
 

Repositório ISCTE-IUL
 
Deposited in Repositório ISCTE-IUL:
2024-10-23

 
Deposited version:
Publisher Version

 
Peer-review status of attached file:
Peer-reviewed

 
Citation for published item:
Saerbeck, B., Jörgens, H., Goritz, A., Schuster, J., Well, M. & Kolleck, N. (2024). The administrative
embeddedness of international environmental secretariats: Toward a global administrative space? . In
Helge Jörgens,  Nina Kolleck, Mareike Well (Ed.), International public administrations in
environmental governance: The role of autonomy, agency, and the quest for attention. (pp. 201-
227).: Cambridge University Press.

 
Further information on publisher's website:
10.1017/9781009383486.009

 
Publisher's copyright statement:
This is the peer reviewed version of the following article: Saerbeck, B., Jörgens, H., Goritz, A.,
Schuster, J., Well, M. & Kolleck, N. (2024). The administrative embeddedness of international
environmental secretariats: Toward a global administrative space? . In Helge Jörgens,  Nina Kolleck,
Mareike Well (Ed.), International public administrations in environmental governance: The role of
autonomy, agency, and the quest for attention. (pp. 201-227).: Cambridge University Press., which
has been published in final form at https://dx.doi.org/10.1017/9781009383486.009. This article may
be used for non-commercial purposes in accordance with the Publisher's Terms and Conditions for
self-archiving.

Use policy

Creative Commons CC BY 4.0
The full-text may be used and/or reproduced, and given to third parties in any format or medium, without prior permission or
charge, for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes provided that:

• a full bibliographic reference is made to the original source

• a link is made to the metadata record in the Repository

• the full-text is not changed in any way

The full-text must not be sold in any format or medium without the formal permission of the copyright holders.

Serviços de Informação e Documentação, Instituto Universitário de Lisboa (ISCTE-IUL)
Av. das Forças Armadas, Edifício II, 1649-026 Lisboa Portugal

Phone: +(351) 217 903 024 | e-mail: administrador.repositorio@iscte-iul.pt
https://repositorio.iscte-iul.pt

https://dx.doi.org/10.1017/9781009383486.009


201

9.1 Introduction

Today’s global governance system is characterized by institutional complexity, 
bottom-up and top-down elements, and a multiplicity of actors and levels. Public 
administrations are generally seen as an important element of this global gov-
ernance architecture (Bauer, Knill, and Eckhard 2017). Kingsbury and Stewart 
(2005: 17) even argue that “much of global governance can be understood and ana-
lyzed as administrative action: rule making, administrative adjudication between 
competing interests, and other forms of regulatory and administrative decisions 
and management.” Coining the term “global administrative law,” they and others 
call “for the recognition of a global administrative space in which international 
and transnational administrative bodies interact in complex ways” (Wessel and 
Wouters 2007: 281) and in which states are no longer the single determinant but 
rather one among many.

The concept of a global administrative space relates to the institutional struc-
ture that underlies processes of global policymaking, namely the emergence of 
administrative structures beyond the territory of the nation-state (Kingsbury and 
Stewart 2005). However, we still lack knowledge about the embeddedness, role, 
and position of environmental bureaucracies in their respective networks and how 
they interact with other types of actors. Only recently have scholars begun to study 
the interaction between state and nonstate actors and environmental bureaucra-
cies within the architectures of global environment governance (see, e.g., Saerbeck  
et al. 2020; Wit et al. 2020). Applying the notion of an administrative space to 
the global environmental governance regime promises to be a fruitful endeavor 
as it is believed that not just the state signatories of a convention contribute to 
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processes of environmental multilateral decision-making. Rather, it is assumed 
that environmental bureaucracies and state and nonstate actors have formed com-
plex networks, thereby strengthening the bond between once disconnected entities. 
As such, it is argued that, similar to the European administrative space, one needs 
“to stop thinking in terms of hierarchical layers of competence separated by the 
subsidiarity principle and start thinking, instead, of a networking arrangement, 
with all levels of governance shaping, proposing, implementing and monitoring 
policy together” (Prodi 2000 in Martens 2006: 126).

