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Åland har varit en del av Europeiska unionen  
i 25 år. Ålands fredsinstitut och ÅSUB har fått  
i uppdrag av Ålands landskapsregering att utreda 
EU-medlemskapets betydelse för Åland. Utred-
ningen består av flera delar som presenteras  
i öppna seminarier och publiceras som rapporter 
under hösten 2020-2021.

This report is published as part of a study com-
missioned by the Åland Government on the ex-
periences of 25 years of EU membership. The 
study is conducted by the Åland Islands Peace 
Institute in cooperation with Statistics and Re-
search Åland (Åsub).

Susann Simolin is Head of Information (on partial research 
leave) and Researcher at the Åland Islands Peace Institute and 
Doctoral Student in Political Science at Åbo Akademi Uni-
versity. She holds a Master’s degree in Political Science and a 
Bachelor’s degree in Journalism. Her research focuses on ter-
ritorial autonomies; their relations with the core state, their  
international relations as well as how they are used as examples in  
international conflict resolution efforts.
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Preface

The present report is published as one of the out-
comes of a yearlong study of the 25 first years of 

membership in the European Union (EU). It takes a 
comparative approach looking at the Ålandic expe-
riences in comparison to empirical data from South 
Tyrol in Italy and the Faroe Islands in Denmark. 
While Åland and South Tyrol are both within the 
EU, the Faroe Islands remain outside, even though 
the report documents a close interaction between 
the Faroes and the EU. Using unique interview data 
against a sound theoretical framework, Susann Si-
molin looks at EU membership and EU interactions 
as a continuum. The report documents how sub-
state entities, however small their resources, position 
themselves and navigate across multi-level systems 
and across, occasionally, contradictory principles.

The study “25 years of EU membership – Ålan-
dic Experiences” is a project commissioned by the 
Åland Government and conducted in cooperation 
with Statistics and Research Åland (Åsub). Nine re-
searchers and authors have been involved in this ef-
fort. One earlier report, “The EU referendums on 
Åland: An overview of the EU debates in the Åland 
Parliament during autumn 1994” by Hasan Akin-
tug, has been published in English, while the other 
reports (four published and two forthcoming) have 
been published in Swedish. All outcomes are avail-
able open access online at the website of the Åland 
Islands Peace Institute www.peace.ax 

Special thanks to Anna Jackson for her always 
careful language editing. Warm thanks go to all 
those who have been willing to share their knowl-
edge and expertise with us in interviews and seminars 
throughout this effort. 

Sia Spiliopoulou Åkermark
Associate Professor

Director, The Åland Islands Peace Institute
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Autonomies interacting with the EU

This report is part of a study conducted 
by the Åland Islands Peace Institute and 

Åland Statistics on the Åland Islands’ 25 years of 
European Union (EU) membership. It aims to 
enhance the understanding of the region’s rela-
tionship with the EU by comparing it to that of 
two other sub-state entities, one inside and one 
outside of the EU.

1.1 Case Selection
The cases which will serve as references for this 
study of the Åland Islands are South Tyrol - 
which is inside of the EU together with its core 
state Italy -, and the Faroe Islands which is out-
side of the EU, although its core state Denmark 
is a member.  Just like Åland, South Tyrol is an 
asymmetric autonomy with legislative compe-
tences. It is a trilingual, land-locked region in 
Central Europe which is part of a regionalized, 
rather than unitary or federal, state. It has a pop-
ulation that supersedes that of Åland, but which 
is still small in relation to that of the core state 
Italy or larger regions in Europe. As the region 
outside of the EU, the Faroe Islands were chosen 
as they are comparable to Åland in that they are 
a group of islands with a small population, and 
are a sub-national entity with legislative powers. 
The Faroe Islands are, occasionally, brought up 
as a positive model for Åland in Ålandic media 
and political debates. From an Ålandic perspec-
tive it is often concluded that the Faroe Islands 
have seen a positive and dynamic development 
of their autonomy; that the state of Denmark is 
benevolent to Faroese aspirations for more au-
tonomy; and that much leeway is given for Faro-
ese involvement in international matters.

1.2 Theoretical Framework
This report thus focuses on previous research 
which examines EU regions, and in particular, 
regions with legislative powers and their chal-
lenges and opportunities in relation to the EU. 
The EU can be considered as a multilevel po-
litical system: i.e. a system of governance where 
power is distributed across multiple echelons 
within the EU’s power structures, within states, 
and within substate entities.1  This premise  
of multilevel governance, which is often used to 
describe the EU’s power structures, refers not 
only to the administration of the EU at various 
levels, but to a system of continuous negotiation 
with both public and private actors, through both 
formal and informal channels.2 Thus the gov-
ernance of the EU occurs simultaneously with-
in both a hierarchical power matrix, and within  
a horizontal management structure. 

In contrast to the perception of the multi-
ple levels of governance within the EU, it has 
also been asserted that the EU suffers from “re-
gional blindness”; that it recognizes and cooper-
ates only with states, and not with regions, and 
that it is only the states, and not the regions, that 
have direct decision-making power within the 
EU’s institutions.3  However, whilst the manner 
in which states organize themselves internally is 
not a matter for the EU, the EU tends to foster 
regionalization: for example, EU regional policy 
is based on the idea that there should be regions 
where funds can be allocated, thus inducing 
the political demand to create regional areas in 
member states whom do not already have them.4

1 Keating 2017; Hepburn 2008, p. 540. 
2  Palermo and Kössler 2017, p. 26. 
3  Palermo and Kössler 2017, p. 24, Tatham 2019, p. 

216. 
4  Palermo and Kössler 2017, p. 24. 

1. Introduction 
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Furthermore, the position of the regions in the 
EU-system has been strengthened over time. 
Bengoetxea maintains that the first phase in the 
development of the relationship of EU institu-
tions and treaties with the regions was marked 
by said regional blindness. The next phase, after 
the Maastricht Treaty (1992), was characterized 
by regional myopia - the EU began to acknowl-
edge regions but not their specifics: for example, 
regions were to coexist with cities in the Com-
mittee of the Regions.5  Following the Trea-
ty of Lisbon (2007), the EU began to see the  
regions more clearly, and developed a vision which  
included them. Today, according to Bengoetxea, 
it is not possible to understand European inte-
gration without including the regional level.6

Previous research on the EU and its regions 
has shown that the EU can have both an en-
hancing and inhibiting, strengthening and 
weakening, effect on regions' room for maneu-
ver in terms of autonomous decision-making 
and local adaptations.

Research often shows that regions are los-
ing legal competence but, at the same time, can 
use the EU as an international platform to pur-
sue their agenda, and can expand their econom-
ic possibilities by using opportunities for EU-
funding. Regions are not only objects upon 
which the EU and states exercise their powers, 
but also actors and subjects through which these 
changes are brought about, and by employing 
different strategies and tools, these regions also 
attempt to influence the EU. 7 Plangger summa-
rizes that the EU both strengthens and weakens 
the regions, and that the regions both adapt to 
the framework set by the EU and try to influ-
ence the EU's structures.8

5  The Committee of the Regions is an advisory 
body established in 1994, representing Europe’s 
regional and local authorities. EU online, “Com-
mittee of the Regions”. 

6  Bengoetxea 2014, pp. 235-239. 
7  Hepburn 2008, p. 540; Tatham 2019; Plangger 

2018. 
8  Plangger 2018. 

The theoretical perspective is chosen since 
it can reflect the situation and position of the 
Åland Islands and its opportunities and chal-
lenges in relation to the EU. In addition, the sit-
uation and position of South Tyrol can easily be 
accommodated within this framework. Howev-
er, the position and situation of the Faroe Islands 
is different since the Faroe Islands are outside 
of the EU and thus not a region within the EU. 
Rather, they function as a third country in rela-
tion to the EU. In this report they are, howev-
er, conceptualized as a “region” (with legislative 
powers) and as an “autonomous territory”.

The theoretical framework is designed for  
regions which are part of the EU. Thus, for the 
Faroe Islands, because they are an outsider to 
this framework this report will discuss how their 
experiences correspond or differ to the other two 
regions, which are members of the EU, and in 
particular in relation to Åland.

To some extent, the framework can also illu-
minate the effects of the EU on the autonomy 
of the regions. However, the framework is not  
adequate to give an in-depth analysis of the tri-
partite relationship EU-state-region, nor how 
the EU may influence the degrees of separation 
and integration  of territorial autonomies in re-
lation to the core state. These aspects are thus 
covered in the report to a limited extent only.

More detailed theoretical considerations will 
be briefly provided in the beginning of each of 
the following chapters: 2 (The Åland Islands, 
South Tyrol and the Faroe Islands in context), 
3 (Channels for participation in or co-operation 
with the EU), and 4 (What EU means for the 
regions).

1.3 Methods, Materials and Main Questions
This report is based on a previous report written 
in Swedish, where, amongst other aspects, the 
ambitions, experiences, and strategies of Åland 
as a member of the European Union have been 
discussed. The report ‘Att påverkas och 
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tain or expand the scope and depth of autono-
my, 2) to enhance Åland’s influence in the EU, 
and 3) to maintain or improve the economy 
of Åland. The report focused on the first two  
of these ambitions.

The findings in the previous report lay the 
foundation for the questions that will be asked 
in the present report. In relation to the other two 
regions:

• How do their general context and re-
lationship to the EU correspond and devi-
ate to that of Åland?
• How does the EU impact the region 
and how is the EU perceived? (the “mean-
ing” of the EU to the region)
• How can the region participate in, or 
co-operate with, and potentially influence 
the EU? 11

The aim of the comparison is to enhance 
the understanding of why Åland has made the 
choices it has made, and what opportunities and 
challenges it is facing within the EU. 

For the present study, academic literature, as 
well as a small number of official documents 
from South Tyrol and the Faroe Islands, have 
been examined. Interviews have been conduct-
ed with two civil servants working for the South 
Tyrol Government and three experts on the  
legal and/or political situation of South Tyrol; 
one civil servant working for the Government of 
the Faroe Islands and one expert on the political 
situation of the Faroe Islands; and one civil serv-
ant from Åland with experience from working 
for the Åland Government in Brussels. 

More interviews were conducted for South 
Tyrol than for the Faroe Islands because, as  
a member of the EU, South Tyrol has more 

11  Building upon studies of the available litera-
ture, and in an attempt to answer these questions, 
background texts were written for each region. 
PhD-student Hasan Akintug (Helsinki Univer-
sity) conducted background research on the Faroe 
Islands while the report author looked into the 
other two regions. These texts were the founda-
tion for formulating interview questions and parts 
of the draft text have been included in various sec-
tions of the final report. 

påverka – Ålands ambitioner och självbestäm-
mande inom EU’ [To be Affected and to Affect 
– the Autonomy and Ambitions of the Åland 
Islands within the EU]9   was published as part 
of a series which analysed various aspects of the 
experiences Åland had during 25 years of EU 
membership.10

The theoretical approach of that report was 
the same as has been briefly outlined above. The 
theoretical parts and the case study of Åland in 
the present report are closely based on the find-
ings in the Swedish report.

The main questions of the report were:
• How does the Ålandic Government 
describe what EU-membership has meant 
for Åland - both in general and with re-
gards to Åland’s autonomy? 
• How has Åland responded to the in-
fluence of the EU - through adaptation, 
and through participating in and trying to 
influence the EU? 

The report sought answers to these questions 
in public documents (The Åland Government’s 
memorandum on EU-matters to the Parliament 
of Åland 1990-2018) and through two inter-
views with politicians and three civil servants on 
Åland.

The report concluded that the EU was con-
sidered the best possible or least worst alterna-
tive for Åland when Finland and Sweden joined 
in 1995. Government documents, as well as in-
formants, describe overall benefits from mem-
bership with the EU, but also administrative 
challenges and significant difficulties with loss 
of competences. Three main ambitions of Åland 
in relation to the EU were discerned: 1) to main-

9  Simolin 2021, ”Att påverkas och påverka – Ålands 
ambitioner och självbestämmande inom EU”. Re-
port No 2/2021 in the Report series of the Åland 
Islands Peace Institute. 

10  The study was commissioned by the Åland Gov-
ernment and conducted by the Åland Islands 
Peace Institute in cooperation with Statistics and 
Research Åland (Åsub). Information about the 
project and links to all the reports can be found 
here: https://peace.ax/en/the-significance-of-eu-
membership-for-aland/. 
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channels for participation which could be inves-
tigated. Interviewees are anonymous in the text 
and footnotes refer to “Interview South Tyrol/
Faroe Islands/Åland”. The names of the inter-
viewees are, however, listed among the sources. 

This report is a commissioned investigation 
conducted with a limited period of time, and so 
the academic ambition level has been adapted to 
the pre-requisites. The report’s focus is Åland; 
its main aim is to draw conclusions relevant to 
Åland. The two other cases function as refer-
ences to Åland and the study does not employ a 
strictly comparative method. 

It should be acknowledged that the examina-
tion of Åland in this report is more comprehen-
sive than those of South Tyrol and the Faroe Is-
lands, as only a limited amount of literature on 
the two latter regions’ relationship to the EU was 
found in English, and since only a limited num-
ber of interviews could be conducted. The de-
scription of South Tyrol and the Faroe Islands’ 
relationships with the EU is therefore incom-
plete and limited to aspects that may be relevant 
to shed light on the experiences of Åland in the 
EU. 

The author wishes to thank all interviewees 
for generously sharing information. The inter-
viewees were offered the possibility to read and 
comment on relevant sections of the report. 
However, the responsibility for possible misun-
derstandings and mistakes rests with the author. 
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the context of a region and how it is affected 
by, or is inclined and able to affect the EU. To  
understand the motivations, challenges, and  
opportunities of a region it is, however, necessary 
to establish its milieu, and for this purpose the 
background factors identified by Tatham and 
other scholars can be useful.

In this chapter the backdrop of the regions 
this report focuses on will be discussed. Their 
geopolitical position, population size, economic 
pre-requisites, aspects of diversity (identity/lan-
guage), position in the state structure, autono-
mous powers, inter-governmental relations, and 
political party system etc.

2.1 Territory, Population, Economic Situation
The three cases which are discussed in the pre-
sent report share some similarities, but also have 
significant differences. Where Åland and the 
Faroes are island groups incorporated in Nordic 
countries, South Tyrol is a landlocked region in 
Central Europe and access to the region is re-
stricted by the mountains surrounding it, though 
this does give the region an “island feel”. 

