towards net-zero,
that is, carbon neutrality, by 2050 with correspondingly increased 50–55 per cent GHG emission reduction targets
for 2030 (EC 2019a).

5.2

|

Agenda-setting and MRD pre-1997

The 1972 UN Rio Earth Summit raised global attention to environmental degradation and the need for international
cooperation to address cross-border environmental challenges, providing early agenda coupling for national and
European Economic Community (EEC)-level environmental policies. In the 1970s/80s, scientific evidence of GHG
effects on climate change increased in the international problem stream and climate change entered EEC research
policy (European Commission [EC] 1988; Jordan et al. 2012). At the same time, the 1973/74 OPEC oil and 1979
energy crises necessitated improvements in energy security. Searching for alternative energies to fossil fuels resulted
in increasing policy-making capacity to develop and incentivize the uptake of alternative energies on the EEC and
national levels, for example, in Austria, Denmark, Germany and the UK (interview Member State [MS] 1; EC 1).
The EU, however, had not yet adopted policies with the explicit aim or motivation to address climate change, as
the focus was on alternative energies to improve energy security (MS 3; MS 5). In the 1980s, addressing climate
change emerged as an additional motivation to support the uptake of renewable energy with climate change policies,
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resulting in a ‘re-purposing’ of renewable energy to reduce GHG emissions (EC 1). A number of European countries
such as Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK also announced their first GHG emission targets.
They experimented with climate change policies such as carbon taxes in Sweden and implemented support frameworks for renewable energy such as feed-in tariffs focused on installing wind turbine and solar/PV renewable energy
capacity in Germany and Denmark, for example (Schreuers and Tiberghien 2007; Jänicke and Quitzow 2017). Such
national-level decision coupling facilitated EEC-level agenda coupling on the 1991/92 Carbon Tax proposal (which
failed due to a lack of sufficient member state support and industry opposition) and enabled the EEC to play a leadership role in the 1992 UN Rio Earth Summit that agreed to set up the UNFCCC (Jordan et al. 2012).
The local level offered further motivation for all other levels to increase their ambitions and thereby facilitated
both agenda and decision coupling. Numerous local communities and cities across Europe invested in wind turbines,
biomass, solar/PV and improved public transport (EC1; EC 3). Policy entrepreneurs in communities, cities and local
authorities demonstrated a strong willingness and capacity to support implementation via, for example, the Local
Agenda 21 (Rowe and Fudge 2003) presented at the 1992 UNFCCC negotiations, installing renewable energy capacity, grassroots campaigns and experience exchange via city networks (Jänicke and Quitzow 2017). Evoking the principle of differentiated obligations via burden sharing facilitated European Community-level decision coupling in the
1990s. This subsequently allowed ambitious countries (e.g., Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Sweden, the UK) to further progress with national-level decision coupling on renewable
energy and climate policies, while securing the European Community-level support of Greece, Portugal and Spain,
for example, by permitting them emission increases (Schreuers and Tiberghien 2007).

5.3 | Agenda coupling across the international and EU levels: renewable electricity and
biofuels directives
The European Commission pushed for an ambitious European Community-wide target of a 10–15 per cent GHG
reduction by 2005 (from 1990) for the 1997 Kyoto Protocol negotiations. This allowed the European Community to
play a leadership role in these negotiations and ‘put other countries on the defensive, pushing them to go farther
than they had said they were willing or able to go’ (Schreuers and Tiberghien 2007, p. 20). The international-level
agenda coupling by the Kyoto Protocol required the European Community to save face by delivering on the GHG
reduction commitment of 8 per cent by 2005 (from 1990) and subsequently maintaining the leadership role
exercised by a community of policy entrepreneurs across member states, the European Parliament and especially the
European Commission while making use of policy windows across multiple levels. This resulted in the European
Commission's implementation measures proposed in the 2000 European Climate Change Programme (ECCP), which
summarized a consultative process with stakeholders across the local and national levels including civil society and
industry. The ECCP report identified policy measures on renewable electricity, biofuels for transport, energy
efficiency and emission trading, for example (EC 2000). This facilitated European Community-level agenda coupling
at the June 2001 European Council Gothenburg Summit, where member state representatives called upon the
European Commission to propose measures for the rapid implementation of the Kyoto Protocol (Schreuers and
Tiberghien 2007).