This contribution seeks to deepen our understanding of the global environmen-
tal governance regime, and in particular the role of environmental bureaucracies 
within it. We argue that state and nonstate actors as well as environmental bureau-
cracies operating on various levels interact with one another within the global 
environmental governance regime. Furthermore, we argue that international public 
administrations play a central role not only in the global environmental govern-
ance regime but also in the global environmental administrative space. Building 
on an original dataset of issue-specific cooperation and information flows among 
organizations active in the global climate and the biodiversity regimes, we test our 
arguments by studying whether environmental bureaucracies, state organizations, 
and nonstate organizations interact horizontally and vertically with one another.

We assess our argument by means of social network analysis. This allows us 
to detect the diverse interactions that environmental bureaucracies cultivate with 
one another as well as with state and nonstate actors. Based on an original data set 
derived from a large-N survey among organizations in two fields of global environ-
mental governance, our social network analysis maps networks of policy-specific 
communication and cooperation among diverse actor groups. This approach ena-
bles us to assess the position, the embeddedness, and the potential role of specific 
actors within these networks. Moreover, we can draw conclusions about the rela-
tionships between various actor types within the same negotiations.

Our study speaks to the literature on global environmental governance architec-
tures (Aldy and Stavins 2007; Biermann et al. 2009; Keohane and Victor 2011). 
The literature on the global climate governance regime has focused mainly on the 
interaction between negotiation parties and nonparty actors (see, e.g., Nasiritousi 
and Linnér 2016; Nasiritousi, Hjerpe, and Buhr 2014, 2016; Tallberg et al. 2013), 
thereby somewhat neglecting the link between administrations and state and non-
state actors (for a recent exception see Biermann and Kim 2020). Our approach 
focuses on the bureaucratic side of these governance arrangements and how they 
interact with others, a focus that we consider to be of great importance. For exam-
ple, scholars of international public administration study their agency and influ-
ential role in multilateral negotiations by inquiring whether, how, and to which 
degree they exert influence on international policymaking (see, e.g., Bauer 2006, 
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2009; Bauer, Andresen, and Biermann 2012; Bauer and Ege 2017; Busch 2009; 
Eckhard and Ege 2016; Jinnah 2011, 2014; Johnson 2016; Saerbeck et al. 2020; 
Tallberg et al. 2013; Well et al. 2020). These scholars find that international 
bureaucracies partially act beyond the mandate state actors grant them, trying to 
mobilize support to advance their own proposals and to build momentum for mul-
tilateral agreements (Abbott and Snidal 2010; Jörgens et al. 2017; Saerbeck et al. 
2020). They can be powerful actors that wield (independent) influence in global 
policymaking by controlling information and the ability to transform this infor-
mation into knowledge – that is, to structure perceptions (Barnett and Finnemore 
2004). International bureaucracies exert influence, inter alia, through the use of 
their central position in actor networks, their privileged access to information, their 
professional authority, and technical expertise (Bauer and Ege 2016; Jinnah 2014; 
Jörgens et al. 2017; Widerberg and van Laerhoven 2014).

The next section reviews concepts of inter- and transnational administrative 
spaces to study the phenomenon of administrative structures and state- and non-
state actors’ networks. This allows us to formulate first expectations about the 
characteristics of a potentially emerging global environmental administrative 
space. The following section builds on an original dataset derived from a large-N 
survey among organizations operating in the fields of global climate and biodiver-
sity governance to empirically map networks of policy-specific communication 
and cooperation. This allows us to assess the global environmental governance 
structure as well as the position that administrative organizations occupy within 
this regime. We discuss our findings in the conclusion, in which we also outline 
avenues for future research.

9.2 Concepts of International and Transnational Administrative Spaces

The international and transnational administrative spaces are relatively new concepts 
in the public administration and international relations literature. They were system-
atically dealt with for the first time in the context of European integration research. In 
the following, we first look at the characteristics of the so-called European adminis-
trative space before we review the concepts of global or transnational administrative 
structures that are not bound to the polity of the European Union.

The European and Global Administrative Spaces

The European administrative space is a nonhierarchical order of closely inter-
twined operational and decision-making levels combined with a major structural 
variability. A first wave of research on the European administrative space focused 
mainly on the convergence of (national) administrative systems “on a common 
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European model” (Olsen 2003: 506), in which a “public administration operates 
and is managed on the basis of European principles, rules and regulations uni-
formly enforced in the relevant territory” (Olsen 2003: 508). Closely related to 
more general notions of European integration or Europeanization of national polit-
ical systems, the Europeanization of national public administrations was seen as 
“a new pattern of European integration that complements regulatory integration” 
(Trondal and Peters 2015: 79). The emergence of a European administrative space 
was thought to be a cross-national convergence of national administrations.

