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editorialdDifferentiated integration in the EU: 
towards “condominio”
Sandra Lavenex, University of Geneva

Instead of one Europe with recognized and contiguous boundaries, there would be many Europes. Instead 
of a Eurocracy accumulating organizationally distinct but politically coordinated tasks around a single 
center, there could be multiple regional institutions acting autonomously to solve common problems and 
produce different public goods. (Schmitter 1996: 136)

 Philippe Schmitter’s idea of a “condominio”, in which European integration would advance in a set of overlap-
ping, non-mutually exclusive and task-specific jurisdictions, offers a radical picture of differentiated integra-
tion and a striking alternative to the vision of a homogeneous, supranational polity striving towards federal 
features. This picture may irritate at first glance, as it is deeply in contrast with the way we have come to think 
about European integration – both on the side of its supporters and on the side of its challengers. Indeed we 
have come to think about the EU as an increasingly encompassing and increasingly political Union which is 
gradually shifting from regulatory politics to core state powers, leaving little room for more selective and 
task-specific forms of participation by Member States and associated third countries. The "postfunctionalist" 
turn in integration theory reflects this vision when arguing that European integration today has become a 
question of identity politics that cuts across European societies with people being either for or against stron-
ger unification (Hooghe and Marks 2009). The question of (national) identity is the driving motive behind the 
increasing politicisation of the European project and the rise of Eurosceptic political parties. Ultimately, this 
risks resulting in stalemate or even disintegration. 

Indeed recent developments like Brexit, the EU's incapacity to reform its asylum and immigration policy, or 
the enduring difficulties with the Economic and Monetary Union counteract the EU's ambition to shift from a 
primarily economic, regulatory community towards a political Union with core state powers (Lavenex 2018). 
But the opposition between an ever more "federalist" EU and its disintegration into a Europe of nations 
overlooks that the EU is much more diverse, fragmented and multi-layered than uniform depictions suggest. 
As pointed out by Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks in their earlier writings, the EU is a complex multilevel 
system that combines politically and territorially encompassing federalist features with task-specific, 
intersecting and non-exclusive functionalist ones. More concretely, whereas the federalist features are 
represented by the central decision-making bodies – the Commission, Council and Parliament, as well as the 
Court, the functionalist architecture of the EU is represented by the myriad of sector-specific agencies, 
bodies and committees that span across Member States' administrations. Whereas the federalist features 
require EU Member States to be members (otherwise they are simply not EU Member States), the 
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functionalist features are much more malleable towards differentiated memberships both among EU 
Member States and towards associated third countries (Lavenex 2011, 2015). 

This complex architecture of the European project as comprising both encompassing federalist features and 
differentiated functionalist ones takes us back to the early debates on the shape of world government and 
European integration:

A federal system is bound to be closed and exclusive; a functional system is naturally open, as changes in 
membership can be absorbed without doing violence to policy and administration. (Mitrany 1965: 141)

Early writers introduced the functionalist system as a radical alternative to the nation state: a functionalist 
system is built up “to tackle concrete problems instead of spectacular attempts at [world] 
constitution-making” (ibid.: 144). It is limited to administrative devolution to produce common goods rather 
than far-ranging political transformation. This functionalist vision privileges forms of cooperation in which 
states share competences horizontally rather than pooling them vertically towards a higher, encompassing 
unit. This sharing of competences occurs through the networking between functionally specialised units 
within states' administrations that enjoy some freedom of action from central government. Such delegation 
to administrative bodies is a ubiquitous feature of the post–World War II period, and has been studied under 
the notion of the regulatory state (Levi-Faur 2011; Majone 1994, 1996). This phenomenon has been stated 
for local administrations (e.g., Ostrom 1990), national regulatory authorities (e.g., Gilardi 2008), international 
transgovernmental networks (e.g., Slaughter 2004) – and, very much so, for European regulatory agencies, 
bodies and committees (e.g. Benz and Papadopoulos 2006; Egeberg and Trondal 2017; Hooghe and Marks 
2001; Majone 1996).

Why is it useful or even important to take the EU's functionalist features seriously when thinking about the 
future of European integration in times of politicisation and political blockade? 

The important point is that in a functionalist vision jurisdictions are organised along functional lines. 
Membership in such regulatory bodies results from the structure of interdependence of a particular problem; 
these bodies are limited to specific tasks and sectors; they have intersecting, “polycentric” memberships 
across multiple levels – sometimes public and private; and they have flexible designs allowing them to adapt 
to changing situations (Hooghe and Marks 2003). In short, the EU's sector-specific regulatory bodies have 
more fluid boundaries, necessitate less of a demarcation between levels of governance – including 
international ones – and hinge differently on political community. This permeability stems from their 
organisational features. EU regulatory agencies and bodies such as Frontex, the European Environmental 
Agency, the European Competition Network, the European Medicines Agency, or non-EU but nevertheless 
overlapping bodies such as the Basel Committee on Banking Regulation, are organised as networks based 
on horizontal ties between their members (Keohane and Nye 1974; Newman and Zaring 2013; Raustiala 
2002; Slaughter 2004). Policy-making usually consists in the co-ordination of national regulations and 
frequently “soft law” rather than the production of “hard law”. While internally these properties of task-specific 
regulatory bodies relativise the importance of territorial boundaries, externally they allow member regulators 
to “follow function” and develop webs of foreign relations that blur the distinction between insiders and 
outsiders. Thus, the associated countries of the European Economic Area enjoy general access to EU 
agencies, bodies and committees covered by the agreement, whereas Switzerland has negotiated access in 
the framework of its bilateral agreements, and accession countries such as Serbia or Turkey have received 
access to several agencies – so have European Neighbourhood Policy countries such as Israel. Depending 
on the policy area and the patterns of interdependence, the reach of EU regulatory bodies goes beyond the 
circle of privileged neighbours and span transatlantically to the US and Canada (Lavenex 2014, 2015).
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Now of course the EU is not only a conglomerate of sector-specific transgovernmental networks but a com-
plex political system based on both federalist and functionalist features. In order to imagine its future in 
terms of more differentiated forms of integration it is indispensable to study more closely the scope, the 
forms and the functioning of EU Member States' and non-Member States' participation in this understudied 
"functionalist" realm of European integration.
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Presentation on the first Research Paper’s results. 

