
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjpp20

Journal of European Public Policy

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rjpp20

Fractionalized but ambitious? Voting on energy
and climate policy in the European Parliament

Aron Buzogány & Stefan Ćetković

To cite this article: Aron Buzogány & Stefan Ćetković (2021) Fractionalized but ambitious? Voting
on energy and climate policy in the European Parliament, Journal of European Public Policy, 28:7,
1038-1056, DOI: 10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

View supplementary material 

Published online: 17 May 2021. Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1114 View related articles 

View Crossmark data Citing articles: 5 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjpp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rjpp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjpp20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjpp20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-05-17
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-05-17
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/13501763.2021.1918220#tabModule


Fractionalized but ambitious? Voting on energy and
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Aron Buzogány a and Stefan Ćetković b
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Sciences, Vienna, Austria; bBavarian School of Public Policy, Technical University Munich,
Munich, Germany

ABSTRACT
Analysing roll call votes from the energy and climate policy field in the Eighth
European Parliament (2014–2019), this article asks why has the European
Parliament succeeded in maintaining its relatively ambitious position and
how national and partizan factors explain voting behaviour of Members of
the European Parliament (MEPs) on EU energy and climate legislation. We
find the Eurosceptic vs. pro-EU cleavage to be the main conflict line
structuring voting on energy and climate policy. Additionally, EU energy and
climate policy has been supported by MEPs from member states with a track
record of more ambitious climate policymaking and those with higher energy
dependence. We show that increasing party fragmentation in the European
Parliament has strengthened the influence of some progressive party groups,
particularly the Greens, and has enhanced the European Parliament’s ability
to mobilize support for a relatively ambitious energy and climate legislation.

KEYWORDS EU energy and climate policy; European Parliament; MEPs; populist parties; roll call votes

Introduction

Despite multiple crises facing the European integration project in the recent
past (see von Homeyer et al., 2021), the European Union’s (EU) energy and
climate policy (ECP) has shown remarkable signs of vitality. Against modest
expectations, the ECP framework for 2030 has brought important improve-
ments that exceeded initial prospects regarding both the legislative scope
and the level of ambition (Oberthür, 2019; Wettestad & Jevnaker, 2019).
Alongside the major reform of the European Emissions Trading
Scheme (ETS) and other important legislative acts in the area of ECP, in
2018 the EU adopted new goals for renewable energy development and
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energy efficiency which were notably higher than what was agreed in the
European Council in 2014 (Ćetković & Buzogány, 2019). This article explores
the role of the European Parliament (EP) in this process by unpacking the pol-
itical coalitions and motives driving Members of the European Parliament
(MEPs) to support (or reject) key pieces of EU energy and climate legislation.

Much of the relevant scholarship has argued that the EU has an in-built
self-reinforcing mechanism facilitating ‘races to the top’ among member
states and EU institutions – eventually leading to increased ambitions
(Schreurs & Tiberghien, 2007). In this context, the EP has often been regarded
as an ‘environmental champion’ and as a key facilitator of the deepening and
widening of ECP not only within the EU, but also at the global level (Burns,
2012; Judge, 1992). This has been paralleled by the continuous empower-
ment of the EP as a co-legislator in ECP-related areas (Bocquillon & Maltby,
2020). More recently, however, the EU’s multiple crises, including the rise of
Eurosceptic and populist parties and governments, are suspected to nega-
tively influence the EP’s progressive role concerning ECP and to lead to
policy disintegration and dismantling (Lenschow et al., 2020; see also
Huber et al., 2021; Petri & Biedenkopf, 2021). Existing research has so far
remained cautious in this regard suggesting that the EP´s leadership in
scaling up EU ambitions in the broader field of environmental policy has
not been substantially affected (Burns, 2019). Less is known, however,
about the ability of the increasingly fractionalized EP to build majorities
and negotiate ambitious legislation in the ever more important field of
energy and climate. What is known from the literature is that voting behav-
iour in the EP is characterized by high levels of cohesion and a consensus-
seeking culture among the largest European Party Groups (EPGs) (Hix et al.,
2007; Ripoll Servent & Roederer-Rynning, 2018). Despite various rounds of
enlargement, EP voting continues to be shaped mainly by partizan rather
than national affiliations (Raunio & Wagner, 2020). At the same time, next
to the traditional left-right cleavage, the pro-/anti-EU conflict line has been
gaining importance in various policy fields (Chiru & Stoian, 2019). The
extent to which these cleavages found in other policy fields also apply to
ECP, and the implications this has for further integration, has remained unex-
plored. A notable exception is a study by Zapletalová and Komínková (2020)
which focuses on MEPs from the four Visegrad countries and suggests that
while MEPs from this region increasingly object to ECP, their cohesion
appears to be weak and that ad hoc national concerns are shaping their
voting behaviour.

