CHAPTER 3

How Participatory is Global Governance

of Trade and Environment? The Cases
of WTO and UN Climate Summits

Marcel Hanegraaff and Arlo Poletts

INTRODUCTION

The emergence and increasing importance of multiple layers of gover-
nance ‘above’ the state has become a central feature of contemporary
international relations. Few would question that during the last decades,
the policy process has increasingly migrated to the international level. To
a greater or lesser extent, virtually all cconomic, political, and social activi-
ties are today subject to rules decided upon, implemented, monitored,
and enforced by international institutions of various sorts. While domestic
institutions have not gone out of business, it is beyond doubt that an
increasing number regulatory processes traditionally confined within the
boundaries of nation-states have today been supplanted, or at least com-
plemented, by new forms of policy-making taking place within a wide
array of different international institutional venues. Areas as diverse as
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trade, finance, the environment, human rights, and even national security
are more and more subjected to rules developed under the auspices of
international governance systems (Mattli and Woods 2009).

At the heart of the debate about global governance lies the question
of its democratic legitimacy. As global governance systems have become
increasingly central in contemporary public policy-making, concerns about
the democratic legitimacy of these political processes have also emerged,
questioning the viability of democratic processes still largely confined
within the boundaries of the nation-state and calling for a number of pos-
sible reforms to make global governance more democratically accountable
and thus redress its massive ‘democratic deficit’ (Nanz and Steffeck 200-4).

The question how to address the problem of democratic legitimacy
in global governance is subject to debate and different answers to this
question largely reflect different underlying normative positions concern-
ing the definition of the scope of the global demos (for an overview see
Marchetti 2011). What is common to these different conceptions is the
idea that a reform global governance is necessary in order to create the
social and institutional conditions that can facilitate the expression of citi-
zens’ concerns and ensure the responsiveness of power (Archibugi et al.
2011; Castells 2008; Held 1995; Nanz and Steffeck 2004; Scholte 2002).

Granting greater access to civil society actors to these institutions is
widely perceived as one potentially effective solution to provide global
governance with more expertise, accountability and, ultimately, legitimacy
(Charnovitz 2000; Robertson 2000; Scholte 2000). The ultimate goal
of opening up global governance to greater participation by civil society
actors is, these arguments go, the creation of an appropriate public sphere,
that is an institutionalized arena for deliberative political participation
beyond the limits of national boundaries (Jens and Steffeck 2004; Scholte
2002). In light of the growing gap between the global space where the
issues arise and the national space where such issues are managed, a flour-
ishing international public sphere is deemed necessary in order to avoid
that the global socio-political order remains defined by the realpolitik of
nation-states (Castells 2008; Held 2004 ).

Whether more openness of global governance is conducive to the
emergence of an international public sphere however, largely remains an
empirical question. Assessing empirically whether greater openness fosters
the emergence of an international public sphere and can thus be instru-
mental to addressing global governance’s democratic deficit is particu-
larly important given that critical voices warn us that greater civil society
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access to global governance may deepen the bias of interest representation
already existing at the domestic, hence it may turn out to worsen, rather
than solve, existing problems of democratic legitimacy (Fischer and Green
2004; Fischer 2010; Spiro 2000).

Recent research shows that global governance has witnessed a system-
atic shift towards greater involvement of civil society actors. While there
is of course significant variation in how much different global governance
systems grant access to socictal actors, empirical evidence confirms the
existence of a far-reaching institutional transformation of international
organizations (IOs) over recent decades pervading all issue areas, policy
function, and world regions: these 10s increasingly share authority with
organized societal actors (Tallberg et al. 2014).

Has greater openness of IOs led to the emergence of a truly international
public sphere? In this chapter we assess whether existing claims about the
changing nature of political mobilization by societal groups resulting from
greater IOs openness withstand empirical examination. On the basis of orig-
inal datasets collecting information on the participation of both 2000 soci-
etal groups at World Trade Organization (WTO) Ministerial Conferences
and 6500 societal groups at UN Climate Summits over the 1995-2012
period we are able to trace the evolution of the population of societal inter-
ests active within these international governance systems. Both international
fora provide significant access to societal actors, but to a varying degree.
While the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) system explic-
itly denied access to societal interests, with the creation of the WTO in
1995 specific guidelines stipulating more openness towards these organized
groups were also adopted (Steffek and Kissling 2006; Van den Bossche
2008). Nevertheless, the UN Climate Summits are even more open to the
input of societal actors due to the even more lenient accreditation require-
ments (see research design for more details). Comparing both cases thus
allows us to reflect on the impact of IO openness towards the creation of an
international public sphere with a higher degree of generalizability.

