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Abstract 

 

In the 90´s, Europe used to be depicted as the most privileged political arena for regional 

nationalist political parties to access for “more” political power. In that sense, whereas the 

N-VA used to believe in the “Europe of the regions” where it was possible to imagine a 

federal Europe in which regions would serve as some kind of a third level of the European 

Government; the SNP used to trigger the European argument to handle the political fight 

against the UK conservative government that was resisting home rule. However, by the end 

of the 90’s, both categories of regional nationalists plunged into European disillusion due to 

the limits of a sovereign logic prevailing in Europe. Nevertheless, in the 21st century, as soon 

as a new European policy cycle started to emerge, experienced regional nationalists realized 

that they could use the benefits of regional economic resources in face of the European 

economic targets to clarify competences that are legally shared as well as to justify further 

concessions of policy competences, no longer in Europe, but through Europe. The purpose 

of this paper is to trace back the role of Europe in the N-VA and of the SNP’s nationalist 

political strategy in order to explain why, even after disillusion, do Flemish and Scottish 

Nationalists still care about Europe. 
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1. Introduction 

In the 90´s, Europe used to be depicted as the most privileged political arena for 

regional nationalist political parties (Lynch 1996; De Winter and Tursan 1998; De Winter 

2001) to access for “more” political power. This idealistic vision of Europe was deeply rooted 

in the right of “nation-regions” (Loughlin 1996; Keating and Loughlin 1997); “minority 

nationalisms” (Keating 1996: 18) or stateless nations (Keating 1995:2) to govern more 

autonomously (Loughlin 2000:10) in order to assert their right to self-determination. Indeed, 

irrespectively of distinctive constitutional settlements, regional nationalists across Western 

Europe were among the most ardent defenders of the “Europe of the Regions”, almost 

overwhelmed with the extra-political space granted by the Maastricht Treaty, at the Council 

of Ministers (Article 146 of the Maastricht Treaty). Additionally, with the institutionalization 

of the Committee of the Regions, the subsidiarity principle became bounded to the 

European polity project where Europe seemed to dissolve sovereignty (Keating and Mc. 

Garry 2001: 19) enabling regional nationalists to prosper in an institutional context where 

the right to self-determination could be enhanced by the means of a privileged access to the 

European policy process.  

Today it is undeniable that Europe represented a renewed political hope, especially 

for those who were going through devolutionary processes, as it was the case of the Scottish 

National Party (SNP) in Scotland in the United Kingdom or of the Convergència i Unió (CiU) in 

Catalonia and even of the Partido Nacionalista Vasco (PNV) in the Basque Country in Spain. 

In a slightly different manner, in federal political systems such as in Flanders, for regional 

nationalists such as for the Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (N-VA), previous Volksunie and for the 

Vlaams Belang, previous Vlaams Blok, Europe represented the compensation for a 

dysfunctional Belgian federal political system. Whereas for regional nationalists within 

federal state orders, it represented the possibility to recapture their political authority over 

policy competences that had been transferred to Europe; for regional nationalists who were 

going through devolutionary processes, it represented the possibility to expand their 

political influence beyond the limits of their constitutional order.  

For this “party family” (De Winter and Cachafeiro 2002; Hepburn 2009), irrespectively 

of distinctive national constitutional settlements, the European venue was rationally 

inspired as Europe was displaying an extra-political space where they could maximize their 

gains of political power - beyond and apart from the national state (Keating and Hooghe 

1996; Jeffery 2000) – on a nationalist attempt to reassert their right to self-determination. 

Unfortunately, as soon as regional nationalists realized that Europe could not deliver a 

privileged access to political power, the European institutional opportunity structure (Marks 

and McAdam 1996) was about to shrink as much as to dictate the end of the naïve hype of 

the “Europe of the Regions” (Elias 2008a and 2008b; Hepburn 2008). Indeed, whilst regional 

actors had been granted new access points to European decision-making processes, these 

were either not available to them - because the access was reserved to parties in regional 

governments - or the scope of influence that could be exercised was very limited due to the 

limits imposed by a national presence in Europe.  

In fact, whereas regional nationalists from federal states such as Belgium were 

deprived of their competences on the international fora due to a policy praxis, which does 

not recognize the internal division of policy competences; regional nationalists from 

devolutionary unitary or decentralized states such as the United Kingdom or Spain were 
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confined to the limits of their national constitutional settlements. In both cases, 

irrespectively of nuanced constitutional designs, all regional nationalists were confined to a 

de facto or a de jure minority position in Europe, due to the limits of an overwhelming 

sovereign logic prevailing in Europe. However, in the 21st century, as soon as the European 

2020 strategy was set into place, experienced regional nationalists in government realized 

that they could use the benefits of regional economic resources in face of the European 

economic targets to clarify policy competences that are still legally shared with national 

authorities in order to justify further concessions of policy competences.  

Therefore, irrespectively of distinctive national constitutional settlements, the 

purpose of this renewed political strategy is no longer to privilege the European institutional 

structure to legitimize their nationalist project in Europe, but to use the European economic 

targets as a legitimate argument to deliver policies which will allow them to overcome a de 

jure or de facto minority position at the Council of Ministers in Europe as well as to justify 

further concessions of policy competences to promote the economic recovery of their 

region. In other words, for these regional nationalists, the purpose of this renewed political 

strategy is to legitimize their nationalist political project through the European argument in 

order to be perceived as trustworthy political actors to the eyes of their regional citizens so 

they can finally reach the legal threshold to endorse a new state reform.  

Nevertheless, since they were rationally bounded (Simon 1954), in the sense that they 

were lacking the policy expertise to perform these goals, they have learned to rescale 

Europe (Keating 2009), using regional offices in Europe as a functional tool of economic 

governance to comply with their renewed political plan. Therefore, and against traditional 

dogmas of the 90’s, in this paper, we will demonstrate that the European venue can only be 

confined to regional nationalists in government, irrespectively of their national 

constitutional settlements. Moreover, we will argue that nationalist mobilization in Europe 

has become cooperatively twisted, economically based and collectively performed in 

articulation with the center. Finally, we will sustain that experienced regional nationalists 

have learned “to depolitize” Europe, using regional offices as a patriotic institutional solution 

to clarify the best regional policy choices to be implemented in Europe and at the regional 

ground, which comes very much in line with a functionalist perspective (Mitrany 1965) of 

what Europe can effectively deliver.  

