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Introduction
There has been an explosion of interest in governance and multi-level 
governance (MLG) over the past 20 years. The literature on governance has 
drawn attention to the use of networked, collaborative and partnership-
based approaches, whilst the concept of MLG has combined these 
concerns with a related set of questions about scale, including the dispersal 
of decision-making authority from the local to the global level. This 
combination of state transformation at both the vertical and horizontal 
levels has proven to be particularly successful at capturing the imagination 
of scholars both within and beyond the European Union (EU). At the 
same time, the literature on Australian federalism and intergovernmental 
relations has shown relatively little interest in directly engaging with the 
concept of MLG and associated debates.

Here, we argue that the MLG literature raises new and important research 
questions that currently remain relatively under-explored in the literature 
on Australian federalism. In our view, these questions merit further 
consideration because they have a potentially important impact on how 
we understand the changing nature of intergovernmental relations and 
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the future of federalism more broadly conceived. It therefore seems 
appropriate to examine what insights can be drawn from this literature 
and the extent to which key concepts and ideas can be applied, with 
suitable adaptations, to reflect the particularities of the Australian context.

It is worth briefly noting at the outset that we are not arguing that one set 
of ideas or concepts must ‘replace’ another. Our main argument is that an 
MLG perspective can build on federalism’s central focus on federal–state 
relations by drawing attention to the different scales and network of actors 
that play an increasingly active role in the policymaking process. As such, 
the literature on MLG provides one possible way of examining the trends 
associated with governance and their potential impact on federal systems.

This chapter is divided into three substantive sections. We begin by 
locating the concept of MLG in discussions about the changing nature of 
governance. Our argument is that MLG and federalism are not mutually 
exclusive; it is about federalism and MLG, rather than federalism or MLG. 
We then examine the literature on Australian federalism and compare 
it briefly with recent Canadian work, because much greater interest has 
been shown in applying the MLG concept there than in Australia. The 
third section extends this analysis by examining the extent to which the 
trends associated with MLG are evident in Australia. We draw on various 
empirical examples, which confirm that, whilst there may not be much 
direct discussion of MLG in Australia, there is a great deal of indirect 
discussion of its key features, challenges and concerns. In the conclusion, 
we briefly outline how some of these features, challenges and concerns 
could be explored within a federal context.

What is multi-level governance?
MLG is a concept that has gained popularity beyond its original 
application in EU studies (e.g. Stephenson 2013; Enderlein et al. 2010). 
It is now widely used to refer to vertical and horizontal changes within the 
state under the influence of such factors as globalisation, regionalisation 
and devolution, networks, privatisation and public–private partnerships 
respectively (Büchs 2009). These changes have generated particular 
interest within the EU due to its sui generis nature, but their impact is by 
no means limited to it.
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This has prompted scholars to use the MLG concept in other fields such 
as global governance and federal studies. Kay, in Chapter 2, describes 
MLG as a ‘composite construction’ that ‘brings key governance insights 
from studies of non-hierarchical, informal and continuous interactions 
between public organisations into federal studies’ and ‘identifies 
a particular governance problem in federal systems – multi-level policy 
coordination – within broader governance debates’. He further develops 
this baseline definition with reference to Hooghe and Marks’s (2010) 
distinction between Types I and II of MLG.

Daniell and Kay have already outlined the key features of Type I and 
Type II MLG in their opening chapter, so we will not repeat these here. 
We only note that Hooghe and Marks (2010) argue that Type I and 
Type II MLG generate three forms of ‘bias’. They argue that Type I MLG 
serves an intrinsic rather than extrinsic community (e.g.  communities 
with a national, regional, local, religious or ethnic identity); prioritises 
voice through political deliberation in conventional liberal democratic 
institutions with high barriers to exit over jurisdictions that are 
organised around delivering a public good through a more voluntary 
membership; and privileges conflict articulation through structured 
political contestation and party competition on a left/right axis over 
consensus through specific purpose jurisdictions. As Daniell and Kay note 
in Chapter 1, these characteristics mean that some policy sectors maybe 
more susceptible to one form of MLG compared with another. It  is 
also more likely that Type II arrangements will vary in their durability, 
fixity and geographical scope than Type I arrangements. This makes the 
distinction between Type I and Type II MLG particularly useful because it 
acts as a ‘point of departure’ for examining the extent to which each type 
coexists with the other in particular settings, how they coexist and why 
particular governance arrangements have evolved in the way that they have 
(e.g.  Sutcliffe 2012). Most studies that have examined these questions 
have concurred with Hooghe and Marks’s (2010: 23) conclusion that:

Type II governance tends to be embedded in legal frameworks determined 
by Type I jurisdictions. The result is a large number of relatively self-
contained, functionally differentiated Type II jurisdictions alongside 
a number of general-purpose, nested Type I jurisdictions.

This suggests that prevailing Type I arrangements will likely have an 
impact on Type II arrangements. By drawing attention to the role played 
by Type II arrangements, however, MLG also destabilises some of the 
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more conventional analyses and concepts in the literature on federalism. 
In particular, it draws our attention to three themes that are common to 
most studies of MLG: a move beyond formal institutions, a multi-scalar 
focus and a more networked approach (Torfing et al. 2012).

Beyond formal institutions
One implication of the above discussion is that MLG pushes us to think 
beyond formal institutions, including the state, constitutional mandates, 
fiscal federalism and the formal agreements that exist between different 
levels of government. In particular, MLG blurs the distinctions found 
in more traditional approaches to intergovernmental relations, such 
as jurisdiction, subordination and control, by suggesting that these 
relationships are often less ordered than constitutional rules dictate. 
Institutions therefore have an important role in structuring a political 
system, but they may be less important than in the past, particularly in 
situations where the very nature of a public policy problem challenges 
long-held distinctions, such as those between the local, national and 
global, or the state and civil society. In such situations, agents may seek to 
bypass or work around existing institutional arrangements. This is clear in 
the growing role played by transnational and domestic private governance 
systems in areas such as forestry, coffee, food production, tourism and 
fisheries (e.g. Cashore 2002). More broadly, the growth of voluntary 
forms of self-regulation can also be taken as typical of this development 
(e.g. Provost 2012).

This suggests that studying patterns of interaction between agents 
within a political system (broadly defined) is as important as studying 
the distribution of power and resources within formal institutional 
arrangements. This more actor-centred perspective encourages an analysis 
of the interplay between multiple governmental tiers and the participation 
of sub-national units, organised interests and actors from the public and 
private sector in the policymaking process. It also encourages a view 
from the ‘bottom up’ in which a greater emphasis is placed on studying 
policymaking and its implementation ‘on the ground’ (e.g. Agranoff 
2004; McGuire 2006).
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A multi-scalar focus
It follows from the previous section that MLG approaches also have 
a  more multi-scalar focus, placing greater emphasis on how different 
levels of government and governance interact with one another in a fluid 
relationship, rather than on the ‘nested’ hierarchy that has characterised 
the way in which intergovernmental relations have been classically 
analysed. In doing so, MLG approaches have drawn on arguments 
about the ‘rescaling of the state’, the ‘politics of scale’ and the ‘political 
organisation of space’ that have examined how power is deployed and 
experienced in different spatial arrangements beyond the nation state (for 
a review, see Brenner 2009).

A multi-scalar focus has also pushed those using an MLG approach to 
think about new levels of government and governance. This includes the 
interplay that exists between the domestic and international levels, as well 
as sub-national units, such as regional, local, city and community-based 
governance structures. In other words, there is a broader focus on the 
horizontal and vertical governmental and non-government policymaking 
structures operating at different levels and across different sectors. This is 
based on a recognition that resources, authority and agency flow between 
different institutional levels and networks. An examination of how and 
where actors at different levels and scales intersect with one another is, 
therefore, a crucial aspect of any MLG account.