South Tyrol is the region which is most geo-
graphically connected to the EU as it is situat-
ed in central Europe and has physical borders 
to other regions within EU-states. The Åland 
Islands have been described as surrounded by 
EU-principles, as mainland Finland to the east 
and Sweden to the west are both EU-members.  
However, the waters surrounding the Åland ar-
chipelago both connect and separate it from 
these neighbors. The Faroe Islands is the most 
geographically remote from its core state as well 
as from other EU-members.15

The Åland Islands, located in the Baltic Sea 

15  See footnote 71. 

Research on the European Union and the re-
gions has maintained that the EU affects 

regions within it differently, and in dissimilar 
ways, depending on their characteristics and ca-
pacities. Conversely, it was found that the strat-
egies and channels that regions chose for par-
ticipation, and to potentially affect, the EU vary 
depending on a number of factors. 

The impact of the EU on separate regions 
and the regions’ reactions and actions vis-à-vis 
the EU depend – amongst other things – on the 
size of the region and its constitutional and eco-
nomic disposition within the state. The nation-
al structure of a state; the degree of centraliza-
tion and decentralization; the disposition of the 
region within the state; the affluence of the re-
gion, and how populous it is; all affect not only 
how the region is impacted, but how it can both 
participate in and influence the European Un-
ion.12  For example, resourceful regions may ben-
efit from the EU in order to strengthen their po-
sition on the national stage.13 

According to Tatham: ”For weaker regions 
European integration may bring greater op-
portunities than constraints; however, this may 
differ for stronger regions. Regions benefit-
ing from greater self-government capacities – 
meaning that they combine an administration 
autonomous of central government, which has 
wide policy competences, some degree of finan-
cial and fiscal autonomy, and an elected assem-
bly and executive (in some cases with primary 
legislative powers) – are more deeply affected.” 14 

It is outside of the scope of this report to try to 
assess the potential causal relationships between 

12  Tatham 2019, pp. 214. 
13  Bursens and de Blauwer 2018, p. 598; Fleurke and 

Willemse 2007, p. 85. 
14  Tatham 2019, p. 214. 

2. The Åland Islands, South Tyrol and  
the Faroe Islands in context
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2.2 Background of Autonomy
All three territories are united in that they all in-
clude one or more population groups with distinct 
features differing from the majority of the state, 
something which has been linked to demands for 
self-determination either through secession or 
enhanced self-rule. In all three entities the ma-
jority language is different than the majority state 
language. All three regions strive to develop their 
autonomy, and in all three regions political parties 
differ in their positions on the desired degree of 
separation from, and co-operation with, the core 
state. Whereas some political parties promote se-
cession, it is not currently presented as a majority 
position, or as a goal at a Government level in any 
of the regions. 

The autonomy/ of Åland was established in the 
1920s in response to the ‘Åland question’ – ten-
sions between Finland and Sweden due to Ålandic 
demands to be reunited with Sweden, rather than 
remaining a part of Finland which had become in-
dependent from Russia in 1917. The matter was 
referred to the League of Nations, which in 1921, 
established that the sovereignty of Åland be-
longed to Finland. However, it ensured that guar-
antees for the language and culture of Ålanders 
would be added to the Autonomy Act which the 
Finland Parliament had passed in 1920, but which 
the unofficial Åland Parliament had rejected at 
that time. In addition, Åland would be demilita-
rized and neutralized – that is, it would be kept out 
of military action, including during wartime.19

The Swedish language, autonomy, and more re-
cently the demilitarization of Åland are amongst 
the cornerstones for the perception of a separate 
Ålandic identity, distinct from identities in Fin-
land and Sweden.20

19 Protocols from the meetings of the League of Na-
tions and international agreements concerning 
Åland have been compiled by the Åland Cultural 
Foundation, here: https://kulturstiftelsen.ax/app/
uploads/2020/07/english-3-3-1.pdf. For an in-
depth description of the historical events see Bar-
ros 1968.

20 Edquist and Holmén, 2015, pp. 234-235; State 

between Finland and Sweden, is an autonomous, 
demilitarized, neutralized, and Swedish speak-
ing part of a predominantly Finnish speaking 
Finland. Åland is an archipelago consisting of 
6,500 islands and skerries.

South Tyrol, located in the mountains of 
northern Italy, is an autonomous province which 
borders Austria and Switzerland. Almost 70% 
of the population declare themselves to be Ger-
man-speakers, 26% Italian, and 4.5% speak the 
Rhaeto-Romance language Ladin.16  Officially 
named the Autonomous Province of Bolzano - 
South Tyrol, the area is one of two autonomous 
provinces which together form the autonomous 
region of Trentino-Alto Adige/South Tyrol, the 
other being, officially, named the Autonomous 
Province of Trento, or Trentino.

The Faroe Islands are a group of islands lo-
cated in the North Atlantic region. They consist 
of 18 islands of which 17 are inhabited. Faroese 
is the principal language, but also Danish shall 
be taught and may be used as well as Faroese in 
public affairs.17  

Population wise, South Tyrol is the largest re-
gion of the three with around 530.000 inhab-
itants, the Faroe islands have a population of 
53.000 inhabitants and Åland is the smallest 
with its 30.000 inhabitants.

In economic terms, according to data from 
2018, the Faroe Islands had the highest GDP 
per capita (€52,665), South Tyrol followed 
(€47,700) and Åland had the lowest GDP per 
capita (€37,200).18 While they all outperformed 
the EU average, in absolute terms, all three re-
gions are small in terms of economy as well as 
population when compared to other regions.

16  Alber and Zwilling 2016, p. 1. Data from the 
2011 census. All citizens are assumed to have de-
clared themselves as belonging to one of the three 
recognized language groups. 

17 1948 Home Rule Act, Section 11.
18 Numbers for Åland and South Tyrol are from Eu-

rostat, for the Faroe Islands from the World Bank. 
N.B. that the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the economy of the regions has not been con-
sidered here.
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lished the autonomous region of Trentino-Alto 
Adige/South Tyrol. However, in the region over 
70% of the population were Italian speakers. The 
German speakers were not satisfied with this so-
lution and tensions led to bombings, and in 1960 
Austria asked the UN to take a position on the 
matter.23   

The South Tyrolean Peoples Party (Südtiroler 
Volkspartei, SVP) played a crucial role in the pro-
cess, collecting, amongst other things, 158,000 
signatures supporting self-determination. Af-
ter negotiations at various levels, the Autonomy 
Statute of 1948 was amended in 1972. Through 
this statute, and subsequent negotiations, most 
legislative and administrative powers have, by 
today, been transferred from the regional to the 
provincial level. The conflict was formally closed 
at the UN General Assembly in 1992 at Austria’s 
request.24 

In the autonomous province, German speak-
ers form a local majority and a power-sharing sys-
tem has been formed to guarantee that all the three 
language groups - German, Italian, and Ladin - are 
represented in political and administrative bod-
ies.25  This system affects the political landscape 
which is characterized by a center-periphery di-
mension and an ethno-linguistic divide.26 Ger-
man-speaking regionalist parties dominate the 
party political system, while the Italian-speaking 
arena reflects the national party system.27  The 
dominant party since 1945 – which governed the 
province for 70 years with an absolute majority 
of seats in the regional assembly until 2013 - has 
been the aforementioned SVP, which is an auton-
omist and EU-friendly party who want to accom-
modate the interests of the German and Ladin-
speakers.28 

23 Alber and Zwilling 2016, pp. 2-7; Woelk 2013, 
pp. 127-130.

24  Alber and Zwilling 2016, pp. 2-7; Woelk 2013, 
pp. 127-130. 

25 Alber and Zwilling 2016, p.7, Woelk 2013, p. 130.
26 Scantamburlo 2020, p. 6-7.
27 Scantamburlo 2020, p. 6-7; Utz 2016, p. 3.
28 Scantamburlo 2020, pp. 2, 5; Utz 2016.

Although today there is a strong feeling of dis-
tinctiveness, there is no political aspiration on 
Åland to rejoin Sweden. Judging from elections 
- where in 2019 the only party advocating inde-
pendence (in due time) won one seat out of 30 in 
the Åland Parliament - there is no strong sup-
port for independence either. This conclusion is 
supported by a survey from 2020, which found 
that there was only 2.6% support for independ-
ence among the electorate. 

According to the same survey, there is an over-
whelming support for autonomy (89.3%), how-
ever, there is also strong support also for widen-
ing the scope of the autonomy (50%). 4.7% of 
support was found for closer integration with 
Finland.21 Accordingly, the political parties on 
Åland differ in their positions on the exact de-
gree of separation from and co-operation with 
the state. They are also characterized by an ur-
ban-rural and a right-left divide. The political 
parties on Åland which take part in elections to 
the Åland Parliament, and which form the Gov-
ernment of Åland, are independent from parties 
in mainland Finland. However, they do interact 
and have stronger or looser connections with ide-
ological peers both in Finland and in Sweden.22

 South Tyrol was a part of the crown province of 
Tyrol in the Habsburg Empire until the empire 
dissolved and South Tyrol was ceded to Italy in 
1919. The German speakers in South Tyrol were 
promised territorial and cultural autonomy, but 
instead, under fascist rule, experienced repres-
sion and Italianization. After World War II, the 
Paris Peace Treaty (1946) confirmed that South 
Tyrol belonged to Italy, but through the bilater-
al Austrian-Italian Gruber-Degasperi Agree-
ment annexed to the treaty, the German speakers 
were ensured minority protection and autonomy. 
Austria’s official role as protecting power was also 
confirmed. To fulfil the agreement Italy estab-

2009.
21 Lindqvist 2020, pp. 58, 74.
22 Lindquist 2020.
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themselves to be a nation and a people.33  On 
a political level the description of the status of 
the Faroe Island varies. According to the Home 
Rule Act of the Faroes Islands the Faroes con-
stitute “a self-governing community within the 
Danish Kingdom”, while examples of terminol-
ogy used by the Faroese Government include: “a 
self-governing nation under the external sover-
eignty of the Kingdom of Denmark”, and “a self-
governing nation within the Danish Realm”.34

Faroese political parties are entirely separate 
organisations, however, some have links to the 
parties on the Danish mainland. Today Faro-
ese politics functions mainly on two planes: the 
right-left axis and the separatist-unionist axis.35   
In later years the balance between unionists and 
separatists in the Faroese Parliament, as well as 
in the society, is about 50-50.36  While full Faro-
ese independence is not foreseen in the immedi-
ate future, the issue of sovereignty for the Faroe 
Islands has been a recurring topic on its political 
agenda. One reason given for not pursuing full 
independence is the economic dependence on 
Denmark, however, the proportion of econom-
ic support from Denmark has decreased signifi-
cantly in recent years. 37   

2.3 Position in the State Structure and Scope of 
Autonomy

The Faroe Islands, Åland Islands, and South Ty-
rol can all be defined as autonomous regions in 
asymmetrical systems which foresee self-rule, 
but not a high degree of shared rule, in participa-
tion in central governance of the whole state. All 
three regions have legislative competences, how-
ever, in contrast to the two others, the scope of 

33 Interview Faroe Islands; Lyck 2014, p. 144.
34 Visit Faroe Islands online, “The Faroe Islands in a 

seashell”; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Faroe 
Islands, “An updated EU Arctic Policy”.

35 West 2020, p. 14.
36 Parliament of the Faroe Islands online, Leaflet on 

the Faroese Parliament; Interview Faroe Islands.
37 Adler-Nissen 2014; Government of the Faroe Is-

lands online, “The Faroese economy is more self-
sufficient and independent than ever”..

In 2013, secessionist parties accounted for 
27% of the popular vote, however, in 2018 those 
parties only reached 12%.29  According to Larin 
and Röggla, “the combination of economic pros-
perity with the fact that most of the taxes levied 
in the province are returned to it has made South 
Tyrol the envy of Italy and encouraged strong 
support for territorial autonomy across all of the 
linguistic groups.”30

The Faroe Islands came under the control of 
Norway in 1035, and then, together with Nor-
way, fell under Denmark-Norway rule in 1380. 
Following the disintegration of subsequent Nor-
dic unions and the Danish Colonial Empire, the 
Faroe Islands remained under Danish rule. In 
the 1880s a romantic nationalist awakening led 
to the promotion of a Faroese identity within 
the Danish realm. Since this time a defining fea-
ture of the political scene on the Faroe Islands  
has been how to relate to Denmark. 

The islands were occupied in 1940 by the UK 
while Germany occupied mainland Denmark, 
and after the Second World War, in 1946, an 
independence referendum was held which re-
sulted independence being proclaimed follow-
ing a slim majority. Denmark refused to rec-
ognize the result, but negotiated a Home Rule 
Act with the Faroese in 1948. In 1998 separa-
tist-oriented political parties became a majority 
in the Faroese Parliament and negotiations with 
the Danish government on independence were 
initiated. A few years later a treaty establishing 
a sovereign Faroese state in a 'free association' 
with Denmark was drafted by the Faroese Gov-
ernment.31  However, this project never materi-
alized. In 2005 the scope of Faroese autonomy 
was enhanced through a Foreign Policy Author-
ity Act and a Takeover Act.32

At a cultural level, the Faroese today perceive 

29 Scantamburlo 2020, p. 13.
30 Larin and Röggla 2019, p. 17.
31 Adler-Nissen 2014, pp. 56-59.
32 Adler-Nissen 2014, p. 58; Ackrén 2017, 

pp. 234-236.
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tions; public order and security; building and 
housing; protection of the environment; protec-
tion of cultural heritage; health care; social wel-
fare; education; culture; postal communications; 
radio and television; farming and forestry; hunt-
ing and fishing; road and boat traffic; employ-
ment; and trade.43 Taxation falls under Ålandic 
competence to a limited extent only; instead tax 
levied by the state is transferred back to Åland 
after calculations based on the economic perfor-
mances of Finland and of Åland.44 The budget is 
an Ålandic competence. 

There are several contact points for co-opera-
tion and dispute resolution between Åland and 
the State. For example, the Governor represent-
ing the state on Åland, the Åland delegation 
(an expert body with representatives from both 
Åland and the state) as well as the president of 
the republic and the Supreme Court all have 
their roles.45  Åland forms its own constituency 
in the national elections and is entitled to one of 
two hundred seats in the Parliament of Finland. 

The state of Italy has developed an asymmet-
rical regional system with fifteen ordinary re-
gions and five autonomous regions, of which 
Trentino-Alto Adige/South Tyrol is one. As 
mentioned above, this region is comprised of 
the two provinces of Bolzano/Bozen-South Ty-
rol and Trento, which are the only two autono-
mous provinces in Italy. Whilst the autonomy is 
regulated through an autonomy statute covering 
the whole region, the legislative and administra-
tive powers are directed by the provinces.46   The 
autonomy statute is constitutionally entrenched 
and cannot be changed without the consent of 
the provinces. 