Building on this literature, we examine the effects of socio-political div-
isions within and across EU member states on voting behaviour and
coalition-building in the EP in the area of ECP. It is reasonable to expect
that, as ECP has become more tangible in its distributive effects and as Euro-
sceptic and populist parties have increased their presence in the EP, the
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ability of EPGs to reach common positions on ECP has become increasingly
difficult. However, rising polarization and fragmentation in the EP might
have also facilitated more ambitious decision-making on ECP, as has been
witnessed in some member states (Ćetković & Hagemann, 2020). Against
this background, the article asks why MEPs support ECP, which coalitions
among EPGs have emerged and what lessons can be learnt from this for
the future role of the EP in ECP.

Focusing on major legislative acts in the Eighth EP (2014–2019), we find
that although the EP´s decisions on ECP have continued to secure broad
cross-party support, the liberal (ALDE/ADLE) and the green (Greens/EFA)
party groups have increasingly served as kingmakers providing essential
majorities for contested pieces of legislation to pass. This suggests that the
polarization within the EP and the declining power of the centrist political
block has not hindered majority-building in support of EU ECP. Overall,
while the left-right division remains relevant in voting on ECP, the pro-EU
vs. anti-EU conflict line has emerged as an even more important cleavage.

Our findings hold theoretical and policy-relevant implications for the lit-
erature on the crises’ impact on ECP (see, e.g., Burns et al., 2018; Lenschow
et al., 2020). In contrast to the dominant view regarding the negative
impact of polarization and climate policy (Dunlap et al., 2016), we show
that in multiparty systems polarization does not necessarily lead to policy dis-
integration. We also contribute to the scholarship on spatial and ideological
cleavages in the EP (Otjes & van der Veer, 2016) and on intra-institutional
decision-making in the EU (Mühlböck, 2012). Our work adds to these litera-
tures an explicitly ECP-related perspective that broadens Zapletalová and
Komínková’s (2020) focus on Visegrad MEPs and analyses voting behaviour
of all MEPs on key pieces of ECP legislation. In addition, we enrich the litera-
ture on the policy implications of the rise of populist and Eurosceptic parties
for the decision-making in the EP (Behm & Brack, 2019) by providing an
account of the increasingly prominent – and contested – field of ECP.

In what follows, we first review the literature on voting behaviour in the EP
and formulate hypotheses focusing on MEPs’ national and partizan affilia-
tions. Subsequently, we present our research design and methodology. The
following section details the results of the descriptive and statistical analysis
related to party group cohesion and voting behaviour. In the concluding part,
we discuss the main findings as well as the theoretical and policy-related
lessons which follow from our analysis.

Member states and political parties in EU energy and climate
policy

A number of different explanations have been put forward in the literature as
to why the EU’s ECP has progressed despite all odds during the last decades.
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According to the neo-functionalist explanation, the pro-active regulatory
nature of the European Commission has played a central role in bringing
EU policies forward in this field (Bürgin, 2020). In particular, the innovative
framing of the ‘energy trinity’, composed of competitiveness, security and
sustainability, has allowed the Commission to act as an agenda-setter and
convincingly push for more integration (Herranz-Surrallés, 2016). By contrast,
the intergovernmental explanation maintains that delegation of sovereignty
to the EU level in a policy field that is so close to ‘high politics’ can only go as
far as member states agree upon. This explains difficulties in policy
implementation and the oftentimes fierce opposition arising from domestic
vested interests against the further expansion of EU ECP, e.g., when it came
to more ambitious post-2020 policy targets (Solorio & Jörgens, 2020).
Equally, according to the ‘new intergovernmentalist’ perspective the newly
found ambitiousness regarding ECP can be explained by some member
states’ increasing assertiveness (Thaler, 2016; but see Bocquillon & Maltby,
2020).