5.4 | Decision coupling on the local and national levels: climate initiatives and policy
experimentation
To implement the Kyoto Protocol and in compliance with the European Community internal burden sharing agreement, Germany, the UK, the Netherlands and Sweden, for example, set up increasingly ambitious renewable energy
policies. These resulted from numerous reinforcing dynamics across the national-level politics and policy streams; for
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example, the 2003 UK Emission Trading Scheme and the feed-in tariff encouraging the uptake of renewable energy
set up by the 1999–2005 Social-Democrat/Green coalition government in Germany (for details, see Jordan
et al. 2012). In response to the UNFCCC article on civil participation (EC 1), the European Commission acted as
cross-level policy entrepreneur by engaging with cities on the local level across Europe. It influenced the national
mood in the local- and national-level politics streams by improving the political acceptability and implementation of
renewables and energy efficiency via programmes such as ALTENER, ENERGY CITY and FEDEREN (for a detailed
timeline on EU renewable energy development, see Hildingsson et al. 2012). It furthermore encouraged experience
exchange via city networks such as the Covenant of Mayors. The European Commission's activities facilitated locallevel decision coupling and enabled EU-level agenda coupling. These activities were met with strong local support:
‘When I arrived there [in the cities] and said “you know, you should deal with renewables and there is a network that
can help you”, they were interested because it's a positive message. So local authorities have been very keen’ (EC 1).

5.5 | Results of decision coupling on the EU level: the 2009 RED and the 2009 EU
Climate and Energy Package
The policy problems of energy security, economic development and climate change opened two cross-level policy windows for agenda coupling on the EU level that were exploited by the European Commission as key policy entrepreneur,
ultimately resulting in decision coupling and renewable energy policies. The European Commission's local-level outreach activities and pressure to implement international commitments following the US withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol in March 2001 opened the first cross-level policy window in the early 2000s. Central policy entrepreneurs at DG
Energy concluded that the ‘Kyoto [Protocol], plus the Greens, plus the new Commissioner [on Energy], plus the willingness of people [across Europe] saying okay, we know we need to do more for renewable energies and sustainable
development in general … the time was right to make this’ (EC 1) progress on renewable energy policies. The European
Community subsequently adopted the 2001 Renewable Electricity Directive and the 2003 Biofuels Directive with an
indicative 10 per cent biofuels target, which in turn formed the basis for developing the Renewable Energy Directive.
The second cross-level policy window (2005–09) opened with the Kyoto Protocol entering into force in 2005.
This increased the pressure to develop a coherent climate strategy with emission reduction targets as highlighted by
the 2005 European Council meeting (European Council 2005). The European Parliament passed a resolution
requesting the European Commission to submit a legislative proposal on renewable energy for heating and cooling
by 31 July 2006 (European Parliament [EP] 2006). The resolution contained a detailed annex on the expected content and measures (EP 2006, I) resulting in the Renewable Energy Road Map (EC 2007), which already contained the
landmark targets on renewables adopted by the March 2007 Council meeting (European Council 2007). Policy entrepreneurs across several governance levels (the European Commission, European Parliament, member states, civil
society) facilitated further decision coupling, thus keeping open the policy decision window between 2005 and
2009, when public awareness and concern about climate change increased. Environmental NGOs [ENGO] lobbied
for climate action (ENGO 1; ENGO 2; Industry 1; Industry 2), which coincided with Germany's, France's and the UK's
political objectives.
Across Europe, climate change was not seen as a contested issue subject to party ideology, but rather benefited
from consensus across political parties (for the UK, see Carter and Jacobs 2014; Rietig and Laing 2017). Political
leaders especially from Germany, France and the UK pushed for a European climate strategy, providing crucial
national-level momentum for the 2007 Council conclusions on the ‘20–20-20 target’ (European Council 2007).
Germany's Chancellor Angela Merkel held the Council Presidency. She pushed strongly for a European climate strategy and convinced, together with the President of the European Commission Manuel Barroso, French President
Sarkozy and UK Prime Minister Tony Blair to support the proposal (EC 3; MS 4). Renewable energy subsequently
became part of the EU Climate and Energy Package while also serving economic development and energy security
objectives (EC 12). This triangle of energy security, economic development and climate action became a ‘magic
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formula’ as it allowed one policy to serve as a solution to three separate problems. It played to different member
states' interests promising co-benefits of ‘energy policy, less energy dependence, because renewables are exceptionally domestic, … renewables have always been quite popular in most countries’ (EC 2). The narrative of these multipurpose attributes of renewable energy ‘softened’ the EU-level politics stream. It provided the ideal policy solution
for a range of policy problems, matched various party ideologies and balanced diverse national interests.
The RED was proposed in 2008 and passed unusually quickly (EC 2; EC 3) despite the intensive disagreements in the
area of biofuels (EC 4; EC 7; EC 16; Sharman and Holmes 2010), renewable energy targets and policy instruments
(Hildingsson et al. 2012). This was partly due to the RED being part of the EU Climate and Energy Package, which meant
that it was fast-tracked by all actors involved (EC 2). The window of opportunity was closing with the emerging financial
crisis, but there was ‘an incredible political momentum with the Climate and Energy Package. So the Renewable Energy
Directive was riding on that wave … and so it was part of a bigger vehicle that was very hard to stop. It was fortunately very
heavily prioritized by the French presidency and although the crisis had actually kicked in, they pushed it through’ (EC 3).

