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ABSTRACT

Paper presents the value added to the analysis of the functioning of 
multi-level governance in the context of EU. Furthermore, it contributes 
to the small state studies, as the mitigation of crisis from the perspec-
tive of small state is analysed. The aim of the research was to determine 
whether the multi-level governance during the large-scale crisis was suc-
cessful and what factors affected the level of success. The analysis utilizes 
of the case study method, where the crisis responses during the peak of 
Western Balkan migration route and Slovenia as a small state on Schen-
gen border serve as examples of examination and evaluation. Results 
show unsuccessfulness of multi-level governance during the crisis, with 
mostly top-down direction of decision-making, and particularly the sub-
national level being poorly involved into the process. In addition, also lay-
ering of policy creation and implementation can be observed. The results 
of the analysis also pointed out that the multi-level governance in the 
case of migration crisis on the Western Balkans Route can be positioned 
as the type 1 governance, if we follow the outline of Hooghe and Marks 
(2003). The results indicate that unsuccessful multi-level governance had 
negative impacts on managing the crisis, as well as on perceptions about 
EU and Schengen Zone. This study is novel in its content, as it represents 
the first examination and evaluation of multi-level governance during the 
EU migration crisis, where Western Balkan route and Slovenia as small 
state on the outer Schengen zone border serve as a case study for the 
evaluation.
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1 Introduction

During the last decade, the European Union is exposed to one the biggest 
migration crisis since the World War II. Migrants enter EU through several 
routes, some of them are difficult and extremely dangerous ones. The entry 
points are Member States, which are geographically close to the Mediterra-
nean Sea, but the target destinations are richer European countries such as 
e.g. Germany and Sweden. Frontex (2017) lists eight main migration routes 
to the target points counties, which mostly extend along the southern and 
south-eastern part of the EU. This research will focus on the Western Balkans 
route, which was particularly active for one year in the period from 2015 to 
2016 and extends through the countries of Turkey, Greece, Macedonia, Ser-
bia, Hungary, Slovenia, Austria and Germany (BBC News, 2015).

Slovenia was directly affected by the migrant crisis in October 2015, right af-
ter the closure of the Hungarian border, when migrants immediately started 
to enter in order to pass another transit country and to reach out their final 
destination. The first registrations of migrants in Slovenia took place on Oc-
tober 16, 2015 (Republika Slovenija, Ministrstvo za notranje zadeve, 2017b 
and Republika Slovenija, Ministrstvo za notranje zadeve, 2017c), and then the 
country coped with the group of transit migrants until the beginning of March 
of 2016, when the western Balkan route officially closed.

Since the interest in staying and integrating in the system was not indicat-
ed by migrants, Slovenian authorities tried to direct them as quickly and effi-
ciently as possible to Austria. Slovenia thus accepted migrants on the border 
with Croatia, carried out the registration process, offered them health and 
other necessary care, and then handed them over at the northern border to 
Austrian authorities. During the half year period, Slovenia allowed entrance 
to approximately half of million migrants, which accounts for a quarter of its 
own population (Republika Slovenija, Ministrstvo za notranje zadeve, Policija, 
2015 and Republika Slovenija, Ministrstvo za notranje zadeve, Policija, 2016a).

Slovenia adopted the EU solidarity answer from the very beginning on, but 
still in addressing migrant issues, Slovenia is committed to respect and imple-
ment supranational and national legislation and the rules and procedures for 
protecting external Schengen border. It was clear that the situation could not 
be handled only by the national level, but it required a diverse range of or-
ganizations to work closely together at many different operational and deci-
sion-making actions. Namely, tackling this crisis required efficient multi-level 
governance, which represents also the backbone of administrative structure 
of the EU.

The aim of the paper is to examine and evaluate the multilevel governance 
in tackling migration crisis of 2015-16 with specific focus on Slovenia. The re-
search shows many shortcomings of it and the core research question of the 
paper is, why and what factors contributed to the collapse of multi-level gov-
ernance. Paper uses predominantly qualitative approach, which is also preva-
lent in the literature (Zincone and Caponio, 2004). This approach is based on 
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the analysis of various official documents and notes, media interviews and 
participant observations, the analysis of newspaper proceedings and opinion 
pools, but it also incorporates relevant data and indicators, where applicable 
and available.

The paper is organized as follows. First, it introduces fundamental theoretical 
considerations and brief literature review. Second, it introduces the method-
ology used to reach the results of the research. Then, results of the research 
are presented. Subsequently, in the discussion part the analysis of the results 
will take place. Finally, the article draw conclusion regarding the multi-level 
governance of the migrant influx in Slovenia with addressing the shortcoming 
and suggestions for improvements.

