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Abstract 

In 2014, the European Council set energy and climate targets for 2030 that will 

have far-reaching implications for the decarbonisation of Europe’s economy as 

well as the nature and success of the energy integration project, the Energy 

Union. The targets mark a qualitative shift towards a more technology-neutral 

EU climate and energy policy than represented in targets for 2020, decided in 

2007. Existing explanations emphasise the role of non-state actors but do not 

fully account for the muted advocacy for a multiple targets approach. This article 

examines the alternative explanatory power of the concepts of problem surfing 

and spillover, taken from the multiple streams approach, for interpreting the 

inability of multiple targets advocates to make a real impact on the policy 

agenda. Findings suggest that the problematisation of the EU’s ‘flagship’ 

instrument, the EU-ETS, by policy entrepreneurs and subsequent structural 

internal alignment of the policy community offer a complementary explanation. 
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Introduction 

In October 2014, European heads of state selected new climate and energy targets for the EU 

2030 energy policy framework (European Council 2014). The targets will guide the ambition 

and nature of EU policy until 2030 and have important implications for Europe’s transition to 

a low-carbon economy and, as central to the Energy Union, for integration prospects in this 

area (Szulecki et al. 2016). The targets remain politically contested as the European 

Parliament and the Council of the European Union scrutinise the Clean Energy Package of 

legislation implementing the measures. The package of measures commits the EU to emit 

40% less greenhouse gas in 2030 than in 1990, to produce 27% of Union energy consumption 

from renewable sources, and reducing overall energy consumption by 27%. The decision 

taken at the European Council was preceded by several years of vigorous interaction between 

interest groups, the European Commission and the member states. At the same time that the 

targets were being discussed, important reforms of the EU’s emissions trading system were 

being legislated. During 2013 and 2014, the activity of non-state actors, primarily businesses 

and NGOs, relative to the 2030 targets amounted to attempts to set the agenda for discussing 

the framework. Agenda-setting proved contentious with outcomes, as argued below, not 

entirely amenable to existing academic explanations of the 2030 targets. 



The agenda-setting process was dominated by actors’ position on the issue of technology-

neutrality – the idea that policy should avoid selecting between decarbonisation technologies 

and techniques wherever possible. Consequently, two distinct ‘sides’ to the debate emerged 

in the policy community, a pro-business, technology-neutral ‘single target’ side and a pro-

environmental ‘multiple targets’ side, representing environmental NGOs as well as renewable 

energy and energy efficiency producer groups. The single target side favoured an approach to 

climate policy in which a single greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions target is pursued through 

the creation of a price signal in the EU emissions trading system (EU ETS). Multiple targets 

advocates, in contrast, argue in favour of sectoral targets for renewable energy supply and 

energy efficiency. The sustainable energy debate has been characterised by polarised attitudes 

to technology-neutrality for many years. An equilibrium view of economics lends support to 

technology-neutrality while research on sustainability transtitions suggests that technology-

specific policy such as multiple targets may be required to transform a sector such as energy 

(Mitchell, Bauknecht, and Connor 2006; Woodman and Mitchell 2011; Mitchell 2010; Ringel 

2006; Helm 2012; Grubb, McDowall, and Drummond 2017).  

The idea of a single target garnered a large constituency of primarily (but not exclusively) 

business supporters within the policy community, seeking a less prescriptive policy outcome 

and was strongly supported by powerful European Commissioners such as Energy 

Commissioner, Günther Oettinger. Meanwhile, renewable energy and energy efficiency 

industry groups, along with environmental NGOs (ENGOs) promoted a more technology-

targeted approach featuring strong targets for renewable energy and energy efficiency. The 

ability of this second group to influence the policymaking agenda was observed to be 

remarkably muted, which is surprising given the important role played in 2007 by these 

interests in establishing a strong multiple target policy for 2020 (Boasson and Wettestad 

2013). 