South Tyrol has a bilateral relationship with 
the state through a “commission of six” which 
includes representatives from the province and 

43 1991 Autonomy Act, section 27; Spiliopoulou 
Åkermark, et al., 2019, p. 56.

44 1991 Autonomy Act; Simolin 2018, p. 28.
45 Spiliopoulou Åkermark et. al. 2019.
46 Alber and Zwilling 2016, p. 11.

competences in financial and international mat-
ters is broader in the Faroe Islands than in the 
two other regions.38  

While Åland is the only autonomous region 
in Finland, there are two such territories in Den-
mark: the Faroe Islands and Greenland. Italy is 
a regionalized state where regions enjoy differ-
ent levels of autonomy, and South Tyrol is one of 
only two autonomous provinces in the country39.  
Italy is not a federal state, and the regions can 
impact the center only to a limited extent.

The foundations of Åland’s autonomy rest in 
the decision made by the League of Nations in 
1921; in guarantees issued by the League; and 
in the bilateral agreement between Sweden and 
Finland which followed.40  It has been asserted 
that the special status of Åland should be consid-
ered as customary international law.41 This au-
tonomy is also constitutionally entrenched, and 
the Autonomy Act cannot be amended without 
the approval of both Finland and Åland.42  The 
legislative and administrative tasks of Åland are 
carried out by Lagtinget (the Åland Parliament) 
and the Åland Government.

The legislative authority of Åland includes: 
municipal administration and municipal elec-

38 Lindström and Lindholm 2021, pp. 52-53.
39 Note the difference between autonomous regions 

and autonomous provinces
40 On the 27th June 1921, the so-called ‘Åland 

Agreement’ between Sweden and Finland was an-
nexed to the League of Nation’s decision, where 
six guarantees for the protection of the Ålandic 
people became part of the international settle-
ment. The guarantees concerned Swedish as a 
language of instruction in schools; land rights in 
order to keep the Åland territory in the hands of 
the residents; franchise (voting) restrictions for 
outsiders; procedures for appointing a Governor 
that would have the confidence of both Åland and 
Finland; regulations for tax revenues and other 
economic prerequisites for the autonomy; and 
regulations for international monitoring of the 
guarantees by the League of Nations and the Per-
manent Court of Justice.

41 Spiliopoulou Åkermark, et al. 2019, pp. 9-10; 
Suksi, 2013, pp. 39-40; Suksi 2005, p. 17; Ben-
edikter 2009, p. 43.

42 Constitution of Finland section 120, 1991 Auton-
omy Act, section 69.
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Section 1 of the Home Rule Act of the Faroes 
Islands reads: “Within the framework of this Act 
the Faroes constitute a self-governing commu-
nity within the Danish Kingdom. In conformity 
therewith the Faroese people, through its elect-
ed representatives, the Løgting [Parliament of 
the Faroe Islands] and an executive established 
by the latter, the landsstýri [the Cabinet of the 
Faroe Islands], takes over within the framework 
of States the administration and government of 
special Faroese affairs as indicated in this Act”.52  
Adler-Nissen assessed that “The Home Rule 
Act allows for continuous changes to the divi-
sion of competences between the Danish state, 
leading to what could be called an ’ever looser 
union’”.53

The formal status of the autonomy of the Far-
oe Islands in the state structure is debated.54  The 
Danish Constitution only mentions the Far-
oe Islands in the context of local election laws, 
referenda arrangements, and representation 
in the Danish Parliament, where the Faroe Is-
lands have two representatives.55  The autonomy 
of the Faroe Islands is therefore not entrenched 
in the Danish constitution, and Suksi asserted 
that, from a “purely formal perspective”, the au-
tonomy of the Faroe Islands could be regarded 
as a “simple delegation of powers”,56  something 
which would allow Demark to unilaterally abol-
ish the autonomy.57

However, Suksi found that, at the same time, 
“… the Danish autonomy arrangements con-
tain clear elements that separate them from the 
regular framework of a unitary state, recognize 
them [Faroe Islands and Greenland] as distinct 
units in the Danish realm and connect them to 
the concepts of a minority or a people”.58  Fur-

52 1948 Home Rule Act, section 1.
53 Adler-Nissen 2014, p. 60.
54 West 2020, p. 12.
55 Constitution of Denmark, sections 28, 42, 86; 

Suksi 2014, p. 40.
56 Suksi 2014, p. 41.
57 Adler-Nissen 2014.
58 Suksi 2014, p. 41.

the state. The commission for the province may 
steer the development of the autonomy through 
decrees which cannot be overruled by the state. 
Together with the province of Trento, a “com-
mission of twelve” can direct the development of 
the Trentino-Alto Adige/South Tyrol region.47  
The autonomous provinces can also interact 
with and influence the state together with the 
other regions in Italy through a Standing Con-
ference of the State and Regions.48  

The population of the region is represented at 
a national level through election of representa-
tives to the national two chambered Parliament 
(the Senate and the Chamber of Deputies). The 
most relevant conflict resolution mechanism in 
the event of tensions between the central gov-
ernment, the regions, and the autonomous prov-
inces, is the Constitutional Court.49 

The province of South Tyrol has a high degree 
of internal self-determination through exclusive 
or secondary legislative and administrative pow-
ers in many economic, cultural, and social mat-
ters.50  Whilst it is the state that collects taxes, it 
is the province that is entitled to almost all tax 
revenue from its territory and who makes 
decisions on the budget.51 

47 Alber and Zwilling 2016, pp. 3, 10, 18; Woelk 
2013, p. 128. NB The Commission of Six is an 
under-commission of the Commission of 12.

48 Alber and Zwilling 2016, p. 18; Woelk 2008, p. 
126.

49 Bilancia et. al. 2010, p. 166.
50 Woelk 2013, p. 132; Lindström 2020, p. 28. “Ex-

clusive competences are freely exercised, in con-
formity with the Constitution, international obli-
gations and the basic principles of the Italian legal 
system, as well as in conformity with the fun-
damental principles of socio-economic reforms. 
Provincial secondary legislation has, in addition, 
also had to respect ordinary Italian laws. Second-
ary legislative powers include local police issues, 
elementary and secondary education, commerce, 
apprenticeships and vocational training, employ-
ment issues, public performances concerning pub-
lic order and concessions for establishments open 
to the public, industrial protection, water sup-
plies, hygiene and public health (including hospi-
tal services), and sport and recreation.”; Alber and 
Zwilling 2016, p. 16.

51 Alber and Zwilling 2016, p.16
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“it is consistent with the constitutional status of 
the Faroes”, however, the Faroes cannot become 
a member of international organizations where 
Denmark is already a member. Furthermore, the 
act presupposes close co-operation between the 
Faroe Islands and Denmark in order not to dis-
regard the overall interests of Denmark. 64

2.4 Status of the Regions in Relation to the EU
Both Åland and the Faroe Islands today have a 
particular status vis-à-vis the EU. They can be 
classified as ‘ad hoc arrangements’.65  Åland is 
included but with exceptions, whereas the Faroe 
Islands remain outside of the EU but with spe-
cial agreements with the EU on certain matters 
of interest. In many ways the relation of the Far-
oe Islands to the EU is that of a third country, 
but the position of the Faroe Islands as a politi-
cal entity outside of the EU, with vast self-deter-
mination but still part of an EU member state, is 
also described as a grey zone which leads to the 
Faroe Islands ‘falling between the chairs’ from 
time to time.66  In contrast to the other two en-
tities, South Tyrol is included in the European 
Union without any special agreement, nor pro-
tection for its status or from unwanted effects of 
the Common Market why it will not be elabo-
rated upon in this section of the report.67 

When Finland acceded to the EU, Åland had 
a relatively favorable position what regards the 
economy, the scope and depth of self-govern-
ment, as well as its level of regional integration 
as it was already part of the Nordic co-operation. 
In those respects, Åland had a position to defend 
and protect. While the Government of Åland 
recognized benefits with international co-oper-
ation, open markets, and free trade, and did not 
consider the alternative of staying outside of the 
EU as attractive when Finland and Sweden de-
cided to accede, it also saw the risk that the au-

64 2005 Foreign Policy Authority Act.
65 Ackrén 2021 forthcoming.
66 Interview Faroe Islands.
67 Peterlini 2013, p. 139; Lindström 2020, pp. 23, 27.

thermore, the preamble of the 2005 Takeover 
Act states that the law is an agreement between 
the Faroe Islands Government and the Danish 
Government as two equal partners.59  Suksi con-
cluded that, “It seems that a federative relation-
ship of some sort between the three parts of the 
Danish realm (Denmark proper, the Faroe Is-
lands, and Greenland) is emerging”.60 

The Home Rule Act of 1948 enumerates 
competences in two lists. List A (Special Faro-
ese Affairs) includes education, taxation, admin-
istration, agriculture, fisheries, culture, health 
and social services. List B contains matters that 
will be transferred to the Faroes upon their re-
quest.61 The Home Rule Act of 1948 and the 
2005 Take Over Act regulate the division of 
competences. There are five areas in which the 
state maintains authority which cannot be taken 
over by the Faroe Islands, these are the consti-
tution; citizenship; the Supreme Court, foreign, 
security and defence policy; foreign exchange 
and monetary policy. All other affairs can be tak-
en over by the Faroese authorities, either directly 
or in some cases after negotiations with Den-
mark.62  The Faroe Islands have gradually taken 
over more and more competencies, and is today 
in charge of most issue areas.63

The Foreign Policy Authority Act of 2005 al-
lows the Faroe Islands to “negotiate and conclude 
agreements under international law with foreign 
states and international organisations which re-
late entirely to subject matters under the juris-
diction of the authorities of the Faroes”. There 
are however some restrictions, for example this 
right does not apply to agreements which affect 
the security and defense policy of Denmark, nor 
regarding agreements which are to 
apply to Denmark. Faroese membership of inter-
national organisations is possible provided that 

59 Suksi 2014, 15, Hartmann 2019.
60 Suksi 2014, p. 40.
61 1948 Home Rule Act, Adler-Nissen 2014, p. 16.
62 2005 Takeover Act
63 Adler-Nissen 2014, p. 60, West 2020, p. 12.
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related to its status and economics, 71 and for ave-
nues of participation in the EU, it was considered 
‘good enough’, despite some requirements, such as 
its own seat in the European Parliament, not be-
ing met.72

After two referendums – first, a nation-wide 
referendum concerning whether Finland would 
join the EU, and a second held on Åland exclu-
sively regarding Åland’s choice in which 73.6% of 
the population of Åland voted for membership - 
the Åland Parliament voted for accession.73

Protocol No. 2 of Finland’s accession treaty 
to the EU - the ‘Åland Protocol’ - which was an-
nexed to Finland’s treaty of accession to the EU, 
regulates Åland’s relationship with the EU. It 
confirms Åland’s special status under interna-
tional law and details special provisions for the 
right to buy land and conduct business in Åland, 
which are parts of the guarantees for the language 
and culture based in agreements from 1921. Ac-
cording to the protocol, Åland is regarded as a 
third territory with respect to indirect taxation.74  

71 Protocol No. 2 on the Åland Islands, attached to 
the Treaty of Accession of Finland to the Europe-
an Union, contains special provisions for purchas-
ing of real estate and the right to conduct business 
in Åland. It also states that Åland shall be regard-
ed as a third territory with respect to indirect tax-
ation. This provision enables the sale of tax-free 
goods to passengers travelling between the Åland 
Islands and other EU Member States. Suksi 2011, 
pp. 159-160.

72 Simolin 2021.
73 Akintug 2020; Finland’s Ministry for Foreign 

Affairs, The special status of the Åland Islands;  
Åland Parliament, Åland och EU.

74 The provision in Protocol 2 (a) reads: ”The territory 
of the AAland islands - being considered as a third 
territory, as defined in Article 3 (1) third indent of 
Council Directive 77/388/EEC as amended, and as 
a national territory falling outside the field of appli-
cation of the excise harmonization directives as de-
fined in Article 2 of Council Directive 92/12/EEC 
- shall be excluded from the territorial application 
of the EC provisions in the fields of harmonization 
of the laws of the Member States on turnover taxes 
and on excise duties and other forms of indirect tax-
ation. This exemption shall not have any effect on 
the Community's own resources. This paragraph 
shall not apply to the provisions of Council Direc-
tive 69/335/EEC, as amended, relating to capital 
duty.

tonomy of Åland would diminish, and the econ-
omy might be negatively affected, unless certain 
guarantees and exceptions could be negotiated.

According to memorandums from the Åland 
Government to the Åland Parliament, and in-
terviews with politicians and civil servants in the 
administration, the aims upon admission to the 
EU were, from Åland’s perspective, for Åland to 
maintain its position and keep avenues open for 
future possibilities to develop the economy and 
the autonomy.68  Åland's primary interests upon 
joining the EU were to protect Åland's special 
status, its autonomy, and its economy through a 
tax exemption, which was seen, above all else, as 
vital.

The basis for why Åland was able to choose 
whether to join the EU together with Finland in 
1995 can be found in the Autonomy Act, which 
stipulates that, if a treaty that Finland has con-
cluded contains provisions within the authori-
ty of Åland, the consent of the Åland Legislative 
Assembly is needed in order to have the provision 
to enter into force in Åland.69 

That both Finland and Sweden would join the 
EU meant Åland would be geographically sur-
rounded by EU-principles even if remaining out-
side, which was one reason that membership was 
considered the best possible or least bad alter-
native for Åland. In fact, the question has been 
raised on whether Åland, in practice, actually had 
a choice to stay out of the EU.70   When Åland at-
tained exemptions for the most important issues 

68 Simolin 2021.
69 1991 Autonomy Act, section 59.
70 One of the chief negotiators for Åland, Peter 

Lindbäck, who was - at the time - the Head of 
the Administration of the Åland Government, in 
a radio interview 10 years after accession, noted 
that Åland would be surrounded by EC-prin-
ciples (European Community) and that, in his 
view, there was no realistic alternative to accession. 
On a different note, the positions of Finland and 
Denmark towards the options of the entities have 
not been investigated here, but some informants 
have made statements indicating that Finland was 
not very open to the possibility for Åland to re-
main outside of the EU, whereas Denmark was 
open to a non-membership for the Faroe Islands.
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In relation to the EU, the Faroe Islands (un-
like Greenland) are not an “overseas territory” 
but are treated as a third country which man-
ages its relationship with the EU through bilat-
eral treaties.78 These include a treaty on fisher-
ies, a free trade agreement limited to goods, and 
an agreement on scientific and technological co-
operation.79 The trade agreement also includes 
a Veterinary Protocol and since 2005 the Faroes 
have also been part of the System of Pan-Eu-
ro-Mediterranean Cumulation.80 In addition to 
have stayed outside of the EU, the Faroe Islands 
are not a part of either the EFTA or the EEA.81

In the North Atlantic, the Faroe Islands are 
not alone in having chosen to stay outside of the 
EU. The Faroe Islands’ immediate neighborhood 
consists of non-EU members including Iceland, 
Greenland, Norway, and, following Brexit, the 
UK. It has been argued that Iceland, the Faroe Is-
lands, and Greenland all have rejected EU mem-
bership for similar reasons, and that the inter-
ests and political strength of the fisheries sector 

78 Stephan 2017, p. 292; Ackrén 2021 forthcoming; 
Faroe Islands and Denmark joint report to the 
Faroese Minister of Foreign Affairs 2010, p. 39.