While the Commission and, respectively, the Council are at the heart of
these two explanations, the EP’s role is somewhat more ambivalent. MEPs
represent their voters and are directly elected at the member state level.
This makes them subject to a set of complex delegation and accountability
chains. As the literature on voting behaviour in the EP highlights, MEPs
have to balance a number of (potentially) conflicting considerations when
making their voting decisions and take into account their constituencies
(voters), their national parties as well as their EPGs (Mühlböck, 2012). Our
analysis aims to understand the role of such strategic considerations influen-
cing MEPs’ voting behaviour on ECP-related legislation. We first explore the
argument about the cohesiveness of EPGs in ECP and then discuss two
main sets of factors affecting MEPs’ voting behaviour – national/regional clea-
vages and party positions.

Party group cohesion

The literature on the EP has documented that MEPs usually vote along EPG
lines, rather than national ones (Raunio & Wagner, 2020). This has been
interpreted as a sign of the EP becoming a ‘normal’ parliament and there
are different views as to why this has been the case (Hix et al., 2007;
Judge & Earnshaw, 2008; Ripoll Servent & Roederer-Rynning, 2018). One
view stresses that EPGs have strengthened their control of MEPs, while
the ideological coherence of political parties forming EPGs has also
increased. Institutional reforms, such as the growing powers of the EP as
a co-legislator, have also contributed to more loyalty towards EPGs. Other
perspectives on party group cohesion point to the lack of policy information
available to individual MEPs when voting on a multitude of policy proposals
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upon which they lack expertise. This makes them receptive to voting
instructions from their EPGs (Ringe, 2010). Over time, the EPGs, and the
EP in general, have played an increasing role in allocating resources and
controlling assignments to party offices, committees and rapporteurships
(Hurka et al., 2015). Particularly the two largest EPGs, the European
People’s Party (EPP) and the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats
(S&D), have displayed high levels of internal cohesion. The literature also
suggests that, given the rise of populist and other challenger parties in
the EP, internal cohesion of the two major EPGs will additionally increase
in order to secure the adoption of legislation, especially when votes are
close (Ripoll Servent & Roederer-Rynning, 2018). We seek to test these prop-
ositions by focusing on twelve key ECP-related legislative acts that have
important socio-economic implications and are thus suitable for such a
test. Hence, our first two expectations are that:

H1a: MEPs follow the position of their EPG in voting on ECP legislation.

H1b: The EPP and S&D party groups demonstrate above-average cohesion on
closer votes on ECP legislation.

National and regional cleavages

In contrast to studies pointing to high levels of EPG cohesion, other research
underscores the importance of national-level variables to explain voting
behaviour, especially when it comes to more salient policies. When national
interests are at stake, political parties increase pressure on MEPs to follow the
(domestic) party line (Klüver & Spoon, 2015). In the EU’s bicameral political
system, the Council and the EP are interlinked through government parties,
which are present in both bodies. While in the case of highly salient policies
all MEPs may be more likely to support their government’s than their EPG’s
position, this effect is stronger for MEPs from governing parties (Costello &
Thomson, 2016). Governing parties hold direct influence over their MEPs
and are thus better equipped to exert pressure on voting behaviour on legis-
lation regarded as particularly salient. The literature also suggests that MEPs
from different member states vary in how much they support their govern-
ment’s position, with MEPs from Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) being
more likely to follow their EPG’s line (Meyerrose, 2018). Related to our
focus on ECP, however, the literature on the Counciĺs decision-making
shows that the level of conflict along the East–West divide is higher on ECP
than in other policy fields (Toshkov, 2017). Case studies also suggest that
the Visegrad countries, and Poland in particular, often act as ECP laggards
opposing stricter EU goals (Skjærseth, 2018). Drawing on this literature, we
expect that:
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H2: MEPs from CEE countries are more likely to oppose ECP legislation.

H3a: MEPs from governing parties are more likely to align with the voting behav-
iour of their ministers in the Council.