Unlike the earlier package, which specified the proportion of energy each member state must 

derive from renewable sources, the 2030 framework features a relatively unambitious target 

for renewable energy (Commission modelling projected 24-27% in the absence of a target) 

and, that binds only at the EU level (Bürgin 2015; European Commission 2014a). By this 

measure, although the 2030 framework features three headline targets, the increased 

emphasis on emissions trading rather than mandated expansion of renewables or energy 

savings represents a policy that is more ‘technology-neutral’, than the 20/20/20 policy. The 

shift towards a more technology-neutral energy policy is significant not only because it is 



indicative of power dynamics within EU lobbying on climate and energy policy but also 

because it challenges much of the burgeoning literature on sustainability transitions and 

transformations. Economic research on EU climate policy (often leading on from Dales 1968 

and; Tietenberg 1985) often prescribes an economy-wide carbon price as the most efficient 

means of reducing emissions, an assumptions not typically questioned when analysing the 

political drivers and implications (Wettestad 2014; Wettestad and Jevnaker 2016). The 

transitions literature, in contrast, suggests that a successful energy system transformation - a 

“messy, conflictual, and highly disjointed process” (Meadowcroft 2009, 324) - is likely to 

require policy intervention focussed on specific technologies, rather than simply ‘allowing 

the market’ to choose between low-carbon energy alternatives (Solomon and Krishna 2011; 

Lehmann and Gawel 2013). The observed significance of the idea of technology-neutrality in 

structuring the agenda-setting process, the weakness of the pro-multiple targets lobby and the 

shift in EU climate and energy policy towards a more technology-neutral approach therefore 

raise the question: why was multiple targets advocacy so muted, especially compared to 2007 

when it was apparently potent? 

Existing explanations for the general outcome of the 2030 targets centre on the importance 

among non-state actors, especially business interests and the actions of specific, powerful 

pro-business EU officials, as well as mixed political signals from the member states and a 

divided Commission (Bürgin 2015; Fuchs and Feldhoff 2016; Ydersbond 2016). However, 

we argue below that these explanations do not fully account for the muted support for 

multiple targets among non-state actors, or the impact of the EU-ETS reform process on 

actors that were lobbying both briefs at the same time. In this article, we accept from these 

earlier studies that the explanation for more business-friendly 2030 targets lies partially with 

the role played by non-state actors, especially business, as well as with the dynamics of the 

College of Commissioners. However, we also propose that the relative lack of power exerted 

by renewable energy groups and ENGOs in favour of a strong renewable energy target 

remains unaccounted for and requiring further explanation. 

To this end, we use the results of on an empirical study built on extensive documentary 

analysis and thirty-two interviews conducted between April 2015 and April 2016 with 

members of the European institutions and a broad range of actors working for NGOs and 

businesses selected for their familiarity with the setting of the 2030 targets. We draw on the 

multiple streams approach (MSA) developed by Kingdon (2010) to assess whether MSA and 

associated concepts could help interpret entrepreneurial non-state actors’ influence on the 



policy agenda. The approach has been applied to various facets of EU policymaking 

(Zahariadis 2008; Ackrill, Kay, and Zahariadis 2013; Ackrill and Kay 2011). Moreover, the 

basic causal mechanisms of MSA, policy window opening and stream coupling, are shown as 

broadly applicable to EU energy policy making (Herweg 2016). In fact, the MSA has been 

found to interpret some of the EU’s peculiarities such as ‘institutional fluidity, jurisdictional 

overlap, endemic political conflict, policy entrepreneurship and varying time cycles’ (Ackrill, 

Kay, and Zahariadis 2013, 871). We therefore hypothesise that, given their overt focus on 

policy entrepreneurship, the MSA concepts of ‘problem surfing’ and ‘spillover’ can help to 

answer our research question. 

This article presents a structured analysis. Firstly, we discuss the main theoretical 

propositions forwarded by Kingdon’s multiple streams approach (MSA). Secondly, we 

present an overview of the historical development of the 2030 climate and energy framework, 

with a particular focus on agenda-setting and renewable energy policy. Thirdly, we discuss 

why existing explanations, although compelling, do not account for the muted role of 

multiple targets advocates and then assess the relative ability of problem surfing and spillover 

to aid interpretation. Finally, conclusions reflect on the implications of the research for the 

EU studies literature and future research.  

Surfing problems and setting the agenda 

Agenda-setting provides significant influence over the policy process and its outcomes (Cobb 

and Elder 1972). With many competing claims for attention, problems’ ‘moment in the sun’ 

may be short lived and attention given to them cyclical (Downs 1972). John Kingdon’s 

multiple streams approach (MSA) to understanding agenda-setting, first published in 1984, 

still remains the subject of lively scholarly discussion (Herweg 2015, 2016; Winkel and 

Leipold 2016; Herweg, Huß, and Zohlnhöfer 2015; M. D. Jones et al. 2016; Weible and 

Schlager 2016; Cairney and Jones 2016). The enduring appeal of MSA is its ability to see 

problems, potential policy solutions and the political context developing largely 

independently, only to be brought together by policy entrepreneurs, resourceful and talented 

actors who can ‘do more with less’, during brief critical junctures known as policy windows 

(Kingdon 2010; Zahariadis 2014; Mintrom and Norman 2009). Kingdon’s conception of 

independent problem and policy streams allows for solutions to pre-date problems, with 

advocates often seeking to strategically present the same solution to a variety of salient 

problems over time (Kingdon 2010). For some advocates, this is clearly the case. A company 

involved in energy production, for example, has a clear interest in repeatedly presenting its 



products as the solution to the most salient problems at any particular time. This kind of 

‘problem surfing’ is recognised as an opportunistic policy advocacy strategy (Kingdon 2010, 

165).  