2 Theoretical Considerations and Literature Review

The first references of the model of multi-level governance date back to 
1993, when Marks (1993, p. 401-402) presented his model as a result of the 
centrifugal process in which the decision-making processes are directed away 
from the national level in two possible directions – up to supranational or 
down to subnational level. Power strives away from the national level, mainly 
as a result of the contemporaneous process of European integration and re-
gionalism (Hooghe, 1996). Later on, Hooghe and Marks (2003, p. 234) strived 
for radical changes in governance by jointly defining multi-level governance 
as a permanent system of negotiations between nested actors through dif-
ferent levels. Over the years, the definition has been complemented by many 
authors and led to defining it as a strongly interconnected network, involving 
several different actors. Networking and co-operation is based on a strong 
and transparent dialogue, on which external factors rarely affect and is not 
marked by differences in space or geographical distance. The most important 
achievement of the model is that no decision-making level or no actor is over-
riding to another, the model therefore creates a common interdependence in 
decision-making and mutual equivalence (Stephenson, 2013). Decision-mak-
ing should be more bottom-up oriented in order to provide more flexibility 
at the local level and boosting the creation of local policies (Tasan-Kok and 
Vranken, 2011).

The administrative functioning of the EU is based on the multi-level gover-
nance principles, and the stability of the union is based on the tight coopera-
tion (Moussis, 1999). In the same line as the tight cooperation helps to solve 
the day-to-day issues, it should also address solving issues of a large-scale. 
Crisis of a large-scale often immerge very fast and can leave long-term con-
sequences if handling the situation is not adequate. In particular, multi-level 
governance can be challenged by large-scale crisis issues, and literature re-
view can provide numerous evidence. The sensitivity in this case can be tack-
led since management of the situation depends on many actors on different 
levels and for so no clear command is pre-established on the actor’s responsi-
bility boundaries or on the directions of the crisis management. The possibil-
ity for emerging social, political and economic conflict is hardly avoidable. By 
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the uniqueness of every large-scale crisis maintaining the situational aware-
ness and the ability to effectively improvise on the recognised novelty has an 
important role for the integrated execution in real time by potentially same 
inclusion of the levels (Howitt and Leonard, 2006).

Large-scale crisis management has been discussed by many scientists and the 
topic entered the public discourse. Examples as by the authors Howitt and 
Leonard (2006) on improving disaster response capabilities caused by the 
Hurricane Katrina, by Tanimura and Yoshikawa (2014) on using the standard-
ization to improve crisis management essential developed on the example 
of the Great East Japan Earthquake, by the template for leading crisis opera-
tions named National Incident Management System (NIMS) launched in 2001 
by the Department of Homeland Security of the United States of America and 
many others scholars are of a great help to governments in order to properly 
prepare and predict unnecessary negative situations. All three models named 
above examine different situation and for so, different perspective and solu-
tion on preparing and solving the large-scale crisis is addressed. Generally 
looking they all share the concluding idea presented by Tanimura and Yoshi-
kawa (2014): observe, orient, decide and act. Their conceptual framework is 
beneficial for including actors on many levels to identify the chaotic situation 
in an early stage and clarify the strategic and operational management of the 
crisis. A prompt response of the actors leads to an effective and efficient crisis 
respond and prevent unexpected event to deepen the confusion and later on 
the potential damage.

Recently, a modest stream of literature on the multi-level governance of mi-
gration and integration policies within EU has emerged, although mainly pol-
icies are discussed, and not crisis situation. Interestingly, the research points 
out that in particular immigration policy-making is characterized by struggle 
among supranational and national level on the amount of discretion nation-
al level has in interpreting EU directives, and this field has been earmarked 
with resulting complex relations among all levels of governance. In addition, 
substantial fragmentation of policy-making and implementation has been ob-
served in this area, where different levels and layers of government develop 
often structurally unconnected policies (Scholten and Penninx, 2016). This 
might suggest so-called decoupled relations between government levels, 
where policies are dissociated and even contradictory between levels, finally 
leading to inevitable conflicts (Jǿrgensen, 2012).