H3b: Opposition MEPs will vote against ECP legislation when such legislation is
opposed by their ministers in the Council.

Party positions

A final group of expectations regarding MEPs’ voting behaviour focuses on
policy positions of parties (Carter et al., 2018). Much of the recently emerging
literature on populist parties and climate change policies shows that
right-wing populist parties are particularly prone to oppose EU ECP (Schaller
& Carius, 2019; see also Huber et al., 2021; Petri & Biedenkopf, 2021).
There are two main explanations for this rejection: (1) economic fears
associated with globalization and technological change and (2) rejection of
transnational elites in general and of ‘elitist’ climate science in particular
(Lockwood, 2018).

Other explanations of voting behaviour stress the importance of three
dimensions of political conflict in the EU (Hooghe et al., 2002). The left-right
dimension is often seen to play a central role in the EP, similarly to the national
level. Leftist parties often hold more environmentally friendly positions than
right-wing ones (Neumayer, 2004). The second dimension is the so-called
GAL-TAN, or ‘new politics’ dimension, which captures conflicts related to
post-materialistic values, including environmental protection. Because of
their support for traditional values and national economies, TAN (Traditional,
Authoritarian and National) parties are usually more likely to oppose ECP
than GAL (Green Alternative Liberal) ones (Hess & Renner, 2019). The third
dimension is structured around support for EU integration. The recent literature
on the EP has emphasized the increasing relevance of this cleavage, especially
following the financial crisis (Roger et al., 2017). Related to ECP, the literature
argues that Eurosceptic parties regard these policies as part and parcel of the
EU’s liberal and elite-based consensus and are often particularly critical of the
transfer of decision-making authority beyond the national level which most
of these policies imply (Herranz-Surrallés et al., 2020). Based on the discussion
above, our final group of expectations can be formulated as follows:

H4a: MEPs from right-wing populist parties are more likely to vote against ECP
legislation than MEPs from non-populist parties.

H4b: MEPs from parties with a Eurosceptic position are more likely to vote against
ECP legislation than MEPs from parties with a pro-EU position.

H4c: MEPs from parties with a TAN ideology are more likely to vote against ECP
legislation than MEPs from parties with a GAL ideology.
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H4d: MEPs from parties with an economic right-wing ideology are more likely to
vote against ECP legislation than MEPs from parties with an economic left-wing
ideology.

Research design

We test the above hypotheses by analysing the voting behaviour of MEPs
from the Eighth EP using roll-call votes (RCV) of ECP legislation through
descriptive and statistical methods. RCVs are a specific form of voting and
have to be demanded by an EPG (or by 40 individual MEPs) to be recorded.
Normally, voting in the EP is made by show-of-hands and remains undocu-
mented; only about one third of the votes cast are RCVs. While this might
lead to selection biases when analysing this data, various studies show that
the influence of strategic choices on calling the roll is negligible (see e.g.,
Hix et al., 2018). We focus on major legislative acts that belong to the core
of EU ECP during the Eighth EP, including those regulating renewable
energy promotion, energy efficiency, the EU Emissions Trading Scheme, car
emissions and dealing with the governance of the Energy Union (for the
full list of the legislation included, see Table A1 in the Supplementary
materials). All the RCVs selected were on the final texts of binding legislative
acts in the area of EU ECP. While most of the decision-making takes place
before the final votes in plenary sessions (Bowler & McElroy, 2015), the pub-
licness of RCVs enables an analysis of MEPs’ position-taking, which is an
equally important representation-related task.

In all twelve analysed legislative acts, the EP formulated the most ambi-
tious position and negotiated a substantial increase in targets compared to
those initially proposed by the Commission and those advocated by the
Council. For instance, in the case of the Renewable Energy Directive, the Com-
mission proposed, and the Council supported, the target of 27 per cent of
renewable energy sources in the EU’s energy mix by 2030. The EP demanded
a target of 35 per cent, and a 32 per cent target was eventually adopted by
the Council and the EP (EP Legislative Train, 2019a). Similarly, in the nego-
tiations on CO₂ emission standards for new passenger cars and vans, the
Commission proposed a reduction target of 30 per cent by 2030 compared
to 2021 and the Council supported a reduction of 35 per cent, whereas the
EP advocated a 40 per cent reduction target. Eventually, a target of 37.5
per cent was adopted (EP Legislative Train, 2019b). The objective of our analy-
sis is to reveal the political majorities in the EP supporting these ambitious
legislative acts and clarify the factors that explain the likelihood of MEPs’
support for these decisions.