The aim of such strategic presentation and re-presentation by advocates of the same solution 

to an ever-evolving series of problems is to ‘catch a problem wave’ which will ‘bring them to 

shore’ or help them realise their policy preferences (Kingdon 2010, 165). Building Kingdon’s 

central insight that policies often predate problems and that problems reflect changes in the 

political and physical world, later authors refine the metaphor, describing ‘problem surfing’ 

as advocates ‘continuously searching the problem stream...in search of the next big wave’. 

Problem surfing: a bundle of concepts 

Policy entrepreneurs apply policies to problems during periods Kingdon describes as ‘policy 

windows’. These windows of opportunity are open for a finite duration and see advocates of 

particular policies push their proposals or bring attention to a specific problem. Windows 

may open to due unpredictable external events or may open regularly due to predictable 

timetables. The coupling of the policy and problems streams occurs only during a policy 

window. In MSA it is assumed that policy actors themselves do not control when the window 

opens (Boscarino 2009; Kingdon 2010). 

While the meaning of the term that prompts this article is that used by Kingdon (2010) and 

built upon by Boscarino (2009), the surfing metaphor has been used to describe various types 

of political behaviour (for example; Inoguchi 1979, 2016; Kayser 2005; Chowdhury 1993). In 

general, political surfing is presented as opportunistic behaviour. Actors adapt in response to 

shifts in their extant structural context but over which they have little or no agency. It is 

assumed by authors using the term that this pattern mirrors surfers seeking to catch and ride 

ocean waves. 

Superficially, the metaphor rings true. Most individual actors cannot control large-scale 

political events like a gas supply crisis or the rise of populist sentiment any more than a surfer 

can control the ocean. While a policy window represents the coupling of the three streams, a 

problem wave exists only in the problem stream. Unlike the opening of a policy window, the 

‘breaking’ of a problem wave does not have causal properties and is not sufficient, on its 

own, to bring about policy change. As an advocacy strategy problem surfing bundles both 

framing and problem definition. 



Framing 

Framing is a strategy by which an entrepreneurial policy actor exploits issue ambiguity to 

‘spin’ its characteristics through emphasising particular aspects of the problem or its solution 

(Eising, Rasch, and Rozbicka 2015; Boräng et al. 2014; Klüver, Mahoney, and Opper 2015; 

Voltolini and Eising 2016). Framing is, in effect, a communications technique that selectively 

highlights some features of reality while omitting others (Entman 1991). Environmental 

groups such as ENGOs have historically been shown as especially adept at framing the 

‘issues’ which ‘form the debate’ (Rawcliffe 1998, 9). Despite the importance of framing in 

influencing policy outcomes, the understanding of how it functions within and across policy 

domains remains relatively underdeveloped, although an increasing number of studies are 

using quantitative ‘large-n’ techniques (Klüver 2011; Klüver, Mahoney, and Opper 2015; 

Boräng et al. 2014). 

Problem definition 

Numerous authors have explored the concept of problem definition (Rochefort and Cobb 

1994; B. D. Jones and Baumgartner 2005; Baumgartner and Jones 2015). Defining and 

interpreting the problems faced by society is an important means by which influence over the 

policy agenda may be wielded (Hogwood and Gunn, 1984). Policy entrepreneurs play an 

important role in defining climate governance problems (Mintrom and Luetjens 2017). From 

a political perspective, the conditions, difficulties or issues that exist in the world do not have 

fixed causal properties, rather ‘political actors deliberately portray them in ways calculated 

to gain support for their side’ (Kingdon, 2010; Stone, 1989 p281). Actors may work to 

introduce ‘new’ problems to the policy process or redefine ‘old’ problems that have 

circulated for some time (Kingdon 2010). In general, conditions or issues that are 

convincingly presented as severe, proximate, frequent or novel are more likely to enter or 

remain on agenda than those that are not (Rochefort and Cobb 1994). In a policy environment 

already densely populated by potential problems, the rhetoric of ‘crisis’ or ‘emergency’ is a 

common strategy for claiming special attention for an issue (Rochefort and Cobb 1994, 21). 