A networked approach
The third implication from the previous discussion is that networks and 
networked interactions become an important focus of study. This follows 
from the more process-orientated and multi-scalar approach outlined 
above, in which networks provide agents with the opportunity to share 
knowledge, combine resources and generate political leadership through 
bargaining. This more horizontal orientation has been a particular focus 
within the literature on policy networks, which has developed a range of 
typologies to examine the different types of relationships that exist between 
state actors and private actors and their impact on the policymaking 
process (e.g. Marsh 1998; for recent applications, see Daugbjerg and 
Fawcett 2017; Fawcett and Daugbjerg 2012; Osborne 2010, Part V). This 
can include variation in the ‘rules of the game’, as well as the norms that 
underpin a network. A key distinction is often made in this literature 
between policy communities, which are tight, closed, highly integrated and 
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highly institutionalised networks, and issue networks, which are weakly 
integrated, open and relatively dispersed. Policy communities often resist 
change, whereas issue networks often struggle to reach agreement due 
to the lack of consensus that exists between its members on basic policy 
objectives, policy principles and procedures.

The growth of networks may, however, also be used to highlight the 
broader disaggregation of the state. For example, many of the studies 
that have examined EU governance use networks to criticise existing 
concepts and applications for being too state-centric (e.g. Kohler-Koch 
and Rittberger 2006). Here, networks are used to refer to the multiplicity 
of linkages and interactions that exist between a large and wide number 
of actors from across all levels of government and society. For example, 
Sørenson and Torfing (2007: 3–4) have argued that:

policy, defined as the attempt to achieve a desired outcome, is a result of 
governing processes that are no longer fully controlled by the government, 
but subject to negotiations between a wide range of public, semi-public 
and private actors, whose interactions give rise to relatively stable patterns 
of policy making that constitute a specific form of regulation, or mode of 
coordination.

Both of these uses of the network concept are present in the literature on 
MLG. Whilst these uses differ from one another in important respects, 
they nevertheless agree that networks present some common challenges 
in a more multi-scalar environment. This is particularly the case where 
networks privilege the priorities of their network over the priorities of any 
particular scale, do not align with pre-existing scalar boundaries and often 
act across multiple scales, due to their flexibility to respond to problems 
that cut across boundaries. This often results in a complex patchwork of 
networks that intersect at a variety of different scales with other networks 
that share similar, but not necessarily identical, concerns.

Multi-level governance and federalism
The preceding section identified some of the core characteristics of the 
literature on MLG. We now consider what sort of contribution it can 
make to the scholarship on federalism. Various metaphors and descriptive 
models have been used to capture different types of federalism. Federal 
systems have been described as cooperative, coordinative, polycentric, 
polyphonic, coercive, pragmatic and fuzzy. Some of these labels have 
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more affinity with the concept of MLG than others, but what they share 
is the view that federalism is an ongoing project, as much as it is a formal 
arrangement for allocating authority and responsibilities (Clarke 2007). 
The more recent interest in MLG can be seen as a further extension of 
these concerns, although it is a development that has not been universally 
welcomed (e.g. Hueglin 2013).

In the next section, we briefly review the literature on federalism in 
Australia, emphasising that there is an overwhelming focus on the formal 
institutions of the state. We subsequently examine how the concept of 
MLG has been used beyond the EU. We focus on Canada, where more 
interest has been shown in how the MLG concept could be applied in a 
federal context. This is important as it suggests that a greater engagement 
with the Canadian literature on MLG may help to answer key questions, 
such as how and why the trends associated with MLG are having a more, 
or less, significant impact in Australia, compared with elsewhere.

Studying Australian federalism
Federalism has been a significant factor in Australian democracy for over 
a century, but it was not until mid-century that the academic study of 
Australian federalism began to gain ground (Fenna 2009). This can be 
partly explained by the early intellectual influence of British political 
studies, which understood government in terms of the Westminster 
Model. Australia’s federal features were viewed with scepticism from 
this perspective due to the checks and balances that it imposed on the 
national level of government and its institutional and normative base in 
the American system of government (Parkin 2003). In these early days, 
Australia’s federal inheritance was ignored, seen as an unwelcome distortion 
or regarded as fundamentally incompatible with the Westminster Model 
(Rhodes 2005). This has been reflected in the strongly normative tone that 
is evident in much of the literature on Australian federalism, including 
‘profound disagreement’ over its legitimacy and relevance (Fenna 2009).

