
own rules and regulations for submitting 

bids for EU Requests for Proposals. EU 

RFPs are infamous for being complicated, 

ever-changing and resulting in a large stack 

of papers to comprise the fi nal bid. Yet, all 

in the industry are aware of this and we all 

trudge forward regardless - desperately 

trying to understand the nuances of the RFP 

process. The EC listened intently to our situ-

ation and agreed that each DG does in fact 

have different processes - but they also each 

have different needs. Very specifi c issues 

were brought forward - such as the chal-

lenge to include names of team members 

for long-term multi-year projects when the 

future is not as foreseeable when it comes 

to personnel changes. They heard our plight 

and explained the background as to why 

they need this information and the manner 

in which they needed it… not quite such a 

successful outcome to the lobbying as hot 

issue #1, but still the contact was made, the 

relationship had some foundation, and the 

door was open.

Lobbying rarely yields to immediate results, 

it’s a long-term approach. While the ques-

tions to the EC were not all met with specifi c 

answers, the fi rst step in the relationship 

building was a success. The intention should 

be to build a lasting mutual relationship with 

the governance body that defi nes the rules 

that impact our business. 

IAPCO knocked on the door of the EU and 

it was opened. Step 1 accomplished. Step 2, 

as with all lobbying, is to better understand 

the needs of the EC and the regulations that 

impact upon all of us - and at the same time, 

to continue to educate the Commission on 

our industry and its challenges.

 

We should all be aware that companies that 

fail are not only the ones that refuse or are 

unable to adapt, but those that simply cannot 

adapt quickly enough to outpace fundamen-

tal market trends. Bureaucracy and politics 

can create barriers for execution which may 

hinder the adaptability of any organisation 

in motion - and our industry needs to meet 

these barriers head-on. Successful lobbying 

is to create an environment [with the EU] to 

discuss topics that need special attention 

because we all have to realise that they have 

a direct impact in our business.

This article was provided by the International 
Association of Professional Congress Organisers, 
author Patrizia Semprebene Buongiorno, AIM Group 
International, Italy. IAPCO represents today more than 
100 professional organisers, meeting planters and 
managers of international and national congresses, 
conventions and special events from 
37 countries. info@iacpo.org / www.iapco.org

Many European trade and professional 

associations have EU engagement as 

an objective but don’t know how and 

where to start. Congrex Belgium’s 

Michiel Gen (Association Man-

ager) explains that EU engagement 

doesn’t have to mean expensive lobby-

ing. The following will assist in understanding 

the fi rst steps towards exerting infl uence in 

an effective yet affordable way by tapping 

into the expertise of the membership base 

and volunteer leadership. Moreover, it is 

an excellent way to add to an association’s 

member value proposition. 

BRUSSELS DECIDES
It is estimated that between 60% and 80% 

of the legislation that currently affects pro-

fessionals and businesses throughout Europe 

is decided in Brussels: industry standards, 

pharmaceuticals, competition, trade, funding 

of scientifi c research, clinical trials, environ-

FIRST STEPS TO EU 
ENGAGEMENT FOR ASSOCIATIONS
MOST TRADE AND PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS HAVE AMONGST THEIR KEY OBJECTIVE 

TO INFLUENCE POLICY OR REPRESENT THE INTERESTS OF THEIR INDUSTRY/ PROFES-

SION VIS-À-VIS PUBLIC BODIES AND GOVERNMENTS. YET MANY ASSOCIATIONS HAVE 

NOT BEEN ABLE TO MOVE THIS GOAL FROM MISSION STATEMENT INTO ACTION PLAN. 

BUDGET CONCERNS OR LACK OF KNOWLEDGE REGARDING THE STRATEGY ARE OFTEN 

THE REASON.
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ment, professional qualifi cations, health & 

safety rules, consumer protection and food 

safety regulations, etc. For this reason, 

almost every business sector and many pro-

fessions are represented in Brussels through 

a trade or professional association, including 

hundreds of non-EU interest groups. 

MONITORING
Engaging the EU starts by staying abreast of 

what is going on. The EU frequently adopts 

new and amends existing legislation. It is 

therefore important for an organisation to 

maintain awareness of legislative and policy 

developments by monitoring relevant EU 

websites and specialised EU media, as well as 

to gather information from relevant contacts 

and through meetings. 