Spillover 

Kingdon (2010) borrows the term ‘spillover’ from Ernst Haas’ 1958 (1958) neofunctionalist 

approach to European integration in describing the effect that action in one policy arena may 

have on another. Kingdon suggests that spillover may occur when a principle is established or 

a precedent set which alters the terms under which a policy topic is discussed in the future. 

Kingdon also suggests that success by a policy entrepreneur in one area may affect what 

happens in other, adjacent or overlapping policy area. This could be because a particular 



policy idea, once shown to be successful in one field then becomes attractive to entrepreneurs 

seeking success in another. It could also be the case that “…the coalition that was built and 

nurtured to establish the new policy can be transferred to other fights” (Kingdon 2010, 192). 

The spillover mechanism, although loosely defined in Kingdon’s original ‘precedent-setting’ 

formulation, has received more recent attention. Ackrill and Kay (2011) illuminate a 

distinction between Kingdon’s prediction of spillover across unconnected policy arenas 

(exogenous spillover) and spillover between institutionally connected areas (endogenous 

spillover). They argue that endogenous spillovers can hold windows of opportunity open, 

creating greater space for policy change.  

Non-state actors and the 2030 targets agenda 

Having set out the conceptual basis for the analysis, this section presents an account of the 

activity of non-state actors in the agenda-setting process that preceded the European Council 

in October 2014 at which the 2030 targets were agreed.  

In 2007, the European Council agreed targets that constituted the 20/20/20 framework, which 

provides us with a baseline for assessment of how EU climate and energy policy may change 

over time (Bürgin 2015). These targets commit the EU to improve energy efficiency by 20%, 

to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 20% (compared to 1990) and to increase energy 

produced from renewable sources to 20% - all by 2020 (European Council 2007). These 

targets were considered ambitious for the EU and, importantly, the renewable energy target 

allowed for the calculation of specific mandatory targets for each member state. Policy 

entrepreneurship by multiple target advocates in civil society, especially the renewable 

energy producer industries, as well as the European Parliament, proved significant in agenda-

setting (Boasson and Wettestad 2013). These ambitious, binding targets were part of a 

technology-specific policy framework that clearly specified renewable energy as one means 

for meeting the EU’s longer-term goals; in 2009, the European Council stated its ambition to 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 80-95% compared to 1990 by 2050 (European Council 

2009).  

After the disappointing UN Framework Convention on Climate Change COP 15 in 

Copenhagen in 2009, the EU needed to update its climate and energy policy before it expired 

in 2020. While the nature and scope of the post-2020 policy remained unclear, some non-

state actors, encouraged by the European Commission, began to broadly delineate the debate. 

The merits of renewable energy and energy efficiency as part of a ‘no regrets’ long-term 



policy package were introduced through well regarded analyses by environmental actors, 

such as the European Climate Foundation (ECF) (European Climate Foundation 2010). The 

ECF reports countered more ‘carbon-price-only’ approaches being discussed by the 

electricity industry (Eurelectric 2009). There followed a flurry of reports, largely derivative 

of this earlier work, discussing the 2050 goals from a range of perspectives (e.g. Greenpeace 

2010; EREC 2010; Eurogas 2011; European Gas Advocacy Forum 2011; WWF 2012).  

A timetable for international climate diplomacy then emerged from the UN Durban 

conference 2011, identifying 2015 as a critical deadline for a universal agreement. The last 

European Council of 2014 then became the date for the EU to announce its post 2020 climate 

ambition (UNFCCC 2012a, 2012b, 2014). In 2011, the Commission produced a ‘roadmap’ 

establishing 40% as the new optimum emissions reduction target, achievable by 2030. 

Despite being the lowest figure that the Commission’s modelling suggests to meet the 80-

95% 2050 goal, the 40% figure was not seriously challenged by ENGOs, possibly because 

they were attempting to appear ‘reasonable and constructive’ (Interview 2).  

The ‘energy roadmap 2050’ is ambivalent about the nature of the policy framework but 

describes sustained growth in renewables and improved energy efficiency as ‘no regrets’ 

options (European Commission 2011a, 2011b). Following analyses by the Commission and 

other stakeholders, including interest groups, it was clear that the next logical step was a 2030 

climate and energy policy to be proposed at the autumn 2014 European Council (Interview 

17). The European Commission’s 2013 green paper therefore proposed new targets for 2030 

and explicitly sought to elicit whether the framework should feature a multiple or single GHG 

reduction target approach (European Commission 2013). Lobbying by ENGOs and business 

groups on the policy began in earnest and the idea of a more technology-neutral policy 

entered the agenda (Interview 2, 4, 8). 