Institutional and comparative accounts of Australian federalism 
have focused on the changing relationship between different tiers of 
government – in essence, variation and changes within Type I MLG, 
but with an overwhelming focus on federal–state interactions. This has 
included studies that have examined the evolution of a relatively stable 
and consistent set of institutional arenas (e.g. executives, legislatures and 
courts), key actors (e.g. politicians and senior government officials) and 
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processes (e.g. electoral forces) (Clarke 2007). A similar focus is also 
evident in the ‘central topics’ that have animated the interest of scholars 
working on Australian federalism, including constitutional–juridical 
change (e.g. the constitution and constitutional change or legal decisions 
taken by the High Court), economic–fiscal reform (e.g. the use of tied 
grants or the vertical fiscal imbalance between the Commonwealth and 
the states) or governmental–political–administrative relations (e.g. the 
role of the Senate or the reform of intergovernmental processes and 
institutions, such as the Council of Australian Governments, COAG) 
(Fenna 2009: 147). These studies have noted and assessed the impact of 
long-standing and contemporaneous developments on the character of 
Australian federalism, such as the relatively high degree of concurrency in 
key policy domains and the trend towards centralisation (Hollander and 
Patapan 2007; Galligan 2008; Fenna 2012). The changing relationship 
between different tiers of government has, however, been the starting 
point for much of this scholarship.

In other words, the literature on Australian federalism has been concerned 
with either normative issues, such as the compatibility between federalism 
and responsible government, or more institutional and legal issues. More 
recent scholarship has tended to focus on the institutional and legal aspects 
of Australian federalism, but that literature has been overwhelmingly state-
centric in orientation. This has led to a particular focus on ‘high politics’ 
and executive federalism, but relatively little attention towards the issues 
raised by the literature on MLG. For example, there is no index entry 
on ‘governance’ in either of the two more recent volumes on Australian 
federalism (Appleby et al. 2012; Kildea et al. 2012). Yet, federalism in 
Australia appears to exhibit several of the key characteristics that have 
been identified by the literature on MLG.

One example can be seen in Galligan’s (cited in Rhodes 2005: 
142) description of federalism and intergovernmental relations as 
‘essentially untidy’, a complex ‘mixing and blending’ of agencies with 
‘governments and parts of governments competing for a share in the 
action’ in ‘a communications network rather than a chain of command’. 
Concurrency contributes to this complexity, as roles and responsibilities 
in some policy areas are shared between the Commonwealth and states. 
Galligan (2008: 639) argues that: ‘If there were ever a bottle with separate 
internal compartments for Commonwealth and state powers, the genie 
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escaped long ago, and has so infused major policy domains that there 
is no putting it back.’ Moreover, the need to address issues that traverse 
jurisdictional boundaries is becoming ever more urgent:

Working out better arrangements and systems for intergovernmental 
management across jurisdictions within large policy areas is the biggest 
challenge facing modern Australian federalism, and is where our attention 
and effort should be focused. Happily, it is precisely these issues that are 
currently being tackled by COAG (Galligan 2008: 641).

This all contributes to an image of federalism as a ‘policy matrix in which 
no government has a monopoly or complete authority’ (Galligan, cited in 
Rhodes 2005: 142).

These conclusions are supported by other studies. For example, Fletcher 
(1991: 86–87) describes federal relations in Australia as a ‘jurisdictional 
muddle … [a] complex picture of institutions … rather than a system of 
government organised into neat hierarchical functions’. Similarly, Stein 
and Turkewitsch (2010: 196) observe that there has been a more general 
shift in the literature on federalism away from descriptive models based in 
hierarchy towards models that have placed more emphasis on the shared 
or cooperative aspects of decision-making.

