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Abstract

The European Commission’s Omnibus I package, launched under the banner of
“simplification,” reopened the recently adopted Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive
(CSRD) and Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD), provoking
contestation across institutional, business, and civil society actors. This thesis asks how the
legitimacy of EU sustainability governance is constructed and contested in this reform.
Applying Scharpf’s (1999) input/output framework, it analyses 292 claims coded across 28
documents, including five expert interviews. The findings show that the debate is not mainly a
clash between democratic procedure and policy performance. It is a struggle inside output
legitimacy itself. Output claims dominate the corpus (73.6%), where pro- and contra-Omnibus
actors share a vocabulary (competitiveness, legal certainty, coherence) but divide over its
meaning. This thesis terms this frame capture to describe the institutionally authoritative
redefinition of shared legitimacy vocabulary. It operates asymmetrically. The Draghi report’s
competitiveness diagnosis was adopted selectively, with simplification operationalised within
months while its investment counterpart stalled. Additionally, a procedural critique spanning
all clusters questions its evidentiary basis. The contest exposes structural tensions between
regulatory stability and political responsiveness, and between internal recalibration and
external standard-setting. EU sustainability governance thus stands at a crossroads, where

legitimate simplification is defined less by evidence than by who commands the vocabulary.
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1. Introduction

On 9 September 2024, former European Central Bank President Mario Draghi
presented his report The Future of European Competitiveness (European Commission, 2025b).
The diagnosis was stark: Europe faces a structural competitiveness gap vis-a-vis the United
States (US) and China, driven by fragmented capital markets, lagging innovation, high energy
prices, and regulatory complexity (Blenkinsop, 2024). “Do this, or it’s a slow agony,” Draghi

warned (European Commission, 2024, 58:50).

The indicators are hard to ignore. The European Union’s (EU’s) share of global GDP
has fallen from approximately 25% in 1990 to 14% today (IMF, 2026), Eurozone growth stood
at 0.9% in 2024, and a two-year recession in Germany, long considered the continen’s
industrial anchor, has reinforced warnings of European deindustrialisation (Obst, 2022). Yet
economic stagnation does not unfold in isolation. Alongside geopolitical instability, most
prominently Russia’s war against Ukraine, and intensifying global power competition, the
longer-term risk horizon is dominated by climate-related threats: the World Economic Forum’s
(2026) Global Risks Report identifies extreme weather events, biodiversity loss, and earth
system change as the most severe risks perceived to face the global economy over the next

decade.

This dual pressure of economic stagnation and escalating climate risk produces a
fundamental governance dilemma. Sustainability regulation may be justified as necessary to
mitigate systemic environmental threats and secure long-term economic resilience.
Alternatively, it may be criticised as imposing compliance costs and administrative burdens at
a moment of industrial fragility. It was with the explicit ambition of reconciling environmental
ambition with economic transformation that the European Green Deal (EGD) was launched in
2019, framing environmental ambition as a new growth strategy, with the headline of making
Europe the first climate-neutral continent by 2050. Over time, this strategy translated into a
dense regulatory architecture spanning energy, industry, agriculture, finance, and corporate

accountability (Ejdys & Szpilko, 2022).

Among its most consequential components are the Corporate Sustainability Reporting
Directive (CSRD) and the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD or
CS3D). The CSRD requires large companies to disclose comparable and transparent
information on environmental, social, and governance impacts in order to redirect capital

towards sustainable activity. The CSDDD establishes binding due diligence obligations for
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large EU and certain non-EU companies to identify, prevent, mitigate and, where necessary,
remediate adverse human rights and environmental impacts throughout their entire value chains
(Vélcu & Spataru-Negura, 2025). Together, they convert sustainability commitments from
voluntary signals into binding legal obligations with direct distributive consequences for firms,

investors, and supply chains.