Arguing that the convergence of national administrative systems was at best 
inconsistent and incomplete (Knill 2001; Olsen 2003), a second wave of research 
focused on the multilevel character of European public administration. Departing 
from a predominant focus on the substantial attributes of administrative organiza-
tions – such as size and expertise of staff, financial resources, or formal mandates 
and competencies – to including relational attributes of public administrations led 
to a reconceptualization of the European administrative space as network-based 
rather than state-centric. From this perspective, a European administrative space 
emerges through the intensification of relationships between (integrated) adminis-
trative units at different levels of government, that is, a vertical pooling of admin-
istrative resources from different levels of government within particular policy 
domains or issue areas (Benz 2015; Hofmann 2008). The European administrative 
space is seen as “a space in which European, national and sub-national admin-
istrations and interested parties act together in agenda setting, rule-making and 
implementation” (Hofmann 2008: 670). According to Heidbreder (2011: 710), it 
is best understood “in procedural terms as a network marked by ‘functional unity’, 
‘organizational separation’ and ‘procedural co-operation.’”

Overall, the prevailing notion of a European administrative space can be 
described as “a common European administrative infrastructure for the joint for-
mulation and execution of public policy” (Trondal and Peters 2015: 79) with estab-
lished links to relevant nonstate actors within a given issue area or policy domain. 
Its main features are (i) an interest of public administrations at different levels of 
government as political actors, (ii) a focus on their relationships and interactions 
with other bureaucracies as well as with other (non)state actors, and (iii) a govern-
ance perspective that is interested in processes of formulating and implementing 
political programs within the European multilevel polity. Research in this tradition 
is rooted simultaneously in the subdisciplines of public administration, public pol-
icy, European studies, and international relations.

Trondal and Peters (2013, 2015) moreover identify three analytical dimen-
sions that characterize the European administrative space – institutional independ-
ence, integration, and co-optation. The first dimension, institutional independence, 
“involves the institutionalization of some level of independent administrative 
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capacity” at the international level, which the authors characterize as “relatively per-
manent and separate institutions that are able to act relatively independently from 
[national] governments” (Trondal and Peters 2015: 80). The second dimension, inte-
gration, “entails … the inter-institutional integration of administrative structures” 
at the global level. Finally, the third dimension, co-optation, means that “there is a 
mutual process of integration” of domestic agencies, regional administrative struc-
tures such as the institutions of the European Union, international bureaucracies, and 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) at all levels of government that are involved 
in the exercise of administrative tasks (Trondal and Peters 2015: 80).

In contrast to the concept of European administrative spaces, the term “global 
administrative space” is not frequently used in the fields of public administration, 
international relations and international law. It figures most prominently in the work 
of Kingsbury, Krisch, and Stewart (2005: 25), who see the recognition of a dis-
tinct global administrative space as a way to overcome “the classical dichotomy 
between an administrative space in national polities on the one hand and inter-state 
coordination in global governance on the other.” They relate the concept of the 
global administrative space to the emergence of administrative structures beyond 
the nation-state. Kingsbury and Stewart (2008: 3–4) characterize this space as being 
“populated by several distinct types of regulatory administrative institutions and 
various types of entities that are the subject of regulation, including not only states 
but firms, NGOs and individuals.”1 While their notion of a global administrative 
space shows a considerable degree of overlap with that of transnational govern-
mental networks, it differs from the latter in that it defines the global administra-
tive space in functional rather than formal terms. In their understanding, the global 
administrative space is restricted not to formal bureaucratic organizations (or their 
individual members) but to those organizations (and their individual members) that 
actually perform administrative functions at all levels of government.2

Transgovernmental Networks and Multilevel Governance

A number of approaches describe and analyze the emergence of administrative 
structures beyond the European Union. A very early field of study was what Nye 
and Keohane (1971b: 331) termed “transnational relations.” Transnational relations 

 1 Kingsbury and Stewart (2008: 3–4) distinguish between five groups of actors in the global administrative 
space: (i) “formal intergovernmental organizations,” especially their “internal organs of an 
administrative character,” (ii) “intergovernmental networks of national regulatory officials,” (iii) “hybrid 
intergovernmental-private bodies, composed of both public and private actors,” (iv) “private bodies 
exercising public governance functions,” and (v) “domestic administrative agencies whose regulatory 
decisions significantly affect other countries or their citizens.”