Many European associations today are 

looking to increase their member value 

proposition. Monitoring and reporting on 

EU legislation and policy initiatives can add 

such value, and European associations are 

best placed to deliver this as opposed to 

national associations. Information gathered 

can be fed to members through the associa-

tion’s website, regular newsletters or 

policy briefs. 

OPEN TO EXPERT INPUT
It may seem hard to believe, but the 

European Commission is a relatively small 

organisation. With only 25,000 civil servants 

- fewer than the city of Rotterdam - it drafts 

legislation that affects 500 million European 

citizens. Because of its small size, it lacks the 

necessary expert knowledge on every single 

regulatory or technical issue. This knowledge 

gap is fi lled by associations. 

The participation of civil society organi-

sations in the European policy-making 

process helps address the perceived demo-

cratic defi cit that still prevails in European 

integration and adds to the legitimacy of EU 

legislation and policy. For this reason, EU 

institutions are extremely open to expert in-

put provided by associations and regularly 

reach out in so-called stakeholder consulta-

tions or green papers. Responding to these 

opportunities is an easy and inexpensive 

way to give input from the perspective of 

an association.

EU offi cials are broadly familiar with the 

policy positions of established stakeholders 

and are constantly seeking input from stake-

holders in niche fi elds of interest that are not 

yet being heard. This opens opportunities for 

smaller associations.

LET YOUR MEMBERS 
DO THE TALKING
Engagement is most effective when your 

members and volunteer leaders are directly 

involved. EU offi cials are very keen to hear 

from actual practitioners what impact their 

policies and legislation have in practice. In 

fact, they prefer to hear this directly from the 

practitioner rather than through the fi lter of 

a lobbyist or association executive. With the 

right guidance, nobody is better equipped to 

deliver this practical, technical or academic 

view than your members. When a piece of 

legislation or policy that has an impact on 

your fi eld is being discussed, ask one of 

your volunteer leaders to come along to the 

meeting to share their experience. Be sure to 

tailor the message that you want to deliver 

and leave behind a document (one page!) 

containing the key messages that you want 

your counterpart to remember. An added 

benefi t of involving members directly is that 

the membership or volunteer leadership is 

engaged in a concrete project, building new 

bonds and loyalties.

EUROPEAN PROJECTS 
AND EXPERT GROUPS
The European commission frequently calls on 

external specialists to sit on expert groups or 

advise as external consultants. The type of 

expertise may be scientifi c knowledge and/

or knowledge derived from practical experi-

ence. This opens up another opportunity for 

associations. By positioning an Association’s 

people in these roles, they can exert infl uence 

through the expertise of its members. The 

cost of this is negligible for the association as 

experts generally receive a per diem for their 

services and expenses. Similar opportunities 

exist with EU funded projects and thematic 

networks.

CONCLUSION
Expert input is crucial for sound policies and 

an association’s members can deliver this 

expertise. Following these steps, an Associa-

tion will be able to effectively engage the 

EU without having to hire a lobbyist, driving 

an association forward and differentiating 

its services from those of national associa-

tions. Providing members with timely and 

accurate information on changes in EU leg-

islation or EU policies and the impact these 

may have on the business or profession of  

members will add signifi cantly to member 

value proposition. Associations can monitor 

publications in-house or outsource to an 

AMC or consultancy with a representation 

in Brussels. They can, in turn, also advise 

on the opportune moment to meet with the 

correct people, providing guidance through 

the labyrinth in Brussels and Strasbourg 

- without the massive investment of an 

expensive lobbyist. 

www.congrex.com

YOUR 5 STEPS 
TO EU ENGAGEMENT

1.  Be aware of what’s going on by moni-

toring specialised EU publications but 

fi lter out irrelevant information.

2. Identify the key people in the institu-

tions working on issues affecting your 

members

3. Meet them at an opportune moment

4. Let your members do most of the 

talking. They are the experts.

5. Make good and timely use of opportu-

nities to give input such as stakeholder 

consultations and expert groups