Studying federalism beyond Australia
It is within this context that there has been a noticeably greater openness 
to the concept of MLG in other jurisdictions. This has, however, worked 
both ways. On the one hand, EU scholars have been open to appropriating 
ideas, approaches and concepts in the literature on federalism. This has 
been noticeable in federal jurisdictions within the EU, such as Germany, 
as well as countries that have undergone devolution, such as the United 
Kingdom (e.g. Börzel and Hölsi 2003; Asare et al. 2009; Schmidt 1999; 
Benz and Zimmer 2010; Entwistle et al. 2012; Piattoni 2012). On the 
other hand, a number of studies have used MLG as a way of comparing 
the governance arrangements in the EU with pre-existing federal 
jurisdictions, particularly in the United States (e.g. Nicolaidis and Howse 
2001; Menon and Schain 2007).

This transfer of ideas has also been evident in Canada where scholars have 
shown a particular willingness to experiment with the MLG concept. This 
interest is illustrated by the growing number of studies that have used 



Multi-level Governance 

66

the MLG concept to examine the governance arrangements in different 
policy areas, ranging from indigenous affairs and urban planning, to cross-
border river disputes, immigration resettlement and climate change.1

Horak and Young’s (2012) work on Canadian cities provides one 
example of this broader interest. Their argument is that federalism and 
the study of intergovernmental relations can no longer be confined to 
the interactions that take place between federal and provincial politicians 
and/or administrators. They argue that a suitably adapted version of 
MLG provides a more convincing fit with the changing nature of 
intergovernmental relations in Canada compared with the more restricted 
image provided by accounts grounded in executive federalism. Similarly, 
in reflecting on the particular public policy challenges that Canada now 
faces, Meekison et al. (2004: 23) have argued that:

the sort of multi-centred collaboration that is now being contemplated, 
and that could involve federal, provincial, municipal, Aboriginal, and 
foreign governments, as well as transnational institutions, will be much 
more complex and increasingly political than earlier federal–provincial 
interactions.

They also note, however, that the challenges presented by emerging 
forms of MLG are ‘only just beginning to be addressed’ (Meekison et al. 
2004: 24).

We certainly agree with Meekison et al. (2004) that we are only starting 
to address emerging forms of MLG, but even this brief review of the 
literature would appear to support the argument that there has been 
a greater engagement with the MLG concept in Canada, compared with 
Australia. We recognise that there are important differences between 
Australia and Canada that may help to explain some of this variation, 
but also note the tradition of comparison between them and the fact that 
they share some key institutional characteristics (see Rhodes et al. 2009). 
At the very least, this suggests that some further examination of the key 
trends associated with MLG could be useful.

1	  See, for example, the recent Special Issue on Federalism and MLG in Canada, in Canadian 
Public Administration, Volume 56, Issue 2, June 2013.
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Multi-level governance in Australia
We draw on various empirical examples in this section to further 
support our argument that an MLG perspective raises a number of 
insights that could  make an important contribution to the literature 
on Australian federalism. We argue that, whilst there has been relatively 
little direct discussion about MLG in Australia, there has been a great 
deal of indirect discussion about MLG’s key features, challenges and 
concerns. We  illustrate our argument with examples from three areas: 
intergovernmental relations, sub-national governance and policymaking 
in environmental governance and natural resource management.

Intergovernmental relations
Intergovernmental relations in Australia continue to remain a relatively 
closed and secretive world in which the key actors are the Commonwealth 
prime minister, state premiers, portfolio ministers and their permanent 
officials (Painter 2001: 138). More recent scholarship has identified 
a trend towards a centralisation of power at the federal level, at the same 
time as it has been argued that federal–state relations have also become 
more collaborative (e.g. Hollander and Patapan 2007; O’Flynn and 
Wanna 2008; Jones 2010). As discussed earlier, this tension can be partly 
explained by the concurrency that exists in the Australian federation. 
For example, Hollander (2009: 141) argues that:

While the Australian federation has been subject to strong centripetal 
forces in Australian federalism, the states, nevertheless, have continued 
to play a significant role in both policy making and implementation 
(Parkin 2003: 106–08), and the concurrency embedded in the Australian 
federation means that the system has continued to exhibit characteristics 
of Grodzin’s ‘marble cake’ of shared activities.