 2 Both definitions include the relations and interactions of administrative organizations with their respective 
target audiences.
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are defined as “contacts, coalitions, and interactions across state boundaries that 
are not controlled by the central foreign policy organs of governments.” While not 
specifically focusing on the interaction of administrative actors at different levels 
of government, Nye and Keohane explicitly acknowledge that public administra-
tions at the (sub)national level may act in partial autonomy from their own gov-
ernments when interacting with state or nonstate actors in other countries or at 
the international level. They observe that “subunits of governments may … have 
distinct foreign policies which are not all filtered through the top leadership and 
which do not fit into a unitary actor model” (Nye and Keohane 1971a: 731). At the 
same time, international secretariats may seek transgovernmental actors “as poten-
tial allies” (Nye and Keohane 1971a: 748) and can be expected “to form explicit or 
implicit coalitions with sub-units of governments as well as with nongovernmental 
organizations having similar interests” (Keohane and Nye 1974: 52).

In a state-of-the-art review on transnational relations, Nölke (2016) charac-
terized transnational politics as a space in which a wide range of organizations, 
including businesses, NGOs, research institutes, national ministries, agencies, sub-
national governments, and international public administrations, interact and form 
transnational policy networks. Slaughter (2004) argues that transnational networks 
of government officials have substituted traditional diplomacy in many policy 
areas. Building on Keohane and Nye (1974) and Slaughter (2004), Hale and Held 
(2011: 16) define transgovernmental networks as more or less formalized fora that 
“bring ‘domestic’ government officials together with their peers around specific 
issues, often regulatory in nature.”

Multilevel governance approaches moreover cover linkages between the public 
and private sector more generally and between state and supranational authority 
specifically. They describe the complex distribution and linkages as well as the 
blurred boundaries of competencies and responsibilities between state and nonstate 
activities at different levels: “Multi-Level Governance posits that decision-making 
authority is not monopolized by the governments of the member states but is dif-
fused to different levels of decision-making, the sub-national, national and supra-
national levels” (Marks 1993: 392). The multilevel governance approach “focuses 
on the change in form of the exercise of political power and the new forms of coop-
eration and coordination that transcend ‘hierarchy’ (in the sense of central control) 
and ‘market’ (in the sense of spontaneous, unplanned self-organization)” (Huster 
2008: 56). Whereas multilevel refers to the growing independence of the system 
from governments, the term “Governance” is a reference to the growing interde-
pendence of state and nonstate actors (Bache and Flinders 2004: 2–3). Various 
forms of governance at different levels of decision-making are connected to form 
an overall composition of “Governance by, with, and without Government” (Zürn 
1998: 166–167).
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9.3 A Global Environmental Administrative Space?

Transnational relations as well as multilevel governance approaches direct the 
scholarly focus to the linkages between the public and private sphere on the inter-
national level. They conceptualize international governance processes as a space 
in which state and nonstate actors form complex policy networks. Studies of global 
climate governance echo this notion and describe the global environmental gov-
ernance structure as highly dynamic relationships within and between different 
levels of governance and government (Biermann et al. 2009; Saerbeck et al. 2020). 
For example, the climate regime that is based on the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change’s (UNFCCC) Paris Agreement has been described 
as a “hybrid system that combines bottom-up with top-down elements” (Falkner 
2016: 21), which emphasizes the role and importance of issue-specific initia-
tives carried out by a diverse set of actors (Fuhr and Hickmann 2016; Jänicke 
and Quitzow 2017; Pattberg and Stripple 2008).3 European/global administrative 
space approaches suggest that the existence of network-based administrative struc-
tures lies beyond the nation-state. They point to the multilevel character of public 
administrations.