The examination and evaluation of multi-level governance has been ad-
dressed also from the perspective of new member states and small states, 
and several different pattern have evolved. For instance, Kluvankova-Oravska 
and Chobotova (2010) argue that multi-level governance from the perspec-
tive of Central and Eastern European countries is characterized by a prevail-
ing hierarchical structure, and there is a mismatch between old hierarchical 
structures and new institutions developed during and after the period of 
transition, causing often vertical coordination problems. Similarly, the evalu-
ation from the perspective of small states also reveals some interesting find-
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ings. The review of existing research points out that in the small EU countries 
hardly any involvement of subnational actors in policy-making processes or 
in networking can be observed and in those countries subnational actors are 
rather weak partners to the national level (Kull and Tatar, 2015). Consequent-
ly, there is a clear need to add case studies on the evaluation of multi-level 
governance, targeting these two above mentioned specific context, which 
this paper is aiming for.

3 Data and Methodology

The research is based on the qualitative methodology, and case study anal-
ysis serves as basic approach. The methodology of the paper uses different 
techniques while assessing the efficiency and effectiveness of the multi-level 
governance: first, the research adopts the top-down perspective to analyse 
the relations; second, multi-level governance is examined on the basis of four 
most tackled issues at the time of migration crisis in Slovenia, which are as-
sembled in four parameters; third, the situation is evaluated by the model 
of predictable challenges of multi-level governance (Tasan-Kok and Vrank-
en, 2011) and by the model of shortcomings of the multi-level governance 
(Hurrelmann and DeBardeleben, 2009). Moreover, paper positions the specif-
ic situation into one of the two types of multi-level governance, and finally, 
paper presents recommendations for potential future improvements. Each 
technique is further elaborated hereinafter. For a lucid overview, the meth-
odology of the paper is graphically presented below.

The concept of multi-level governance is examined on the basis of the mi-
grant influx occurred on the Western Balkans Route during the period 2015-
16. The context of the analysis is based on Slovenian perspective, and success 
in tackling the migration crisis is examined from the multi-level governance 
perspective. That is, the conceptual framework of the multi-level governance 
serves as the basis for the case study analysis on the crisis responses and 
management at all three levels that actively participated in managing the 
migrant influx in Slovenia; supranational (EU), national and subnational level. 
Furthermore, when analysing the relations between the levels, the top-down 
perspective was considered, specifically, the focus was given to the analysis 
of policy implementation and the evaluation of outcomes, as already previ-
ously introduced by Zincone and Caponio (2004). As the clear-cut system of 
command and control of the supranational and national elites is established 

Figure 1: Graphical illustration of methodology 

Source: The authors' elaboration 
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within the European Union, the subnational governments and street-level of-
ficials clearly depart from both when creating the policies. This specific case 
study analyses the relations among various actors from the perspective, how 
the extent of subnational level’s decision-making complies with that at the 
national and supranational level.

The involvement in managing the migration crisis is examined at each level of 
governance through the following parameters: solidarity response, registra-
tion and accommodation centres, additional technical controls at the internal 
Schengen border, and building the technical barriers at the external Schen-
gen border (that is, on the border with Croatia). The parameters are select-
ed on the basis of most challenging issues in Slovenia during the crisis. The 
examination reflects four issues that most notably impacted the migration 
crisis, therefore efficient and effective multi-level governance should be of 
vital importance. For each one of the four parameters, the main activities are 
presented with the emphasis on the dialogue among different levels of gov-
ernance and the problems in cooperation. Additionally, the direction of deci-
sion-making was taken into account, with the presentation of the options for 
inclusion of the subnational level into the decision-making process. Although 
subnational level forms a part of the multi-level governance model, its inclu-
sion into creating policies is not self-evident and in most cases rather difficult. 
Data for examination are gathered by the study of the available primary and 
secondary literature, and accordingly, the vast majority of data represent ac-
tion plans of the stakeholders involved, press releases and conferences, me-
dia interviews and other information obtained from media.

The results are discussed on the basis of the overall assessment based on the 
theoretical model of predictable challenges of the multi-level governance 
(Tasan-Kok and Vranken, 2011) and by the shortcomings of the multi-level 
governance presented by the authors Hurrelmann and DeBardeleben (2009). 
Tasan-Kok and Vranken (2011) predict applicable challenges first, by including 
different actors and searching for compromises and balance between them; 
second, by scrutinizing the hierarchy of the organizations and the need for 
coordination; third, by screening institutional complexity and the tendency 
of institutional innovation; and finally, by inspecting the change of aims and 
objectives of the actors. In contrast, Hurrelmann and DeBardeleben (2009) 
present the shortcomings of the model itself based on the fundaments of 
the democratic union. The shortcomings are presented via four sections: con-
gruence dilemma, institutional linkage, participation-deliberation dilemma 
and effectiveness-accountability dilemma. Through these sections authors 
expose problems, taking the perspective of the multi-level governance and 
cooperation when tackling migration crisis.