The chapter proceeds as follows. In Section 2, we briefly review the
existing literature to come up with a broad definition of how a truly
international public sphere should look like. Having set such a normative
benchmark, we then turn in Section 3 to our data to assess the extent to
which patterns of actual participation by societal groups in these two gov-
ernance systems meet these normative standards. Our rough and largely
illustrative analysis suggests that greater access to these two international
governance systems has not brought about a fundamental change in the
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nature of political action by societal groups. While the number of societal
groups targeting these two international venues is substantial, we find that
the nature of their political mobilization remains overwhelmingly ‘domes-
tic’, both in terms of issues that they deem important and act upon and
with respect to their organizational character.

AN INTERNATIONAL PUBLIC SPHERE: SETTING
A NORMATIVE BENCHMARK

Before any assessment is made of whether an international public sphere has
emerged as a result of the greater access granted to non-state actors in inter-
national governance structures we should define how such an international
public sphere should look like. In other words, a benchmark is needed in
order to proceed with a meaningful assessment of actual patterns of political
mobilization by non-state actors within global governance structures.

We briefly review the existing literature and identify at least three com-
ponents of what could be plausibly defined as a ‘truly’ international public
sphere, the emergence of which many authors identify as a necessary con-
dition for existing governance structures to be democratically legitimate.

As a starting point, it is important to stress that arguing in favour of the
emergence of an international public sphere to redress the international gov-
ernance democratic deficit does not necessarily mean advocating the creation
of a national democracy writ large (Jens and Steffeck 2004). While some
authors have argued along these lines (see Marchetti 2008), others have
taken a less radical stance and argued that the institutionalization of arenas
for deliberative political participation beyond the limits of national boundar-
ies would be a more realistic goal (Jens and Steffeck 2004). The normative
assumption underlying this position is that the actors affected by particular
political decision should be given the opportunity to meaningfully partici-
pate and make their voice heard to the very decision-making procedures
that lead to the adoption of such decisions (Macdonald 2008). Interaction
between these actors and political institutions do not need to take the form
of clectoral authorization and accountability, the argument goes, as long as
effective expression of stakeholders’ concerns and some degree of respon-
siveness of political power is ensured (Archibugi et al. 2011).

Having clarified that an international public sphere should not be con-
fused with a global polity, there remains the question of what should be
its key defining propertics. Three properties seem key for a public sphere
to be truly international. The first concerns the organizational scope of
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the constituencies that actively participate to the political processes tak-
ing place within global governance fora. Since structures of decision mak-
ing increasingly transcend national boundaries, meaningful international
deliberation is deemed to require new forms of participation of the very
transnational interests affected by these political decisions. A first con-
dition for the emergence of an international public sphere can thus be
considered the presence and active participation by non-state actors that
represent constituencies transcending national boundaries—that is, that
have a transnational organizational character. The existing literature pro-
vides ample illustrative evidence that organizations with a transnational
organizational character, be they global or regional, may affect the man-
agement of political issues within international governance fora in signifi-
cant ways (Glasius et al. 2005; Keck and Sikkink 1998). Yet, it remains be
seen whether their influence is purely idiosyncratic or reflects the emer-
gence of a truly international public sphere.

A second key property of an international public sphere concerns what
we define the issue scope of constituencies’ political action. While the
organizational scope of the societal interests active in global governance
tells us whether constituencies transcending national boundaries have
become important, perhaps more important is to assess the types of issucs
these actors’ act upon. A proper international public sphere requires that
actors involved in it address transnational problems, not only that that
they have a transnational organizational character. If deliberation about
international issues is what an international public sphere is about, then
we should observe that actors participating to such deliberative processes
increasingly act with a global or international frame of reference in their
action and goals (Castells 2008). The challenge for the emergence of an
international public sphere to emerge consists therefore in giving voice to
opinions that are shaped independently from the single national perspec-
tives shaped by purely national interests. As Jens and Steffeck (2004, 322)
put it, an international public sphere entails the creation of ‘deliberative
forums in which groups of social actors cooperatively address a certain
global problem, and the ensemble of which could serve for enhancing
broader transnational policy debates. Such participatory debates reserve
themselves the prerogatives to scrutinize and monitor policy choices of
international organizations’.