Departing from the Flemish and Scottish paradigmatic case studies and applying 

empirical evidences collected between 2004 and 2014, the purpose of this paper is to trace 

back the evolution of the “uses” of the European Institutions by Flemish and Scottish 

nationalists to comply with their nationalist political plan. In this paper, we will proceed in 

four moments: first, we will justify the methodological choices for this research; second, we 

will justify the choice of our theoretical approach and explain the arguments for 

evolutionary forms of nationalist mobilization in Europe. Third, we will move towards 

empirical evidences of the Flemish and Scottish case studies. Finally, in the last part of this 

paper, we will conclude our analysis and we will suggest further venues of research.   
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2. Methodology: methods and techniques of research 

Methodology: a qualitative research 

If methodology can be defined as a body of practices, procedures and rules employed 

by those who work in a discipline or engage in an inquiry, then the choice of our methods 

and techniques of research have been determined by the demands of a qualitative 

methodology as far as our research questions will privilege meanings and values over 

measurement and quantification. According to this vision of doing science – which fits into a 

constructivist epistemological approach -, the world is not just there to be discovered by 

empirical research. On the contrary, knowledge is filtered through the scientific explanation 

the researcher elaborates to make sense of perceptions of the world, which means that 

objectivity and subjectivity will be deeply intertwined. In that sense, in this research, we will 

be looking at “meanings” that can be retrieved from the words of our interviewees in order 

to unravel evolutionary forms of “rationality of use” of the European institutions for regional 

nationalists to implement a nationalist political plan.  

 
Methods: a case study research and a comparative analysis  

When it comes to methods, our research has consisted of a case study research and a 

comparative analysis. The choice of our two case studies has been determined by the 

contrast of the presence and the absence of the resources required to perform a successful 

European venue after the advent of the European 2020 Strategy. Since we believe that in 

the 21st century, a nationalist mobilization in Europe requires a position in government 

(political resource); constitutional rights (constitutional resource); a regional office in 

Europe (informational resource) and clear policy objectives, that is, regional social and 

economic actors that are organized alongside territorial policy objectives, that is, as 

territorial policy communities (economic resource); for this research, we have chosen:  

 

1) the only two regional nationalist political parties who were in government during 

our timeframe of research, that is between 2004 and 2014, though one in a minority 

position in government – the N-VA - and one with a majority government, the SNP 

(political resource);  

2) two regional nationalist political parties from two distinctive constitutional 

settlements. In that sense, we have chosen the N-VA from Belgian federal state order, 

and the SNP from British unitary devolutionary state order (constitutional resource).  

3) two regional nationalist political parties from one regional authority who did not 

possess a regional office in Europe, that is, Flanders, and one who had inherited a 

regional office in Europe, that is, Scotland (informational resource);  

4) two regional nationalist political parties with distinctive levels of policy resource. 

One who did not possess clear policy objectives, the N-VA, and one regional 

nationalist political party who possessed clear policy objectives, that is, the SNP 

(economic resource).  

 

In addition to the methods in use, this research could be defined as an exploratory 

research since it has been triggered by new empirical facts, that is, by the establishment of 

the first Flemish antenna in Europe in 2006, with the consent of the Belgian and Flemish 

Governments, though through nationalist impetus. As suggested by Thomas Kuhn (1996), it 
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is by the means of a discrepancy raised between new empirical evidences and theoretical 

explanations available in the literature that we got into research. In fact, as we look into 

literature (Keating and Hooghe 1996; Jeffery 2000; Rowe 2011); regional offices are 

commonly categorized either as a lobbying activity office or as an instrument of diplomacy – 

or even of para-diplomacy in some cases -, but the establishment of the first Flemish office 

in 2006 was considered for different purposes. Additionally, for the first time, national and 

regional authorities were agreeing upon the establishment of a regional office in Europe as 

well as regionalist and nationalist political parties were working together in Europe. Finally, 

the European strategy seemed to be gaining a regional and a national resonance, which was 

not case in the 90’s. 

 
Techniques: in depth interviews and a thematic analysis 

A technique can be defined as a tool that any researcher can use, first, to collect data, 

and then to treat it. In this research, we have decided to apply “in-depth interviews” as far 

as data collection is concerned and a “thematic analysis” as far as data treatment is 

concerned. If on the one hand, we believed that in-depth interviews (Matthews and Ross 

2010: 265), were the most appropriate technique to collect the data and meanings we were 

looking for; on the other hand, we believe that a “thematic analysis” (Rubin and Rubin 2005: 

201) has allowed us to treat data with accuracy without losing sight of meanings and 

interpretations.  

For this research, we have identified Flemish and Scottish representatives at formal 

and informal structures of regional representation in Europe as well as N-VA and SNP‘s 

MEP’s and MP’s. We have tried to identify people who have lived in the 90’s in order to set 

an evolutionary vision of Flemish and Scottish mobilization in Europe, with an emphasis put 

on the N-VA’s and SNP’s strategies in Europe since the 90’s. In spite of a qualitative and 

interpretative research, the trustworthiness and validity of our findings have been confirmed 

by a systematic rigor of fieldwork procedures achieved through triangulation of data sources 

and informants (Shenton 2004).  

Moreover, the reliability of our conclusions has been reinforced by a rigorous 

selection of the political actors to be interviewed and the credibility of our findings has 

relied on a rigorous pattern of coding and analysis. Finally, in addition to the combination of 

distinctive technics of outside scrutiny, this research has been built upon a continuous 

process of reflective attitude on the part of the researcher throughout the different stages 

of research. 
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3. Theoretical approach  

Nationalist mobilization and the “uses” of Europe 

 

According to Sophie Jacquot and Cornelia Woll (2003:3), the term “use” can be 

defined as “the act of using something to achieve certain goals”. By insisting on the term, we 

wish to cover changing rationalities employed by regional nationalists on a strategic 

interaction with the European Institutions to fulfill strategic political gains. Therefore, the 

“use” of Europe could be defined as “political practices” guided by a certain “rationality of 

behavior”, which adjust and redefine themselves by seizing the European institutions as a 

set of institutional opportunities to implement a nationalist political strategy.  

In other words, in order to identify the contribution of the European Institutions for 

regional nationalists to implement a nationalist political strategy across time, we will have to 

understand “the rationality of behavior” sustaining that particular choice. Moreover, once 

we identify “that rationality of behavior”, that is, the purposive meaning underneath the 

choice of a certain European institution to implement their political strategy, we will have to 

apply the contribution of the institutionalist school (Peters 2005) in order to translate that 

purpose action into scientific terms. In that sense, we will have to look into regional 

nationalists “perceptions” of what Europe can deliver in terms of “political preferences” in 

face of full or limited “capabilities”. Since the combination of these three factors – 

perceptions, preferences and capabilities – will enable us to solve our puzzle, then, an actor-

centered institutionalist approach developed by Renate Mayntz and Fritz Sharpf (1997) will 

provide us with the best theoretical tool to unravel distinctive “rationalities” in evolutionary 

“uses” of the European institutions to implement a nationalist political plan across time.  