We follow standard research practice in the field by analysing RCVs using
binary logistic regression.1 Our dependent variable is dichotomous: it takes
the value 1 for ‘Aye’ votes and 0 for ‘Nay’ votes and abstentions. All twelve
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legislative acts were adopted in the EP at first reading, which requires a
simple majority. Therefore, abstentions have the same effect as voting
against, but absence does not influence the number of votes needed to
adopt legislation, which is why absent votes are excluded from the analysis.
The data on our dependent variable (MEPs’ voting behaviour) draws on vote-
watch.eu, an online watchdog organization that monitors voting in the EP
and the Council. We are first interested in how cohesive national delegations
and EPGs are and whether the cohesion of the two largest EPGs is particularly
high when the voting results are close and the majority therefore less certain.
To measure cohesion of EPGs, we use the Agreement Index by Hix et al.
(2007), which takes into account Aye, Nay and Abstain votes. The closer the
index is to 1, the more MEPs of an EPG vote in a similar way; the closer it is
to 0, the more they are divided.

In a second step, we conduct a statistical analysis to reveal the motivations
behind the individual votes of MEPs. Independent variables regarding MEPs’
party membership, EPG and committee affiliation were extracted from the
EP’s homepage. We combined this information with datasets containing
information on party positions. To capture right-wing populist parties, we
relied on PopuList, a recent authoritative categorization based on expert
opinions (Rooduijn et al., 2019). The Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) was
used to identify parties’ left–right, anti-/pro-integration and GAL-TAN pos-
itions (Polk et al., 2017). Parties in government, and thus with representation
in the Council, were identified using the Parlgov database (Döring & Manow,
2012). Information on voting behaviour in the Council also comes from vote-
watch.eu. We identified salient policies by focusing on cases where govern-
ment ministers have voted against or abstained in Council voting.

We control for several country- and individual-level factors. MEPs from
member states with higher energy security concerns are expected to be
more likely to support EU ECP legislation, as are MEPs from member states
that have already carried out far reaching reforms in reducing their emissions.
For the latter, the Climate Change Performance Index is used, which com-
bines greenhouse gas emissions, renewable energy, energy use, and
climate policy indicators based on expert assessments (Germanwatch,
2014). We account for energy security considerations using Eurostat’s
energy dependence index (Eurostat, 2019). In both cases, we use data for
2014, which is the last year before our investigation starts.

Individual-level expectations focus on MEPs’ characteristics as policy
experts. As highlighted by informational theories of legislative organization,
EPGs tend to have an effective division of labour and usually delegate
policy experts into the relevant committees that play an important role in
preparing resolutions for voting in plenary sessions (Ringe, 2010). As EPGs
usually follow their committee members’ positions when issuing voting
instructions, we expect MEPs from Industry, Research, Telecommunications
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and Energy (ITRE) and on Environment, Public Health and Food Safety (ENVI)
committees to be more likely to support these policies.

Findings

In this section, we first descriptively present the data on the ECP-relevant
voting in the EP and on dissenting votes of ‘rebel’ MEPs to provide a
broader view on party cohesion (Hypotheses 1a-b) and national cleavages
(Hypothesis 2), and then turn to multivariate analysis of key factors driving
MEP voting behaviour to test our hypotheses statistically.

Descriptive results

Figure 1 displays the distribution broken down by country and EPG, respect-
ively. Figure 1a shows that particularly MEPs from smaller EU Member States,
like Slovenia, Malta, Belgium or Croatia display more than 80 percent of ‘Aye’
votes. Cypriot and Greek MEPs, together with French, British and Polish were
among the most frequent ‘Nay’-sayers. There is no clear-cut East-West or
North-South divide, with countries from all over the EU being quite evenly
distributed among those opposing ECP. Altogether, we find high levels of
support for ECP acts among MEPs. Among the CEE MEPs, Polish MEPs
stand out as having supported less than 40 per cent of the examined legisla-
tive acts.