79 The Faroe Islands are also seeking to join the ER-
ASMUS and Creative Europe programmes.

80 Government of the Faroe Islands online, “The 
Mission of the Faroes to the EU”; EFTA online, 
“Accession of the Kingdom of Denmark in respect 
of the Faroe Islands, to the regional convention on 
pan-euro-mediterranean preferential rules of ori-
gin” (This agreement is signed by “the Kingdom 
of Denmark in respect of the Faroe Islands”); Eu-
ropean Commission online, “Diagonal Cumula-
tion”.

81 The European Free Trade Association (EFTA) 
is the intergovernmental organisation of Iceland, 
Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland with a 
goal to promote free trade and economic integra-
tion between its members.  EFTA online, “The 
European Free Trade Association”. Three of the 
EFTA members are also members of the Euro-
pean Economic Area (EEA) which ”… unites the 
EU Member States and the three EEA EFTA 
States (Iceland, Liechtenstein, and Norway) into 
an Internal Market governed by the same basic 
rules. These rules aim to enable goods, services, 
capital, and persons to move freely about the 
EEA in an open and competitive environment, a 
concept referred to as the four freedoms.” EFTA 
online, ”European Economic Area (EEA) / Rela-
tions with the EU”.

This ‘tax-exemption’ enables the sale of tax-free 
goods to passengers travelling between the Åland 
Islands and other EU Member States, including 
mainland Finland. 75 

In view of EU accession, a core interest of the 
Faroe Islands was to stay in control over the man-
agement of fisheries in Faroese waters. Accord-
ing to Rebhan, in the early 1960’s, the then ruling 
unionist Government of the Faroe Islands had 
been in favour of following Denmark into the EU. 
However, support later changed to rejection due 
to concerns related to the Common Fisheries Pol-
icy (CFP) which was adopted in 1970. The EU 
member states were not willing to allow for any 
permanent exception from the CFP that would 
satisfy the Faroese.76  

When Denmark joined the EU (EC) in 1973, 
the Faroe Islands were excluded from the Danish 
membership through a special protocol in Den-
mark's accession treaty. According to this proto-
col the Faroe Islands had the option to be includ-
ed in Denmark’s membership should the Faroese 
Parliament express its interest until 31 Decem-
ber 1975. However, in January 1974 the Faroese 
Parliament unanimously decided to remain out-
side.77

75 1994 Accession Treaty of Finland to the Euro-
pean Union, Protocol No. 2 on the Åland Islands; 
Suksi 2011, pp. 159-160.

76 Rebhan 2014, pp. 66, 154. Faroe Islands and Den-
mark joint report to the Faroese Minister of Foreign 
Affairs 2010, 2010, p. 42. Rebhan explains that the 
CFP “… was based on the principle of equal access 
of member states to the fishing limits of other mem-
ber states. The unionist government could not ac-
cept that it would only keep its twelve-mile fishing 
limit temporarily. Nor could it accept that it would 
not be able to extend this limit at a later point of time 
in order to exclude other EC fishermen from it. It 
feared that the trend towards extensions of fishing 
limits to 200 miles worldwide would increasingly 
exclude the Faroese distant-water fishing fleet from 
its traditional catching areas. At the same time, they 
would not be able to take up fisheries in Faroese wa-
ters instead, as the Faroes would not profit from an 
extended fishing limit, if they joined the EC. In ad-
dition, EC membership would threaten the basis of 
existence of Faroese coastal fishermen. Remaining 
outside the EC was therefore the lesser of two evils 
for the unionist government.” Rebhan 2014, p. 154.

77 Rebhan 2014, pp. 61-62.
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Faroe-EU relations are further complicated by 
the differing political views on the status of the 
Faroe Islands and its relationship to Denmark 
which exist on the islands.87  The political parties 
in the Faroes are divided in their ambitions for 
whether to continue as a part of the Danish realm 
or strive for independence, and an EU-member-
ship would affect the relationship between the 
Faroes and Denmark.88

There is a political desire for a closer relation-
ship to the EU, and several options have been 
considered.89  In a report by Danish and Faroese 
officials to the Faroese Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs published in 2010, four main alternatives 
were outlined: 1) Increased bilateral coopera-
tion with the European Union, 2) The Faroe Is-
lands as a part of Danish EU membership, 3) In-
dependent Faroese membership of the EU or 4) 
Faroese EEA membership.

Alternatives 3 and 4 would require independ-
ence and alternative 2 would probably mean a 
closer relationship with Denmark, why due to 
the differing political ambitions regarding the 
status of the Faroe Islands they are all politi-
cally difficult. The report from 2010 maintains 
that political concerns in the debate on the Far-
oes in relation to alternative 2 have been: ” … is-
sues such as loss of the benefits of autonomy, the 
assumed necessity to negotiate with Brussels 
through Denmark on matters presently subject 
to exclusive Faroese competence, lack of visibil-
ity/exposure, inadequate representation in the 
EU institutions, the CFP and marginalisation. 
A general worry is that being part of the Dan-
ish EU membership would tie the Faroes closer 
to Denmark, making it very difficult to eventual-
ly form a Faroese state.” In relation to alternative 
3, it is also questioned to what extent the EU is 

87 Faroe Islands and Denmark joint report to the 
Faroese Minister of Foreign Affairs 2010, p. 9, 
Rebhan 2014, Adler-Nissen 2014.

88 Faroe Islands and Denmark joint report to the 
Faroese Minister of Foreign Affairs 2010, p. 9, 
Adler-Nissen 2014, p. 74.

89 Adler-Nissen 2014, p. 56.

was one reason why EU-membership was turned 
down twice in referendums also in Norway. Ac-
cording to Rebhan, “Rejection of the EU’s Com-
mon Fisheries Policy is found to be the main ex-
planation for North Atlantic Euroscepticism”.82

Informants and literature agree that the ques-
tion of fisheries has been a main concern för the 
Faroe Islands in relation to potential EU-mem-
bership – not only at the time of Denmark’s acces-
sion but also afterwards. It is not merely a ques-
tion of economic concerns, but is also a question 
of retaining decision-making powers. In a report 
published in 2010 by Danish and Faroese offi-
cials, it is stated that: ”From an economic point of 
view there seems to be general political concern 
about the EU Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), 
which would require the Faroes to relinquish ex-
clusive competence over their fundamental eco-
nomic source of income in favour of an uncertain 
measure of influence within the EU.”83 In Reb-
han’s words, the main reason for the Faroe Is-
land’s continuous rejection of EU membership 
has been “the unwillingness to transfer national 
sovereignty over their fisheries resources to the 
EU”.84  Furthermore, according to the same au-
thor, “this rejection is rather based on the politi-
cal concern in the Faroe Islands and Greenland 
to transfer national sovereignty over their single 
most important resource to the EU than on eco-
nomic concerns about their fisheries sectors”.85 

According to Rebhan, the Faroe Islands are in 
a “European policy deadlock”. In contrast to its 
neighbours, Norway and Iceland which are inde-
pendent states and EEA-members, and Green-
land which qualifies for OCT status, they have 
no automatic access to the free market but have 
so far not been willing to give up sovereignty, in 
particular over the fisheries sector.86

82 Rebhan 2014.
83 Faroe Islands and Denmark joint report to the 

Faroese Minister of Foreign Affairs 2010, p. 9.
84 Rebhan 2014, p. 168.
85 Rebhan 2014.
86 Rebhan 2014, p. 161. 



Report from the Åland Islands Peace Institute 4–2021 19

Autonomies interacting with the EU

interested in granting full membership to micro 
states. Alternatives 2 and 3, membership either 
within Denmark or independently, are expected 
to restrict Faroese traditional hunting and sheep 
slaughtering practices. All three options 2,3 and 
4 are assessed to carry administrative and finan-
cial challenges.90 

However, option number 1 – increased bilater-
al cooperation with the EU – is an option which 
would leave the legal and political relationship 
between the Faroe Islands and Denmark intact. 
This has also been the preferred alternative. The 
report maintains that ”The political and legal 
preconditions exists for either continuing to ex-
pand the current framework of cooperation on 
a case-by-case basis or by creating a new bilat-
eral agreement”, and also consider ”… the legal 
preconditions for a customs union are present in 
principle”.91

The Faroe Islands are currently working to 
have a closer relationship with the EU.92  It is 
reported that Denmark supports this ambition, 
and that there is also an interest from the side 
of the EU.93 According to one informant, there 
is no lack of support from Denmark, therefore 
it is now up to the Commission, the EEAS, the  
other member states and the EP how to process 
will proceed. To what extent and degree relations 
will deepened remains to be seen.

90  Faroe Islands and Denmark joint report to the 
Faroese Minister of Foreign Affairs 2010. 

91  Faroe Islands and Denmark joint report to the 
Faroese Minister of Foreign Affairs 2010, 2010, p. 
11. 

92 Government of the Faroe Islands online, “Euro-
pean Union”.

93 Interview Faroe Islands.
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through which regions can use their direct con-
tacts within the EU: through the Committee of 
the Regions, the Council of Ministers, the EU 
Commission, the European Parliament, regional 
Brussels offices, and through European networks 
and associations.98  When such extra-state chan-
nels are employed, the activity can be described as 
paradiplomacy, i.e. involvement of regions in in-
ternational affairs.99

Since before Finland’s accession, whether 
through the state or through EU-regulations, 
Åland has strived - but not succeeded - to receive 
a seat in the European Parliament, something 
which is described as a democratic deficit. In-
stead, Åland’s opportunities to participate in EU-
work have developed gradually - particularly pos-
sibilities to take part in work at the national level.

Both Åland and South Tyrol can implement 
EU-legislation in their competences and in their 
territory. However, when it comes to preparation 
of EU-legislation, Åland’s ability to participate 
in national work is significantly more compre-
hensive than South Tyrol’s. While most aspects 
of the participation of Åland in EU-matters are 
based on provisions in the Autonomy Act, for 
South Tyrol, political influence and bargaining in 
Rome and in Brussels is described by informants 
as a more important means for influencing than 
results from the provisions for regional participa-
tion enshrined in the Constitution. 

98 Tatham 2008, p. 493. According to Tatham (2015, 
p. 2) 7% of lobbyists in Brussels are regions. Re-
gions with and without legislative power are rep-
resented through 200-250 regional offices. On 
average, regional offices in Brussels employ about 
five and a half full-time staff.

99 See Tatham 2018, p. 281 for a discussion on the 
concept of paradiplomacy. He interprets interna-
tional affairs as “non-domestic affairs, that is, be-
yond the borders of the region’s embedding state”, 
and emphasizes that paradiplomacy regards diplo-
macy in parallel with state diplomacy.

Regions within the EU are not only ob-
jects upon which the EU and states exer-

cise their powers, but also actors and subjects 
through which these changes are brought about, 
and by employing different strategies and tools, 
these regions also attempt to influence the EU, 
something which can be called Regional Mo-
bilization.94  Often, the methods that a region 
can use in efforts to participate in and influence 
the EU are divided into two main groups – re-
gions can act via the state, or directly to Brussels; 
and in the latter case they can either cooperate 
with the state or find their own channels in or-
der to bypass their state. Both avenues are com-
mon, and regions have increased their activities 
in both arenas over time. In particular, it is re-
gions with legislative powers that frequently use 
both intra-state and extra-state channels for in-
fluence.95

These channels of communication can be di-
vided in slightly different ways: according to 
Tatham, intra-state channels include institution-
alized participation through national adminis-
trative and legal bodies; specific mechanisms for 
consultation; informal lobbying on the national 
stage; through the permanent representatives of 
the state in Brussels; or by giving the region access 
to the Commission or Council of the Regions 
working groups and meetings.96  Thus, when a re-
gion participates in national work in Brussels, it is 
considered as intra-state activity.

The regions can also independently participate 
directly with EU bodies. Tatham has identified 
six main avenues, or “opportunity structures”97  

94 Hepburn 2008, p. 540; Tatham 2019; Plangger 
2018.

95 Tatham 2019, pp. 219-220; Bursens and de Blau-
wer 2018, pp. 598-599.

96 Tatham 2008, p. 493.
97 Tatham 2008.

3. Channels for Participation in or Co-operation 
with the EU
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visions in Chapter 9a have been supplemented 
several times. The regulations in chapter 9a now 
cover preparation of national positions, imple-
mentation of decisions made in the European Un-
ion, the position of Åland in cases pertaining to 
treaty violations, in cases pending before the Court 
of Justice of the European Communities, and the 
state liability of Åland.101 Åland's participation in 
the EU has thus developed gradually, especially in 
terms of participation in national work. The pro-
visions are, today, far-reaching and one of the in-
formants stated that they would find it difficult to 
foresee further significant improvements to the 
legislation, in view of the limits set by the fact that 
only states can be members of the EU and have full 
access to the decision-making structures.102

With regard to preparation of national posi-
tions, the Åland Government is kept informed 
and has the opportunity to participate in the work 
of the national authorities preparing EU-matters. 
According to civil servants on Åland, in most in-
stances Åland is content with the positions of Fin-
land, and no further measures need be taken. Nev-
ertheless some challenges are prevalent. Firstly, 
is for Åland to detect which upcoming regula-
tions might have impact, and to detect this at an 
early stage when it is still possible to affect Fin-
land’s preparatory work and try to influence the 
EU. Secondly, is that preparation on the mainland 
occurs in the Finnish language and translation is 
often unavailable. Thirdly, when Finland has dif-
fering view than Åland there is little Åland can 
do. However, at the request of the Åland Govern-
ment, the position of Åland will be communicat-
ed when Finland's positions are presented in the 
European Union institutions.103 

On implementation of decisions made in the 
European Union, the stance is that Åland shall 
deal with matters within the Åland jurisdiction. 
In some cases the measures taken by Åland and 

101 1991 Autonomy Act, chapter 9a.
102 Interview Åland.
103 1991 Autonomy Act, chapter 9a.