According to this theoretical approach, policy making occurs in an institutional 

environment, which will be seized in a subjective way since policy making is produced by 

human factors that are not merely driven by natural impulses or by the compulsion of 

external factors. Instead, a strategic interaction with the European institutions is the 

outcome – under external constraints – of intentional action. Intention, however are 

subjective phenomena. They depend on “perceptions” and “preferences” of the individuals 

involved (Scharpf 1997:20) which means that regional nationalists do not act on the basis of 

objective reality but on the basis of perceived European reality – perceptions - and of 

assumed cause-effect relations operating in the world they perceive - preferences. Finally, 

the real possibility to perform an intentional action will always be conditioned by the 

resources available to the agent who aims at a certain intentional action. Therefore, 

capabilities are critical to any explanation of a strategic interaction with the European 

institutions since, in the absence of action resources, the most enlightened “perceptions” 

and “preferences” will fail to make a practical difference. Here the term “capabilities” 

describe all action resources that allow an actor to fulfill their preferences (ibidem: 40). 

These include personal properties or capabilities such as policy expertise.  

To conclude, an institution is always ill-defined concept since it will always require 

meaningful purposes located within the limits of subjective “perceptions” and “capabilities” 

of agents to perform their “preferences”, which is why we will have to put ourselves in 

regional nationalist’s shoes and look through their eyes in order to make sense of changing 

rationality of “use” of the European Institutions, as well as changing forms of nationalist 

mobilization in Europe.  
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Re-conceptualizing nationalist mobilization in Europe: regional offices as a functional tool 
of economic governance in a multi-level context 
 

In this paper, we will argue that renewed “perceptions” of what Europe can deliver 

but limited “capabilities” to achieve renewed political “preferences” will force experienced 

regional nationalists in government, such as the Flemish and Scottish Nationalists, to move 

from a “rational” to a “sociological” use of the European Institutions to comply with a 

renewed nationalist political plan. Whereas in the 90’s, regional nationalists, either in 

government or as opposition parties, believed that the European venue, that is, a presence 

at the European Institutions, would suffice to recapture or to expand political influence 

beyond the limits of national constitutional settlements to legitimize their nationalist 

political plan; in the 21st century, with the advent of the European 2020 Strategy, they 

realized that they could use the benefits of regional economic resources in face of the 

European economic targets to deliver policies which would allow them to overcome a de 

jure or de facto minority position at the Council of Ministers in Europe as well as to justify 

further concessions of policy competences to promote the economic recovery of their 

region.  

However, since they were rationally bounded (Simon 1957)1, in the sense that they 

were lacking the “policy expertise”, that is, the required capabilities to comply with their 

renewed political strategy, regional nationalists in government have learned to use regional 

offices as a pragmatic tool of economic governance to clarify - in articulation with regional 

economic and social stakeholders – the most perfect match between regional economic 

resources and the European economic targets. Therefore, in addition to the more traditional 

roles of (para)diplomacy and lobbying activity identified in the literature (Keating and 

Hooghe 1996; Jeffery 2000;Rowe 2011), regional offices have gained a new functional 

“policy role” which would consist of gathering regional partners in government, on the one 

hand, and regional stakeholders, on the other, for regional governments to come up with an 

integrated policy position on the best policy solutions to be presented in Europe and at the 

regional ground.  

In others words, regional offices would function as an advocacy coalition framework2 

(ACF) where regional stakeholders would be duly organized alongside clear territorial policy 

objectives, that is, as territorial policy communities3 (Rhodes 1996; Keating at al 2008) - in 

                                                            
1 Herbert Simon coined the term in 1955 and used the metaphor of a pair of scissors where one blade is the 
“cognitive limitations” of actual humans, and the other the “structures of environment”. According to Simon, 
studying one blade is not enough: it takes both for the scissors to cut. Minds with limited time and other 
resources can be successful by exploiting structures of their environments. Human knowledge is limited and 
human rationality is bounded, and hence human action is based not on the immediate cognition of the real-
world data and causal laws but on culturally shaped and socially constructed beliefs about the real world.  This 
concept applies to our research as regional nationalists have learned to act within the limits of a bounded 
rationality using Europe as a cognitive bridge to make sense of an advocacy coalition framework in Europe. 
2 An advocacy coalition framework stands for the North American version of a policy network developed by Paul 
Sabatier and Hank Jenkins-Smith (1993; 1999) which focuses on the structure and process through which joint 
policy-making is organized on governance. 
3 The concept of “Territorial Policy Communities” has been forged by Michael Keating in 2008 as he felt the need 

to fill the void of theoretical concepts in public policy literature to describe the emergence of new policy systems 
of collective action which would gather sectorial or cross-sectorial policy communities organized around 
territorial interests. This concept is a complement to the concept of “policy community” defined by Rod Rhodes 
according to whom a “policy community” can be conceived as a tight policy network structure organized around 
sectorial or cross-sectorial interests. Michael Keating has kept the basic definition of policy community but he has 
added the territorial dimension to it in order to further precise this process of re-territorialization and space re-
scaling of new collective policy systems to the sub-national, supra-national level and trans-national level.  
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opposition to issue networks (Rhodes 1996) – in order to provide regional governments with 

the best policy solutions to promote the economic recovery of their region.  

Moreover, since regional nationalists are commonly labeled for their nationalist 

intents and are consequently confined to ideological discrepancies which would have 

prevented them from instilling policy cooperation, they have learned to rely on a policy 

narrative embedded in a territorial economic argument (Jones & Beth 2010:329; Radaelli 

2010; Shanahan at al 2011) to induce regionalist political partners in government as well as 

regional stakeholders into an advocacy coalition framework (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 

1993 and 1999), using regional offices as a patriotic tool of economic governance to clarify 

the best regional policy options to be implemented in Europe and at the regional ground. If 

patriotism can be defined as the loyalty to one’s political community (Staub 1997), we could 

argue that experienced regional nationalists have learned to rely on a patriotic economic 

argument to overcome ideological discrepancies which would have prevented them from 

establishing an ACF to access the informational resource they need to comply with their 

renewed political plan.   

Thus, if in the 90’s nationalism was their main priority in Europe; in the 21st century, 

the European venue is conducted in a very pragmatic manner, which comes very much in 

line with a functionalist approach (Mitrany 1965) of the European institutions. Indeed, if on 

the one hand, the achievement of an integrated state is no longer their primary priority in 

Europe; on the other hand, the elaboration of policy preferences entailed to overcome the 

national obstacle in Europe, on the one hand, and to perform the provision of regional 

economic needs at the regional ground, on the other, have become their main priority in 

Europe.  