Painter (2001: 139–40) further illustrates this tension by pointing to 
the two fundamental, and contradictory, sets of institutional forces and 
rationales at work in the relationship between officials and ministers at the 
Commonwealth and state level:

The first set is centred on the domestic policy processes of the separate 
governments. It is deeply embedded in formal structures of accountability 
and control modelled on the Westminster system. The underlying principle 
of this set is command in hierarchy. In the second set, cross-jurisdictional 
intergovernmental networks and arenas of policy cooperation and conflict 
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shape relationships. They emerge in a context characterised by power 
sharing and interdependence, where cooperation rather than command is 
the underlying organising logic of effective policy making.

He notes that challenges often emerge as actors shift between these two 
different logics: 

Problem-solving strategies appropriate for the domestic setting are often 
countermanded by the rules of the game of the intergovernmental or 
multi-level context, and contradictions and tension may emerge that 
block the facilitation of joint action in the intergovernmental arena 
(Painter 2001: 140).

It is therefore understandable that centralisation may take place hand-in-
hand with what Painter (2001: 149) has described as a ‘long term trend 
towards the diffusion and institutionalisation of more collaborative forms 
of coordination in the Australian federation’. A similar trend has also been 
identified by Fels (2008: xii), who has argued that:

Collaboration between governments could herald a new phase of 
federalism. If ‘cooperative federalism’ is about microeconomic reform 
and structural efficiencies, ‘collaborative federalism’ is about sharing 
intent, sharing goals and agreeing on delivery responsibilities. This new 
phase of federalism is likely to focus on social policies, national security 
and bio-security, the environment, infrastructure and communication. 
Above all, it is likely to dispense with the notion that ‘government knows 
best’, replacing it not just with intergovernmental agreements, but with 
community involvement in policy design and delivery. It could be more 
messy, but also more realistic and more results-based.

Fels’s argument suggests that there may need to be more engagement with 
Type II forms of MLG, whereas most of the literature on intergovernmental 
relations has focused primarily on Type I MLG. As Fels suggests, such 
an endeavour would involve not only intergovernmental agreements, but 
also greater community involvement in policy design and delivery. Any 
attempts to move in this direction, however, will clearly take place against 
the backdrop of the competing logics described by Painter (2001).

Sub-national governance
There is a significant literature that has examined sub-national governance 
structures in Australia, such as local government, regional governance 
structures, cities, municipalities and local communities (e.g. Brown 
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and Bellamy 2007; Jones 2008; Everingham et al. 2009; Acuto 2012); 
however, the literature on federalism and intergovernmental relations has 
tended to analyse these arrangements as either discrete entities or in the 
shadow of federal–state relations. At the same time, sub-national units 
have also been increasingly identified as an appropriate scale for tackling 
various policy issues. For example, the important role that regions play in 
certain policy areas supports Galligan’s (2008: 618) argument that: 

regionalism is alive and well at the sub-State level for certain governance 
purposes and policy delivery regimes, and can be a preferred identifier for 
groupings of people concerned with or responding to certain issues.

Brown (2009, 2012) has gone somewhat further and argued that regions 
form an important part of the day-to-day political culture and practice 
of Australian citizens. This view is supported by Taylor’s (2012: 507) study 
of the wheatbelt region of Western Australia in which he argues that 34 
rural local governments were able to ‘buffer state intervention and improve 
the effectiveness of their own cooperative planning and management 
activities for sustainable development’ by adopting a defensive posture 
towards a state-led program of regionalisation for economic development 
and natural resource management.