Furthermore, the research also positions the cooperation among actors when 
managing migration crisis in one of the two types of multi-level governance 
introduced by Hooghe and Marks (2003). Type 1 directs responsibility from 
general to specific with a fixed and long-term authority, while type 2 focuses 
on specific tasks and flexibility. It should be noted that type 1 is more tra-
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ditional and builds upon the so-called general-purpose governments at dif-
ferent levels, where interactions between these levels and sharing of com-
petences is examined. In the context of EU policy making, this type would 
actually foresee subnational public actors cooperating with the higher levels 
in a variety of policy areas. In contrast, type 2 is characterised by task-specific 
governments, intersecting memberships and a flexible design that is respon-
sive to any emerging temporary needs. In the context of EU policy making, 
this type would foresee that decision-making and implementation networks 
take over tasks which are not primarily defined as being important part of EU 
legislation and politics. Generally, the majority of the cooperation seems to 
be entrapped with the type 1, but the actors should still seek the governance 
and cooperation based on the type 2, since it is a flexible network made out of 
diverse decision-making bodies to address the issues and tasks of governance 
at the national and other levels of management with a specialized authority 
with narrowly defined tasks (Jørgensen and Rosamond, 2001).

In most of the cases, the type 2 is generally integrated into the type 1, but 
their mode of operation is quite different. The mode of operation entirely 
depends on the functioning and willingness of the actors involved, and also 
on the willingness of community to participate in achieving common goals. 
Positioning of the multi-level governance of the migration crisis situation into 
one of two types thus enables the elaboration on how mature and advanced 
the cooperation among the levels is. On the one hand, by defining multi-lev-
el governance as a permanent system of negotiations between nested ac-
tors through different levels based on a strong and transparent dialogue, on 
which external factors rarely affect and the differences in space or geograph-
ical distance cannot be marked upon, and on the other hand, by positioning 
this specific case in one of the two types presented above, enables connect-
ing the two stated theories. Furthermore, this serves as the basis for consid-
eration on possible improvements in the future.

As already noted, mainly qualitative approach is utilised, supplemented with 
available data and indicators to support the statements, where applicable. 
In particular, the study is concerned with intergovernmental relations within 
the policy making process of managing the migrations crisis, although it is 
slightly biased towards preferring top down perspective, since the analysis of 
policy implementation and the evaluation of the outcomes of the crisis man-
agement represent the main focus of the study. It is worth noting, however, 
that study focuses solely on the management and policy making during the 
migration crisis, and it does not specifically address the social and economic 
consequences of the influx. This is mainly due to the fact that Slovenia is at 
the focus of the case study, and Slovenia served mainly as a transit country 
for migrants. This is supported by the data of OECD (2017a), where the data 
show that it does not serve as a destination country. Namely, if in 2015 there 
were total 280 asylum seekers in Slovenia, this figure was 890 in 2016 (data 
for the period 1-9/2016), which indicates that a very tiny share of migrants 
stopped in Slovenia, even at the peak of the influx.
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4 Results

This chapter presents the results of involvement of different levels of gov-
ernment in managing migration crisis. As already noted, Slovenia took a great 
part in managing the migrant influx on the West Balkan route and by doing 
so, the national level was exposed to several challenges. In this context, Slove-
nia has had a great interest to retain its credibility in the international sphere 
and therefore justify its EU and Schengen zone membership. The migration 
crisis was basically European problem, and the dialogue between all involved 
actors was therefore even more important. Furthermore, Slovenia was aware 
that failure to comply with EU laws and the rules of the Schengen Agreement, 
as well as non-cooperation, would not be good for solving migration crisis and 
would hurt the advancement of other Slovenia’s interests within the EU. Si-
multaneously, Slovenia needed also to advance the interests and aspirations 
of its citizens.

4.1 Cooperation between supranational and national level

Supranational level was a target for many complaints for its reactive response 
from the very beginning on, when it did not focus on providing safe routes 
to other European countries perceived as destinations for migrants, and in 
addressing the roots of migration crisis. When Member States independently 
confronted an unmanageable number of migrants, EU focused on the Euro-
pean migration agenda and on settling operational actions that ought to be 
settled before. Generally, the operational activities on the national level have 
been directed towards right direction and proven by numerous endorsements 
of the EU. Slovenia received support for implementing solutions and was seen 
as a stable country able to protect the Schengen border and, as such, justified 
the expectations of the EU (Žnidar, Šefic and But, 2015).