To state it more clearly, experienced regional nationalists have learned to depolitize 

the European venue, leaving clashes of ideology between regionalists and nationalists 

political parties to regional and national layers of governance. Nevertheless, the ability to 

use the European economic argument to translate their own policy options to legitimize 

their nationalist political project in Europe and at the regional ground will rely on four major 

resources: on constitutional rights (constitutional resource); on a majority position in 

government (political resource); on a regional presence in Europe (informational resource) 

and on clear policy objectives (economic resource). that sense, we could argue that, while in 

the 90’s, the European institutions were rationally inspired as they used to be conceived as 

an aggregation of formal legal structures that regional nationalists could use to maximize 

their political gains in Europe; in the 21st century, the rationality of “use” of the European 

institutions fits perfectly into a sociological institutionalist approach according to which 

regional offices facilitate the attainment of collective ends as they embody a collective 

identity framings (Scott a 1995: 33; Hall 1996: 947; Fligstein 1997a and b) that provide 

stability to policy praxis and the raison d’être for the existence of regional offices in Europe.  

Finally, to conclude, we could also argue that in the 21st century, and against 

traditional dogmas of the 90’s, the “use” of the European institutions by regional nationalists 

is cognitively twisted, economically driven and collectively performed. It embraces all 

experienced regional nationalist political parties in government, irrespectively of their 

constitutional settlement, as long as they possess the ability to anchor a political strategy 

embedded in “identity” without sticking to strict politics of nationalism.  
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4. Flemish and Scottish nationalists in Europe: pragmatic nationalists with a patriotic heart  

4.1. The Flemish case: the Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie (N-VA)  
 
The N-VA in Europe until 2004: times of illusive Europe 

The N-VA is a center-right Flemish democratic nationalist party that came into 

existence in 2001, mostly out of protest against a controversial state reform, the 

Lambermont state reform (Noppe and Wauters 2002). The N-VA is a civic nationalist political 

party which has a clear consciousness of Flemish cultural and linguistic distinctiveness but 

these elements are just part of a broadly defined civic identity. Now that the linguistic battle 

has been fully achieved in the sixties (Howell 2003:150), the Flemish sentiment is 

emotionally diluted, almost rational and highly pragmatic.  

The N-VA is a nationalist political party who believes in the political independence of 

Flanders though they believe that it should be delivered as a gradual process of evaporation 

through which Belgium would be hollowed from its competences until it disappears. This 

explains why the N-VA believes in “Political Darwinism” – as Bart de Wever likes to call it - as 

they expect to see Belgium evolving towards confederalism before political independence 

can eventually be reached. The N-VA still believes in an independent Flanders even if they 

argue that confederalism should be the best political solution for Belgium. For the time 

being, their main focus stresses the reinforcement of Flemish institutions within this process 

of “evaporation of Belgium” (La Libre 20104). For the N-VA, the political imbroglios of 

Brussels, on the one hand, and the clear division of competences between the federal and 

the regional levels, on the other hand, are now their main concerns.  

 As far as Europe is concerned, as the most predominant inheritor of the Volksunie 

(Wauters 2005; Van Haute and Pilet 2006), the N-VA has always been very supportive of the 

European integration process and has retained many of the ideas that the Volksunie 

defended for Europe. Their approach to Europe has always been institutionally and 

economically marked as they used to perceive the European institutions as a platform to 

advocate a more radical vision of Europe where regions ought to be endowed with sufficient 

powers at the European level to protect and promote regional interests (Laible 2001: 235; 

2008). The Volksunie looked at Europe as a political opportunity structure where they could 

legitimize the federalist plan they advocated for Belgium (Lynch 2001). While Belgium would 

continue to exist with Flanders as a powerful region, the Volksunie supported a “Europe of 

the Regions and the Peoples”, though the notion of “people” was rather imprecise and 

vague. Finally, the Volksunie has also participated actively at the European Parliament, 

within the European Free Alliance-Democratic Party of the Peoples of Europe (EFA-DPPE) 

(Laible 2008: 129; Lynch and De Winter 2008:583).  

 For these regional nationalists, Europe was rationally inspired as they expected Flanders 

to be responsible for its policies in Europe, using their formal presence at the European 

Parliament as an opportunity structure to spread and legitimize their nationalist project for 

Flanders. However, by the end of the 90’s, the N-VA became more critical of Europe. Today, 

the N-VA still portrays itself as the most pro-European political party in Flanders (N-VA 

European Manifesto 2009) but the political practice has become more assertive and 

pragmatic. 

 

                                                            
4 In article from La Libre Belgique published on the 09/06/ 2010, “Le Drapeau Européen à la sauce N-VA”. 
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The N-VA in Europe since 2004: times of pragmatic Europe 

 
 While back in the 90’s, the N-VA used to believe in the “Europe of the regions” where it 

was possible to imagine a federal Europe in which regions would serve as some kind of a 

third level (Jeffery 1997c; Bullman 1997; Jeffery 2000) of the European government; in the 

21st century, the N-VA has lost its faith in Europe and has become much more pragmatic on 

what Europe can effectively deliver. In fact, although the N-VA considers itself as the most 

pro-European Flemish political party, they have stopped hoping for the political recognition 

of regional authorities in Europe. For the N-VA, it was time to realize that “the European 

contribution to Flemish representation in Europe was rather limited5”.   

 If on the one hand, “regions” were not treated as equal partners in Europe; on the 

other hand, Flanders had always been undermined due to a sovereign logic prevailing in 

Europe. For Matthias Diependaele, (N-VA MP), it is clear that “Europe doesn’t seem to 

realize that some states have a division of powers on an exclusive basis and that Flanders is 

at the same level as the federal on some issues but the Council or the European Union nor 

any European institution take us into account6”. To state it more clearly, for Frieda Brepoels, 

N-VA MEP: “even if at the beginning we dreamt with the European integration and we 

believed in a Europe of the Regions; today we know that it is impossible to put it into practice 

because Europe ignores us7”.  

 In a complementary manner, for Frieda Brepoels, the problem also steams from 

Belgian stubbornness in not sharing competences with regional authorities at the Council of 

Ministers: “Belgian government simply doesn’t care. They don’t respect the division of 

competences; they don’t coordinate a national strategy bearing in mind the regional point of 

view. This is why we want a homogeneous devolution of competences, otherwise we will be 

fighting all the time for the competences that are in practical terms shared are semi-

devolved but if Europe does not recognize us then we cannot work with Europe. So in that 

context, we need a state”8.  

Moreover, as soon as the European 2020 strategy was set into place in 2005, they 

realized that they could use the benefits of a new European policy cycle to overcome a de 

facto minority position at the Council of Ministers, on the one hand, and to demand 

competences that are legally shared with national authority at the regional ground such as 

energy, environment and research or even as social security or fiscal competences. In other 

words, Europe was now opening a new policy window for the N-VA to clarify competences 

that are legally shared in order to legitimize their political project for Flanders until 

independence is finally reached. Therefore, as soon as the N-VA came into power in 2004, 

the best political strategy has remained “Europe with the Regions” but Europe was now 

being raised as the best substitute for a dysfunctional Belgian sovereign state which 

prevents Flanders from being responsible for its policies.  