Our argument is that a global environmental administrative space is currently 
emerging within the global environmental governance regime through the intensi-
fication of relationships between (integrated) administrative units at different lev-
els of government. We also believe that environmental bureaucracies have formed 
bonds not only with one another but also with state and nonstate actors operating 
at different levels in the global environmental regime. Studies on international 
public administrations focus on interorganizational cooperation and issue-specific 
information flows (see, e.g., Bauer, Knill, and Eckhard 2017; Saerbeck et al. 
2020). Well et al. (2020), moreover, showed that expertise and information are 
more important tools for international public administrations than rules and formal 
powers. While the formal mandates and legal competencies of international pub-
lic administrations are rather limited when compared to national bureaucracies, 
their strategic use of expertise, ideas, and procedural knowledge combined with 
their mostly central position in issue-specific information flows forms the basis 
of their impact on global policy outputs (Busch and Liese 2017). International pub-
lic administrations actively shape their organizational environment by setting up 
and forming structures of multilevel administration and by creating informal alli-
ances with nonstate actors at all levels of government. International bureaucracies 
then typically occupy a central position in “their” domain-specific organizational 

 3 Its structure intends to facilitate (inter)action, learning, and diffusion of best practices between a wide variety 
of actors operating across levels and sectors through the provision of multiple access points (Jänicke 2017; 
Jörgensen and Wagner 2017; Ostrom 2010).
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environment, especially within domain-specific information flows (Benz, Corcaci, 
and Doser 2017; Jörgens et al. 2017; Saerbeck et al. 2020; see also Chapter 4). As 
such, we expect international public administrations to be prominent actors within 
the global environmental administrative space as well as the global environmental 
governance regime.

 H1: A global administrative space has emerged within the global environmental 
governance regime, in which environmental bureaucracies of all levels inter-
act with each another.

 H2: The global environmental administrative space comprises networks between 
environmental bureaucracies and state and nonstate actors.

 H3: International public administrations play a prominent role in the global envi-
ronmental administrative space.

9.4 Mapping the Global Environmental Administrative Space

In his article on the development of a European administrative space, Olsen (2003: 
506) asks, “How can we recognize an EAS [European administrative space] if one 
has emerged?” The same question applies to this chapter: How can we define, oper-
ationalize, and measure a potential global environmental administrative space? In 
this section, we will propose social network analysis as a method to respond to this 
challenge.

We believe that a global environmental administrative space can be best 
observed through a systematic empirical analysis of policy-related information 
flows and cooperation between different kinds of actors that are directly or indi-
rectly involved in global environmental governance. Social network analysis 
focuses on social relations between actors and the resulting network structures, 
instead of actors’ individual attributes (Jörgens, Kolleck, and Saerbeck 2016). It 
allows us to map the issue-specific network of organizations operating within a 
given policy domain to identify relationships and types of interactions among them 
and, as such, to study the interaction patterns of state and nonstate actors as well as 
environmental bureaucracies.

Our analysis is based on data that we collected via a large-N online ques-
tionnaire between September 2015 and March 2016. In this questionnaire we 
approached a wide variety of state and nonstate actors operating at different lev-
els in the global climate and biodiversity regimes.4 We received 471 (sometimes 
partial) responses for the UNFCCC and 561 for the Convention on Biological 

 4 For the two surveys, we identified the respondents through lists of the Conference of the Parties participants 
in previous years. We then extended the number of respondents based on the snowball principle and data 
provided in open questions.
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Diversity (CBD). The questionnaire included two questions on the relationships 
between actors. The first question asked about cooperation among different 
actors (“Which organizations did you cooperate closely with regarding topics 
discussed under the UNFCCC/CBD during the last 12 months?”) and the sec-
ond about information provision (“Which organizations did you receive trust-
worthy information from during the last 12  months?”).5 Since both questions 
provide information on relationships relevant to the emergence of a global envi-
ronmental governance regime and a global environmental administrative space, 
we combined the answers. This gives us an idea of whether interaction takes 
place among environmental bureaucracies themselves or between environmental 
bureaucracies and state and nonstate actors across different environmental issue 
areas (climate and biodiversity).