Figure 1. Voting behaviour in the 8th EP on energy and climate policy.
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Figure 1b presents the voting results broken down by EPGs. As expected,
EPGs dominated by populist right-wing parties, as well as non-affiliated MEPs
most frequently voted against ECP legislation. The GUE-NGL, which consists
of more radical left-wing parties, such as the Spanish Podemos, has also
often voted against ECP legislation, demanding more, not less, ambitious pol-
icies (see also Huber et al., 2021). On average, the two EPGs forming the
‘Grand Coalition’ (EPP and S&D) alongside the liberals (ALDE) and the
Greens (Greens/EFA) most consistently supported ECP legislation,

Figure 2 illustrates the level of dissent within the EP. From the country-
level data in Figure 2a, we see that there is a high internal party cohesion,
with only Cypriot, Polish and Czech MEPs displaying a slightly stronger ten-
dency to vote against their EPG’s political line. Figure 2b shows high levels
of cohesion across most EPGs, supporting the expectation H1a that parties
will follow the position of their EPG. The share of ‘rebel’ MEPs dissenting
from their EPG’s line is particularly high on the radical right-wing, with
Nigel Farage’s Europe of Freedom and Direct Democracy (EFDD) having the
most dissenters. At the same time, ECP also proved to be divisive within
the green GUE-NGL group, which has the second highest share of rebels.
Interestingly, the Greens/EFA have exhibited the highest internal cohesion
among all EPGs. This observation gains additional relevance as the two
largest groups in the EP, EPP and S&D, could not provide the majorities
needed for the adoption of ECP legislation and had to rely on the support
of other EPGs, particularly ALDE/ADLE and Greens/EFA (see Online Appendix,

Figure 2. Dissenting votes and EPG cohesion.
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Figure A1). For seven out of 12 legislative acts, the Greens provided the stron-
gest support among all EPGs, while in two cases they provided the second
strongest support. The Greens were thus instrumental in securing the
majority for some of the key legislation on which the centre-right EPP was
more reluctant, such asEmission Standards for Heavy-duty Vehicles (see
Online Appendix, Figure A2).

We do not find evidence that the two major EPGs (EPP and S&D) exercise
stronger pressure on their MEPs and secure higher internal cohesion in the
case of close votes as expected in H1b. At the vote for the Effort Sharing legis-
lation, which received the narrowest majority in the EP, the cohesion index for
S&D was the lowest among all decisions in our sample (below 0.8). Likewise,
EPP recorded a below-average cohesion index (slightly below 0.8) during the
vote for the legislation on the Market Stability Reserve, which was the third
least supported ECP legislation (see Online Appendix, Figure A3).

Who supports EU climate and energy policy?

We turn to the multivariate analysis of voting behaviour. The results are pre-
sented using odds ratios in order to ease interpretation. Odds ratios show
that a one-unit increase in an independent variable leads to a change in
the odds of an MEP voting ‘Aye’ equal to the odds ratio. Table 1 shows the
results of the binary logistic regression on determinants of MEP support for
ECP resolutions. Overall, we find that populism and Euroscepticism are the
most significant factors explaining the opposition of MEPs to ECP.

H2 expected regional cleavages to play a role in the EP’s ECP-related
decision-making. When comparing CEE MEPs’ voting behaviour with those
from the ‘old’ Member States, we find the opposite effect, albeit not at a

Table 1. Support for EU climate and energy policies in the 8th EP (Binary Logistic
Regression).

ECP Support SE

CEE MEP 1.107 (0.155)
Government MEP 1.238 (0.137)
Opposition in the Council 0.721** (0.0846)
Populist Radical Right Party 0.262*** (0.0570)
Party position: EU integration 1.501*** (0.0604)
Party position: left/right 1.022 (0.0289)
Party Position: Gal/Tan 1.058 (0.0326)
Membership in relevant committee 0.975 (0.161)
Energy Security 0.445** (0.120)
Climate Policy Index 1.035** (0.0109)
N 7548
Pseudo R2 0.183

Note: Odds ratios with exponentiated coefficients, robust standard errors clustered around individual
MEPs in parentheses. Dummies for the twelve legislative proposals are included.