5.6

|

Agenda coupling on the international level: the 2009 Copenhagen Accords

The RED was also facilitated by international pressure on the EU to save face with ambitious climate actions (Jordan
et al. 2012) in preparation for the upcoming 2009 UNFCCC negotiations hosted by Denmark. The Conference of the
Parties-15 (COP-15) aimed at developing a new climate change agreement replacing the soon-to-expire 2005–12 Kyoto
Protocol. The European Commission emphasized that ‘in terms of the EU taking over a leading global role, this was a
wonderful opportunity’ (EC 8) as this international-level deadline pressure facilitated the opening of a policy window. Policy entrepreneurs across Europe used the international level as driver for EU-level decision coupling by getting the Climate and Energy Package adopted. A central policy entrepreneur concluded that ‘it was clear to President Barroso and
others that we needed to have an agreed European position to be able to be a strong entity at Copenhagen. That meant
making rapid progress in developing the European consensus [on the Climate Package] first internally before turning up
in Copenhagen’ (EC 8). While the 2009 Copenhagen Summit provided a deadline for EU-level climate and renewable
energy policies, it failed to deliver on an ambitious global legally binding climate treaty, causing a crisis of global climate
governance (Wurzel and Connelly 2011). The EU was unable to act as policy entrepreneur using a policy window as this
did not open up. Key hindering factors were the unwillingness of major GHG emitters such as the US and of fast-growing
developing economies such as China, India, Brazil and South Africa to move beyond the Kyoto Protocol's developed versus developing country dichotomy (ENGO 1; MS 3) and to commit to ambitious emission targets. This meant that the politics stream was not yet ready for agenda coupling and subsequently the window of opportunity failed to open.
The failure of COP-15, however, contributed to changes in the politics stream in the following years as major
developing countries started to adopt and implement ambitious climate change policies (Nachmany et al. 2014). The
new Executive Secretary of the UNFCCC, Christiana Figueres also took on a strong leadership role as policy entrepreneur by identifying key issues, involving cities, local governments, environmental NGOs and other non-state
actors to showcase successful experimentation with climate action and emphasizing the importance of common but
differentiated responsibilities for all countries to contribute to climate action (EC 9; ENGO 2; MS 6). At the 2011
UNFCCC negotiations developed and developing countries agreed to negotiate a post-Kyoto Protocol agreement
(Rajamani 2012; EC 10). In exchange, the EU agreed to continue with a second Kyoto Protocol commitment period
for 2013–20 to avoid gaps in the global climate regime's legal framework. The ‘Durban Platform on Enhanced Action’
as key outcome of the 2011 UNFCCC negotiations marked a central moment of agenda coupling on the international
level that set the global climate regime on the ‘Road to Paris’ and created the necessary political momentum (MS 3;
EC 10). Policy entrepreneurs within the UNFCCC on the international level facilitated decision coupling on the
national level by adding non-negotiation sessions to the UNFCCC meetings where both developed and developing
countries presented their national climate change plans in plenary sessions. This created a positive momentum of
group pressure and allowed for mutual learning and experience exchange (EC 12; MS 6; Rietig 2014).
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5.7

|

Decision coupling on the EU level: 2030 EU Climate and Energy Framework

The European Commission launched its 2050 Climate Roadmap at the June 2011 UNFCCC negotiations in Bonn
outlining the pathway for reducing emissions by 80–95 per cent. It tried to increase pressure on the EU member
states to adopt the 2030 EU Climate and Energy Framework on reducing GHG emissions by 40 per cent (from 1990)
and aimed to increase the share of renewable energy to 27 per cent (European Council 2014). The EU, however, fell
behind its leadership displayed in the 2000s following, for example, the merger of Cabinet Climate Action with Cabinet Energy in the 2015 Juncker European Commission (Bürgin 2018), the opposition of member states such as the
Visegrad countries, and the merely voluntary 27 per cent renewable energy target (Bürgin 2015).