To measure the embeddedness of individual organizations in the combined 
network, we calculate different measures of centrality. The higher an organiza-
tion’s centrality value, the higher its embeddedness in the global environmental 
governance regime and its global environmental administrative space (see, e.g., 
Hanneman and Riddle 2011). First, degree centrality measures how many rela-
tionships an actor has within a given network. In our case, the degree centrality 
measures how often an actor is named as a source of policy-relevant information 
or a cooperation partner and how often an actor is the one who named others. It is 
a measure for reputation and general visibility in a network. Second, eigenvector 
centrality indicates the prominence of an actor in a network by measuring whether 
it is linked to other important actors. An actor’s eigenvector centrality is high only 
if the contacts also have a high eigenvector centrality. Such an actor may have only 
a few, but very important, relations. Finally, betweenness centrality measures how 
often an actor is positioned on the closest path between any other two actors within 
the network. In an information exchange network, for example, a high between-
ness centrality enables an actor to alter the information that is being exchanged 
between different actors.

The next sections describe the global policy network that evolved around the 
UNFCCC and the CBD. The edges represent either instances of interorgani-
zational cooperation or instances of communication where one organization 

 5 Respondents who did not respond to this survey item were spread equally across the different categories of 
participants. We left out invalid responses, commonly resulting from the impossibility of identifying the 
mentioned organization due to misspelled acronyms or other reasons. The responses to the two questions 
moreover allowed only for a maximum of six answers. The combined network therefore does not represent 
the totality of existing cooperative or communicative links between the organizations in the network, but 
only those that are most highly valued by the survey’s respondents. This is also the reason why we did not 
calculate any measures to describe the overall network structure, such as network density, reciprocity, transi-
tivity, or average path length (see Hanneman and Riddle 2011), as any measure would be strongly biased and 
underestimate the coherence of the network.
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receives trustworthy information related to the UNFCCC or the CBD from 
another organization. We distinguish between six actor groups (governments, 
international organizations [IOs], NGOs, research institutes, private businesses 
including banks, and others), which enables us to learn more about the relative 
centrality of different types of organizations. In the first step, we provide net-
work graphs and tables with centrality values for the top thirty organizations to 
develop an initial understanding of the global environmental governance regime 
complex. Next, we draw our attention to the embeddedness of environmental 
bureaucracies as well as their interactions with state and nonstate actors within 
that regime to determine the characteristics of the global environmental admin-
istrative space.6

The Global Environmental Governance Regime

This section visualizes the current global environmental governance regime to 
gain a better understanding of the interaction taking place between state and 
nonstate actors and environmental bureaucracies. Figures 9.1 and 9.2 visualize 
the combined UNFCCC and CBD network. While the colors of the nodes in 
Figure 9.1 represent actor groups, the colors in Figure 9.2 indicate which of the 
two UN conventions an organization can be primarily attributed to. Table 9.1 
lists the thirty organizations with the highest centrality values in the combined 
network.

Figure 9.1 shows the current global environmental governance regime. From 
a structural perspective, it is particularly interesting that the network consists 
of one main component of connected actors, while only a few actors are not 
involved in any sort of interaction with this component. Despite tendencies for 
polycentricism (Jordan et al. 2018), there are core actors to the global environ-
mental governance regime that are closely connected. No systematic structures 
of group formations in relation to actor type can be observed, indicating that 
all actor types engage in interactions with other types of stakeholders. When 
looking at the position of specific actors (see Table 9.1), we see that IOs are at 
the core of the current global environmental governance system. Interestingly, 
these are not only the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), two IOs that play leadership 
roles in environmental and development policy, but also the two convention 
secretariats.

 6 Although we find Kingsbury and Stewart’s (2008) approach of including bureaucratic organizations and 
organizations who actually perform administrative functions at all levels of government in the conceptualiza-
tion of a global administrative space interesting, we refrain from using their definition of a bureaucratic actor 
due to restrictions caused by our methodological approach.
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Figure 9.2 and Table 9.1 suggest that an institutional structure has evolved 
that is present in different issue-specific networks of global environmental gov-
ernance. This structure comprises international (e.g., UNEP, UNDP, European 
Commission, the Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO]), governmental 
 (different national environmental ministries and agencies), nongovernmental 
(e.g., WWF, CAN) and research organizations (e.g., WRI, CGIAR). Some organ-
izations, such as the IUCN and the IPCC, are themselves compound organizations 
with traits of an IO and NGO (IUCN) or a research organization (IPCC), respec-
tively.7 However, the results suggest that the global environmental governance 

Government

GIZ

IUCNCBDUNEP

UNFCCC

UNDP

NGO

Research

IO

Bank/Business

Others

Figure 9.1 The combined CBD and UNFCCC network by actor groups (node 
size refers to degree centrality, and node color refers to actor group)

 7 UNEP = United Nations Environment Program; UNDP = United Nations Development Program; WWF = 
World Wide Fund for Nature; CAN = Climate Action Network; WRI = World Resources Institute; IUCN = 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature; IPCC = Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.
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regime is mostly dominated by IOs, NGOs, and governmental actors, while only 
a few research organizations and businesses can be found among the most cen-
tral actors.