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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statistically significant level. As seen above, MEPs from the CEE states are
quite evenly distributed over both supporting and opposing ECP. At closer
inspection, the expected negative effect in the voting behaviour of CEE
MEPs exists mainly in the case of Polish MEPs.

We find support for H3a concerning the interconnectedness of national
and EU arenas in EP decision-making. MEPs from parties represented in the
Council are more supportive of ECP. Furthermore, opposition voiced in the
Council is often supported not only by governing party MEPs, but also by
large parts of the opposition MEPs from the same country. Over 50 per
cent of the opposition party MEPs in Poland, the Czech Republic, Austria
and Hungary have supported their governments in rejecting ECP legislation
(Online Appendix, Figure A4). This backs Hypothesis H3b and shows the exist-
ence of a broader national resistance against certain ECP legislation, albeit
only in a few member states.

The hypotheses focusing on party positions (H4a-d) test the effect of
different dimensions of party conflict on voting decisions in the EP. To start
with, we find strong support for the expectation that radical right-wing popu-
list MEPs would oppose ECP. Right-wing populist MEPs are more than three
times more likely to vote against ECP legislation than other MEPs. A closer
look at party positions shows that contestation is voiced predominantly by
MEPs holding strong anti-EU stances. In contrast, we find that parties’ posi-
tioning on the new vs. old politics (i.e., GAL-TAN axis) and the left-right
dimension is less important in explaining MEPs’ voting behaviour. To illus-
trate the effects of party positions on voting, we plot the predicted probabil-
ities of support on parties’ left-right, pro- and anti-EU as well as the GAL-TAN
positions. Figure 3 shows steeply increasing probabilities of support with
increasing pro-EU positions but little influence of the economic left-right or
the GAL-TAN dimension on voting on ECP matters.

Our control variables concerning state-level policy differences in ECP also
produce noteworthy effects. MEPs from countries with progressive climate
policies are more likely to support ambitious ECP. With all other variables
kept constant, we also find statistically significant support for EU ECP
among MEPs representing countries with high levels of energy import depen-
dency. By contrast, an MEP’s membership in a relevant committee does not
have a significant effect on support for ECP.

Discussion and conclusions

This contribution has examined voting on ECP in the Eighth EP and asked
how the EU’s polycrisis has influenced the EP´s decision-making and coalition
building. Focusing on the societal crisis manifested in fragmentation and
polarization along national, ideological and party lines we have first shown
that the EP indeed advocated ambitious goals in the negotiations with the
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European Commission and the Council across virtually all 12 studied ECP leg-
islative acts. Only two legislative proposals were overwhelmingly rejected by
Greens/EFA. For the remaining ten proposals Greens/EFA provided the
largest or second-largest support among all EPGs, which speaks to the
level of ambition of those policy proposals. Overall, our analysis shows that
voting behaviour of the EP on ECP resembles what we know from other
policy fields, but it also displays some unique features. It is the combination
of these EP decision-making patterns and the specific nature of ECP that facili-
tated the EP´s leadership role and holds the key to understanding the future
of EU ECP. We elaborate below on the key explanatory dimensions of the EP´s
voting behaviour on ECP as well as their theoretical and policy implications.

Similar to other policy fields (Raunio & Wagner, 2020), the high internal
cohesion of the major EPGs has played an important role in explaining
support for ambitious ECP in an increasingly fractionalized and polarized
EP. The two largest EPGs, alongside with Greens/EFA and ALDE/ADLE, have
exhibited levels of internal cohesion of more than 90 per cent. Other EPGs,
particularly those at more extreme right and left poles, have been much