However, as competitiveness concerns intensified amid energy price shocks and
industrial slowdown, the regulatory intensity of the EGD came under political scrutiny. Under
the banner of “simplification,” the European Commission (EC) proposed ten so-called
Omnibus packages in 2025, aimed at reducing the administrative burden by at least 25% for
all businesses, and 35% for Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs). Among these,
Omnibus I revisits key provisions of both the CSRD and CSDDD (European Commission,
2025a).

Reopening these recently adopted directives has generated sharp reactions across
institutional, business, and civil society actors. Some welcome the proposals as necessary
corrections to regulatory overreach and to protect Europe’s industrial base. Others warn that
revisiting core provisions undermines regulatory certainty and damages the EU’s credibility as
a global sustainability leader (POLITICO, 2025). The controversy extends beyond technical
adjustments. It reflects a deeper struggle over the legitimacy of EU sustainability governance:
who gets heard, whom the regulation serves, how competing objectives are prioritised, and
whether recalibration enhances or undermines the Union’s capacity to deliver on its

commitments.

While existing scholarship extensively debates the democratic legitimacy of EU
governance and the evolution of sustainability regulation, it pays less attention to how
legitimacy is actively framed by actors in concrete policy debates. This thesis addresses that
gap by examining how actors themselves justify and contest legitimacy. The central research

question is therefore:

How is the legitimacy of EU sustainability governance constructed and contested in the

context of the Omnibus I reform?

Two sub-questions guide the analysis. First, how do actors justify or contest the
Omnibus I reforms through claims related to input and output legitimacy, following Scharpf’s
(1999) distinction? Second, what broader structural tensions within EU sustainability

governance become visible through these competing claims? The analysis is limited to publicly
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available documents and a small number of expert interviews and does not capture informal

lobbying practices or internal negotiations.

The thesis proceeds as follows. The methodology outlines the interpretive research
design and document-based analysis with expert interviews. The literature review situates
Omnibus I within debates on EU democratic legitimacy, sustainability governance, and the
Brussels Effect. The findings apply the input/output distinction to actor framing, while the
discussion identifies structural tensions and reflects on implications for EU sustainability

governance.
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2. Methodology

2.1. Research Design

This thesis adopts a qualitative, interpretive research design to examine how the
legitimacy of EU sustainability governance is constructed and contested in the context of
Omnibus 1. Legitimacy is treated as a discursive achievement: a status that political actors

actively produce, defend, and contest through public claims-making (Beetham, 1991).

This constructivist orientation does not make the analysis normatively neutral.
Sustainability regulation involves normative tensions (e.g. economic burden vs. environmental
protection) and as Schulz and Siriwardane (2015) argue, sustainability-oriented research
cannot avoid normativity by translating political questions into technical ones. The thesis
therefore takes a descriptive rather than prescriptive approach to normativity: it examines what
normative claims actors make and how they construct them, without adjudicating which
position is ultimately correct. It studies legitimacy claims as political arguments rather than as

evidence of legitimacy itself.

The thesis focuses on Omnibus I as a politically salient case in which broader tensions
within EU sustainability governance become unusually visible. The reform sits at the
intersection of two central tensions: between participation and effectiveness, and between
sustainability ambition and competitiveness. As the first in a series of simplification packages,
it represents an early and particularly accessible moment of the underlying tensions in EU

governance.

2.2. Theoretical Framework

To analyse how the legitimacy of EU sustainability governance is constructed and
contested in the Omnibus I debate, this thesis adopts a legitimacy framework developed by
Fritz W. Scharpf (1999). Scharpf (1999) treats democratic legitimacy as a form of collective
self-determination and distinguishes two complementary registers, as visualised in Figure 1.
Input legitimacy, or “government by the people,” derives from the degree to which decisions
reflect the authentic preferences of those affected. Output legitimacy, or “government for the
people,” derives from the effectiveness of governance in solving collective problems and
promoting common welfare (Scharpf, 1999, pp. 6-13). Scharpf argues that input legitimacy is

structurally weak at the European level, since the Union lacks the shared collective identity on
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which the input register depends; its legitimacy therefore rests disproportionately on the output

dimension (Scharpf, 1999).