Since the onset of the migration crisis, the supranational level has leveraged 
solidarity response. National level accepted this policy and performed in ac-
cordance with the needs of the arriving migrants, while at the same time en-
suring safety and providing normal conditions for its citizens. According to 
the solidarity response, national level has been preparing for the possible 
influx through number of activities, including the preparation of the contin-
gency plans. Despite assurances that Slovenia is well prepared for potential 
upcoming events, it found itself in a chaotic situation and with the inability 
of a sound management of the migrant influx. A prompt response and sup-
port from the supranational level would be expected, however, national level 
only gradually received financial and human support, more or less only as a re-
sult of the request for international assistance. Support arrived from various 
sources, including other national governments of member states. The supra-
national level mainly provided the financial assistance in the form of grants 
aimed towards assisting logistical issues (Republika Slovenija, Vlada RS, 2017), 
however financial support was not sufficient.

As reception of migrants and registration centres are in the domain of the 
national level, the supranational level did not interfere in the logistical man-
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agement of the migration crisis. It provided supportive assistance in the form 
of financial resources, which were also used for the purpose of establishing 
registration and accommodation centres. The exchange of information and 
dialogue among supranational and national level focused mostly on the ex-
change of data on the magnitude of migration and on the solving applications 
of migrants for international protection.

When the national level started to intensify control at the internal Schengen 
border with Hungary and started setting up technical barriers on the external 
Schengen border with Croatia, the supranational level did not interfere and 
gave the national level basically free possibilities on this issue. All the initia-
tives and actions were based on understanding of the situation. The border 
control was firstly adopted for a 10-day period, but afterwards prolonged as 
the situation did not change and posed a threat to the national security. On 
the basis of justifiable grounds Slovenia extended its border control for an-
other 20 days, until Hungary closed its borders and the entire migrant wave 
was redirected to Slovenia (Evropska komisija, 2015). Afterwards, Slovenia 
followed the idea of other Member States, and started building technical 
barriers on the external Schengen border with Croatia. Slovenia justified the 
fence as being a tool to facilitate the direction of the migrant flow and to pre-
vent the uncontrolled passage, meaning that Slovenia actually never closed 
up its borders.

Furthermore, since the national level obviously did not expect any coordina-
tion of the policies regarding the migrant influx, the separate policies were 
created at the national level to manage crisis situations, that is the current 
one and potential future ones. Central government passed subsequently in 
2016 the so-called International Protection Act, which set the conditions for 
granting the protection of people entering in Slovenia, and the main purpose 
of this law was to prepare the country if conditions of migrations are altered, 
thus causing the security threats to the state and its citizens. Subsequently, 
even new governmental office was established to deal with migration issues, 
taking the responsibility from the Ministry of Interior (see OECD, 2017a). Not-
withstanding, this indicates problems of multi-level governance within this 
context, as clear national policies were layered out.

4.2 Cooperation between national and subnational level

The most complex issue was actually the cooperation among national and 
subnational level in Slovenia when managing migration crisis. Namely, there 
were a lot of problems related to this cooperation. While the national level 
strived to achieve the EU’s expectations and wanted to create normal con-
ditions, the subnational level opinion on the migrant influx and the manage-
ment of the crisis at the national level was mainly divided, and some dissatis-
fied social groups gave rise to a public discourse on this issue (Radiotelevizija 
Slovenija, 2016b).

The lack of dialogue between two levels has been stressed out significantly. 
The subnational level complained that they didn’t have basic information, as 
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on which groups of migrants and for how long they would be settled in their 
municipalities and what is expected from municipalities to do in this situation 
(Dnevnik, 2016a and Radiotelevizija Slovenija, 2016a). In contrast, the nation-
al level rejected the allegations of non-cooperation with the subnational lev-
el and creation of inappropriate policies. Additionally, the national level be-
lieved that they did inform the subnational level sufficiently and did provide 
assistance to all municipalities, but it was the decision of municipalities if they 
accepted this assistance or not (24ur, 2016).

The adoption of a solidarity response at the national level caused divided 
opinions at the subnational level. Simultaneously, the notion “not in my back 
yard” gained ground, as citizens of Slovenia would mostly help migrants, but 
for a limited period and with limited amount of assistance, which was particu-
larly observed in the case of establishment of accommodation centres.