Figure 3. Marginal effects of GAL–TAN, Left-Right and pro-EU/anti-EU position on the
predicted probability of voting in support of EU ECP.
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more internally divided on ECP voting. Large EPGs thus tend to mobilize
support for the proposed legislation and strengthen the EP’s position vis-à-
vis other EU institutions, even if they are not always fully supportive of all
elements of the legislation. The high cohesion levels among the two
largest EPGs, and particularly of the less ECP-enthusiastic EPP, can also be
related to the fact that, although ambitious, the adopted ECP legislation con-
stitutes a compromise and is seen by many observers as insufficient for prop-
erly addressing climate change (Climate Action Tracker, 2020). We also find
that the two major EPGs tend to be more divided on close votes. This goes
against expectations from the literature on the EP (Ripoll Servent & Roe-
derer-Rynning, 2018) and suggests that high internal cohesion may be
difficult to maintain as ECP becomes more ambitious in the future. At the
same time, this does not necessarily threaten the EP´s leadership role in
the field of ECP. Following the 2014 EP elections, all mainstream EPGs,
except for S&D, suffered a loss in their seat shares with EPP experiencing
the largest decline. This has enabled progressive EPGs (S&D, ALDE/ADLE
and Greens/EFA) to perform a more pivotal role in building majorities for
ECP. This trend is likely to accelerate during the ninth EP, in which the EPP
and S&D combined lost 65 seats while ALDE/ADLE (now Renew Europe)
and Greens/EFA together gained 61 seats.

National concerns have influenced MEPs’ voting behaviour, but less signifi-
cantly than one may expect. Our results from the EP fail to provide unequivo-
cal support for claims of a growing East-West cleavage in EU policy-making
on ECP (Wurzel et al., 2019). While particularly Polish and Czech MEPs have
indeed been among the most frequent opponents of ECP, MEPs from other
CEE states have in general remained quite supportive. This suggests that
the East-West divide in ECP is more a Polish-EU, and to a lesser extent a Vise-
grad-EU, problem, in line with the ‘Polonization’ claimmade in the implemen-
tation literature (Skjærseth, 2018). Importantly, however, the bicameral
dynamics between the Council and the EP show that opposition voiced in
the Council is connected with dissent in the EP. Opposition MEPs from
Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary or Austria have often sided with govern-
ment parties in contesting the ECP. This suggests the existence of a broad
cross-party coalition on certain pieces of EU ECP which is likely to persist
also after changes in government.

Our findings also provide evidence that MEPs’ voting behaviour on ECP is
best explained by the pro-EU/anti-EU cleavage, in contrast to the GAL-TAN
and the left-right cleavages, which have structured conflicts in the EP over
the last decades. This corroborates recent findings highlighting the increas-
ing relevance of sovereignty-related conflicts in the EU compared to tra-
ditional cleavages (Hooghe & Marks, 2018). These conflicts are particularly
salient in ECP which often challenge traditional conceptions of sovereignty
(Lockwood, 2018). Contextual factors offer further explanations of why
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national delegations in the EP are more or less supportive of EU ECP. We
find that MEPs from member states with high levels of energy dependence
and progressive climate policy records are more supportive of the develop-
ment of a common ECP. These findings show the lasting importance of the
multilevel leader-laggard dynamics in EU climate policymaking (Schreurs &
Tiberghien, 2007) and highlight the role of national-level variables also for
the EP.

In sum, we find that even though the importance of the pro-EU vs.
anti-EU conflict line shows the effects of the EU polycrisis on ECP, the EP
has succeeded in mobilizing broad support for this policy field. As EU policies
addressing climate change will have to become more ambitious in the future,
they can count on support from socio-culturally progressive MEPs and MEPs
from member states which have been leaders in decarbonization or are likely
to benefit from EU climate policy efforts in the future. But the fate of
increasingly ambitious EU ECP will also depend on more conservative
MEPs from mainstream parties in large member states and their political
will to abandon support for domestic fossil-fuel industries. Future research
should address how these conflicts are settled before bills get to the EP’s
floor and how changing domestic configurations of power shape MEPs’ pos-
itions. The rise of climate activism associated with the Fridays for Future
movement and its support for a far-reaching and progressive Green New
Deal, but also the subsequent Covid-19 crisis, call for studies that examine
the policy-specific responsiveness of MEPs to their (real or imagined)
constituencies.

Note

1. While the data structure might call for multilevel analysis as MEPs are nested in
parties, which are nested in countries, the intra-class correlation test, which
shows the correlation of the observations within a cluster, showed that this is
not necessary (ICC= 0.05).
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