Throughout 2013, the European Renewable Energy Council (EREC), which helped 

coordinate the renewable energy sector’s strong stance in favour of multiple targets in 2007, 

was unravelling (EREC 2013; Boasson and Wettestad 2013). Following a real-estate dispute 

over a building that EREC rented and sub-let to various trade associations, EREC was mired 

in legal action and suffering diminished income from the departure of the largest trade 

associations. The drain on financial and human resources made it more difficult for EREC to 

plan and coordinate multiple-target advocacy as effectively as it had in 2007 (Interview 13). 

EREC was formally liquidated in spring 2014 (Politico 2014; Beckman 2014).  



Overlap with ETS reform 

One major problem identified as important in the climate and energy policy community in 

2013 was the performance of the EU Emissions Trading System (or EU-ETS). Implemented 

in 2005, the EU-ETS is the world’s first and most comprehensive international greenhouse 

gas (GHG) cap-and-trade system and covers around half of EU emissions (European 

Commission 2016). The mere existence of a functioning EU-ETS is regarded as a major 

policy success for the European Union (Convery 2009; Oberthür 2011). Among other factors, 

the successful introduction of the system was dependent on acquiescence from key, typically 

resistant industries, achieved partly by reframing emissions trading as a cost-efficient 

approach to climate mitigation (Voß 2007).  

As well as seeking to lock member states into a gradually strengthening emissions reduction 

regime, the institutional embeddedness and the costs sunk in its creation mean that the ETS 

plays a central role in EU energy and climate policymaking (Bailey, Gouldson, and Newell 

2011; Woerdman 2004). While the system continues to evolve, the immutable status of the 

principle of cap and trade is often expressed by describing the ETS as Europe’s ‘flagship’ or 

‘cornerstone’ climate policy (Wettestad 2014; Skjærseth and Wettestad 2010; Groenenberg et 

al. 2008; Convery 2009; Braun 2009). The EU-ETS itself also arguably creates a self-

reinforcing constituency of support within which the continuation of the instrument has 

become an end unto itself (Voß and Simons 2014).   

By 2013, the performance of the policy had become a source of significant concern 

(Wettestad and Jevnaker 2016). In particular, during 2012 and 2013, an oversupply of 

allowances developed and the Emission Trading Allowance (EUA) price fell below €10 per 

tonne, a level deemed too low to meaningful impact investment decisions in the energy sector 

(for example, EWEA 2014; IETA 2012; European Commission 2014a). Many observers 

concluded that the EU-ETS was failing (Interview 7, 25). This sense of concern was 

summarised by a DG Energy official: 

‘[The] ETS price has never driven any investment, not even the management of 

existing assets from a company, the CO2 price has never driven the running or non-

running of a renewables versus coal power plant of a given portfolio of a company’ 

The chief climate change advisor for Shell, a firm supporter of a ‘strong, reformed ETS’ 

(Interview 25) concedes that by 2014: 



‘…many now perceive that the EU-ETS has become more of a compliance formality 

than an investment driver’ (Hone 2017, 105) 

The Commission response was a package of ETS reforms, including ‘backloading’ or 

temporarily withholding allowances scheduled for market auction. A proposal was adopted 

by the Parliament and the Council in 20131. Secondly, the Commission proposed permanent, 

structural ETS reform through a ‘Market Stability Reserve’ (MSR) that allows the number of 

permits issued to the market to vary according to the number of allowances in circulation. 

The Commission MSR proposal, was adopted in 2015 and will enter operation in 2019 

(European Commission 2014c; European Parliament 2014; Wettestad and Jevnaker 2016). 

Therefore, in 2013, the climate and energy policy community in Brussels simultaneously had 

two major policy developments in play. Advocacy groups were seeking to influence both the 

2030 framework and reforms to the ETS, most notably backloading (Interview 9, 18).  