5.8

|

Agenda coupling on the international level: the 2015 Paris Agreement

The 2011 ‘Durban Platform on Enhanced Action’ set the path to the ‘Lima-Paris Action Agenda’ and the ‘High
Ambition Coalition’ of EU and developing countries. These international initiatives aimed to highlight voluntary
commitments by developing countries as well as to establish climate action and clean technologies as the basis for
twenty-first-century economic prosperity. The international level moved away from the ‘cost-and-sacrifice’ narrative
by emphasizing (intended) nationally determined contributions of voluntary ‘bottom-up’ action via national-level
climate legislation (Nachmany et al. 2014), supplemented by local initiatives and non-state actor involvement
(e.g., businesses, cities and civil society). Developing and developed countries alike announced their commitments
and increasingly engaged in learning from each other's experiences and policy transfer (Rietig 2019b). This positive
framing of low carbon economic development, combined with increased national-level climate policy capabilities
(e.g., reduced costs of renewable energy; Meckling 2017), non-state action and a number of policy instruments
supporting developing countries with financial and technological resources (e.g., the Green Climate Fund) facilitated
the 2015 Paris Agreement limiting global temperature increases to below 2 C (Christoff 2016).

5.9

|

Decision coupling on the EU level 2019

The climate emergency re-emerged in the problem and politics streams as an issue of grave public concern in
2018/19 with the global Fridays for Future youth movement and the increasing number of climate-related weather
extremes such as heat waves and droughts throughout Europe. The policy solution of revising the EU's GHG targets
became feasible given the mounting public pressure. A new policy window opened with the policy entrepreneurial
approach of the Von der Leyen Commission, who replaced the 80–95 per cent GHG target by 2050 with the goal of
making Europe the first climate neutral continent by 2050 and presented the European Green Deal (EC 2019a) as
‘Europe's “man on the moon” moment' (EC 2019b). This newly increased climate ambition follows a period of relative
climate policy stagnation during the 2015–19 Juncker Commission (Čavoški 2015; Bürgin 2018) when climate
change was crowded out by the migration crisis as well as opposition from the Visegrad countries, and thus failed to
occupy an important position in the EU-level politics stream.

6

|

DISCUSSION

This contribution has analysed the multilevel reinforcing dynamics between international-level climate governance
and EU-level renewable energy policy and has highlighted a number of relevant linkages to the national and local
levels (although these local and national-level influences are too numerous to provide an exhaustive list). In doing so,
it tested the propositions on Multilevel Reinforcing Dynamics and demonstrated the value of embracing the Multiple
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Streams Framework's complexities within the meta-perspective of multilevel reinforcing dynamics for a more accurate and complete understanding of the twenty-first-century interdependencies between multiple governance levels.
The empirical section tested two propositions:

6.1 | Proposition 1: MRD of increasing ambition in policy outcomes occur over decades
with variation in policy ambition over shorter time-periods
This proposition was confirmed by the case study. EU renewable energy policy results from a four-decades long
development process addressing policy problems, dating back to the first oil shocks, energy security concerns
(MS 4), national/local-level policy experimentation and international concern about the environment and, increasingly, climate change. Two previous directives on renewable electricity and biofuels offered blueprints. All actors regarded renewables as principally desirable technology, which led to high public acceptability and catered to different
political party ideologies as renewables addressed different policy problems simultaneously. The European Commission considered renewable energy as a core vehicle to achieve the targets of the 2020 Climate and Energy Package
(European Council 2008). Ambition on the EU level varied over time. The ‘failure’ of the 2009 UNFCCC negotiations
followed the leadership phase of the early 2000s (Schreuers and Tiberghien 2007). This failure of Copenhagen was
partly attributed to the chaotic management and lack of leadership of the Danish Presidency (Skovgaard 2014),
resulting in a phase of reorientation on the international level and the emergence of new policy entrepreneurs on
the international and EU levels.
As the international level became more ambitious in the run-up to the 2015 ‘deadline’ resulting in the Paris
Agreement, the EU evolved into a ‘leadiator’ role that was increasingly focused on mediating between emerging
economies (Elgström and Skovgaard 2014). The Eurozone crisis reduced the ambition of several member states on
the national level to implement ambitious climate objectives and the EU level entered a phase of reduced ambition
when Cabinet Climate Action was merged with Cabinet Energy (Bürgin 2018) and the 2030 renewable energy target
was limited to an indicative target of 27 per cent instead of the mandatory 30 per cent target proposed by the
European Commission (Bürgin 2015). Progressive national-level climate action emerged in 2014/15 with the involvement of non-state actors, who built a strong coalition around the narrative of low carbon economic development to
signal to the international level that climate action was feasible and already happening, thus facilitating the 2015
Paris Agreement (Jacobs 2016).
These empirical developments confirm the proposition that policy ambition increases over time, but there are
likely to be phases of reduced ambition on one or more governance levels as policy windows close, policy entrepreneurs leave or actors opposed to ambitious renewable energy and climate action targets enter central decisionmaking such as in the US and Brazil with the ability to block further agenda coupling on the international level. Once
policy windows open on another level, they may also open new policy windows on higher/lower governance levels,
in turn allowing for renewed ambition to strengthen policies. One such example is the Paris Agreement, which motivated new ambitions on the local, national and EU levels. These occurred in the form of countries such as Sweden
setting up policies for carbon neutrality before 2050 as well as through the European Commission reacting to public
pressure from the problem stream and proposing carbon neutrality on the EU level by 2050 as part of the European
Green Deal.

6.2 | Proposition 2: Agenda coupling on a higher governance level facilitates decision
coupling on a lower level, which in turn facilitates agenda coupling on a higher level
MRD was central for the European RED to emerge at a time when conflicts on policy details (e.g., on biofuels, see
Sharman and Holmes 2010; Rietig 2019a) and closing policy windows on the national (e.g., Carter and Jacobs 2014)
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F I G U R E 3 MRD of global climate governance and EU/national/local level renewable energy and climate policy
Compiled by author

and EU levels (Bürgin 2015) made such success less likely (EC 3). The policy windows for EU-level decision coupling
opened due to agenda coupling on the international level through the Kyoto Protocol, which called for national and
EU-level commitments to address the climate change problem. Institutional objectives and global leadership ambitions led to EU-level agenda coupling when the European Parliament and Council called on the European Commission to develop a policy proposal on renewable energy (EP 2006; European Council 2007). EU-level decision
coupling occurred in 2009 when the RED was adopted unusually quickly due to the momentum achieved by
international-level agenda coupling of the upcoming 2009 UNFCCC Copenhagen Summit and the 2030 EU climate
and renewable energy targets, ahead of the 2015 Paris Agreement agenda coupling on the international level. This
subsequently resulted in decision coupling for a revision of the EU's climate targets by the new Von der Leyen Commission towards carbon neutrality. Figure 3 summarizes the key MRD agenda and decision coupling moments with
increasing policy ambition over time despite reduced ambitions in the short term.

7

|

C O N CL U S I O N

Although there is a considerable literature on the development of European climate and renewable energy policy,
recent academic literature has said little about the central role of multilevel reinforcing dynamics between the EU
and the international level. This article advanced the conceptual public policy literature by linking the international
level and multilevel reinforcing dynamics between levels to the MSF. The analysis tested and confirmed the relevance of multilevel reinforcing dynamics for European renewable energy policy to emerge.
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The empirical findings confirm that international-level MRD needs to be taken into account to understand why
policy windows opened and how the policy outcome of the RED was possible to be adopted while the policy window was already closing during the 2008/09 financial and economic crisis (Carter and Jacobs 2014; Bürgin 2015).
The findings also confirm the significance of setting the MSF (Kingdon 1995; Ackrill et al. 2013; Zahariadis 2013) in
the MRD context and expanding traditional public policy theories to take into account interdependencies with global
governance dynamics and vice versa. A new research agenda emerges regarding multilevel reinforcing dynamics for
other policy fields and public policy theories: will the propositions formulated here be confirmed in trade, environment and economic policy, for example? Are they also applicable to other public policy theories such as the Advocacy Coalition Framework and Punctuated Equilibrium Theory? What modifications are necessary?
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