These points are also illustrated by Brown and Bellamy’s (2010) case study 
of the rural and remote region of central west Queensland in which at 
least 21 different regional bodies, programs, committees and community-
based groups exist across a wide variety of policy areas from regional 
development, transport and integrated planning, to tourism, indigenous 
welfare and health and social services. Brown and Bellamy (2010) note 
the patchwork, informal and impermanent arrangements that exist in 
central west Queensland in which many services are delivered by project 
and network-based groups or public–private partnerships that involve a 
broader range of actors from the public, private and voluntary sectors. 
They argue that this has generated some challenges, including shortages in 
human capital, wider intergovernmental conflict, financial sustainability, 
misalignment between policy scales and responsibilities, legitimacy deficits 
and difficulties in securing sufficient policy capacity (Brown and Bellamy 
2010: 180). They also noted the multiple, and sometimes blurred, spatial, 
functional and sectoral boundaries that can exist between different regional 
identifiers (Brown and Bellamy 2010: 172–75). Differences at this level 
existed not only between state and Commonwealth governments, but also 
between departments within any one given level of government.
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They also note, however, that the partnership arrangements that exist in 
central west Queensland have also provided it with the flexibility and 
responsiveness to deal with various policy issues (Brown and Bellamy 
2010: 190–91). So, whilst many of the participants in their study expressed 
concern that the system was ‘supported only by weak regional institutional 
frameworks’, they also noted the advantages that this brought. What this 
suggests is a struggle in central west Queensland between a desire to move 
further towards more institutionalised, Type I arrangements, combined 
with a concern that this would lead to a loss of flexibility and capacity 
to adapt to the more partnership- and project-based strategy found in 
Type II MLG arrangements. As Brown and Bellamy (2010: 191) note, the 
interviewees in their study:

revealed little desire to sacrifice flexibility and informality, even when 
participants recognized the various signs of institutional weakness in 
the regional governance system, on the basis that this could limit their 
effective capacity to translate adaptive processes into outcomes.

Indeed, Brown and Bellamy’s findings demonstrate how the participants 
in their study are balancing the various virtues and vices of Type I and 
Type II MLG that were discussed in the opening section of this chapter.

MLG and policymaking
MLG has also been used to examine the policymaking process, 
particularly in the literature on environmental governance and natural 
resource management (e.g. Morrison 2007; Lockwood et al. 2009; 
Daniell et al. 2011). In many instances, these difficulties can be located 
at the interface between Type I and Type II MLG. For example, Bellamy 
(2007: 104–05) argues that natural resource management in Australia 
increasingly involves:

a complex system of multiple ‘nested’ or polycentric decision-
making arrangements (versus being neatly hierarchical) being carried 
out concurrently across a range of political decision-making levels 
(e.g. national, state, region, local) and horizontally across a fragmented 
array of territorial and sectoral areas … This system is continually evolving 
at all political and sectoral levels … At each level of this complex multi-
layered and polycentric system, there are different emergent properties 
and problems to be addressed.
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Similarly, Bulkeley, in a series of single and co-authored contributions, 
has identified the emergence of a complex set of governance arrangements 
around climate change policy in Australia at the city/municipal level 
(e.g. Bulkeley 2005; Betsill and Bulkeley 2006; Bulkeley and Betsill 2013; 
see also Jones 2012, 2013). For example, Betsill and Bulkeley (2006: 151) 
argue that the inherently multi-level nature of the governance of climate 
change policy is leading to an active reconfiguration and renegotiation 
of the roles and responsibilities of state and non-state actors:

While the nation-state may be responsible for legitimating and alleviating 
climate risks, this is a task that it cannot complete without addressing the 
source of risks (energy use) and without the involvement of the institutions 
and agents responsible for that use (industries and communities). In turn, 
non-state actors, which operate at different scales traditionally across 
discrete policy sectors, share responsibility with the state for defining 
problems and implementing solutions.

Bulkeley and Betsill (2013) argue that this renegotiation of roles and 
responsibilities is illustrated by the active role that several cities in 
Australia have played in various transnational municipal networks, such 
as the C40 network, the International Council for Local Environmental 
Initiatives’ (ICLEI) Cities for Climate Protection (CCP) program and 
Climate Alliance. For example, they show how the city of Melbourne has 
developed a coordinated and strategic approach to climate change, despite 
the fragmented nature of local governance. Bulkeley and Betsill (2013) 
argue that Melbourne has been able to do this by providing strategic 
direction (e.g. the 2002 Victorian greenhouse strategy and the Zero Net 
Emissions by 2020 – Strategy Update), promoting Greenpower energy, 
supporting the ICLEI CCP program in regional and rural Australia and 
helping local councils to form partnerships known as regional greenhouse 
alliances.2