Indeed, for the N-VA, “there are several ways of looking at Flemish nationalism and 

this has to do with history. In the past, we used to have a big fight for the recognition of our 

language but today political responsibility is what defines the basis of Flemish nationalism”9. 

Moreover, political autonomy does not mean political independence but rather “full 

                                                            
5 Interview with Frieda Brepoels, N-VA MEP at the European Parliament, Brussels. 
6 Interview with Matthias Diependaele, N-VA Deputy at the Flemish Parliament, European Committee, Brussels. 
7 Interview with Frieda Brepoels. 
8 Ibidem. 
9 Ibidem. 
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responsibility over Flemish policies and political decisions which affect the Flemish 

interests10” which requires “a homogeneous devolution of competences which are shared or 

semi-devolved in practical terms11”. To put it differently, for the N-VA, a Belgian state reform 

“is not an end in itself. It is just the means towards efficiency.”12 

In that sense, by the means of a renewed political strategy in Europe, the N-VA will try 

to demonstrate that Flanders possesses the economic resources to comply with the 

European economic strategy and that Flanders could perform better economically if it could 

be fully responsible for its policies, both in Europe and at the regional ground. To put it 

simply, the N-VA has become much more critical of Europe. Additionally, they have learned 

to approach the European contribution in a very pragmatic manner as they expect to use the 

European argument to prove that they are trustworthy political actors who deserve to 

conduct the destiny of Flanders and that confederalism is the best political solution to get 

rid of the Belgian mess.  

 

2004-2009 government: “Needed in Flanders, useful in Europe” 

 
 However, as a minor political party in government in 2004, the N-VA had to face two 

major obstacles: first, an exiguous trench of political power in government; and second, the 

absence of an informal channel of regional interest intermediation in Europe. In fact, even if 

Flanders is a powerful deelstaat within Belgian federal state, which includes a formal 

representation to the European Union since 1993 (Delpérée 1994; Theo Jans and 

Stouthuysen 2007); in Flanders, Europe has always been taken for granted (Deschouwer and 

Van Assche 2005) which means that a Flemish strategy has always been absent. Flemish 

MEP’s have always worked on behalf of their personal agendas and Flemish economic 

stakeholders have always been excluded from the European project.  

 Moreover, since this renewed political strategy could not be performed without the 

intervention of Flemish economic and social partners, the N-VA has proved to move 

successfully through Belgian political troubled waters using a territorial economic argument 

to convince Flemish political actors in government, namely the most charismatic Flemish 

political party the Christian Democrats (CD&V), that an advocacy coalition framework, that 

is, a regional office in Europe would be the best institutional policy solution to be able to use 

the European argument to protect the Flemish interest against Belgian authority.  

 In other words, in order to overcome ideological discrepancies which would have 

prevented them from complying with their renewed political strategy, the establishment of 

a regional office in Europe has been presented as the patriotic solution to overcome the 

national obstacle in Europe and to perform the economic recovery of Flanders. As it has 

been confirmed by the Flemish Government: “what we are trying to do is to overcome the 

“Belgian obstacle” in Europe but we are also trying to use the European institutions also as a 

tool to discipline our own administration and our own way of governing our region13”.  

 Thus, in spite of major political differences regarding the political future and the 

national “idea” of Belgium that clearly draws a division line between Flemish political 

                                                            
10 Ibidem.  
11 Ibidem. 
12 Interview with Lieven Tack, Deputy Chief of the Cabinet of Geert Bourgeois, Vice-Minister President of 
Flanders. 
13  Interview with the General Representative of Flemish Government to the EU Belgian Permanent 
Representation to the European Union. 
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parties, there is a commonality regarding their perception over Belgian political system, 

which can be labeled as a Flemish lack of Belgitude. If in the past, this notion used to be 

understood as a Belgian lack of identity markers due to an artificial creation; today it has 

become much more related to the absence of stable and effective Flemish governance due 

to an uncoordinated Belgian political system. Therefore, when the N-VA came into power, 

their main priorities were: first, to make sense of a Flemish office in Europe to get “Flanders” 

into the policy cycle and second, to use the European economic targets as powerful 

guidelines to provide a sense of economic stability to expand their small trench of political 

power while policy priorities would be clarified in articulation with Flemish stakeholders in 

Europe.  

 In that sense, on the 22 of July 2005, the Flemish Government took the decision to set 

up the Liaison Agency Flanders-Europe called “Vleva14” with 85% to 90% of the budget 

provided by the Flemish government along with 15% to 10% sponsored by Flemish 

enterprises and organizations. Luc Van Den Brande15 (CD&V) was invited to be the president; 

Frieda Brepoels (NV-A MEP) a member of the executive board and Geert Bourgeois (Flemish 

Vice-President, N-VA) was its political mentor. Vleva is a public-private partnership, which 

aims to represent the economic interests of Flemish social fabrics – les forces vives de la 

société – as well as to link divergent political actors and scattered economic Flemish 

stakeholders. However, for the N-VA, Vleva is much more than that: it is a policy instrument 

which will allow them to clarify the best policy options to be implemented in Europe and at 

the regional level in order to justify further concessions of policy competences. Indeed, for 

Frieda Brepoels (N-VA MEP), “Vleva will help us to find solutions for Flanders at the policy 

level, yes. Europe has that unique cooperation, it has helped to find solution for policies but 

once we are fully responsible for our policies, we will not need Europe anymore”. This 

explains why since they have returned to political power, the N-VA has introduced the 

European theme into their party slogan:  “needed in Flanders, useful in Europe”.  

 As part of the Flemish government and beyond a simplistic patriotic sentiment, the N-

VA expected to use Vleva to be able to play the European card to argue for the clarification 

of policy competences in Europe as well as to argue for the homogenous devolution of 

major policy competences that are still legally shared such as research, energy, environment 

and fiscal competences in Flanders. As stated by Frieda Brepoels (N-VA MEP), “Vleva will 

help us to find solutions for Flanders at the policy level, yes. Europe has that unique 

cooperation, it has helped to find solution for policies but once we are fully responsible for 

our policies, we will not need Europe anymore”. 

 

2009-2014 government: “More Flanders, stronger Europe and lesser crisis” 

 

 With this renewed political strategy, in 2009, political legitimacy has been improved at 

the regional elections of 2009 with 13,15% of the votes and Geert Bourgeois has won the 

vice-presidency of Flanders as well as the visible face of the third version of the Flemish 

economic program called ViA, Flanders in Action (Flemish Government 2009) but the N-VA 

                                                            
14 More details in http://en.vleva.eu/. Vleva has the following slogan: “Flanders & Europe: growing in Alliance”. 
15 The invitation of Luc Van Den Brande was strategic for the establishment of the regional office. He was not 
invited because of its close relationship with Europe but because he was a symbol of political confidence in 
Flanders. The N-VA invited him in order to ease their task to convince members of the Flemish government to 
establish the regional office. These ideas have been stated by Leo Victor, the Managing Director of Flemish 
European Antenna, Vleva. 

http://en.vleva.eu/
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was remaining a minority political party in government as well as Vleva was still looking for 

clear policy objectives. Flemish social and economic stakeholders were just starting their 

European incursion and were still looking for a role to play. Regional actors were gathered as 

an “issue network” as they were trying to fit into the European 2020 Strategy. Nevertheless, 

at the European Elections of 2009, the title of their European manifesto has once more 

recaptured the major contribution of Europe to perform the economic recovery of Flanders: 

“More Flanders, stronger Europe and lesser crisis”.  