South Tyrol (through political party SVP) has 
a member of the European Parliament, which 
means it has secured the direct influence with-
in the EU - which Åland is lacks. On the other 
hand, Åland has more developed opportunities 
for participation in the national preparatory work 
of Finland, and has access to the Council since 
its representative in Brussels has diplomatic sta-
tus. It can be assessed that, in Brussels, Åland is 
closer to its core state than the other two regions: 
their representations are more loosely connected 
to their states and South Tyrol has its own MEP.

The relations between the Faroe Islands and 
the EU are bilateral, and the Faroes functions as 
a third country in relation to the EU, albeit with 
some restrictions as Foreign Policy is mostly the 
competence of Denmark. The Faroe Islands in-
teract with the EU mainly through its diplomatic 
mission in Brussels and in negotiations with the 
Commission.

3.1 Åland - Participation on a Legal Basis and 
Mostly in National Work

In relation to the EU, influence and participation 
has been a major concern for the Åland Govern-
ment since the accession negotiations. The Åland 
Government realized early on that Åland would 
lose competences through membership of the 
EU, which would not be compensated for by di-
rect influence in any of the Union's decision-mak-
ing bodies, i.e. the Council, the Commission or 
the European Parliament. Efforts were therefore 
made to maximize the opportunities for influ-
ence and participation in other ways, both nation-
ally and in Brussels. According to one informant, 
the Finnish government realized the seriousness 
of Åland's loss of competence and immediately 
agreed to changes to strengthen Åland's influence. 
A new chapter - 9a - was speedily added to the Au-
tonomy Act to cover EU-matters.100

When flaws in participation were detected over 
time, or due to changes in the EU-system, the pro-

100 Simolin 2021.
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tion with the Swedish People's Party in Finland, 
through which Åland may appoint an assistant to 
one of Finland's MEPs.107 

Åland may make direct contact with the Com-
mission in matters falling within the powers of 
Åland and concerning the implementation of de-
cisions made in the European Union.108  Åland 
also takes part in the open consultations of the 
Commission. 

At the beginning of Finland’s EU membership 
Åland actively participated in networks and asso-
ciations such as the Baltic Sea Seven Islands (B7), 
the Conference of Peripheral Maritime Regions 
(CPMR), and The Conference of European Re-
gions with Legislative Power (REGLEG): lob-
bying to raise the status of the islands within the 
EU and have the specificities of islands taken into 
account in decision-making. However, some of 
these bodies are no longer active, and Åland has 
chosen to depart from other associations, such as 
the CPMR, because - as reported by civil servants 
on Åland - the cost-benefit ratio was thought to 
be too small.109 

According to the Autonomy Act, Åland is en-
titled to one of Finland's seats on the Commit-
tee of the Regions. It is the Speaker of the Parlia-
ment of Åland who takes up this position and who 
also participates in The Conference of Europe-
an Regional Legislative Assemblies (CALRE), a 
network which unites seventy-four presidents of 
European regional legislative assemblies. Åland 
also participates in other forums where EU mat-
ters are included on the agenda, such as the Nordic 
Co-operation and the Baltic Sea Parliamentarian 
Conference (BSPC). 

Recently, the new body RLEG has been es-
tablished as a forum where regions with legisla-
tive powers can co-operate in relation to the con-
ference of the future of Europe, and Åland takes 
part here. Åland also co-operates with individu-

107 Simolin 2021.
108 1991 Autonomy Act, section 59b.
109 Simolin 2021.

Finland are dependent on one another and the 
parties consult each other. However, if only one 
measure can be taken in the member state, it is 
Finland that decides after having taken the opin-
ions of Åland into consideration.104 

In cases when the actions or inactions of the 
Åland Government result in infringement of EU 
treaties, it is Finland that risks being brought be-
fore the European Court of Justice or be liable to 
pecuniary sanctions. The Autonomy Act includes 
provisions on how Åland may take part in prepa-
rations for proceedings in the court as well as to be 
liable for the sanctions.105 

If a treaty that Finland has concluded contains 
provisions within the competence of Åland, the 
consent of the Ålandic Legislative Assembly is 
required for these provisions to enter into force 
in Åland, and this includes EU-treaties.106 This 
can be viewed as a special channel for participa-
tion in EU-matters, and has been used extensive-
ly by Åland in connection with treaty changes; 
partly to try to influence the content of the trea-
ties, and partly to put pressure on Finland to give 
Åland more influence in EU-matters - especially 
through a seat in the European Parliament.

Åland has no direct influence on any of the three 
decision-making levels within the EU: the Com-
mission, the Council, or the European Parlia-
ment. In Brussels, Åland’s main avenues for in-
teraction with the EU-institutions are mostly 
through the state. 

In government documents and interviews, the 
fact that Åland does not have its own seat in the 
European Parliament is described as a democ-
racy problem and the Åland Government con-
sistently tries to assert the right to such a seat. In 
the absence of its own parliamentary seat, Åland 
cooperates with other Members of the Europe-
an Parliament, partly through informal meet-
ings and partly through a formalized co-opera-

104 1991 Autonomy Act, chapter 9a.
105 1991 Autonomy Act, chapter 9a.
106 1991 Autonomy Act, section 59.
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matic status of Minister-Counsellor (which 
corresponds to deputy head of a mission). It is the 
Åland Government that instructs the represent-
ative and pays their salary, and the regional rep-
resentative acts on behalf of Åland and can take 
their own initiative. However, according to one 
informant, the custom is that Finland is kept in-
formed and if Åland and Finland have differing 
positions, meetings with EU institutions will be 
attended by both the Åland representative and a 
representative of Finland.114 

The Åland representative has access to the 
Council, which is described as important as well 
as rare among asymmetric autonomies though for 
federal entities it is more common. Due to their 
accreditation, the Åland representative can initi-
ate ad-hoc meetings with the Commission.115

Interviews also show a perception that Åland 
could participate more actively both directly in 
Brussels and in Helsinki. That this does not 
happen is primarily due to a lack of resources, 
but in other contexts it is also mentioned that 
there is a lack of interest in and knowledge about 
EU-issues among members of the Åland legis-
lature.116

3.2 South Tyrol: Political Bargaining in Brus-
sels and in Rome 

South Tyrol’s avenues for participation in the EU 
are a combination of channels provided for all Ital-
ian regions; channels it has as autonomous prov-
ince; the co-operation with (Italian) Trento and 
(Austrian) Tyrol in an EGTC (European Group-
ing of Territorial Cooperation)117; channels in 

on gathering information to more focus on im-
pact - and so that the representation has become 
less integrated into the Finnish Permanent Rep-
resentation, why today, even if it has no separate 
office premises, the representation in Brussels can 
be conceptualized as a Regional Office. Blomberg 
2021, forthcoming.

114 Interview Åland.
115 Interview Åland.
116 Simolin 2021.
117 EGTC is a legal instrument for facilitating cross-

border, transnational, and interregional coopera-
tion.

al regions to pursue shared interests; for example, 
Åland and South Tyrol have joined forces in ef-
forts to affect copyright legislation.110 

In some instances, ministers from Åland have 
taken part in the national delegations at meet-
ings in the Council of Ministers. The possibility 
for a minister from the Åland Islands to partici-
pate in the council meetings is, by several inform-
ants, described as a not very influential strategy as 
meetings happenit too late into the process to af-
fect decision-making. However, among this re-
port’s informants there is also a deviating opinion 
according to which the meetings of the Coun-
cil in early stages of a process are important, that 
Ålandic presence in the room can put pressure on 
Finland’s representatives to consider Ålandic po-
sitions, and, at a more general level, Ålandic min-
isters overall ought to spend more time in Brus-
sels. 111

In the absence of direct participation in deci-
sion-making in Brussels, the Åland official at the 
Finnish Permanent Representation in Brussels 
is seen as particularly important for finding in-
formation about decisions that are underway at 
an early stage; for gaining access to meetings and 
people in Brussels; and to advance Åland’s po-
sitions. The official is formally employed by the 
Finnish Ministry for Foreign Affairs but works 
only for Åland, and at the expense of the Åland 
Government. The representative works both at a 
national level within the framework of the Finn-
ish representation, and independently through 
their own contacts with institutions, organisa-
tions, and other regions represented in Brussels.112 

Åland thus does not have a separate regional 
office, but a representative located at the Perma-
nent Representation of Finland who acts inde-
pendently.113 The representative has the diplo-

110 Simolin 2021.
111 Simolin 2021.
112 Simolin, 2021; Interview Åland. For studies of the 

role and mandate of the representative in Brussels 
see Blomberg 2020, 2021.

113 According to Blomberg, the role of the repre-
sentative has developed over time - from a focus 
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The previously mentioned Standing Confer-
ence for Cooperation between the State, the 
Regions and the Autonomous Provinces122, to-
gether with an informal Conference for the 
Presidents of the Regions, have become the in-
stitution which formulates and expresses the re-
gions’ opinions on EU proposals which concern 
their powers or interests.123  It has a consultative 
role and can discuss all political issues of region-
al interest, including EU-matters but excluding 
foreign and defense policy, and judicial affairs. 
Only the executive is represented in these meet-
ings, which take place ‘behind closed doors’. 124

The Constitution describes direct contacts 
and regional participation in the decision-mak-
ing process, and regions are entitled to regional 
representation in the Government’s delegations 
in Brussels.125  Furthermore, the Regions and 
Autonomous Provinces may participate in the 
Council of the EU, the Commission, and in their 
working groups and expert committees, follow-
ing an agreement in the State-Regions Confer-
ence. The national delegation to the Council 
of Ministers may be chaired by regional repre-
sentatives and must comprise at least one rep-
resentative from the special status Regions and 
Autonomous Provinces.126  However, even if the 
provisions for regional participation in the Con-
stitution are generous, later national regulations 
interpret the provisions in the Constitution in a 
more restrictive direction. It is also said that it is 
the implementation phase that has been empha-

122 Conferenza permanente per i rapporti tra lo Stato, 
le Regioni e le Province Autonome. Hereinafter: 
“Standing Conference”.

123 Woelk 2008, p. 139-140.
124 Interview South Tyrol.
125 “Regioni participate both directly and indirectly 

in Brussels itself. Indirect participation comes by 
means of the four regional representatives, ap-
pointed by the Conferenza Stato-Regioni, that are 
part of Italy’s permanent representation in Brus-
sels (COREPER).” Bilancia et. al 2010, p. 159-
160. (The publication uses the terms “stato” and 
“regioni” which is Italian for ‘state’ and ‘region.’)

126 European Committee of the Regions online, 
“Italy”.

Brussels; a seat in the European Parliament; a seat 
in the Committee of Regions; and a regional office 
(the Common Representation of the European 
Region Tyrol - South Tyrol – Trentino in Brussels). 

Foreign policy is the jurisdiction of the Italian 
state, and for a long time the external representa-
tion and involvement in decision-making process-
es within the EU remained a state monopoly.118  
Special regions could implement EC law in fields 
where they had exclusive competences from the 
beginning, but the state kept control of concurrent 
legislation until the mid-1970s, when the involve-
ment of regions increased.119  Since the Constitu-
tional reforms of 2001 regional participation in 
EU affairs, and the direct regional enactment and 
application of EC/EU law, are included in the 
Constitution of Italy.120 

According to the Constitution: “The Regions 
and the autonomous provinces of Trent[o] and 
Bolzano take part in preparatory decision-mak-
ing process of EU legislative acts in the areas that 
fall within their responsibilities. They are also re-
sponsible for the implementation of international 
agreements and EU measures, subject to the rules 
set out in State law which regulate the exercise of 
subsidiary powers by the State in the case of non-
performance by the Regions and autonomous 
provinces.” 121 

Interviewees point out that there is a difference 
between the preparatory phase and the phase of 
implementation, and whilst the implementation 
phase is fully delegated to South Tyrol, the scope 
for participation in the preparatory phase is very 
limited. 

118 Woelk 2008, p. 136; Ackrén 2011, p. 22; Lind-
ström 2020, p. 27.

119 Woelk 2008, p. 136.
120 120 Woelk 2008, p. 138. “All regions are vested 

with a general power of direct enactment and ap-
plication of EC/EU normative acts as well as in-
ternational treaties, independent from the nature 
of the competence concerned (exclusive, concur-
rent or residual).” Law 131/2003 “Provisions for 
the adaptation of the Law of the Republic to the 
Constitutional law", Article 5.

121 Constitution of Italy, section 117. 
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ation is the national parliament, where the votes 
of the representatives from the South Tyrolean 
party SVP may  be important to national gov-
ernments that govern on slim majorities.131 

In 1995 South Tyrol opened a representative 
office in Brussels together with Austrian Tyrol 
and Trentino. This was contested by the Ital-
ian Government on the grounds that it was for-
eign policy and thus under the jurisdiction of the 
state. However, the Constitutional Court ruled 
against the government on this matter, and leg-
islation was later passed allowing all regions to 
establish offices in Brussels for relations with the 
EU’s institutions.132  

In contrast to the Åland Government’s repre-
sentative in Brussels, the two staff sent by South 
Tyrol to the representative office have no dip-
lomatic status and hence are not accredited to 
the EU-institutions. They promote both inter-
ests specific to South Tyrol; the joint interests of 
the Euroregion - e.g. regarding Common Agri-
cultural Policy impact, or infrastructure in Al-
pine regions; and the interests of the European 
Grouping of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC). 
The staff of South Tyrol in the regional of-
fice fall under the presidency of the South Ty-
rol Government and have no formal links to the 
Permanent Representation of Italy in Brussels.