Bulkeley’s overall argument is that these developments illustrate new 
spheres of authority that are not bound to a particular scale, but which 
are having a direct effect on the governance of climate change in various 
cities worldwide (e.g. Bulkeley 2005). She argues that these relatively 
new forms of Type II MLG in Australia also help illustrate at least three 

2	  Examples include Central Victoria Greenhouse Alliance, Eastern Alliance for Greenhouse 
Action, Gippsland Climate Change Network, Goulburn Broken Greenhouse Alliance, North East 
Greenhouse Alliance, the Northern Alliance for Greenhouse Action, the South East Councils Climate 
Change Alliance and Western Alliance for Greenhouse Action (see www.naga.org.au/alliances.html).

http://www.naga.org.au/alliances.html
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points. First, cities are playing an important role in addressing climate 
change in ways that nation-states have often failed to fully appreciate. 
Second, cities and local authorities can effectively bypass the nation-state, 
even when the actions that they take may contradict those that are being 
pursued by the national government. Third, cities and local governments 
have taken on functions that are typically associated with nation-states, 
such as the development of norms, rules for compliance and mechanisms 
for reporting and monitoring emissions. Betsill and Bulkeley (2006: 152) 
conclude that: 

This suggests that political power and authority lie not only with nation-
states, but can accrue to transnational networks operating through 
a different form of territoriality.

Conclusion
This chapter has asked whether it is possible to draw ideas from 
a concept, such as MLG, beyond the particular context within which it 
was originally developed. We have argued that there appear to be some 
advantages in examining Australian federalism from an MLG perspective 
but it is obviously important that it is done with considerable caution.

The considerable differences that exist between the EU, as an emerging 
supra-national polity, and the federal system of government that exists 
in Australia, is one clear reason why it is necessary to proceed with 
caution. Most federal systems do not have a genuinely autonomous 
supra-national level of government like the EU; there are important 
differences in institutional architecture between the EU and Australia and 
the circumstances that gave rise to the federation in Australia are clearly 
different from those that gave rise to the EU. Bakvis (2013) underscores 
this point with reference to the Canadian context. He argues that, whilst 
non-hierarchical modes of coordination are used in Canada, hierarchy 
plays a more critical role in Canada than in the EU, due to its propensity 
for top-down control, the government’s lack of willingness to engage civil 
society and a closed and elite-driven form of executive federalism:

In the Canadian federation hierarchy plays a critical role, but not in direct 
relations between governments. Rather, as argued, hierarchy is found 
mainly within governments, with executive dominance the primary 
outcome, thereby affecting relations between governments: interactions 
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tend to be limited to those between governments (interstate federalism), 
mainly at a senior level and at the expense of inclusive networks and 
connections with civil society (Bakvis 2013: 215).

We have made a similar point when examining the nature of 
intergovernmental relations in Australia. So, factors such as those identified 
by Bakvis will clearly have an impact on the extent to which Type II MLG 
develops in Australia, given that these governance arrangements will be 
embedded within the legal frameworks and norms determined by Type I 
jurisdictions.

At the same time, we have also detailed several instances where Type I 
MLG is coexisting with Type II MLG in Australia. This raises important 
questions about how differences in institutional structure shape the extent 
to which Type II MLG emerges and how Type II MLG intersects and 
coexists with Type I MLG. The brief examples that we have provided 
suggest that this will vary across policy areas and between national 
contexts, but developing a better understanding of what drives this 
variation is clearly an important area for further research.

We have argued that greater engagement with the literature on MLG could 
act as a good starting point for this work. In particular, we have shown 
how taking an MLG perspective has opened up new lines of enquiry in 
other countries that share Australia’s federal system of government. The 
different examples of Type II MLG that we have discussed suggest that 
similar trends are taking place in Australia. In our view, further research 
is now required in order to better understand how Type I MLG intersects 
and coexists with Type II MLG in Australia, including the effectiveness 
and legitimacy of such arrangements. The chapters in this volume are an 
important step in that direction.
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