 Since Vleva remains an institution in potential and the N-VA a minority political party 

in government, the N-VA has managed to be perceived as regional political actors who are 

actively engaged in performing the economic recovery of Flanders using the European 

economic targets as powerful guidelines to discipline Flemish governance. However, their 

political purpose is to expand their small trench of political power at the regional and federal 

levels of governance while policy targets are being clarified. At the federal elections of 2010, 

the European theme has reemerged with the slogan: “Needed in Flanders, useful in Europe”. 

Political legitimacy has been once more confirmed with 30% of the votes but they are 

waiting for policy targets to be clarified and for a favorable position at the regional and 

federal governments in order to be able to play the European card to support their political 

project for Flanders. Nevertheless, endowed with 30% of the votes at the federal elections, 

Bart de Wever has managed to postpone Flemish government’s16 formation during 541 days 

using its political advantage to force all federal partners into the sixth state reform (the 

Butterfly Agreement17). With this new agreement (Belgian Government 201118), further 

economic and fiscal competences have been devolved to the regions and the BHV dossier 

has been solved, but Bart de Wever is far from being satisfied with the agreement reached.  

 By the time of writing, the sixth Belgian Federal state reform has already been 

concluded, and Bart de Wever has become the bourguemestre of Antwerp, on the aftermath 

of the élections communales of October 2012. The popularity of Bart de Wever is still rising 

in Flanders as the results of these elections have confirmed with 40% of the votes. The year 

2014 is their political milestones as they expect to win the presidency of Flanders as well as 

to conquer a better position at the Federal government to get rid of the Belgian malaise. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
16 Di Rupo I is the current federal government of Belgium which has sworn in on the 6th of December 2011, after 
a record-breaking of 541 days of negotiations following federal elections of June 2010. The government includes 
social democrats (Spa/PS), Christian Democrats (CD&V/cdH) and Liberals (Open Vld/MR), respectively of the 
Dutch and French language group. The government notably excludes the New Flemish Alliance (N-VA), the 
Flemish nationalist party that has achieved a plurality of votes and became the largest party in Belgium. Its 
absence, together with the unwillingness of the Open Vld to enter an eight-party coalition that included the 
green parties, failed to reach the majority from the Dutch language group. 
17 The so-called “Vlinderakkoord” or “Butterfly Agreement” refers to formateur Di Rupo who always ties a 
butterfly knot. 
18 For further details, see the official document published by the Belgian Government in October 2011 in  
Gouvernement Belge, 2011,“Un état fédéral plus efficace et des entités plus autonomes: accord institutionnel 
pour la sixième réforme de l’état ». The document can be consulted in  
http://www.lachambre.be/kvvcr/pdf_sections/home/110704_NOTE%20DE%20BASE%20FORMATEUR%20DEF.pd
f retrieved in October 2011. 

http://www.lachambre.be/kvvcr/pdf_sections/home/110704_NOTE%20DE%20BASE%20FORMATEUR%20DEF.pdf
http://www.lachambre.be/kvvcr/pdf_sections/home/110704_NOTE%20DE%20BASE%20FORMATEUR%20DEF.pdf
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4.2. The Scottish case: the Scottish National Party (SNP)  

 
The SNP in Europe until 2007: times of illusive Europe 

 
 The SNP is a regional nationalist political party that came into existence in 1934. The 

SNP has always strived for the political independence of Scotland, though it has always been 

the victim of its own political inexperience and turbulent political pathway. The SNP can be 

defined as a party that supports independence rather than a party of the left, right or center 

(Lynch 2002). This particular feature makes it distinctive from many of its European 

contemporaries (De Winter and Tursan 1998). To that respect, we could argue that the 

nationalism of the SNP reflects Gellner’s view fairly clearly, aided by Scottish history and 

Scotland “sense of itself” (Lynch 2002: 3). The geographical territory of Scotland has been 

recognized since the wars of independence of the fourteenth century. Scotland does not 

have areas of territory contested with other ethnic groups or nations. The key point about 

the SNP is that can be defined as an “independence party”, though both distinctive features 

– political independence and nationalism - have always been adapted to changing political 

and economic circumstances making political independence and Scottish nationalism 

amenable to strategic swings. 

 In Europe, the SNP is a pro-European political party but it is not a truly Europeanized 

party as the European attachment has always been very opportunistic and defensive. When 

they first experienced Europe in the early 90’s, the SNP was a minor opposition political 

party in Scotland who had manufactured the European theme as a discursive shield to 

handle the political fight against the UK conservative government that was resisting home 

rule. In spite of many ups and downs in SNP Europhilia (Dardanelli 2005: 29; Keating 2009a: 

58), the SNP has always looked at Europe with a certain dizziness mainly as a reflection of its 

political weakness and lack of political experience, choosing à la carte, which bits of 

integration to take (Keating 2009b: 109) while in preparation of statehood (Lynch 2001: 

159).  

 As an opposition party in the 90’s, the SNP was highly supportive of Scotland Europa – 

a platform for Scottish interest established in 1992 by the Scottish Labor (Keating and 

Hooghe 2001:276) even before devolution - but the SNP has always been very critical of 

Scottish Labor’s support to the UK line to secure Scottish interests in Europe. It has always 

privileged a formal position at the European Parliament, within the EFA group, to make 

sense of policy distinctiveness in order to spread its political message of political 

independence. The relationship with the center has always been highly confrontational and 

individualistic. In other words, the “use” of the European institutions was rationally inspired 

as a formal presence at the European Parliament and direct contacts with the European 

Commission were highly valued to protect Scottish interests and spread their political 

message of Independence in Europe to reassert their right to self-determination.  

 However, by the end of the 90’s, the SNP fell into European disillusion as they stopped 

hoping for the political recognition of Scotland in Europe and realized that a real position in 

government was absolutely required to have some influence over the system. For Colin 

Emrie, SNP Energy Policy Adviser: “in the 90’s there was a tremendous ignorance about 

Europe. The assumption was that Scotland was very active but in practice Scotland wasn’t 

very active at all. In the nineties there was a less clarity about what Europe meant. We used 

to think: Why should swap London for Brussels but we have moved from that. Perhaps 
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“Independence in Europe” was a tactic to demonstrate that we can do things differently and 

I think that today there is much more clarity to where Europe could take us 19”.  