Schmidt (2020) argues that Scharpf’s input/output distinction leaves underspecified
what happens inside the “black box” of governance, and therefore introduces throughput
legitimacy as a third dimension, concerned with the quality of governance processes, including
accountability, transparency, inclusiveness, efficacy, and openness to consultation. This thesis
nonetheless retains Scharpf’s original input/output distinction as its primary analytical
framework for reasons of empirical fit. In the Omnibus I corpus, claims with a throughput
character are typically articulated as input-oriented challenges: actors criticise insufficient
consultation, lack of transparency, or asymmetrical access as failures of inclusion and
representation. Treating throughput as a separate dimension would therefore risk fragmenting
closely related claims. Thus, throughput-type claims are coded within the input dimension

where they concern consultation and procedural compliance.

2.3. Data Collection

Lobbying and political influence in EU policymaking can take multiple forms, ranging
from informal interactions to formalised public communication (Greenwood, 2017). This thesis
focuses on the latter by analysing written documents through which actors articulate and
publicly justify their positions. Document analysis provides a systematic approach to
examining such materials by identifying patterns and meaning structures within texts. As
Bowen (2009) argues, documents are produced for specific purposes and reflect the

perspectives and strategic positioning of their authors.

The resulting corpus consists of 28 documents distributed across three actor clusters:
European institutions (INS, n=4), business actors and their associations (BUS, n=12), and civil
society organisations (CSO, n=12) (see Appendix A). Five of the 28 documents are interview
transcripts. These three actor clusters are selected as they are among the principal organised
participants in EU corporate sustainability rule-making and hold the institutional capacity to
articulate legitimacy claims in publicly accessible formats (Greenwood, 2017).

Targeted searches (keywords: “Omnibus I,” “CSRD simplification,” “CSDDD burden

I N T

reduction,” “EU sustainability simplification,” “simplification agenda’”) on stakeholder
websites and EUR-Lex identified relevant documents. Inclusion required that documents (i)

substantively addressed Omnibus I or its precursor simplification debates and (i) were
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Figure 1. Analytical Framework

Coding scheme operationalising Scharpf’s (1999) input/output legitimacy distinction

Omnibus I Debate
CSRD, CSDDD, EU sustainability governance

v

Actor Legitimacy Claims
Business — Civil Society — Institutional

v

Scharpf's Theoretical Framework (1999)
Registers deductive, sub-codes inductive

— —

Output Legitimacy

Input Legitimacy “Government for the people”

“Government by the people”

Who was heard and represented? WALCREIIR ARl

Was access inclusive, transparent?

Operational Codes:
Policy Effectiveness

Operathlal Codes: Competitiveness
Consultation .
Reporting Burden
Transparency
. SME Burden
Procedural Compliance Lecal Certai
Asymmetry Representation egal Certainty
Coherence
. . Guidance
S GO0 G s | st
put. External Credibility

AN d

Direction of Claim Coded as
Pro-Omnibus — Contra-Omnibus — Mixed
Mixed includes the Balanced Omnibus code

v

Purpose of Analysis
How legitimacy is constructed and contested

Figure 1: Analytical framework for coding legitimacy claims in the Omnibus I debate. The figure shows how Scharpf’s
(1999) input/output legitimacy distinction is operationalised as a coding framework. Throughput-type claims,
following Schmidt (2020), are not treated as a separate coding dimension but are coded within input legitimacy where
they concern consultation, transparency, procedural compliance, or asymmetrical representation. The framework is
not used to evaluate the democratic quality or policy effectiveness of EU governance itself. Instead, it serves as an
analytical tool to examine how institutional, business, and civil society actors construct and contest legitimacy in their
public statements and policy positions. The two registers that structure the coding framework are detailed in the data
analysis section.
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authored by organised collective actors (associations, coalitions, institutions, or multi-signatory
groups) rather than individual commentators. Exclusions applied to purely procedural texts
lacking substantive legitimacy claims (e.g. agendas, transmission letters) and to individual

academic or think-tank commentary, as these would introduce a fourth actor type.