The results suggest an embeddedness of environmental bureaucracies within the 
global environmental governance structure. The high centrality scores of interna-
tional public administrations (according to all three centrality measures presented 
in Table 9.1) indicate that they occupy a central position in their respective treaty 
networks. Figure 9.2 and the betweenness centrality scores in Table 9.1 also show 
that in particular the CBD Secretariat occupies a very central position in the com-
bined network that could be an indicator of a bridge function between the climate 
(orange) and the biodiversity (blue) regime.

CBD

UNFCCC

Both

GIZ

IUCN
CBD

UNEP

UNFCCC

UNDP

Figure 9.2 The combined CBD and UNFCCC network by UN conventions 
(node size refers to degree centrality, and node color refers to convention)
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 Toward a Global Administrative Space? 215

A Global Environmental Administrative Space

To answer the question whether a global administrative space has emerged within 
the global environmental governance regime, in which environmental bureaucra-
cies of all levels interact with one another as well as with state and nonstate actors, 
we focus on their interactions. At first, we look at the interactions of environmen-
tal bureaucracies with one another. For this purpose, we reduce the network to 
interactions of government actors and IOs. We assume that the answers given by 
our survey respondents that named IOs and government actors mostly refer to the 
administrative parts of these organizations.8

The colors of the nodes indicate the convention the administrative actors can 
be attributed to. The structure of the graph in Figure 9.3 suggests that the envi-
ronmental bureaucracies not only engage in cooperation and exchange of infor-
mation within the scope of their respective convention but they also interact with 
public administrations from other environmental issue areas. Again, this applies 
particularly to the two convention secretariats. Table 9.2 lists the thirty environ-
mental bureaucracies with the highest centrality values. Although no local actors 
can be found among the thirty most central actors, the presence of bureaucracies 
that belong to both IOs and national agencies and ministries indicates that verti-
cal interaction patterns emerge in addition to the horizontal interactions observed 
from the network graph. These results serve as a first indicator for the integra-
tion of administrative structures and thus the existence of a global environmental 
administrative space.

To further investigate the existence of a global environmental administrative 
space, we study the interactions between environmental bureaucracies and state 
and nonstate actors and the position of international public administration within 
this network. Figures 9.4 and 9.5 visualize the information exchange and cooper-
ation of environmental bureaucracies with state and nonstate actors. In contrast 
to the network presented in Figures 9.1 and 9.2, we created this network by using 
only relations that involved administrative actors, either as the source or the target 
of interaction; hence, these figures can be interpreted as egocentric networks of the 
administrative actors involved. In this way, we can analyze co-optation, the mutual 
process of integration of domestic administrations, regional administrative institu-
tions such as the European Union, international bureaucracies, and nongovernmen-
tal organizations at different levels of government (Trondal and Peters 2015: 80). 
Again, the colors of the nodes in Figure 9.4 represent actor groups and the colors 
in Figure 9.5 indicate to which of the two UN conventions an actor belongs to. We 
then calculated the centrality measures for the actors involved in this network in 

 8 See, for example, Well et al. (Chapter 4) who point to the need to treat IO and their bureaucracies as actors in 
their own right, as autonomous and consequential actors and not as instruments of nation-states.
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order to identify particularly central actors. Table 9.3 lists the thirty organizations 
with the highest centrality values in the global environmental administrative space.

Figure 9.4 shows that the global administrative space comprises IOs, governmen-
tal administrations, NGOs, research organizations, and businesses. As could be seen 
already in the overall network, the administrations associated with IOs are mainly posi-
tioned in the center of the graph, while other stakeholders are evenly distributed. At the 
same time, the structure indicates that the global environmental administrative space 
comprises various state and nonstate actors that engage in cooperation and exchange of 
information with environmental bureaucracies. Similar to the previous findings, Table 
9.3 shows that the actors with the highest centrality values belong to IOs, while research 
organizations and businesses are underrepresented. The high number of governmental 
actors among the most central actors again indicates that interactions emerge not only 
between various actors but also between different levels of governance.