 With the advent of a new policy cycle, namely with the Lisbon Strategy and the 

Europe 2020, the SNP realized that they could use the added value of Scottish resources to 

legitimize their nationalist plan in both layers of governance. For Colin Emrie, SNP Energy 

Policy Adviser: “The SNP realized that they could use Europe to advance their policy 

objectives. (...) Salmond saw this in 2005, 2006. He perceived the opportunity to have a 

different policy, and get support from Europe to promote Scotland” 20. To put it differently, 

and according to Ross Loveridge, EU coordinator for Energy policy: “Alex Salmond had won 

the natural lottery twice: in the 1960/70 with the North Sea oil and gas and now with huge 

renewable energy” 21. 

 

The SNP in Europe since 2007: times of pragmatic Europe 

 For the first time since the beginning of the European adventure, it is a goodness of fit 

between Scottish natural resources and European policy targets, which was placing the SNP 

at “the mainstream of the European Reforms”22. Indeed, Scotland has strong foundations on 

renewable energy with a quarter of the European offshore wind and tidal resources. 

Additionally, Scotland has a distinguished energy company base; a world leading 

technological and research resource in a wide range of energy specialism. In other words, 

Scotland is also well placed to lead the UK and Europe on the development of carbon 

captures and storage at a commercial scale, with the northern sea constituting Europe’s 

largest potential carbon store.  

  In the 21st century, Europe remains an essential element of the independence 

package to move Scotland forward23 (SNP Manifesto 2007) but political maturity has brought 

temperance to passionate political ambitions as much as the added value of Scottish natural 

resources in face of a new policy cycle has opened new perspectives of policy and political 

gains. The SNP has gained in political maturity in the sense that there is much more clarity 

on how to “fit” Europe into their political project. Additionally, they have also learned to 

adapt their political strategy to a realistic understanding of what Europe can effectively 

deliver.  

 For these experienced regional nationalists, the political purpose is to use the 

European argument to justify further concessions of policy competences that are still legally 

shared such as energy, transport and employment as well as to justify the devolution of 

major reserved competences such as international relations. In fact, according to Schedule 

5, reserved areas include “high politics” policy areas such as defense, foreign affairs,  and 

international trade but Westminster also shares common responsibility with Scotland in 

relevant “low politics” policy areas such as energy, employment and transport (Lynch 2001: 

16-17). Additionally, most areas of energy policy are reserved to the UK government under 

                                                            
19 Interview with Colin Emrie, SNP Scottish Government, Head of Energy Markets Division, Edinburgh, Scotland, 

09/04/2010. 
20 Ibidem. 
21 Interview with Ross Loveridge, EU coordinator for Energy Policy, SNP Government, Glasgow, Scotland, 
07/04/2010. 
22 Interview with Alyn Smith, SNP Scottish MEP, European Parliament, Brussels, 13/09/2010. 
23 “Moving Scotland Forward” is the label used by Alex Salmond to deploy its ambitious and optimistic 
political strategy since he came back to power in May 2007. It can be consulted in 
http://www.scotlandforward.net/ retrieved in May 2012.  

http://www.scotlandforward.net/
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the devolution settlement, including oil, gas and coal production; nuclear energy and the 

supply of electricity, as well as aspects of road and rail, marine and air transport. Scotland 

can promote renewable energies but it lacks, for instance, any direct control over energy 

regulation, including regulation of energy sourced in Scotland. On the other hand, higher 

education has some reserved responsibilities – the research excellence framework, research 

councils – and devolved – universities and tuition fees – responsibilities (Cairney 2011: 88 

and 89).  

 By the end of the day, it seems that their main political concern was to use the 

European argument to demonstrate that Scotland possesses the natural resources to 

perform better economically and that it could become a leading economic region if it could 

be fully responsible for its policies in both layers of governance. In other words, the SNP 

wants to be perceived as trustworthy political actors who can conduct the destiny of a 

modern nation, a “country”24 that has the potential to become a leading economic region 

and which consequently deserves to control all its levers of economic development. 

Therefore, since they came into office, the SNP has immediately returned to Scotland 

Europa, using the benefits of an old lobbying institution to guide Scottish stakeholders into 

the policy demands of an advocacy coalition framework, using Scotland Europa as a strategic 

policy arena to articulate a nationalist policy strategy to be implemented both in Europe and 

in Scotland. For the SNP, policy targets were clear. Consequently, it was easy to act with 

clear policy objective, that is, with the benefits of a “territorial policy community”.  

 

2007-2011 government: “We’s got what it takes”  

 
 When the SNP came into power in May 2007, they were already fortunate in two 

ways. Firstly, they had benefited from a positive legacy as Scotland Europa was already set in 

place; informational resources were already coordinated and policy practices were already 

established. Secondly, the SNP was blessed by nature as Scottish natural resources were 

providing a competitive advantage to comply with their nationalist purposes in Europe and 

in Scotland, using clear policy lines to advance their nationalist intents. So, in terms of 

psychology of attitude, the SNP has become much more self-confident. To that respect, the 

party Manifesto of 2007 and 2009 says it all: “it’s time to move Scotland forward” 25 (SNP 

Manifesto 2007) and “We have got what it takes” (SNP European Manifesto 2009).  

 In Europe, as soon as they came into office in 2007, the SNP has immediately tried to 

push the boundaries of British constitutional settlement by getting Scotland into energy in 

order to argue that Scotland could perform better economically, if it could be fully 

responsible for its policies in Europe. In Scotland, as soon as the SNP took office, economy 

became their main priority using European targets as legitimate guidelines to make Scotland 

prosper. In order to do so, these priorities have been encapsulated into five Strategic 

Objectives, which intended “to map a Scotland that is wealthier and fairer; smarter, 

healthier, safer and stronger and greener “(The Scottish Government’s Economic Strategy 

                                                            
24 Alex Slamond has replaced the term “nation” which could have an ethnic conotation by the civic term 
“country”. See one of the last key document on the next referendum: “Your referendum, your future”, p. 
11. The document can be consulted in http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2012/01/1006/downloads 
retrieved in May 2012. 
25 “Moving Scotland Forward” is the label used by Alex Salmond to deploy its ambitious and optimistic political 
strategy since he came back to power in May 2007. It can be consulted in http://www.scotlandforward.net/ 
retrieved in May 2012.  

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2012/01/1006/downloads
http://www.scotlandforward.net/
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2007: 14). The energy sector has been elected as a huge opportunity across horizontal 

economic fields (marine, renewables, security) to make Scotland prosper but it has also 

been used politically to demonstrate that Scotland could have its own policies. One example 

of that engagement is the establishment of the Scottish European Green Energy Center 

(SEGEC)26 in 2009 in Aberdeen when there is another Energy European Center Institute 

(ENEC), which is supported by the Scottish government and by the UK government. In both 

cases, the idea is to demonstrate that Scotland possesses the natural economic resources as 

well as a strong political will to define its economic policies and to engage directly Scotland 

to Europe without going through the UK. By the means of a European argument, they have 

pushed for truly Scottish policies both in Europe and at the regional ground, covering 

traditional and new policy areas, in order to justify further concessions of policy 

competences in both layers of competences.   