This sampling strategy is purposive rather than exhaustive. Corpus construction
followed a logic of thematic saturation: documents were added cluster by cluster until
additional material yielded no new categories of legitimacy claim. Additionally, the corpus is
not designed to represent the full spectrum of responses to the Omnibus I package but to capture

the most visible and politically consequential positions across the three actor clusters.

In addition to the document analysis, the thesis incorporates five semi-structured
interviews with key actors involved in or closely engaged with EU sustainability regulation.
The interviews complement the public documents by providing insight into interpretations,
strategic reasoning, and perceptions of the policy process that are not always visible in formal
position papers or legislative texts (Littig, 2009). Interviewees were identified through
purposive sampling and direct outreach. The recruitment criterion was that the individual held

a substantive professional role engaging with the Omnibus I.

The interview guide was organised around four thematic areas: (1) institutional role and
engagement with EU sustainability regulation, (2) problem framing and perceived policy
challenges, (3) positioning towards the Omnibus I reforms, and (4) perceptions of the policy
process, including inclusiveness and legitimacy. These areas mirror the analytical dimensions

of the document analysis to allow comparable coding across both sources.

2.4. Data Analysis

The analysis follows a structured qualitative coding of the 28 documents in the corpus.
The framework is deductive at the dimensional level, where Scharpf’s input/output distinction
provides the top-level categories, and inductive at the sub-code level, in that the specific codes
within each dimension were developed through iterative reading of the corpus (see Figure 1).
This combination is what Schreier (2012) terms a frame-based coding strategy: the analytical

lens is theory-driven, but the categories populating the lens are grounded in the data.

Coding proceeded in three stages. In the first, a sample of five documents drawn from
across the three actor clusters was read closely to develop an initial codebook. In the second,

the codebook was applied systematically across the full corpus, with refinements made where
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new claim types emerged. In the third, the initial five documents were re-coded under the

finalised codebook to ensure consistency.

As visualised in Figure 1, input legitimacy codes captured claims about representation,
consultation, transparency and procedural compliance. Output legitimacy codes captured
claims about policy effectiveness, competitiveness, reporting burden, SME burden, legal
certainty, coherence, guidance, protection standards and external credibility. The balanced
Omnibus code represents an original contribution, capturing actors who support simplification
only if it preserves substantive sustainability objectives. Each code carries explicit inclusion
and exclusion criteria (e.g. OUT-Protection Standards required >2 harm domains; see

Appendix B).

The unit of analysis is the argumentative claim, typically a single sentence containing
a premise and a claim. Each segment received one primary code, sub-code and a directional
code with respect to the Omnibus (Pro-Omnibus, Contra-Omnibus, or Mixed), which allows
the same code to be examined across opposing positions. Coding was conducted in a structured
Excel workbook containing the codebook, document register, and full segment-level coding
sheet. The final dataset contains 292 coded segments and is available as supplementary

material.

2.5. Ethical Considerations

This thesis adheres to the ethical guidelines of the University of Groningen and the
principles of data integrity, transparency, and responsible research practice. The document
analysis relies on publicly available materials, which limits direct ethical risks related to
personal data. For interviews, participants received information sheets outlining the research
purpose and data use. Prior to each interview, I explained anonymisation procedures and

GDPR-compliant storage of recordings and transcripts on university servers.

2.6. Positionality

I regard the EGD as a significant governance effort aimed at addressing climate and
sustainability challenges, while acknowledging its economic and administrative implications
for firms, particularly SMEs. These assumptions may influence how I interpret arguments for
or against regulatory reform. To mitigate potential bias, the thesis employs a descriptive
approach focused on how actors construct and justify legitimacy claims, supported by a

structured analytical framework and by the inclusion of diverse actor perspectives across
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institutional, business, and civil society contexts. Furthermore, the codebook’s inclusion and
exclusion criteria are written without directional valence, so that a burden claim is coded the

same way regardless of whether the source supports or opposes the Omnibus.