Divided public opinions on the migration crisis were mostly created and 
shared via social networks. One group demanded from government to 
change policies, so to open the borders for migrants. In addition, this group 
disagreed with the return policy, temporary technical barriers at the border, 
giving additional powers to the Slovenian Armed Forces and the participation 
of the Slovenian police in Macedonia (Radiotelevizija Slovenija, 2016c). In a 
sign of disagreement with government decisions, also a petition was formed, 
which received almost two thousand signatures in total. The petitioners 
agreed that the government contributes to the fall of humanity through its 
actions, by raising its dictatorship with non-transparent and non-participatory 
decision-making, while at the same time allowing the use of public media to 
create fear and hostility among citizens (Avaaz Community Petitions, 2015). 
Other group also disagreed with governmental policies, but from a different 
perspective, also forming petitions. This group was pushing for policies that 
would try to divert the migrant flows, as this flow was perceived as danger to 
the border, country and its citizens. Opponents wanted to give a clear signal 
to the national level that they do not agree with the amount of support that 
should be allocated to migrants. Additionally, they disagreed with the plan-
ning and constructing the accommodation centres in the affected municipali-
ties (Dnevnik, 2016b, Radiotelevizija Slovenija, 2016b, 24ur, 2016, STA, 2016). 
In essence, media support on this group had more powerful stronger impact 
on the general public.

Furthermore, several protest rallies were organized at the local level. Most 
of them took place during February 2016, when the discussion of accom-
modation centres was at its peak and the resistance against them at the 
local level was the largest, since the citizens were trying to avoid possibili-
ty that accommodation centres would be built in their proximity (Dnevnik, 
2016b, Radiotelevizija Slovenija, 2016b, 24ur, 2016, STA, 2016). Interesting-
ly, disagreement was also on establishing technical barriers on the external 
Schengen border with Croatia, as citizens initiated protest rallies to clearly 
demonstrate disagreement with the national government decision – mainly, 
the major problem that was exposed was the negative environmental exter-
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nality of barriers. Namely, technical barriers (i.e., wires etc.) would cause loss 
of wildlife and would hurt tourism among others (Krope, 2015, E-utrip, 2015, 
Prava peticija, 2015).

In essence, national government clearly by-passed local governments and 
residents when creating policies. This was indicated also by the decreasing 
confidence in central government. Namely, according to the OECD (2017) and 
Eurobarometer (2017) indicators, Slovenia is one of the countries, where the 
confidence in central government decreased the most from 2007 onwards. 
Specifically, public confidence decreased from 48 % in 2007 to 18 % in 2014, 
and even further decreased to 17 % in 2017, which is more than 30 percent-
age points decrease in the period of one decade. Interestingly, although the 
initial fall from 2007 to 2014 may be attributed mostly to the inefficient eco-
nomic and fiscal crisis management, it is surprising that confidence remained 
low and even slightly felt from 2014 to 2017, when at the same time profound 
economic and fiscal recovery in Slovenia was observed. This suggests that low 
trust predominantly reflects central government policy making during the mi-
gration crisis, as the data for 2017 are gathered mostly in 2016, if we outline 
basics of both methodologies. Similarly, Freedom House (2017) indicators re-
veal that National Democratic Score for Slovenia even fell in 2016 (from 2.00 
to 2.25) explicitly due to the 2016 migration crisis instability, which served as a 
main factor contributing to the fall, as the central government was obviously 
not in control of situation.

4.3 Cooperation between supranational and subnational level

There was no direct cooperation between the supranational and subnational 
level. Actually, supranational level only expected top-down decision making 
from national level, thereby not perceiving any need to deal with subnational 
level of government. In contrast, subnational level obviously expected also 
bottom-up approach when managing migration crisis, and the lack of this ap-
proach could be observed through petitions and protests (Dnevnik, 2016b, 
Radiotelevizija Slovenija, 2016b, 24ur, 2016, STA, 2016).

Interestingly, larger solidarity with migrants was observed at the subnational 
level, mostly observed through large participation in humanitarian activities 
(Amnesty International, 2015). Moreover, according to the opinion pool im-
plemented by the Delo newspaper, even during the harshest period of crisis, 
more than half of the survey respondents were appreciative for the help to 
migrants and also for accepting them (see Potič, 2016). Similarly, Štrok (2016) 
has even pointed out that at the street level, the attitudes towards migrants 
were pretty much the same as to those migrating to and through Slovenia 
in the early 1990’s during the Balkan wars, although the last wave involved 
mostly persons from other continents and different cultural backgrounds.