Established to advocate for EU-ETS reform, an informal, ad-hoc coalition of more than 40 

organisations, the ‘Friends of ETS’ coalition brought together an uncommonly broad range of 

organisations and interest groups (Interview 1, 21). Energy utilities, the wind industry, a 

furniture brand, think-tanks, oil companies, manufacturers of energy efficiency equipment 

and energy generation plant were all represented alongside industry groups Eurelectic and 

Eurogas. Although not visible on the group’s formal publications, at the heart of the coalition 

was Change Partnership, a small climate NGO in Brussels, with a CEO whose political 

judgment and policy knowledge was well regarded (Interview 8, 15, 26, 31). The coalition 

was financially supported by the European Climate Foundation (ECF) among other donors 

(Interview 30; Change Partnership 2014). Despite being a small ENGO with limited 

resources, Change Partnership, through the creation of Friends of ETS, was able to ‘punch 

above its weight’, a hallmark of policy entrepreneurship (Boasson and Huitema 2017, 1345). 

Acknowledging the ‘special’ status of the EU-ETS as the EU’s climate policy flagship and 

the sunk costs associated with its establishment, an important part of the group’s strategy was 

to opportunistically frame the perceived failure of the emissions trading system as the most 

pressing problem facing EU climate and energy policy (Interview 30).  

Friends of ETS saw to it that:  

                                                 
1 Decision No 1359/2013/EU 



‘…every single bit of coverage leading up to any communication from the 

Commission [on energy and climate] we said, ‘We have a crisis in the ETS’” Even if 

it’s a different subject. So energy efficiency… You know, the energy efficiency debate 

meant that that was getting all the coverage [so], every time somebody spoke about 

energy efficiency, the whole discussion was about ETS…And we’re always associated 

[with] the crisis.’ 

To underline their position, the group went as far as to diagnose the problem as resulting 

partially from interaction between the EU-ETS and technology specific policies such as the 

2012 Directive designed to implement the earlier 2020 energy efficiency target. 

‘[We said that]…”the Energy Efficiency Directive will destroy the ETS, because it 

will create additional surplus”. …we said up front “it’s going to kill the ETS, it’s a 

disaster, we have to do something!”’ 

This tactic, also aggressively employed by fossil fuel industry groups, such as the ‘Single 

Target Coalition’ to argue for a single 2030 target (Interview 1, 3, 25), appears to have been 

successful. Greater coordination on the issue between electricity producers, NGOs and other 

businesses is credited with contributing to both the short-term goal of backloading and the 

longer-term MSR fix for the ETS (Interview 8, 30, 31; Wettestad and Jevnaker 2016). 

The group’s membership was diverse and included several of the industries and non-

governmental voices strongly in favour of a multiple targets approach visible in the earlier 

debate about the 2020 targets (Interview 4). For example, following the collapse of EREC 

throughout 2013, elements of the renewable energy industry were able to align with the 

Friends of the ETS in the absence of a functioning EU-level umbrella organisation (Interview 

13). The existence of the coalition and the terms of its membership – adherence to the ETS 

crisis narrative – posed problems for the 2030 target negotiation (Interview 8, 30). Joining the 

coalition meant that its membership was constrained in discussions around whether the 2030 

targets should be technology specific or technology-neutral: “we simply couldn’t talk about 

multiple targets” (Interview 30). Consequently, lobbying in favour of multiple targets was 

muted. It was either intellectually incoherent or politically disadvantageous for actors that 

would typically favour multiple targets to argue for strong technology targets while 

participating in the Friends of ETS coalition and ETS reform campaign (Interview 8, 9, 21).  

Lobbyists and policymakers both sensed that, during the autumn of 2013, stalemate had been 

reached between multiple and single target positions (Interview 8, 10; Euractiv 2013a, 



2013b). The disagreement among member states, civil society and within the Commission 

caused the 2030 package to become what President Barroso described as particularly 

“politically sensitive” (European Commission 2014b, 23). Energy efficiency advocates 

successfully connected energy security concerns arising from events in Ukraine in 20142 with 

policies to reduce energy consumption (Interview 10). Intervention by several member states 

in late 2013 and early 2014, in favour of targets for renewable energy and energy efficiency, 

put pressure on the Commission President for a compromise proposal. The targets that 

emerged were broadly designed to satisfy supporters of a single target on GHG emissions 

with weak, non-binding targets for renewable energy and energy efficiency.  

This section has shown that while the 20/20/20 debate in 2007 was dominated by the idea of 

technology-specific targets, at the end of 2013, it appeared that the idea of a single target was 

rising up the policy agenda, raising questions over why this was occurring. The following 

section therefore discusses the account relative to existing explanations and MSA concepts of 

problem surfing and spillover.  

Discussion: Surfing the ETS 

For a policy community to debate a topic, issues tend to become essentially uni-dimensional 

with actors’ preferences in most cases assuming a position at some discrete point between 

two polarised extremes. This ‘structuring of the policy conflict’ occurs largely to enable 

coalitions to be built that are either ‘for’ or ‘against’ something (Baumgartner et al. 2009, 57). 