2.7. Limitations

This thesis is subject to several limitations related to scope, data selection, and
methodological approach. First, it relies primarily on publicly available documents,
complemented by a limited number of expert interviews. While these sources provide valuable
insight into how actors publicly justify their positions, they represent formalised and strategic
forms of communication. As such, the analysis does not capture informal lobbying practices,

internal negotiations, or less visible forms of influence.

Relatedly, the selection of documents is based on their visibility and relevance within
the public debate. This introduces a degree of selection bias, as actors with greater resources
or institutional access are more likely to produce and disseminate such documents. Similarly,
the small number of selected expert interviews provides in-depth but not comprehensive insight
into actor perspectives and may reflect strategic considerations in how interviewees present

their positions.

Finally, the input/output distinction is applied to identify legitimacy claims in
discourse, but actors do not always frame arguments explicitly in legitimacy terms. Statements
framed in economic, technical, or administrative terms are therefore analytically interpreted as
implicit legitimacy claims. This enables structured analysis but introduces a degree of
interpretive judgement. The thesis also focuses on a single reform package at one moment in

time, so findings should not be generalised without further comparative work.
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3. Literature Review

This literature review situates the Omnibus I debate within three interconnected strands
of scholarship. First, it engages with the longstanding debate on how EU governance is
justified, whether through democratic participation or policy effectiveness. Second, it traces
the evolution of EU sustainability governance, highlighting how increasing regulatory
ambition has intensified legitimacy pressures both internally and externally, particularly
through the dynamics of the Brussels Effect. Third, it examines the emerging academic and
policy debate surrounding the Omnibus I reform, where questions of regulatory simplification,
competitiveness, and sustainability are increasingly contested. Together the review establishes
the analytical foundation for examining how legitimacy claims are constructed and contested

across different actors in the current phase of EU sustainability governance.

3.1. The Democratic Legitimacy Debate

The question of legitimacy in EU governance is rooted in the historical foundations of
European integration itself. Established in the 1950s as a market-making project rather than a
fully-fledged democratic polity, the European Communities relied on technocratic,
intergovernmental decision-making that drew little contestation while integration stayed
confined to the market. However, the Maastricht Treaty (1992) disrupted this equilibrium by
introducing the Economic and Monetary Union, expanding supranational competences, and
formalising EU citizenship, transforming the EU into a polity with direct political and
distributive implications. At this point, questions of democratic legitimacy became structurally
unavoidable, as the expansion of authority outpaced developments in political authorisation

and accountability (Trocsanyi, 2025).

Early contributions framed the post-Maastricht EU as facing a structural democratic
deficit. Weiler (1991) argued that while the EU’s supranational architecture had advanced, a
corresponding foundation of a European demos had not emerged, leaving the Union dependent
on indirect legitimation through Member States (Weiler et al., 1995). This concern is taken
further by Robert Dahl (1999), who argues that the absence of a clearly bounded European
demos raises fundamental doubts about the possibility of democratic legitimacy at the
supranational level. For Dahl (1999), democratic governance presupposes a political
community within which citizens can effectively participate in collective decision-making and

hold rulers accountable. In the EU, however, the scale of governance, the fragmentation of
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political identities, and the limited transnational political competition constrain these
conditions. Thus, the democratic deficit is a structural feature of supranational governance, one

that Omnibus I exemplifies.

This early diagnosis was challenged most forcefully by Moravesik (2002), who rejected
the premise that the EU should be evaluated against the model of a majoritarian parliamentary
democracy. When assessed against the latter, the EU’s combination of indirect accountability
through national governments and selective delegation to non-majoritarian institutions is not
exceptional but consistent with broader governance trends in advanced democratic states.
However, Moravcsik (2002) claim that institutional constraints prevent unaccountable and
arbitrary rule appears optimistic given illiberal trends in Hungary and Poland or the Qatargate
scandal (Gora & De Wilde, 2020; Kantola et al., 2025). Moravcsik (2002) reframes the issue
of legitimacy away from participation and towards institutional design and policy scope. He
argues that the EU primarily governs areas of “low electoral salience” such as trade, regulation,
and monetary policy, where delegation is normatively justified. Yet the Omnibus debate

suggests this framework struggles when policy domains become politicised.