Narratives of Political Unity 
in Times of Differentiation | 
Work Package 3

On 3 September 2019, Dr. Funda Tekin, Vittoria 
Meissner and Fabian Mueller of the Institut für 
Europäische Politik kicked off the Fall season by 
discussing in a research colloquium preliminary EU 
IDEA findings of their paper on narratives of political 
unity in times of differentiation (Work Package 3).
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Publications
‘NO DEAL’ BREXIT AND THE EU BUDGET: BEWARE THE RISK FOR EU UNITY
By Elvire Fabry, Eulalia Rubio, Jacques Delors Institut - Berlin blog, 20 September 
2019 

THE EU SHOULD SEIZE THE CHANCE TO STOP ITALY'S EUROSCEPTIC DRIFT
By Luigi Scazzieri, Centre for European Policy (CER) Insight, 05 September 2019

HOW WOULD NEGOTIATIONS AFTER A NO-DEAL BREXIT PLAY OUT?
By John Springford, Centre for European Policy (CER) Insight, 03 September 2019

BULLETIN ISSUE 127 - AUGUST/SEPTEMBER 2019
Camino Mortera-Martinez, Agata Gostyńska-Jakubowska, Jonathan Faull, Simon 
Gleeson, 01 August 2019

• No-deal Brexit means trouble for Brits living in the EU, Camino Mortera-
Martinez
• Von der Leyen's bumpy road to becoming Commission president, Agata
Gostyńska-Jakubowska
• What next for the EU's capital markets union?, Jonathan Faull, Simon Gleeson

NO-DEAL BREXIT MAY BE THE ONLY WAY OUT FOR BORIS JOHNSON
By Larissa Brunner, European Policy Centre (EPC), 24 July 2019

THE EU'S SCOTTISH QUESTION
By Fabian Zuleeg, European Policy Centre (EPC), 18 June 2019

THE END OF THE LINE FOR CAKEISM, UNICORNS AND CHERRY-PICKING
By Fabian Zuleeg, European Policy Centre (EPC), 7 June 2019

ENSURING A POST-BREXIT LEVEL PLAYING FIELD
By David Baldock, Larissa Brunner, Pablo Ibáñez Colomo, Emily Lydgate, Marley 
Morris, Martin Nesbit, Jacques Pelkmans, Vincent Verouden and Fabian Zuleeg, 
European Policy Centre (EPC), 20 May 2019
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https://institutdelors.eu/en/publications/no-deal-brexit-and-the-eu-budget-beware-the-risk-for-eu-unity/
https://www.cer.eu/insights/eu-should-seize-chance-stop-italys-eurosceptic-drift
https://www.cer.eu/insights/how-would-negotiations-after-no-deal-brexit-play-out
https://www.cer.eu/publications/bulletin-issue/127
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/bulletin-article/2019/no-deal-brexit-means-trouble-brits-living-eu
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/bulletin-article/2019/von-der-leyens-bumpy-road-becoming-commission-president
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/bulletin-article/2019/what-next-eus-capital-markets-union
https://www.epc.eu/pub_details.php?cat_id=4&pub_id=9304
https://www.epc.eu/pub_details.php?cat_id=3&pub_id=9258&year=2019
https://www.epc.eu/pub_details.php?cat_id=4&pub_id=9256&year=2019
https://www.epc.eu/pub_details.php?cat_id=1&pub_id=9223&year=2019
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Next events
Walking the Strategic Talk. A Progressive EU Foreign Policy Agenda for the Future
09/10/2019, Brussels

The conference is the final event of the EU Global Strategy (EUGS) Watch project. The 
event will be the occasion to present and discuss a new FEPS-IAI report Walking the 
Strategic Talk. A Progressive EU Foreign Policy Agenda for the Future, that builds on the 
overall project’s results and offers ten policy recommendations for the next EU Foreign 
Policy Agenda. The event will feature the participation of the High Representative of the 
Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy / Vice President of the European Commission 
Federica Mogherini and gather together experts, institutional representatives from EU and 
member countries, Members of the European Parliaments and decision-makers.

How can we Govern Europe? 6th edition
05-06/12/2019, Rome

In this event, organized by our partner Eunews, Italian and European stakeholders will 
confront each other on the main European issues concerning governance, finance, 
innovation, green economy, telecommunications. According to the Provisional Program, 
the event will be organized in 5 thematic panels:

• New European Parliament and Commission and the balances with the European
Council.
• Guidelines for the EU budget: MFF the multi-year framework 2021/2027.
• The innovation technology in the development of ecological agricultural practices in
context of the Common Agricoltural Policy (CAP).
• The climate change beyond Greta: what costs and opportunities for the green
economy?
• Over the Top and global competition: how to guarantee European competitiveness?

Media
CER PODCAST: NEGOTIATIONS AFTER NO-DEAL 
BREXIT
Beth Oppenheim, John Springford, 11 September 2019

https://www.cer.eu/media/cer-podcast-negotiations-after-no-deal-brexit
https://www.cer.eu/media/cer-podcast-negotiations-after-no-deal-brexit
https://www.iai.it/en/eventi/walking-strategic-talk-progressive-eu-foreign-policy-agenda-future
https://www.eunews.it/eventi
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