As described above, during 2013 and 2014, the EU climate and energy policy community’s 

range of policy preferences collapsed from a vastly complex debate into single-target versus 

multiple-target positions. Other than some heavy-industrial interests that sought to limit any 

and all climate policy, most business interests adopted the single target position while 

ENGOs, as well as producer groups in the renewable energy and energy efficiency industries 

took a multi-target position. 

In addition to Europe’s tarnished role as a global climate leader following a disappointing 

showing at COP15, the ongoing economic crisis was highly salient in 2013. These factors, 

acting as what Kingdon (2010) describes as ‘focusing events’, shifted attention towards ‘cost 

                                                 
2 Gas supplies were cut to Ukraine on 16 June 2014 leading to speculation about disrupted gas supplies to the 

EU the following winter, especially in the Baltic region and some Eastern European member states (Dickel et al. 

2014). 



efficiency’ and minimisation of action, limiting the room for manoeuvre of non-state policy 

entrepreneurs to push for more ambitious policy. Existing explanations of the 2030 

framework acknowledge that non-state business actors enjoyed significant power over the 

policy agenda, which was strengthened by divisions within the European Commission and 

the actions of particular business-friendly Commissioners, contributing to targets that were 

more ‘technology-neutral’ than the 20/20/20 targets (Fuchs and Feldhoff 2016; Bürgin 2015). 

These explanations are corroborated by our research. For example, there were divisions 

within the European Commission on the topic of the 2030 targets. DG Energy favoured 

multiple targets, especially the units responsible for renewable energy and energy efficiency, 

while DG Climate Action tended to prefer a ‘technology-neutral’ approach that emphasised 

the EU-ETS. This may reflect the career-long commitment of senior DG Climate Action 

officials who placed carbon pricing at the heart of EU climate policy. There were also vertical 

rifts within the Directorates General that reversed those across the services: Climate 

Commissioner Connie Hedegaard was seen as more open to multiple targets than Energy 

Commissioner, Günter Oettinger. The latter’s insistence on weak climate targets only 

softened in response to guarantees of weak renewable energy and energy efficiency targets, 

as discussed by Bürgin (2015). Concurrently, the will of the member states was unclear, with 

Germany internally conflicted due to federal elections meaning that it was not the strong 

multi-target counterweight to the UK’s insistence on a single target approach that it was in 

2007 (Interview 3, 11, 13, 2, 22; Bürgin 2015). In this context, the policy window was narrow 

and policy entrepreneurs’ scope to act was limited. 

Problematically, these explanations do not account for the muted activity of non-state actors 

that supported strong and binding targets for renewable energy, providing an evident gap in 

our understanding. This position is especially puzzling given the central role they played in 

negotiating the 2020 targets in 2007 (Boasson and Wettestad 2013). By focusing on the 

policy formulation stage of the policy development, Bürgin’s account skates over several 

years of negotiation by the Commission’s services, lobbyists and interest groups that defined 

the terms of the debate that the College of Commissioners was to have in 2014. Without the 

‘stalemate’ between single and multiple target positions, observed to have occurred by the 

end of 2013, Commissioner Oettinger’s scope to bargain would have been greatly reduced. 

Our account shows that, by the time the College of Commissioners came to discuss the 

targets in early 2014 (European Commission 2014b), the idea of a single, technology-neutral 



target was already well established. Our article’s contribution is consequently to offer a 

complementary explanation. 

MSA concepts of problem surfing and spillover could take us some way towards this goal 

and suggest alternative mechanisms by which the voices of multiple targets advocates were 

subdued. The account given above shows how, in the absence of a wide-open policy window, 

a policy surfing strategy by the Friends of ETS successfully framed the poor performance of 

the EU-ETS as the major challenge of EU climate and energy policy in order to contribute to 

securing backloading and, later, the market stability reserve. Through the creation of the 

coalition and wider consensus around the ETS crisis narrative, the action spilled over into the 

debate about the 2030 targets and locked members of the policy community into de facto 

support for a single target approach, or at least silence on the issue. The result was muted 

support for a multiple, technology specific targets package for the 2030 framework. This 

partly explains why, by end of 2013, the Commission perceived a stalemate that was only 

resolved through bargaining in the College of Commissioners and last-minute intervention 

from key member states. It also augments existing explanations of why the final package 

marks a distinct shift, away from the strongly multiple target approach taken in 2007.  