This output-oriented defence is, however, directly challenged by Follesdal and Hix
(2006). They reject the claim that institutional checks and output-oriented legitimacy can
compensate for limited participation, arguing that even “thin” conceptions of democracy
require the political contestation the EU largely lacks, without which governance risks
becoming an “enlightened” technocracy. The debate thus crystallises a tension between

technocratic delegation and democratic contestation as competing bases of legitimacy.

3.2. From Democratic Deficits to Multidimensional Legitimacy

The persistence of this disagreement reflects a deeper conceptual issue: the absence of
a single, agreed standard of legitimacy in EU governance. While Scharpf’s (1999) input/output
framework remains foundational, recent scholarship has increasingly questioned its sufficiency
in an era of politicised EU governance. This distinction is critical for understanding the
Omnibus I debate, where actors invoke both dimensions to justify or contest regulatory

simplification.

Scharpf’s contribution lies in applying this framework to the EU’s structural
constraints: the absence of a European demos, pan-European public sphere, or supranational

electoral competition limits input legitimacy, forcing reliance on output justifications grounded
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in policy effectiveness (Wimmel, 2009). Crucially, Scharpf (1999) does not present these
dimensions as mutually substitutable. Institutional arrangements that enhance output
legitimacy may come at the expense of participatory responsiveness, while efforts to strengthen
input legitimacy may constrain the efficiency and coherence of policymaking. As EU
governance expands into highly salient domains like sustainability, where recalibration for
competitiveness clashes with sustainability ambitions, this reliance on output legitimacy is now

under strain (Bocquillon, 2024).

This salience marks an important shift in the debate. Postfunctionalist accounts describe
how European integration moved from a “permissive consensus,” under which it advanced
with little public attention, towards a “constraining dissensus,” in which European issues
become publicly salient, identity-laden, and openly contested (Hooghe & Marks, 2009). What
had once been negotiated quietly among elites increasingly became the object of partisan
competition and public mobilisation, a dynamic that later work documents across a widening
range of EU policy fields (Hutter & Kriesi, 2019). The implication for legitimacy is direct:
where governance is politicised, output performance alone no longer secures acceptance, and
the terms on which decisions are taken themselves become contested. This is the backdrop
against which the Omnibus I controversy unfolds, less a technical recalibration than an instance

of sustainability governance becoming politically salient and openly fought over.

Subsequent scholarship has sought to extend Scharpf’s (1999) framework by
emphasising the multidimensional nature of legitimacy. Schmidt (2020) adds throughput
legitimacy, the quality of the governance processes linking inputs to outputs, which this thesis

subsumes within the input register, as set out in the methodology.

In parallel, the long-standing “no demos” objection has itself been re-worked, as
democratic approaches reconceive the Union as an association of distinct peoples whose
legitimacy need not depend on a single European demos (Nicolaidis, 2012). More recent
contributions treat input, output, and procedural quality not as substitutable sources but as
interdependent dimensions (Ogami et al., 2025): procedural fairness cannot indefinitely
compensate for ineffective or socially costly outcomes, while high-performing policies may
fail to secure acceptance if produced through opaque or exclusionary processes, each

dimension open to invocation and contestation by political actors.
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3.3. EU Sustainability Governance and Its Global Reach

The development of global sustainability governance has progressively shifted from
technocratic, low-salience commitments towards highly politicised, binding obligations with
direct distributive consequences. This evolution can be traced through key milestones (see
Figure 2), from the Brundtland Report’s sustainable development principles to the Paris
Agreement’s binding commitments. Early contributions from economists and ecologists
framed the responsible use of natural resources as a central governance challenge (Volosiuc &
Lisii, 2025), and as landscape pressures intensified, policy actors raised regulatory ambition

and increasingly institutionalised sustainability governance.