The third property of an international public sphere that we consider
concerns the degree of inclusiveness of the interests that get to participate,
hence that get represented, in international decision making processes.
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Who are the interests that actively participate to these deliberative pro-
cesses? Are all relevant stakeholders fairly represented or is there a struc-
tural imbalance in the systems of interest representation emerging at the
international level? One of the greatest challenges in making global gov-
ernance more democratic is to ensure that all stakeholders, that is, those
affected by political decision adopted within global governance fora, can
make their voice heard. As Scholte (2002, 296) nicely argues ‘all inter-
ested parties must have access and preferably equal opportunities to par-
ticipate. Otherwise civil society can reproduce or even enlarge structural
inequalities and arbitrary privileges.’ To put it differently, the observation
of the growing relevance of transnationally organized groups: that focus
on transnational issues might still obscure the possibility that these actors
arc only a subset of a large population of potentially relevant stakehold-
ers, hence that access to global governance remains skewed in favour of
privileged interests. Critical voices have long noted the emergence of a
truly international public sphere can be hampered if the business com-
munity and/or constituencies from developed countries disproportionally
profit from the opening up of global governance structures to non-state
actors relative to ‘civil society’ actors and developing countries respectively
(Fried 1997; Fischer and Green 2004; Spiro 2000).

To sum up, we believe we can fruitfully use the concept of international
public sphere as a normative benchmark to empirically assess whether
increased access to global governance structures can foster greater demo-
cratic legitimacy of these systems of political authority. Greater access can
help address concerns about the democratic legitimacy of global gover-
nance insofar as it fosters the emergence of an international public sphere.
In our view, a truly international public sphere can be defined as such
when the constituencies that actively participate to the political processes
taking place within global governance fora (1) have a transnational orga-
nizational character; (2) act upon transnational issues; (3) are inclusive.

RESEARCH DESIGN

The data is drawn from a large-scale project (see Hanegraaff 2014) that
maps all interest group participation at two international venues: the
World Trade Organizations Ministerial Conferences (MC) (between 1995
and 2012) and the United Nations Climate Summits (CS) (1997-2011).
Next to the mapping of organizations also a set of interviews were done
at one MC (Geneva 2012) and two CSs (Durban-2011 and Doha 2012).
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About the first, the interest population of the WTO MCs, we coded
all interest organizations that were registered by the WTO-secretariat
as eligible to attend and/or attended in one of the seven ministerial
conferences the WTO organized since 1996 (see Hanegraaffetal. 2011;
Hanegraaff et al. in press). In total we identified 1962 different orga-
nizations that were eligible and/or attended at least one of the seven
Ministerial Conferences. All these organizations were coded on the basis
of a limited number of variables which were identified by systematically
coding all the websites. For 1,409 organizations we could identify a web-
site which offers some to more claborate data on the organization; for
360 organizations we were not able to find a website, but information
stored on other websites enables us to code at least some basic features
of these organizations. Only 24 organizations could not be traced. This
dataset with web-based information gives us a comprehensive insight
into the type of organizations interested in WTO policies, the region
or the countries where they come from, their respective areas of inter-
est, how they are organized and so on. Moreover, because we rely on
all MCs since 1995 (Singapore) until the last in 2012 (Geneva), we can
account for density, diversity, and stability changes over time. Despite
the fact that our dataset provides us with a very rich map of trade related
interest groups that operate at a global scale, we should also mention a
number of weaknesses.