Therefore and foremost, the subnational level mostly adopted the Europe-
an solidarity guidelines, but in the course of its work, it was the only activ-
ity where cooperation with national and supranational level was observed. 
Namely, practically no cooperation could be observed when organizing regis-
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tration and accommodation centres, when establishing additional control at 
internal borders and when establishing technical barriers on the border with 
Croatia. It was only expected from subnational level to provide technical sup-
port for resolving these issues (Žnidar, Šefic, But, 2015).

5 Discussion

As suggested above, the results of the case study analysis indicate that Slo-
venia has not been properly prepared for managing large-scale crisis. Initial-
ly, the real possibility of redirection of the migrant influx towards the ter-
ritory of Slovenia has not been taken into account by actors, and only later 
on contingency plan has been prepared at the national level and hands-on 
management of the crisis has been implemented. The actual occurrence of 
large migrant wave, combined with the realisation that Slovenia serves only 
as a transit country for the migrants targeting western and northern Euro-
pean countries, demanded a different approach in managing the crisis. Sub-
sequently, mainly logistical support and coordination of the reception and 
accommodation centres was required, but their management was mainly 
marked by time constraints and previously made mistakes.

According to the principles of Tasan-Kok and Vranken (2011), common goals 
and clear action objectives should be defined and oriented towards the key 
issues in advance, together with the active participation of the local level, and 
later on communicated with the other relevant levels. The case study showed 
mainly unsuccessfulness of the multi-level governance, since it did not con-
tain clear common paths, no clear action plans and no efficient cooperation. 
For instance, one example of a common goal could be reached by the soli-
darity response, but it was in practice not established in cooperation with all 
levels, but only adopted at the national level. Similarly, even the operational 
activities indicated limited exposure to some common directions. Institution-
al disconnection caused that the national level created its own response to 
the crisis. With the subsequent action plans, the EU has logistically cooper-
ated with Slovenia, but consultations were still insufficient, which confirmed 
the theory of the authors Hurrelmann and DeBardeleben (2009). Institution-
al disconnection at the subnational level led to the lack of transparency and 
communication.

Furthermore, the main inconsistency was also observed in the decision-mak-
ing, which was mostly top-down. This left limited possibility for the involve-
ment of the national and subnational level in decision-making processes in 
strategical issues. Consequently, it made it difficult for the proper multi-level 
governance and flexibility at the local level (Tasan-Kok and Vranken, 2011). In 
this context, potential solution for the greater involvement of the national 
level in the decision-making process at the supranational level was the initia-
tive of Slovenia, which proposed stopping irregular migration already at the 
Greek-Macedonian border. This proposal was later on approved and direct-
ed by the EU. As far as wider operational cooperation is concerned, we can 
emphasize a good example of cooperation and integration of the Member 
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States on the Western Balkan route, which have created a joint action plan 
to manage the migration crisis, have co-created the dialogue among them 
and built additional cooperation on the emerging day-to-day issues. From the 
operational perspective, the national level experienced managerial flexibility, 
since the supranational level decided not to interfere. Subnational level did 
not participate in policy-making processes, since the only domain that local 
level had was related to logistics management of registration and accommo-
dation centres.

Democratic governance at EU level, which constantly strives for sound deci-
sion-making, finds it difficult to achieve coherence in cooperation with actors 
at the national level. This problem has two ends, and thus no simple solution 
exists. Namely, the increase of power at the national levels would lead to a 
differentiating perceptions of the solidarity response and to the variating 
performance of each Member State, leading to even greater divergence of 
responses to the migration crisis. In addition, increasing power at the national 
level would lead to even greater differences between the levels, which would 
deter the process of multi-level governance from its basic idea. Solution is 
thus based on creating a compromise among the levels (Hurrelmann and De-
Bardeleben, 2009).

General principles of the multi-level governance also envisage tight cooper-
ation, well-established communication, shared responsibilities and, not to 
miss, citizen participation in decision-making (Tasan-Kok and Vranken, 2011). 
However, the presented results do not support those premises. The problems 
in cooperation were mainly caused by the lack of dialogue and by the lack of 
transparency among actors in terms of functioning and decision-making. E.g., 
in Slovenia, which followed the decisions set out at the supranational level, 
the level of dissatisfaction of its citizens with national level of government 
increased, and therefore national level won many criticisms. Many criticisms 
were based on the lack of cooperation and mutuality. These issues can be at-
tached to the participation-deliberation dilemma, which is already developed 
within the congruence dilemma. The problem is thus that we have privileged 
actors who are more easily involved in solving crisis issues, and, on the oth-
er hand, actors who cannot be so easily involved or might be even excluded 
(Hurrelmann and DeBardeleben, 2009).