The tasks include information, networking, 
and lobbying, and staff have a technical, facili-
tating, and supporting role rather than a political 
one.  The office is working both with financial 
issues and with monitoring upcoming legisla-
tion, however part of the work is managed with-
in the administration in South Tyrol.133  

131 Interview South Tyrol.
132 Engl and Zwilling 2008, p. 168.
133 Interview South Tyrol. The office in Brussels 

works with direct funding, whereas there is a de-
partment within the administration in South 
Tyrol which manages indirect funding, such as 
structural funds, ERDF, ESF, Interreg, and the 
Agriculture Department manages structural funds 
in agriculture.

sized rather than participation in preparation of 
EU-regulations and decision-making.127 

According to interviews, the scope of partici-
pation for Italian regions, through State chan-
nels, is more accessible on paper and more re-
stricted in practice. The standing conference is 
important but has a consultative rather than le-
gally binding role. The possibilities for the re-
gions to take part in the national delegations to 
the EU are considered to be very restricted. Fur-
thermore, there are a limited number of seats as-
signed to the regions, and it is the state which 
decides over the rotation, which means it is very 
difficult to plan ahead or build alliances. Accord-
ing to one informant it would be considered out 
of the question for a regional minister to repre-
sent the state in the Council. 128

According to provisions in the Constitution, 
the regions also have the possibility of asking the 
Italian Government to file appeals to the Euro-
pean Court of Justice on their behalf.129  More-
over, provided the matter is within their remit, 
the government is obliged to appeal to the EU 
Court of Justice against EU decisions if the 
Standing Conference requires it with an abso-
lute majority of the special status Regions and 
Autonomous Provinces.130  

The mandate of the Commission of 12 and of 
6 – which is considered as the perhaps most im-
portant instrument for the development of the 
autonomy - builds on the Autonomy Statute 
where EU-matters are not included, and hence 
EU-matters are not formally within their scope. 
The Commission is, however, described as a fo-
rum for negotiation rather than strictly rules-
based, thus it is possible that EU-matters can be 
informally raised in meetings which take place 
behind closed doors. Another forum for negoti-

127 Interview South Tyrol.
128 Interview South Tyrol.
129 Woelk 2008, p. 139; European Committee of the 

Regions online, “Italy”.
130 European Committee of the Regions online, “Ita-

ly”.
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3.3 The Faroe Islands:  Co-operation Through 
Bilateral Negotiations and Diplomacy 

As a third country in relation to the EU, the Far-
oe Islands do not participate in in the common 
decision-making process but co-operate with 
the EU on a bilateral basis in concert with EU 
staff responsible for EEA-countries and small 
states. 

For the Faroe Islands, their representation in 
Brussels is the main entry point for contacts 
within the European Union and the main formal 
contact with EU institutions is through bilateral 
treaties discussed with the Commission.137  

The Mission of the Faroe Islands in the Euro-
pean Union was founded in 1998. Its purpose is 
“to facilitate and enhance cooperation, contacts 
and the exchange of information between the 
Faroe Islands and the EU institutions and EU 
member states in all areas of mutual interest”.138 
The office has a role in most of the contact be-
tween the Faroe Islands and EU institutions, 
including beyond the areas where bilateral 
agreements exist (trade, fisheries and research 
cooperation). Among the prioritized matters at 
the moment are; a deepened political relation-
ship as well as; efforts to join both ERASMUS 
(EuRopean Community Action Scheme for the 
Mobility of University Students) and Creative 
Europe.139 

The Mission is a part of the Faroese Foreign 
service and acts in practice independently from 
the Danish Permanent Representation. At the 
same time the staff at the Mission enjoy diplo-
matic status through Denmark and are thus ac-
credited to EU institutions. The staff is direct-
ed by the Faroe Islands and represents an entity 
outside of the EU, while at the same time they 
strive to be transparent and in continuous con-

137 Interview Faroe Islands.
138 Government of the Faroe Islands online, The Far-

oe Islands and the European Union.
139 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Faroe Islands, 

“An updated EU Arctic Policy”, p. 6; Interview 
Faroe Islands.

In Brussels, South Tyrol has access to the Eu-
ropean Parliament through its MEP. The posi-
tion is not guaranteed for South Tyrol, but spe-
cific rules apply to minority language parties in 
the elections, and at least one seat in the Eu-
ropean Parliament has been secured by SVP in 
all Italian elections to the European Parliament 
since 1979.134 The MEP of Tyrol may also act as 
an ally.135

Of Italy’s 24 representatives in the European 
Committee of the Regions (CoR), 14 are nomi-
nated by the regions. South Tyrol, for its part, 
has one representative. According to interviews 
in South Tyrol, participation in the CoR is con-
sidered important, whereas Bilancia et. al., as-
serts that, for the regions of Italy, “Regional par-
ticipation in the Committee of Regions (CoR) 
has not seemed to bring practical benefits, par-
tially due to CoR’s mixed composition consist-
ing of representatives from regional and local 
bodies”.136

In Brussels, South Tyrol often co-operates with 
other mountain regions as they often have com-
mon interests. Among the associations and net-
works that South Tyrol takes part in and which 
are mentioned by the informants are Euromon-
tana, the Vanguard initiative, ERRIN (The Eu-
ropean Return and Reintegration Network), the 
ALPINE Convention, EUSALP (EU Strategy 
for the Alpine Region) and the Association of 
European Border Regions (AEBR). In addition, 
South Tyrol can participate in networks both 
for Italian regions and for German speaking re-
gions. South Tyrol is also a member of the Con-
ference of European Regional Legislative As-
semblies (CALRE).

134 As a linguistic minority party SVP is not required 
to reach the national threshold of 4% on its own, 
but needs to secure a set number of votes (50,000) 
and can connect with a larger party to pass the 
threshold.

135 Interview South Tyrol.
136 Bilancia et.al. 2010, p. 161.
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sels also has contacts with MEPs who work on 
Arctic affairs and with MEPs from the Nordic 
countries.144  

As a non-member the Faroe Islands Govern-
ment does not participate in the Council. How-
ever, in recent years the office in Brussels has 
intensified their contact with the Council’s EF-
TA-group which is in charge of EEA-countries, 
the small states in Europe as well as the Faroe Is-
lands. The mandate on trade is presented to this 
working group before joint committee meetings, 
and so this group is “the link to the member 
states” for the Faroe Islands. Furthermore, even 
if the staff of the Mission in Brussels, as Danish 
diplomats, are automatically accredited to the 
Council, this channel is not used as the Council 
is a forum for members and the Faroe Islands are 
a non-memebr.

The Faroese do not participate in the Com-
mittee of Regions, as it is deemed irrelevant for 
the Faroe Islands as a non-member who also see 
themselves as a country rather than a region. As 
a non-member the Faroes are not automatically 
included in associations and networks that are 
relevant for members. However they are active in 
networks and cooperation in Brussels e.g. a third 
country group on fisheries and in a Nordic group 
on cultural cooperation where Åland is also ac-
tive. In addition, the Faroe Islands have associ-
ated membership in the Brussels cluster of the 
EU National Institutes for Culture (EUNIC).145

An arena that the Faroe Islands have access 
to is the European External Actions Service 
(EEAS), which is the European Union's diplo-
matic service. The EEAS are also represented in 
joint committee meetings.146  

Economic Area (EEA) Joint Parliamentary Com-
mittee.

144 Interview Faroe Islands.
145 Interview Faroe Islands.
146 Interview Faroe Islands

tact with the Danish representation in Brus-
sels.140 In matters directly affecting the Faroe 
Islands, and in particular their relationship to 
Denmark, according to one interviewee, if inter-
ests coincide there is a possibility that Denmark 
would act in a way that also serves the Faroe Is-
land’s interests.

The European Commission is the main organ 
that the Faroe Islands has contact with via bi-
lateral treaties and the joint committees that are 
responsible for them. The staff at the Mission 
in Brussels have meetings with representatives 
at different levels in the Directorate-Generals 
(DG) for trade and research, with the Commis-
sioners, and their cabinets before decisions are 
made in the formal joint committee meetings. 
Questions on fisheries are primarily managed 
from the Faroe Islands rather than from Brus-
sels, and so there is frequent and direct contact 
between the Ministry of Fisheries in the Faroe 
Islands and the Directorate-General of Mari-
time Affairs and Fisheries (DG MARE). Meet-
ings are also held with DG staff in some other 
areas where the Faroe Islands have special inter-
ests, such as DG of Education and Culture.141

As a non-member, the Faroese have no repre-
sentation in the European Parliament. There is 
no delegation in the Parliament responsible for 
the Faroe Islands, which is something the Faroe 
Islands would like to see changed.142  There is 
a delegation responsible for EEA-countries and 
the Arctic northern hemisphere, which has an 
annual meeting with the West Nordic council, 
as well as the Nordic Council, where the Faroe 
Islands are a member.143  The Mission in Brus-

140 Bartman 2006, p. 550; Interview Faroe Islands. 
As previously mentioned, the 2005 Foreign Policy 
Authority Act presupposes close co-operation be-
tween the Faroe Islands and Denmark.

141 Interview Faroe Islands.
142 Interview Faroe Islands.
143 European Parliament online, “Delegations”: 

DEEA - the European Parliament's Delegation 
for Northern cooperation and relations with Swit-
zerland and Norway and to the EU-Iceland Joint 
Parliamentary Committee and the European 
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Access to EU in 
Brussels

Åland South Tyrol Faroe

European  
Parliament

No own MEP. Informal 
contacts with relevant MEPs. 
Assistant to MEP of the 
Swedish People’s Party of 
Finland (SfP).

SVPs MEP (since 1979) Not 
guaranteed, but election rules 
consider position of linguistic 
minorities. MEP of Tyrol an 
important contact.

No MEP. No delegation in EP 
responsible for FO. Contact is with 
individual MEPs and through West 
Nordic Council.

Council Minister from Åland can 
take part in Council mee-
tings with FI delegation.
Representative in Brus-
sels accredited through FI 
Permanent Representation, 
can take part in meetings, 
represent Finland and set up 
own meetings.

Legal basis for participation, 
but in practice, mostly infor-
med through briefings held 
by Permanent Representation 
for all Italian regions.

Contact with the Council’s EFTA-
group, which is involved in prepara-
tions for trade negotiations and hence 
FO’s ”link to the member states".

Commission Autonomy Act provides for 
direct contact in implementa-
tion phase.Representative in 
Brussels accredited through 
FI Permanent Representa-
tion, and can request mee-
tings. Open consultations.

Legal basis for regional par-
ticipation in commission. ST 
can have own contacts with 
staff, level depend on DG 
and subject. Notifies Italy if 
considered needed.

Bilateral joint committees on trade 
and research. Contacts with staff 
and Commissioners before meetings. 
Fisheries, contacts with DG MARE. 
Informal contacts with other DGs.

Direct representa-
tion in Brussels

No independent regional 
office as such – Åland 
government representative at 
permanent Representation 
of Finland. Focus on legal 
matters. 

Regional office together with 
Austrian Tyrol and Trentino 
(independent from Perma-
nent Representation of Italy). 
Covers both financial and 
legal matters.

Mission of the FO to the European 
Union, part of FO Foreign service. 
Independent from DK Permanent 
Representation but acts transparently 
and within own domains. Involved in 
all Faroese relations to the EU.

Committee of 
Regions

One seat held by Speaker of 
the Åland Parliament.

One seat held by Head of the 
Government of South Tyrol 
(President).

Not relevant. (Non-member which 
sees itself as a country, not a region.)

Networks Examples: RLEG and 
Conference of European Re-
gional Legislative Assemblies 
(CALRE).

Examples: Conference of Eu-
ropean Regional Legislative 
Assemblies (CALRE), Euro-
montana. EIRNN, Vanguard 
initiative, EUSALP, Alpine 
Convention

As non-member many networks are 
excluded, but e.g. third country group 
of fisheries.

Other Autonomy Act: If Åland 
has differing position than 
the state, Åland can demand 
Finland state Åland’s posi-
tion to EU institutions.

As a third country FO has contacts 
with the European External Actions 
Service EEAS.

Table: Overview of channels
The table lists the regions’ access points in Brus-
sels, including both formal and informal access 
to EU-institutions as well as adjacent organiza-
tions and networks. Deviating from Tatham’s 
division of national and extra-national channels, 
it includes regional access to EU-bodies both 

through the state and independently. Participa-
tion in national work conducted in the national 
state is not included in the table, but only par-
ticipation in Brussels.
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a region may also be affected by EU regulations, 
which limits the possibilities for independent 
decision-making.150

However the EU can also offer opportunities 
for strengthening regions, both through finan-
cial support and through multi-level governance. 
This includes the ability of regions - through the 
EU - to have access to new arenas where they 
may act and gain influence, and the ability of the 
EU to act as a powerful ally to a region in situa-
tions where a region may have opposing interest 
with its central state.151

Instead of an either-or perspective, the re-
search shows that both can be true: that the EU 
has both a weakening and a strengthening ef-
fect.152 

4.1 The Core Ideas of European Integration
At the time of accession and later, for the Åland 
Islands, the EU’s basic ideas on economic stabil-
ity, peace and security for citizens, free move-
ment of goods, services and capital, and cross-
border cooperation with equal access to the 
market for all people are described as positive. 
Several informants remarked that the EU has 
probably had positive effects for Åland at an 
overall level - for example in terms of security 
policy situation and open borders - but this is 
also something that is difficult to measure, as 
one does not know what the world would have 
looked like without the EU, or what Åland's sit-
uation would be outside the EU. 

It has been claimed the effects of the EU 
at this level may have been less noticeable for 

2018, p. 600.
150 Plangger 2018, p. 3.
151 Bourne, 2003, p. 598, Plangger 2018, p. 2, Fleurke 

and Willemse 2007, p. 70.
152 Plangger 2018 p. 2

The EU affects the regions within it in a 
multitude of ways, both directly and indi-

rectly. The legislative and administrative com-
petences of the EU and the regions coincide in 
many fields. The EU Regional Committee es-
timates that approximately 70% of EU legisla-
tion has a direct regional or local impact.147  The 
overlap in authority is, according to Tatham, 
particularly evident in areas such as the environ-
ment, transport, agriculture, fisheries, regional 
economic development, and spatial planning.148  
In spheres where the competences of the EU 
and the regions overlap, the regions must imple-
ment EU policies and regulations.

Previous research on the EU and its regions 
has shown that the EU can have both an en-
hancing and inhibiting, a strengthening and 
weakening, effect on regions' room for maneu-
ver. Research often shows that regions are losing 
legal competence whilst simultaneously using 
the EU as an international platform to pursue 
their agenda and strengthen their position at a 
national level, and can expand their economic 
opportunities by utilising EU-funding.