The sccond data source is the mapping of the UN climate summits
interest group population (sece Hanegraaff 2015a). To assess the devel-
opment of the COP interest group community we mapped all interest
organizations that attended COPs between 1997 and 2011. The dataset
includes 6655 organizations which all attended one or more of the COPs
since 1995. Note that this number substantially differs from some ear-
lier accounts of the COP interest group community (see Muiioz Cabré
2011; Nordang-Uhre 2014). The reason is that previous studies included
only organizations which had official UNFCCC observers. One important
accreditation requirement to become an observer at a climate conference
is that the organization is a non-profit establishment, which excludes indi-
vidual firms from registering. This, however, does not mean that firms do
not attend these conferences. Quite the contrary: firms, and other ineli-
gible organizations for that matter, often cope with these official require-
ments by registering as a member of an official observer delegation. For
instance, Shell and the Dow Chemical Company attend as members of the
World Business Council for Sustainable Development, while Siemens and
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Google attend as part of the Alliance to Save Energy. As the UNFCCC
lists each individual participant and its affiliated organization on its web-
site we were able to identify all the organizations that attended the COP’s
meetings. This makes our overview of attendance much more encompass-
ing and larger than those provided in earlier accounts. That is, where for-
mer analysis identifies 1,322 organizational entities attending COPs, this
dataset consists of 6,655 unique organizations. Moreover, it is also one
of the main reasons that the interest group population of the UN climate
summits is considerable larger than the dataset of the WTO.

As with the WTO research strategy, the next step included a website-
search for all these organizations. For most organizations a website was
identified which provided more claborate data on the organization.
For about 20%we were not able to find a website, but information
stored on other websites (for instance, from other interest groups who
refer to the organization in question) enabled us to code some basic
features of these organizations. Only for a small number of organiza-
tions no information at all was found (less than 5%). This dataset with
web-based information gives a comprehensive insight into the types of
organizations attending COP meetings, the region or countries from
which they stem from, the issue areas in which they are active, their
constituency base, and how they are organized. In addition, because
there is data on almost all COPs from 1995 (COP3-Japan) to 2011
(COP17-Durban), we can account for density, diversity and stability
changes over a substantial period of time.

The final dataset we rely on is an extensive interview project for both
the MCs as well as the COPs (see Hanegraaff in press). The interviews
were conducted during three major transnational negotiations rounds
at the WTO’s 2012 Ministerial Conference and the UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change Conferences of the Parties in Durban
in 2011 and in Doha in 2012. At these events, a team of three to four
researchers asked lobbyists to participate in a 30-minute interview.
The respondents were randomly chosen by the researcher in charge
(‘pointer’) to make sure interviewers would not (unknowingly) have
a bias in their selection of respondents (e.g. convenience sampling).
Moreover, the researcher in charge made sure all physical areas at the
conference location were targeted in order to increase the chance of
getting a random and representative sample of the participants at the
conferences. During the interviews, respondents were asked to mention
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a specific issue they were working on and the strategics they used to
influence policymakers in regards to the issue. The lobbyists were also
asked to provide information about their organizations. In total, 348
lobbyists were interviewed at the three conferences.

AN INTERNATIONAL PUBLIC SPHERE IN GLOBAL
GOVERNANCE?

In this section we proceed by looking at patterns of political mobilization
by non-state actors in the context of two important global governance
fora: the WTO and the UN Climate Summits. We look at this considering
the three key properties of an international public sphere identified above,
assessing actual patterns of political mobilization resemble fare relative to
these three benchmarks.