According to presented results of the case study, multi-level governance in 
the case of migration crisis on the Western Balkans Route can be positioned 
as the type 1, if we follow the outline of Marks and Hooghe (2011). The EU’s, 
that is supranational, decision-making architecture is wide and long-term 
(strategically) oriented. Such architecture is rigid, and the changes are only 
foreseen with involved actors if necessary, so it is not easy to reach flexible 
network with all actors, who have mostly narrowly defined tasks, to address 
the issues and tasks of governance at the national and all other levels.

During the crisis, multi-level governance was not successful, and there was 
a lack of common response to manage the crisis. This had negative effects 
on managing the crisis itself, and additionally on the status of the union as a 
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whole. Namely, it led to tensions among actors, and the fundaments of union 
and Schengen area existence were challenged. The lack of cooperation and 
transparent dialogue has led to the creation of smaller clusters of countries 
with similar policy positions and interests, which is contradictory to the idea 
of EU integration. To conclude, the supranational level did call for a more 
common solution and cooperation, but the guidelines were not integrated 
in the day-to-day operations (Situation in the Union 2015: Time for Sincerity, 
Unity and Solidarity, 2015).

What possible recommendations could be delivered from this case study? 
First, it is evident that the key success factor for managing this kind of situ-
ations is government coordination of policies and activities, at all levels. Sec-
ond, although beyond of the scope of this study, harmonisation of migration 
policy at the EU (supranational) level is needed, and this involves utilizing pro-
active approach. This means that both push and pull factors contributing to 
migrations needed to be taken into the consideration. That is, not just polit-
ical instability, war situations or climate changes are contributing to migra-
tions as push factors, but we need to address also pull factors that contrib-
ute to migrations, such as for example openness of societies in Europe and 
(national) governmental policies on migrations (i.e., preferring either open or 
closed “borders”). As PwC (2017) report suggests, we have a matrix of pull 
factors, that is open/closed borders and open/closed societies nexus. So, in 
order to prevent future situations like this, it should be uniformly decided, 
at the supranational level, whether we have open or closed borders, and this 
should not be subjected to policy-making of particular country.2 Furthermore, 
also our societies need to be prepared for these policies, as open borders 
with closed societies mean limited approval of migrations and increased so-
cial tensions.

6 Conclusion

The paper presented the factors of unsuccessfulness of the multi-level gover-
nance during the large-scale crisis, as migration crisis on Western Balkan route 
of 2015-16 can be positioned. As results of the research are based on three 
parameters, the solidarity response shows among all the highest cooperation 
among levels. The solidarity response was accepted on the supranational lev-
el and the implementation of it was anticipated at all levels. The national level 
promptly adopted it, but there were some opponents at the local level, who 
made it harder to properly integrate it. Cooperation on the two parameters 
of registration and accommodation centres, and on the additional technical 
controls on the internal Schengen border and building the technical barrier 
on the external Schengen border, was only observed between national and 
subnational level via the logistic activities. The cooperation among them pres-
ents the major problem as there were many complaints and protest rallies ini-
tiated at the local level. The supranational level did not interfere in the logisti-
cal decisions of Slovenia and, at the same time, the subnational level was only 

2 This has namely contributed to the triggering of the 2015/16 migration crisis.
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involved in operational management, consequently the decision-making was 
mostly top down. We might even argue, that relations between government 
levels were decoupled, and to large extend fragmented, which has caused 
the problem of “layering” of policy creation and implementation.

The research puts forward suggestions for improvement in solving similar 
large-scale crises in the future. The response to this specific migration crisis 
was not adequate. The paper reveals several challenges that we can put for-
ward according to Howitt in Leonard (2006), the core ones are recognizing 
novelty and effectively improvising necessary responses, enabling scalability 
and surge capacity, maintaining situational awareness, establishing integrat-
ed execution in real time, ensuring operational rather than political leadership 
etc. Improving crisis management in the future would, by authors, involve 
consolidating four sections: capabilities, structures and systems, people, and 
coordination.

The research has several limitations when assessing the performance of 
multi-level governance more generally. First, there is lack of transparency 
and public accessibility of data on the functioning and decision-making of ac-
tors. Second, the functioning of national level differentiates among member 
states, and in some countries, there is larger role of subnational levels in the 
decision-making process due to the constitutional provisions. Third, even if 
the multi-level governance in the case of the migrant crisis was not success-
ful, it does not mean that multi-level governance is unsuccessful in manag-
ing other issues, therefore, additional case studies and evaluations are highly 
warranted.
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