Figure 9.3 Network of environmental bureaucracies (node size refers to degree 
centrality, and node color refers to convention)
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Government
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UNDP

Figure 9.4 Network of environmental bureaucracies and their relations with 
state and nonstate actors by actor group (node size refers to degree centrality, and 
node color refers to actor group)

9.5 Conclusions

This chapter studied the characteristics of the global administrative space and the 
embeddedness of environmental bureaucracies within that space. We applied con-
cepts of inter- and transnational relations (e.g., transgovernmental networks, mul-
tilevel governance approaches, and the European/global administrative space) and 
used social network analysis. The latter allowed us to describe the current global 
environmental governance regime and to systematically examine the environmen-
tal bureaucrat’s relations. Building on an original dataset on issue-specific cooper-
ation and information flows among organizations active in the global climate and 
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GIZ

IUCN CBD

UNEP

UNFCCC

UNDP

Figure 9.5 Network of environmental bureaucracies and their relations with 
state and nonstate actors by UN convention (node size refers to degree centrality, 
and node color refers to convention)

the biodiversity regimes, we find that environmental bureaucracies interact with 
one another as well as with state and nonstate actors within the global environ-
mental governance regime. They have succeeded in forming complex networks of 
relations stretching from the local and national to the international level, constitut-
ing an emerging global environmental administrative space.

We moreover discover that environmental bureaucracies, mostly international 
public administrations, occupy central positions within the global environmental 
governance regime, even bridging the two environmental treaty conventions under 
study. Their high centrality scores indicate that they are engaged in cooperation 
and information exchange with organizations that are more strongly involved in 
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the negotiation and implementation of the other convention, thereby attempting 
to connect broader policy discourses with specific negotiation items. This may 
be a sign of (formal or informal) autonomy that they have acquired vis-à-vis state 
actors. It would be worthwhile to take into account the challenges that may arise 
in principal–agent relations,9 as our results highlight the importance of a research 
agenda that focuses on potential autonomy of environmental bureaucracies as 
well as their functionality, structure, and legitimacy. International public admin-
istrations might aim to gain autonomy from their principals and seek influence in 
environmental policy processes, for example, by defining and framing problems, 
exchanging information about best practices, and proposing solutions that are 
potentially affecting the decision-makers at different levels of government.

The high number of governmental actors furthermore indicates that interactions 
emerge not only between various actors but also beyond different levels of gov-
ernance. A multiplicity of sometimes overlapping environmental institutions have 
been detected, including numerous environmental treaty bodies such as the cli-
mate and biodiversity secretariats as well as various IOs that formally belong to 
other policy domains but whose tasks are in part immediately relevant for global 
environmental issues. These organizations include, among others, the World Bank 
and the FAO. Finally, we find that some organizations, such as the IUCN and 
the IPCC, are themselves compound organizations with traits of an IO, perform-
ing administrative tasks, and an NGO (IUCN) or a research organization (IPCC), 
respectively. These findings direct the attention to the administrative tasks that 
are being performed by diverse state and nonstate actors at different levels in a 
given policy domain. Taking our results as a starting point, future research could 
investigate whether these interactions also lead to processes of integration among 
administrative actors across different levels of government and to the co-optation 
of nongovernmental or semigovernmental actors within a common global environ-
mental administrative structure. Kingsbury, Krisch, and Stewart (2005: 22–23), 
for example, argue that at the international level private organizations, which they 
refer to as “hybrid intergovernmental-private administration,” fulfill functions 
similar to those of public administrations at the national level and propose to study 
such bodies “as part of global administration.” Further studies need to analyze the 
integration among administrative actors across different levels of government and 
of co-optation of nongovernmental or semigovernmental actors within a common 
global environmental administrative structure.

 9 The principal–agent approach tries to explain how contractual partners pursue their commitments despite an 
asymmetric distribution of information and diverging interests, and under the premises of utility-maximizing 
or opportunistic actors. A major risk is shirking by the agent, also known as “agency drift”: Administrations 
may develop an institutional self-interest and exploit the information asymmetry vis-à-vis the principal result-
ing from unclear negotiation levels spread over numerous hierarchical levels to pursue their goals.
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