The findings have some implications for both the concept of problem surfing and for the 

multiple streams approach more generally. Firstly, the concept of problem surfing, a kind of 

problem orientated strategy for policy advocacy as determined by Kingdon (2010) and built 

on by Boscarino (2009) has some merit in explaining the actions of policy advocates in EU 

climate and energy policy with the strategy a key part of efforts to secure EU-ETS reform. 

However, both Kingdon and Boscarino implicitly assume that problem surfing, if effective, 

will result in positive outcomes for the surfer. In the worst case it is assumed that pushing an 

idea into the wrong policy window or at the wrong moment simply leads to the proposal or 

campaign ‘fizzling out’ or being ‘destroyed on the reef’ (Kingdon 2010, 171). However, the 

findings above show that something more complex and potentially damaging to the surfer 

may occur, especially when the coalition structures assembled to surf a particular problem 

may have influence on collateral policies. 

For this kind of outcome to occur, several conditions need to be met. Firstly, two of what 

Kingdon describes as open ‘policy windows’ need to coincide, focused on separate but 

closely related policy issues, in this case ETS reform and the 2030 targets. Secondly, the 

policy community must structure itself to respond to one policy window in a way that effects 



the range of possible outcomes in the second. This study shows that one means by which this 

may happen is through the creation of advocacy coalitions with diverse membership; 

something that is likely to require an entrepreneurial broker to resolve policy conflict 

between members (Quirk 1989; Baumgartner et al. 2009).  

Third, the problem-surfing strategy in one policy window must correspond to the structure of 

the policy conflict in the second. Above, we have described how, the creation of a coalition 

founded on a strategy of emphasising problems with the EU-ETS corresponded with the 

polarisation of the debate about the 2030 targets into two camps. That the debate about the 

2030 targets was defined by actors’ position on the idea of technology-neutrality is 

significant since it has been shown to be a deep and recurring rift in the debate about 

sustainable energy policy. 

Kingdon predicts the possibility of spillover between policy windows, but only insofar as it 

expects the transfer of proven strategies and coalitions from one issue or area to another 

(Kingdon 2010). Ackrill and Kay (2011) distinguish between Kingdon’s ‘political precedent’ 

spillover effect (exogenous spillover) and spillover effects between ‘adjacent’ policy areas 

(endogenous spillover). The effect described here is an example of endogenous spillover. Not 

only do we add further evidence that events in one policy arena can cause changes in another 

connected area, as shown by Ackrill and Kay, we also show that this kind of spillover can 

shut down as well as open up the possibility of policy entrepreneurship.  

Finally, on a more critical reading the findings cast some doubt on one of the fundamental 

assumptions of MSA. That the streams may be less independent that Kingdon suggests has 

been a point of criticism (Mucciaroni 1992; Bendor, Moe, and Shotts 2001). By electing to 

‘surf’ a particular problem (EU-ETS) in one policy window, environmentally minded actors 

appear to have been constrained into a particular policy position (single target or technology-

neutrality) in another (the 2030 framework). The EU-ETS is clearly a policy, even if a rather 

problematic one, providing some ambiguity over how it should be treated within MSA, the 

potential for interdependence between the policy and problem streams is obvious. 

Conclusions 

The aim of this article is to account for the muted ability of interest groups in favour of a 

strong renewable energy target to influence the agenda for the EU’s 2030 climate and energy 

policy. We show that policy entrepreneurship by the CEO of Change Partnership in the 

creation of the Friends of ETS led to a significant alignment within the policy community in 



relation to the EU-ETS. This alignment spilled over into the policy debate about the 2030 

targets, preventing some actors from taking a strong position in favour of multiple targets, 

which we argue helps to explain the shift in policy between 2007 and 2014. These findings 

contribute to a the growing area of research into the role of policy entrepreneurs in climate 

policy (Boasson and Huitema 2017). 

We are not the first to report the significance of the timing of and interaction between the two 

policies. Wettestad and Jevnaker (2016, 96) identify the side deals that secured support from 

sceptical central European member states for the 2030 framework as a critical catalyst for 

achieving structural reform of the EU-ETS. Less has been said, however, about effects in the 

other direction. That is, how the structuring of the policy community seeking to influence the 

EU-ETS might have affected the character of the 2030 targets. We find that the MSA 

concepts of strategic ‘problem surfing’ and ‘spillover’ are helpful in answering the research 

question and provide an additional perspective to the literature in this area, although there 

remain numerous unanswered questions about both concepts. Whether or not the combination 

of factors set out in this article is important in other EU policy areas is also unclear and a 

topic for further research. 
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