Organizational Scope

We start with organizational scope, or the active participation by
non-state actors that represent constituencies transcending national
boundaries (see also De Bievre et al. in press). Figure 3.1 plots the
evolution over time of the number of non-state actors that have partici-
pated to WTO MCs and UN CSs. respectively, distinguishing between
groups with a ‘national’ organizational character and groups with a
‘global’ organizational character. We distinguish between ‘national’
and ‘global’ depending on whether the sources of funding of these
organizations are purely national or stem from more than one jurisdic-
tion. The first indication of these figures is that while the population
of non-state actors accessing the UN CSs has consistently increased
over time, in the case of WTO MCs we observe an increase around
2005 which is, however, followed by a marked decrease in the subse-
quent phase. Second, at COPs more organizations participate, which,
as argued carlier, is most likely a result of the more stringent accredi-
tation requirements at the WTO. Finally, and most important for our
analysis on the potential at the conferences for the creation of a global
public sphere, we see that the ‘national’ component of these popula-
tions is very significant. At each conferences—both at the COPs and at
the MCs—the number of national oriented organizations exceeds the
number of global organizations.
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Perhaps more telling regarding this second point is Fig. 3.2, which
consider the evolution over time of the percentage, and not the absolute
numbers, of ‘national’ and ‘global’ organizations attending these confer-
ences. Figure 3.2 indicates with clarity that the organizational character
of non-state actors actively participating to both UN CSs and WTO MCs
remains overwhelmingly domestic (consistently over time 60% and 70%
respectively). These figures suggest that while the population of non-state
actors might be on the increase in some cases, the organizations represent-
ing constituencies transcending national borders remain a minority, while
the vast majority of these populations is composed of ‘national’ organiza-
tions secking access to international institutions. Moreover, we also see
that at the climate conferences, more globally oriented organizations are
active compared to WTO-MGCs. This latter result is quite understandable
given the nature of the problems at stake. While climate change is an issue
that inherently requires joint action and has implications that are global
in scope, trade issues are characterized by a more marked national dimen-
sion, both in terms of priorities and distributive effects.

These aggregate data of course obscures potentially interesting dif-
ferences within the populations of non-state actors attending these two
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Fig. 3.2 Percentage national versus global per COP (left) and MC (right).
Author’s own compilation

conferences. In particular, we note that there are important differences
in terms of the organization character of active non-state actors depend-
ing on whether they represent concentrated or diffuse interests (Olson
1965). We capture this difference by distinguishing between ‘business’
organizations and ‘non-governmental organizations (NGOs)’ organiza-
tions. The results are presented in Table 3.3, for the COPs, and Table 3.4,
for the MCs.

The results, portrayed in Fig. 3.4, for instance, show that ‘business’
organizations attending WTO MCs tend to be more ‘national’ than the
average (around 8 % compared with around 70%), whereas ‘NGOs’ tend
be relatively more ‘global’ than the average (around 40% compared with
around 30%). Interestingly enough, Fig. 3.3 show the same results do not
hold in the case of UN CSs, as we can observe a much more balanced dis-
tribution between ‘business’” and ‘NGOs’ concerning their organizational
character.

An additional graph provides an even more fine-grained picture that
is illustrative of two important points. Figurc 3.5 provides an illustration
of how different non-state actors are distributed regarding the ‘organiza-
tional character’ dimension across different sectors. The business category
is further disaggregated into four subcategories, namely. labour, services,
manufacturing, and agriculture, while the NGOs category is further dis-
aggregated into three subcategories, human rights, development, and
environment.
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Fig. 3.3 Percentages domestic & global among business and NGOs at COPs. Author’s own compilation
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The key observation here is that all organizations representing different
‘business’ sectors tend to have a more ‘national’ organizational character
and, in line with previous data, more so in the context of WT'O MGCs. This
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means that our data suggest that business actors defend more domestic
interest, while NGOs defend, on average, more the interests of a trans-
national community. Yet, important to add is that even among NGOs a
considerable amount of NGOs still defends the narrow interest of a single
country. At the WTO MGCs this is even more than half. At the CSs, with
the expectation of the development organizations, also half of the NGOs
defends the interests of just one country. In sum, our findings show that
national groups are much more dominantly present at two crucial transna-
tional political venues, and, perhaps more importantly, this hasn’t changed
over time. The distribution between domestic and global organizations
in the 1990s is similar to the distribution at the more recent conferences,
over 15 years later. This means that, at least in terms of the issues that are
defended at the conferences, we see no real development in the direction
of an increased global sphere.

Issue Scope

In the addition to the organizational scope of the constituencies repre-
sented in the WTO MCs and UN CSs, we also consider the issue scope
of the activities of global organizations, i.e. the issues they act upon. Do
global non-state actors that actively participate in policy-making processes
at the international level mostly focus on global issues—in other words, do
they act politically upon global issues, or do they in fact defend the interest
of a single domestic constituency? To see which interest ‘global’ interest
groups defend we asked them the extent to which they defended global
interest or more narrow domestic interests.