The literature describes how the EU weakens 
the autonomy of regions through the aforemen-
tioned “regional blindness” and through “com-
petency creep” - where the competences of the 
EU institutions are expanded leading to what is 
usually known on Åland as “leakage of compe-
tences”. Decision making is shifted from a na-
tional to a European level and is moved away 
from the reach of regions without compensa-
tion in the form of direct influence within the 
EU.149  In addition, the competences retained by 

147 Tatham 2019, p. 214.
148 Tatham, 2019, p. 213-214.
149 Abels and Battke 2019, p. 2; Bourne, 2003, s.597; 

Plangger 2018 pp. 1-2; Bursens and de Blauwer 

4. What EU Means for the Regions
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erased” in 1997. In fact, this softening of borders 
which led to possibilities for enhanced co-oper-
ation with Austria is described as quite crucial 
both in the literature and by interviewees. It has 
been described that the EU for South Tyrol has 
meant moving the region from the periphery to 
the center. According to informants in South 
Tyrol, it is part of the South Tyrolean identity to 
be European and consider South Tyrol as being 
situated in the heart of Europe and functioning 
as a bridge builder between Italy and Austria – 
“it is almost a brand”.156

In addition, one interviewee intimated that 
a European identity might also be important 
to overcome extreme discourse which may be 
encouraging divisions between the linguistic 
groups in South Tyrol.157 According to Engl and 
Zwilling, “due to European integration, eco-
nomic and political progress could be reached in 
this border region, which for decades had been 
a symbol of separation and a battle-line in both 
world wars.” 158

Even if Eurosceptic voices can be heard in 
South Tyrol all interviewees asserted that opin-
ion on the EU is mostly positive. According to 
one informant, in South Tyrol, discourse on the 
EU describes it as a ‘savior’ for minority regions, 
which is a perception said to be prevalent among 
minority regions in Europe. The hardening of 
borders in relation to the recent migration crisis 
and Covid-19 pandemic has been perceived very 
negatively among the population. In Åland the 
border restrictions during the pandemic have 
also raised awareness of the importance of open 
borders.

The situation for the Faroe Islands can be de-
scribed as quite different due to its geograph-
ic location and its status as a non-member. One 
informant said that the issue of peace has never 
been as pressing out in the North Atlantic as in 

156 Similar assessments were made by three of the in-
formants.

157 Interview South Tyrol.
158 Engl and Zwilling 2008, p. 169.

Åland than for many other countries and re-
gions; the EU peace project and the security pol-
icy aspect may have been less noticeable to the 
demilitarized Åland than in many other places 
and the EU’s effects on free movement may be 
less important for Åland than for many others, 
as Ålanders have nonetheless traveled around 
the world with shipping.153

In addition, at the time of EU accession, Nor-
dic co-operation was already well developed and 
Åland already had access at a Nordic level to 
some of the freedoms offered by the EU at the 
European level.154   Furthermore, the tax exemp-
tion from the EU has consequences for cross-
border trade, and can be interpreted as making 
the borders more dense. An interviewed poli-
tician maintained that the tax border was seen 
as essential to protect tax-free sales and, con-
sequently, ferry-traffic to the islands. Howev-
er, this also implies that Åland not only lost the 
prospect of an open border with Sweden and the 
rest of the EU, but also got a less open border 
with Finland.155 

Open borders and EU as an entity for peace 
have a different meaning in South Tyrol than in 
Åland. The conflict between Italy and Austria 
was officially settled only in 1992. At that time 
the autonomy of South Tyrol had been strength-
ened and the tide turned so that people started 
to immigrate to an economically viable South 
Tyrol rather than emigrate from it. The EU-
membership of Austria in 1995 and the subse-
quent introduction of the Schengen Area, meant 
that new steps towards cross-border co-opera-
tion could be taken.

According to Larin and Röggla, the bor-
der between Austria and Italy was “effectively 

153 Simolin 2021.
154 The Nordic co-operation among other things 

include and agreement on a Common Nordic 
Labour Market and a Nordic Passport Control 
Agreement, which regulates waiving of passport 
checks at internal Nordic borders. Nordic coop-
eration - Nordic agreements and legislation.

155 Simolin 2021.
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4.2 Effects on the Autonomy of the Regions 
As discussed, the EU can simultaneously have 
both enhancing and constraining effects for au-
tonomy of the regions within it. According to 
literature and interviews, this is true both for 
Åland and South Tyrol. Sources describe the 
fact that Åland's special status is noted in Fin-
land's accession treaty with the EU as an impor-
tant enhancement and protection of the autono-
my at an international and legal level. However, 
EU membership is described to entail a trans-
fer of power to the Union, a transfer of powers 
vis-à-vis the state, and thus a loss of decision-
making power, which, according to the Åland 
Government, has not been compensated to an 
adequate degree with direct influence with-
in EU decision-making bodies (primarily an 
MEP for Åland). One of the informants stat-
ed the paradox as follows: "Self-government has 
been strengthened in theory and weakened in 
practice".163

In theory, EU membership should not affect 
the division of competences between Åland and 
Finland. However, the logic of the EU’s multi-
level governance is not always compatible with 
a bilateral division of authority between a state 
and a region.164  It had already been noted dur-
ing the negotiations for the Treaty of Amster-
dam (1997), that “it is difficult to assess whether 
new provisions are the competence of the state, 
the region or both, as the Autonomy Act regu-
lates the division of labor nationally but does not 
take into account jurisdictions which are exclu-
sively reserved to the Community”. 165

Åland, in areas within its jurisdiction, must go 
through Finland to present its views to the EU - 
and in some cases must consult with Finland or 
even comply to Finland’s decisions on how EU 

163 Simolin 2021.
164 Simolin 2021, Suksi 2011, p. 594. See also Spilio-

poulou Åkermark’s (2021) report in the study on 
the EU and Åland about the different logics.

165 Åland Government memorandum to the Åland 
Parliament on EU-matters 4/97-98. (Author’s 
translation).

mainland Europe. Open borders may also have a 
different implication for a remote island than for 
land-locked South Tyrol or the ‘EU-surround-
ed’ Åland Islands. Borders are softened in cer-
tain areas through the trade and fisheries agree-
ments, but in other fields the EU has led to the 
necessity to find solutions to border obstacles, 
including in relation to Denmark. 159

It is not within the scope of the report to try 
to assess the economic impact of the European 
Union on the regions, but a few observations can 
be made. All three regions have a GDP per cap-
ita which outperforms the EU average.160  South 
Tyrol has seen a positive economic develop-
ment, and this development has occured during 
the time when it has been a part of the EU. The 
importance of European funds are highlighted 
in some of the interviews. For the Faroe Islands, 
their dependence on state subsidies had been de-
creasing prior to the pandemic.161

In the case of Åland, based on the material, 
the informants’ statements, and investigations 
which were reviewed in the previous report, 
it was not possible to deduce any unambigu-
ous view on whether the EU had a promoting 
or inhibiting effect on Åland's economic posi-
tion as a whole. In addition, studies have indicat-
ed that, in many ways, the EU has affected the 
economy of Åland only marginally, and even af-
ter accession to the EU Åland has continued to 
trade mostly with Finland and in the immediate 
neighborhood: indeed, during the first few years 
of membership integration with Finland in this 
field increased.162 

159 Interview Faroe Islands.
160 Based on statistics from before the COVID-19 

pandemic.
161 Government of the Faroe Islands online, “The 

Faroese economy is more self-sufficient and inde-
pendent than ever”.

162 ÅSUB 2009:14, pp. 69-73; Palmer 2021, p. 58.
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For South Tyrol, even though some scholars 
mention that deepening EU integration means 
legislative powers are lost, the phenomenon is 
not described as a major concern in the inter-
views. However, when specifically asked, inform-
ants say officials are aware that it is necessary to 
be alert and that it is perceived that it would be 
of importance to have EU-matters regulated in 
the autonomy statute. It is also mentioned that, 
as the scope of EU-legislation grows, the ques-
tion of overlapping competences is likely to be-
come more pressing.

In the Government programme for 2018-
2023, the development of a Europe of the Re-
gions is described as a chance for South Tyrol 
to strengthen its autonomy.169  In a study of the 
positions that South Tyrolean regionalist parties 
hold towards European integration and the Eu-
ropean Union, Utz found that the effects of the 
EU on autonomy was one of the major topics 
in this field.170 The dominant regionalist party, 
SVP, “frames its support for the integration pro-
cess predominantly by referring to the opportu-
nities European integration offers for enhancing 
the province’s level of self-government.”171  In 
these statements the party representatives high-
lighted the empowering effect that European 
integration has on sub-state territorial entities. 
Other political parties, instead, have expressed 
concerns regarding the EU’s impact on minor-
ity protection and territorial self-government.172

Like Åland, despite the overall view of the 
EU as a facilitator for development of autono-

169 South Tyrol Government programme for 2018-
2023.

170 Utz 2016, p. 4. Positions expressed in parliamen-
tary debates during the regional parliament be-
tween 1989-2015 were examined.

171 Utz 2016, p. 51.
172 Utz 2016, p. 53-54. Other opinions voiced in the 

debates have regarded the EU environmental pol-
icies - which have been considered as both posi-
tive and too lax by some – the EU’s policy-mak-
ing has been framed as overly bureaucratic and 
corrupt, and there have also been some negative 
opinions expressed on the EU’s facilitation of im-
migration into South Tyrol.

policies should be implemented rather than be-
ing able to take its own decisions. This is referred 
to as “behörighetsläckage” - leakage of compe-
tences to Finland due to the EU-membership.

In summation, the problems that the Åland 
Government perceives can be divided into five 
areas: 1) Åland has no direct representation in 
the EU institutions and must go through Fin-
land for influence; 2) the logic of a strict division 
of competences between the state and Åland’s 
autonomy, does not always correspond with 
the logic of EU, which leads to loss of compe-
tence and a dependence on Finland (for exam-
ple when EU foresees only one decision or au-
thority per member state); 3) there are gaps in 
ensuring that Åland has appropriate insight and 
influence in all phases of preparation, decision-
making, implementation of EU-regulations, and 
infringement procedures; 4) Åland’s participa-
tion is hampered by the fact that the preparatory 
work at a national level is performed in Finnish; 
5) Åland has a small administration, which leads 
to a lack of resources and difficulties in detecting 
problems at an early stage when it is still possible 
to achieve changes.166 

On Åland, the EU legal system is described as 
burdensome, as there are detailed rules to be im-
plemented and often very complex systems de-
signed to suit larger Member States rather than 
small regions. In the areas where regions have 
legislative competence, the same requirements 
are imposed on a region as on a state. Thus the 
regulations to be implemented are described as 
much more comprehensive than what would be 
needed for Åland.167 

In addition, there are smaller but symbolical-
ly important issues where EU regulations have 
been resisted by the Government of Åland and 
public opinion, concerning spring bird hunting 
for Eider Ducks and sales of oral tobacco.168

166 Simolin 2021.
167 Simolin 2021.
168 For a legal account, see Suksi 2011, pp. 599.
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satisfactory participation at national level, it is 
hardly possible for autonomous Regions to rep-
resent or defend their specific interests in any ef-
fective way. Finally, the logic of the internal mar-
ket and the imperative of uniform application 
of EU Law risks limiting the sphere of region-
al differentiation and autonomous decisions.”174

However, in South Tyrol, such concerns seem 
to be overshadowed by the positive aspects of in-
ternational co-operation, open borders to Aus-
tria, and the perception of having moved from 
the periphery of Italy to the center of Europe. 
The point of departure at accession may play 
a crucial role here. When Italy joined the EC 
South Tyrol did not have much autonomy to 
lose nor did it have a choice in joining. Hav-
ing gained autonomous powers during its time 
as an EU member, potential losses of compe-
tences may not have been as noticeable as in 
Åland. Unlike Åland it never experienced a sud-
den shift. When Finland ascended to the EU, 
Åland had to implement over 1200 legal acts,175  
whereas the legal systems of South Tyrol, Italy, 
and the EU have developed in parallel, as Italy 
was a founding member of the EU. In Italy it 
is said that the EU has also affected the inter-
nal relations. Europeanization has been, “a driv-
ing factor for reforms in the Italian regional sys-
tem, notably regarding regional participation in 
the implementation of EU law and in European 
policy-making.”176

The non-membership of the Faroe Islands 
affects its relationship to Denmark, and more 
widely its “role in the world”, as one interview-
ee put it. When Denmark acceded in 1973, the 
core interest of the Faroe Islands was to stay in 
control over fisheries, something which is of sig-
nificance both for the level of autonomy and for 

174 Woelk 2013, p. 134-136.
175 According to Peter Lindbäck who was Head of 

Administration of the Åland Government 1987-
1999, interview in Nyman 2000, p. 140.

176 Bilancia et. al. 2010 p. 144. See also Engl and 
Zwilling 2008, p. 173.

my, concerns have been expressed in South Tyrol 
concerning the compatibility of the EU system 
and the autonomy system. In the 1980s, with 
deepening European integration, the imple-
mentation of the European Common Market, 
and the simultaneous process of increased au-
tonomy for South Tyrol, the level of apprehen-
sion increased and, “it was with a sense of dismay 
that having fought for and won the meaningful 
autonomy sought, the South Tyroleans should 
now see [ ... ] the main pillars of the autonomy 
[ ... ] challenged, not by the aggressive national-
ism of the past, but by that very European inter-
nationalism they had for so long unswervingly 
supported”.173

The opinion that EU regulations directly - as 
well as indirectly through state regulations - do 
not give much room for local adaptability can be 
found both on Åland and in South Tyrol. One 
informant claimed that while, “what is coming 
from the EU” is generally seen in a positive light 
and is considered to be modern politics, most 
EU regulations and programmes are not adapted 
for small entities. For instance, structural funds 
and operational programmes were found by the 
informant to offer little leeway for autonomous 
decision making; which can only be addressed 
at a national rather than EU-level. According to 
the informant there is no purview for South Ty-
rol to deviate from the rest of Italy: “… we de-
pend 100% on the national authorities”. In this 
sense the informant perceived that South Tyrol 
is losing autonomy.