 Today, as we look at numbers, what we see is a sudden increase of the SNP’s 

popularity and a stronger confidence in Scottish Parliament’s role as soon as the SNP came 

into office in 2007. According to 2010 Scottish Social Attitudes Survey (SSA 2011), by 2006, 

around half said they trusted the Scottish Government ‘just about always’ or ‘most of the 

time’ to act in Scotland’s interests. In 2007, the proportions that trusted the Scottish 

Government to act in Scotland’s interests and to make fair decisions increased significantly 

(from 51% to 71%). 

  

2011-2014 government: “It’s time to keep moving forward” 

 
In May 2011, political legitimacy has been expanded and a majority government has 

been achieved with 45,4% of the votes and 69 seats. After winning an outright majority, 

political life in Scotland became smoother as opposition appeared less threatening to the 

SNP’s policy choices. Furthermore, at that time, the European Strategy 2020 was already set 

in place and the policy targets were clearer than ever (Scottish Government: 2011). The 

energy policy had been elected as a top priority in Europe to perform economic recovery in 

sustainable terms, and the SNP was ready to take advantage of it.  

For the SNP, it was time to “to keep pushing Scotland forward” (SNP Party Manifesto 

2011) using the reference of the European economic strategy as a strategic reference to 

argue for more policy competences, especially in the energy sector since most areas of 

energy policy are reserved including oil, gas and coal production; nuclear energy and the 

supply of electricity, as well as aspects of road and rail, marine and air transport. Therefore, 

since 2011, the energy sector has become strategically relevant for Scotland to be perceived 

as a leading economic region both in Europe and in Scotland, thought it remains an 

economic potentiality for Scotland and not yet a reality. Furthermore, in October 2012, an 

agreement between the Scottish Government and the UK government - the Edinburgh 

Agreement - has been signed.  

With this agreement, Holyrood has been granted the powers to hold a single-question 

independence referendum by the end of 2014. It has also been agreed that the Scottish 

Parliament would be responsible to decide on the wording of the question. Even though the 

                                                            
26 CEGEC is an independent, not-for-profit organization, established in 2009. SEGEC is supported by the Scottish 
Government, the European Regional Development Fund, Scottish Enterprise, Highlands and Islands Enterprise 
and Scottish Power. SEGEC’s energy priorities include, but are not limited to: Marine, CCS, renewable heat, grids, 
offshore wind and energy efficiency. For more details go through the website in http://www.segec.org.uk/.  

http://www.segec.org.uk/
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referendum will be confined to one question on political independence and Alex Salmond 

would have rather opted for full economic independence, that is, for an enhanced form of 

devolution or devolution max. Moreover, despite recent increases of support for 

independence, in January 2012 (Ipsos MORI 2012), only a third of Scots – 37% - were 

supporting full independence against a vast majority – 71% - supporting Devolution Max27.   

 For the time being, the year 2014 is their next political milestone but until then the 

SNP will have to keep on proving that Scotland “has all it needs” to flourish and that they are 

trustworthy political actors who deserve to lead the destiny of a modern country that has 

come to terms with Europe. For the next months, the SNP will have to deal with these 

numbers while they will keep on working in two main forefronts: first, they will have to keep 

delivering evidences of economic growth and second, they will have to convince the British 

government that “enhanced devolution” is the best deal for Scotland and for the British 

Union.  

 

  

                                                            
27 Based on abbreviated forms of the word maximum and devolution, devo max refers to the concept of 
Scotland having full economic independence from the United Kingdom, but remaining part of the Union 
and subject to UK governance in a minimal number of areas, crucially foreign policy and defense issues 
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5. Conclusion: Flemish and Scottish Nationalists in Europe: a new reason to believe  

  In this paper, we have demonstrated that changing “perceptions” of what Europe can 

effectively deliver in face of a new European policy context have forced experienced regional 

nationalist in government to re-conceptualize the European venue to pursue renewed 

political “preferences” in face of limited “capabilities”. By the means of an actor centered 

institutionalist approach, we have demonstrated that nationalist mobilization in Europe has 

moved from a rational to a sociological “use” of the European institutions.  

  Departing from two distinctive paradigmatic case studies, we have demonstrated that 

whereas in the 90’s, regional nationalists, either in government or as opposition parties, 

used to consider the European venue to recapture their legal authority that had been 

transferred to Europe or to expand their political influence beyond the limits of national 

constitutional settlement in order to legitimize their nationalist political project; in the 21st 

century, a successful nationalist mobilization requires a position in government as much as it 

has been confined to the “use” of regional offices to access the “informational resource” 

regional nationalists need to comply with a renewed political plan. Whereas in the 90’s, the 

European venue was considered in terms of a more privileged access to “political power” 

which seemed to be privileging regional authorities endowed with international powers; in 

the 21st century, the European venue is only considered in a very pragmatic manner, that is, 

as long as it provides regional nationalists with the “informational resource” they need to 

comply with a renewed political strategy.  

  For these experienced regional nationalists, the most relevant aspect to bear in mind 

is no longer the ability to conduct its own international powers but to know exactly “how” to 

fit regional economic resources into the European strategy in order to be able to clarify 

policy competences that are still legally shared with national governments in order to argue 

for further concessions of policy competences. In a complementary manner, the ultimate 

purpose is no longer to access the European arena to legitimize their nationalist political 

project in Europe but to access the European arena in order to be able to know “how” to use 

the European argument to legitimize their nationalist political project to the eyes of regional 

citizens so they finally reach the legal threshold to endorse a new state reform. Therefore, in 

Europe, the policy process has become patriotically driven; consensually based and 

collectively performed. If on the one hand, the use of the European institutions has become 

instrumentally driven - which comes very much in line with a functionalist approach of the 

European Institutions -, on the other hand, the political strategy has finally gained a regional 

and national resonance.  

  Now that we have concluded our journey of intellectual search, we could highlight the 

following conclusions: first, the European venue can only be considered by regional 

nationalists in government, irrespectively of their national constitutional order; second, the 

political strategy in Europe is economically based, patriotically driven and collectively 

performed; third, Europe can only be tackled in a pragmatic manner, using regional offices 

as a pragmatic tool of economic governance to perform renewed political preferences, no 

longer in Europe, but through Europe. In that sense, in the 21st century, the European venue 

will be limited to those who will be able to overcome the European disillusion with 

pragmatism. Nevertheless, by the end of the day, it seems that experienced regional 

nationalists have finally found a new reason to believe in Europe. 
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