Figure 3.6 shows the amount of time these groups defend global inter-
csts or domestic interests for all groups, and disaggregated to business
and NGOs. A first remarkable observation is that, on average, the global
organizations dedicate as much as one-third of their time to lobbying on
domestic political issues. Again, these numbers appear to be quite consis-
tent independently of whether we consider business groups or NGOs. This
means that global organizations, which are already significantly underrep-
resented at the conference in question, are not solely dedicated to defend
transnational interests. This finding has important implications for our
assessment concerning the existence of an international public sphere,
suggesting that we should be cautious in assuming that organizations with
a transnational organizational character are also necessarily organizations
with a global issue scope. Quite to the contrary, our results suggest that
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Fig. 3.6 Global organizations defending domestic or global issues (split by
global NGOs, global business, and all). Author’s own compilation

organizations with a transnational organizational character may actually
act as vessels of national interests.

Degree of Inclusiveness

The final set of data we consider looks into the degree of inclusiveness
of the population of non-state actors attending the two international
venues. In particular we consider two questions. First, we assess whether
their business interests arc disproportionally represented in these fora at
the expense of NGOs. The data clearly reveal that, contrary to what one
might have expected, ‘business’ and ‘NGOs’ seem to be fairly equally rep-
resented in both international venues and consistently over time. Indeed,
Figs. 3.12 and 3.13 show that, with limited exceptions in the case of few
UN CSs, the number of these two categories of non-state actors go con-
sistently hand in hand over time. A meaningful assessment would require
a comparison between the balance of representation of these groups at the
domestic level and the observed equal balance in these two international
venues. Yet these figures suggest that non-state actor’s participation in
these international venues is not skewed in favour of business. This is sur-
prising in the sense that we know from studies in a domestic setting and
in the EU that interest populations tend to be heavily skewed towards
business interests (Fig. 3.7) .

The picture changes when we consider whether there is a balanced rep-
resentation of non-state actors from developed and developing countries.
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Fig. 3.7 Business versus NGOs at COPs (left) and WTO (right). Author’s own
compilation

Unfortunately, due to time constraints, we can only present the data on
participation to WTO MCs. We were not yet able to produce the pat-
terns of attendance to these venues and UN CSs (this will be added at
a later stage). The evidence we provide in Fig. 3.14 concerning WTO
MGCs, however, provides straightforward indications that non-state actors
from developed countries are heavily over-represented relative to non-
state actors from other, less developed, countries. Yet we do see a trend
in which the developing countries are increasing their relative share some-
what over time (Fig. 3.8) .

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have addressed the empirical question whether con-
cerns about the democratic legitimacy of global governance are warranted.
The emergence of a truly international public sphere—that is, an institu-
tionalized arena for deliberative political participation beyond the limits of
national boundaries, is considered by many observers a potential solution
to problems of accountability and legitimacy that plague global gover-
nance. Granting greater access to non-state actors to these international
institutions has long been considered conducive to the emergence of such
a truly international public sphere.
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Fig. 3.8 Level of development at COPs (left) and WTO (right). Author’s own
compilation

Our chapter subjects this latter contention to empirical scrutiny by
assessing whether important international governance systems that have
substantially opened themselves up to non-state actor’s participation in
recent years such as the WTO and the UN Climate Summits have led to
the emergence of a truly international public sphere. In order to develop
such an exercise we start out by identifying a normative benchmark. We
do so by defining an international public sphere as an arena for deliberative
political participation in which non-state actors largely have a transnational
organizational, largely act upon global issues and that are characterized by
a high degree of inclusiveness.

The largely illustrative nature of our empirical analysis only allows
us to highlight some general trends. First, and despite some important
differences across venues, non-state actors with a national organizational
character remain central in these two global governance systems attend-
ing these conferences. Second, both non-state actors with a national and
a global organizational character, although much more in the former case,
devote a significant amount of their lobbying effort to national rather than
global issues. Finally, while patterns of political mobilization in global gov-
ernance do not scem to be skewed in favour of business at the expense of
NGOs, non-state actors from developed countries enjoy privileged access
to international institutions. Our (very) preliminary results suggest that
there is still a long way to go before we can speak of the existence of a truly
international public sphere in global governance.
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