In relation to South Tyrol, Woelk summarized 
that, “European integration offers opportuni-
ties, but also potential risks for Regions. […] the 
open borders and Austria’s membership are cer-
tainly huge advantages for a peripheral territory. 
However, the difficulties in regional participa-
tion in the European decision-making process 
cannot be overlooked: besides the capacity and 
resource problems for small Regions and the un-

173 Alcock 1992, p.17-36.
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ship to the EU is defined in a bilateral agree-
ment, e.g. trade, fisheries, and research, though 
indirect effects can also be discerned. In some 
areas the Faroe Islands can be said to be affected 
by the “Brussels effect” - like all entities export-
ing products into the EU market, the Faroe Is-
lands must adhere to EU standards on products. 
179 Even trade relations with Iceland – which is 
not an EU-member but is an EEA-member, are 
affected. For example, Iceland is bound by EU-
regulations on meat production and cannot im-
port meat from the Faroe Islands.180

The Faroe Islands are also affected by EU-law 
in fields that are Danish competence, such as fi-
nancial services, an area where the EU gradually 
has been taking over competences. There are also 
examples of the Faroe Islands voluntarily adher-
ing to EU legislation in areas of Faroese compe-
tence, such as insurance where the Faroe Islands 
have an interest in being able to establish com-
panies in the EU, and rules on data protection of 
personal data, where the Faroe Islands have im-
plemented GDPR. Indirect effects can also be 
detected due to “policy transfer”: when drafting 
new laws Faroese legislators examine the forma-
tion of laws in Denmark and other Nordic coun-
tries, and as these counties are either EU or EEA 
members, their laws are affected by EU or EEA-
regulations. 181

4.3 Contemporary Ambitions and Future 
Prospects in Relation to the EU 

On a political level, the EU does not appear to 
attract very much attention on Åland, despite 
estimates showing that more than half of Ålan-
dic legislation is affected by EU Regulations.182  
For example, in the Åland Government pro-
gram for the term of office 2019 to 2023, the 

179 Ackrén 2021 forthcoming. See also Hartmann 
2019, p. 9.

180 Interview Faroe Islands.
181 Interview Faroe Islands.
182 According to Gunnar Jansson, lawyer and former 

Member of the Parliament for Finland. Seminar 
on Åland and the EU, 15.12.2020, online.

the economy. According to Rebhan, the two is-
sues are closely linked: “The preservation of na-
tional sovereignty was so significant because it 
meant remaining in control over Faroese fisher-
ies resources”.177 

Like the other two entities, even though the 
Faroe Islands have remained outside of the EU, 
it can be said the EU has had both enhancing 
and constraining effects on the autonomy of the 
Faroe Islands. Since Denmark acceded to the 
EU in 1973, the autonomy of the Faroe Islands 
has been strengthened and more competenc-
es have been transferred to the Faroes. Accord-
ing to the informants, the fact that the Faroe 
Islands remained outside of the EU has contrib-
uted to this trend, as the Faroe Islands needed 
more competences in the field of external rela-
tions in order to bilaterally negotiate with the 
EU, amongst others, on trade and fisheries.

Informants also asserted that being a “third 
country” in relation to the EU defines the Far-
oe Islands as a separate entity from Denmark in 
relation to the EU. This entails running its own 
negotiations and making its own bilateral agree-
ments with the EU, as well as pursuing its own 
goals, which may at times differ from those of 
Denmark. For example, during the “Macker-
el Wars” (2013-2014) when the Faroe Islands 
and the EU could not agree on fishing quotas, 
Denmark abstained from voting in the Council 
when it was clear that it had a function of dou-
ble representation in the conflict. Denmark also 
closed their ports to Faroese vessels due to meas-
ures adopted by the EU. 178

The Faroe Islands are not affected by the EU 
legal system to the same extent as the other two 
regions due to non-membership of the EU. Still, 
informants assess that there are both direct and 
indirect effects of EU regulations which im-
pact Faroese legislation and administration. The 
most noticeable effects are where the relation-

177 Rebhan 2014, 153-155.
178 Adler-Nissen 2014, p. 66.
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indicates an optimistic view of the accommoda-
tion of regions within the EU. Aspirations in-
clude strengthened networks, more co-opera-
tion with networks in Brussels and with Austria, 
and removing practical obstacles to free move-
ment - in particular travelling.

The Government of the Faroe Islands seeks 
a closer relationship with the EU. On its web-
page the Government maintains that “… the 
Faroese Government is seeking to develop a 
broader cross-cutting framework for future co-
operation with the European Union. As a na-
tion in Europe, the Faroe Islands wish to have 
better access to relevant aspects of pan-Euro-
pean cooperation, and a more dynamic basis to 
improve existing relations with the EU and ex-
tend them to new and emerging areas of mutual 
collaboration.”186

Some believe that the extent to which the EU 
affects the Faroe Islands will increase in the fu-
ture. Rebhan argues that as Denmark’s integra-
tion in the EU increases, “Denmark’s political 
institutions are likely to increasingly transfer 
sovereignty to the EU” in policy areas which are 
likely to remain an exclusive competence of the 
Danish Realm (constitutional matters, citizen-
ship, highest jurisdiction, foreign policy, securi-
ty and defense policy and currency and mone-
tary policy).187  Following Rebhan, “In the long 
run, this could mean that it will be the EU that 
determines Faroese and Greenlandic policies in 
these areas and not the Faroese and Greenlandic 
Home Rule governments, although the Faroes 
and Greenland are not EU members.”

The ambitions and goals of the Åland Islands, 
in view of the EU, are described in memoran-
dums from the Åland Government to the Par-
liament of Åland. Upon Finland’s accession to 
the EU, Åland strove to protect and safeguard its 
autonomy and economy to prevent them from 

186 Government of the Faroe Islands online, “Euro-
pean Union”.

187 Rebhan, 2014, p. 161.

EU is not mentioned even once. In a recent Par-
liamentary session celebrating the anniversary 
of Ålandic autonomy, the heads of the parlia-
mentary groups spoke on the first 99 years of au-
tonomy in a series of speeches, and the EU did 
not have a prominent position in this exposé – 
it was hardly mentioned. In interviews, Ålan-
dic politicians have claimed that the interest for 
EU matters among parliamentarians on Åland 
is very low. Interviewed civil servants on the oth-
er hand, perceive the EU as quite influential and 
present.183

The view of the EU in South Tyrol deviates 
from that of the rest of Italy, and whilst the Eu-
ropean dimension is certainly present in the 
South Tyrolean government programme, ac-
cording to Bilancia et. al. (2010) “the Europe-
an discourse, while frequently used in rhetori-
cal terms, is essentially ignored at regional level. 
Even when European issues are at stake (such as 
agriculture, which is among the most European-
ized policies, but belongs entirely to the regioni 
[regions]), they are not presented as such in po-
litical debate.”184

In interviews, the EU has been described as 
remote in relation to the Faroe Islands, both ge-
ographically and consciously – the EU just is not 
very present in the minds and debates of people 
living on such far-away islands.

As has been noted, the EU has been accused 
of being “regionally blind”, but perhaps are some 
regions similarly “EU blind”?

In the Government programme of South Ty-
rol for 2018-2023185, the EU and the Eurore-
gion are allotted one chapter each, out of a to-
tal of nine. The chapters focus on South Tyrol 
as a part of Europe, on the Euroregion of Tyrol, 
South Tyrol and Trentino, and on cross-border 
co-operation in the neighborhood. The chapter 
heading “for a common Europe of the regions” 

183 Simolin 2021.
184 Bilancia 2010, p. 158.
185 South Tyrol Government programme for 2018-

2023.
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and Finland is a weak country within the EU. It 
depends a lot on individuals and whether they 
can be heard, both for Finland and Åland. We 
are so small and Finland is so small.” 189

Other interviewees were more optimistic, and 
among them there was agreement that in order 
to gain influence, problems must first be discov-
ered early in the preparation phase. Secondly, the 
opportunities to influence are greater if Åland 
and Finland agree, or if Åland has other allies 
with the same interests. Finally, that it is easier 
to influence details rather than more advanced 
matters. 190

Even though the Ålandic Government mem-
orandums over the years have, on occasion, ex-
pressed extensive ambitions – to attain as much 
autonomy and the best economy possible with-
in the EU – the memorandums and interviews 
with politicians reveal a more defensive strategy. 
In practice the strategy has often been to imple-
ment what must be implemented, prioritize very 
strictly where to try to influence, and attempt to 
detect and avoid problems before it is too late. 

This trend is engendered by Åland's small size 
and thus limited human resources and financial 
assets, which must cope with complex EU rules 
that are often adapted for much larger constitu-
ents than Åland. Therefore, the administration 
and, especially, the officials of Åland have been 
forced to prioritize the implementation of man-
datory EU rules, while the capacity for seeking 
opportunities to benefit from EU membership 
or lobbying for changes in upcoming legislation 
has been considered significantly more limit-
ed.191 

Interviewees expressed that it may be desir-
able for Åland to participate more actively, both 
directly in Brussels and in Helsinki. That this 
does not happen is primarily due to a lack of re-
sources.

189 Simolin 2021.
190 Simolin 2021.
191 Simolin 2021.

deteriorating. Three areas have remained core 
ambitions of Åland in relation to the EU: 1) to 
maintain or expand the autonomy, 2) to enhance 
Åland’s influence in the EU, and 3) to maintain 
or improve the economy of Åland.

The latest memorandum on external politics 
from the Åland Government to the Åland Par-
liament 2020-2021 can serve as an example, de-
scribing the ambitions in relations to the EU as 
follows:

“For Åland, there is every reason to con-
tinue pursuing an active EU policy. As the 
EU gains access to new budgetary resourc-
es, Åland must ensure that the support 
programs are adapted so that they can be 
used efficiently in small autonomies such 
as Åland. When discussions about new ar-
eas of competence arise, Åland must con-
tinue to be involved in shaping Finland's 
positions in accordance with the Autono-
my Act, while at the same time influencing 
the discussion at an EU level to ensure that 
new EU competences do not risk affecting 
the autonomy negatively. The Åland Gov-
ernment is concerned about how the Com-
mission is increasingly demanding, for ex-
ample, a single national plan per member 
state in various areas. For the Åland Gov-
ernment, it is of significant importance 
that the Commission takes Åland's con-
stitutional status into account in both new 
bills and in the work with various funds 
and programs.”188

The Åland Government expresses ambi-
tions towards gaining influence in EU institu-
tions. However, there are slightly different views 
on the extent of Åland’s opportunities to gar-
ner that influence. Compared to other regions in 
the EU, Åland has, according to one interviewed 
politician, “very limited room for maneuver, it is 
close to zero. Åland is a weak region within the 
EU in terms of co-determination or influence 

188 Memorandum on external politics from the 
Åland Government to the Åland Parliament 
2020-2021, p. 18. (Author’s translation).
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In fact, civil servants, from the other two re-
gions, share this assessment, saying that they 
“could” or “should” work more actively when it 
comes to detecting upcoming legislative chang-
es, or for lobbying in Brussels. However, all three 
are comparatively small regions with limited re-
sources, which constrains their possibilities to 
foresee which areas would be important and 
should be lobbied.

There is research (although not covering the 
Nordic countries) to indicate that they are correct: 
in one study, officials’ supranational embedded-
ness was found to be one of the two most crucial 
factors to determine a region’s (self-perceived) 
influence in the EU. The other factor being a re-
gion’s size in terms of population.

Tatham concluded that, in order to influence 
EU policies, regions should “increase their inter-
action with EU institutions and bodies…” .192

In interviews on South Tyrol, it has been assert-
ed that also South Tyrol is too small, and that the 
possibilities to impact the EU are marginal. Nei-
ther the literature nor the interviewees have em-
phasized the need to influence upcoming legis-
lation to the same extent as in Åland. In fact, it 
seems Åland has higher ambitions to try to detect 
and influence upcoming regulations than South 
Tyrol, and perhaps also more faith in the feasibil-
ity of influencing the EU. It can be noted that this 
is in spite of South Tyrol having a larger popula-
tion and representation in the European Parlia-
ment, something which Åland lacks.

192 Tatham 2015. Using data from a telephone sur-
vey of senior regional officials in 60 regions and 
five countries, who amongst others reported on 
attributed influence – i.e., peer or self-assessed 
influence, Tatham investigated the determinants 
of regional influence. No data was collected in 
northern countries, and Tatham concluded that 
the findings should not be generalized to, among 
others, Nordic countries which represent a differ-
ent country type than those included in the sur-
vey. However, the findings can viewed as a vantage 
point for discussion of factors that may be relevant 
for motivations behind regional mobilization as 
well as perceptions of levels of influence, also in 
the cases chosen for this report.
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In line with findings in previous research on EU 
and the regions, it was found that the EU affects 
all three regions, both the ones within it and the 
one outside of the Union, but that it affects them 
differently and in dissimilar ways. Furthermore, it 
can be argued that the EU has had both strength-
ening and weakening effects for all three regions, 
though the advantages and disadvantages they 
experience differ. 

It can be argued that EU membership is a spec-
trum, a continuum. It is not a question of either-
or: fully in or fully out; fully independent or fully 
embedded - but a variety of parameters in a range. 
Even if it is formally not included in the EU, the 
Faroe Islands is still integrated to some extent. 
The Åland Islands have exceptions for features 
of its autonomy and economy which positions it 
mostly inside, but also partly outside, of the EU. 
Out of the three regions, it can be argued that 
South Tyrol is the most integrated, legally, polit-
ically, and mentally, with no legal exceptions and 
with a political goal to integrate more. 

In a globalized world, states and sub-state en-
tities alike must navigate within complex multi-
level systems where a number of conflicting prin-
ciples are embedded. Following the end of the 
Second World War, the competences of the state 
have been expanded and strengthened whilst si-
multaneously eroded. Since the 1970s, the state 
has increasingly relinquished power both up-
wards and downwards through processes of Eu-
ropeanisation and decentralization. These two 
processes, in turn, are driven by conflicting logics. 
While the EU project is about coordination and 
homogenization, regionalization is about differ-
entiation and distinctiveness.193  

193 See Tatham, 2019, pp. 211-217.

This report aims to enhance the understand-
ing of Åland’s relationship to the EU, by 

comparing its situation to that of two other sub-
state entities, South Tyrol in Italy which is inside 
of the EU, and the Faroe Islands which are outside 
of the EU, although its core state – Denmark – is 
a member. 

As anticipated in the introduction, the focus on 
research of the EU’s enhancing and constraining 
effects on the room of manouvre for the regions 
within it  was useful in analyzing how the EU af-
fects the Åland Islands and South Tyrol, how the 
EU is perceived in the regions, and how they par-
ticipate in and try to influence the EU. To some 
extent, the framework can also illuminate the sit-
uation of the Faroe Islands, as an outsider in rela-
tion to the EU. However, in order to analyze, in 
depth, the tripartite relationship of EU-state-re-
gion, and in particular how the EU influences the 
relationship of the regions and their core state, a 
different theoretical framework would be needed.  

Can Åland learn something from how others 
maintain or enhance their autonomy and partic-
ipate in and try to influence the EU? It has been 
found that, while the comparison of Åland to 
other regions can certainly enhance the under-
standing of why Åland has made the choices it has 
made, and the opportunities and challenges it is 
facing within the EU, it did not identify “lessons” 
to be learned at a policy level. 

This is partly due to the differing contexts of the 
regions, including their opportunities and politi-
cal ambitions; and partly because the report does 
not dive into strategies, mechanisms and tech-
niques used in the regions’ administrative and 
standard work with the EU – an area where it is 
suspected it is more likely that “best practices” 
might be identified.

5. Concluding remarks
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Autonomous regions in Europe – whether 
within or without the EU – are navigating in 
continuums of independence, integration, and 
embeddedness where they strive to balance their 
wish for self-determination and protection of 
their distinctiveness with their need for co-op-
eration and participation.  
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