Figure 2. A Timeline of Sustainability Governance
Adapted from Drexhage and Murphy (2010) and Ranga (2025)

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3
Non-Binding Principles Binding International Commitments Supranational Legal Obligations
I I | I I I | I I |
1972 1987 1992 1997 1999 2015 2019 2022 2024 2026
Kyoto Protocol : : CS:RD :
Clqb of Rome : Binding Commitments : Paris Agreement : Sustainability ;
Limits to Growth ! Rio Earth Summit + Sustainable Repotting Directive
i UNFCCC, Polluter i  Development Goals
: Pays Principle Treaty of Amsterdam CSE)DD
: Sustainability as EU : ili
Brundtland Report Treaty Obt')éctivc European Green Deal Due Diligence
Sustainable Development ) Institutionalisation of ~ Lirective
as a Governance Principle Sustainability
Treaty-based targets and

EU directives imposing binding
obligations on firms

Aspirational frames, no enforcement

mechanisms cooperation, sanctioned at the

international level

Figure 2: Three phases in the evolution of sustainability governance, 1972-2026. The figure traces the deepening
institutionalisation of sustainability commitments across three phases. Sustainability governance has moved from non-
binding principles (Phase 1) to binding international commitments (Phase 2) to supranational legal obligations within the
EU (Phase 3). Adapted from Drexhage and Murphy (2010) and Ranga (2025).

Earlier instruments such as the Kyoto Protocol were justified primarily on output
grounds, framed as technical necessities with limited economic implications. The EGD, by
contrast, marked a paradigm shift: its dense regulatory architecture, including the CSRD and
CSDDD, imposed binding obligations with direct economic consequences for firms and value
chains. As regulatory ambition rose, output-oriented justifications alone became insufficient,

and the salience of legitimacy contestation grew, particularly around regulatory costs,

competitiveness, and distributional effects.
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This escalation of legitimacy contestation does not occur in isolation. EU sustainability
regulation must be situated within a rapidly expanding global proliferation of mandatory ESG
disclosure, corporate due diligence, and sustainable finance frameworks (Krueger et al., 2024).
As Figure 3 illustrates, sustainability taxonomies have spread to non-Western nations like
China, India, and Brazil (Datamaran, 2026), though most focus on environmental objectives
(Goerzen et al., 2025). Within this evolving global context, the EU has emerged as a central
standard-setter through the Brussels Effect, whereby its regulations become de facto global
standards due to market size and attractiveness (Bradford, 2019). Firms operating
internationally frequently adopt EU standards across their global operations to avoid regulatory

fragmentation, thereby extending the reach of EU rules beyond its formal jurisdiction.

@ Datamaran Global Map of Taxonomy
Frameworks

Binding Force Taxonomy Type

@ voluntary (34) @ Mandatory (1)  Draft (3) ~ Green (35) ~ Social (1)

Figure 3: Global Map of Sustainability Taxonomy Framework reprinted from Datamaran (2026)
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However, this effect is not uniform across policy areas. Bradford (2019) herself
emphasises that the Brussels Effect depends on structural conditions, particularly the
inelasticity of the regulatory target. It is most pronounced for consumer goods, where firms
cannot easily avoid compliance without losing access to the EU market. In highly mobile
domains such as capital and financial activity, by contrast, firms can relocate or restructure

their operations, limiting the EU’s ability to project its standards globally (Crum, 2025).

The recalibration of the CSRD and CSDDD through Omnibus I thus represents a
potential critical juncture (Huhta et al., 2025). Were the EU to retreat from its own standards,
it would risk undermining both its credibility as a standard-setter and the output legitimacy
claim that ambitious regulation serves a wider governance purpose. This tension between
internal recalibration and external credibility appears central to the Omnibus controversy and
suggests that the evolution of sustainability governance has brought the EU to a legitimacy

crossroads, one at which the Brussels Effect itself could be at stake (Ylonen, 2025).

3.4. From Consensus to Contention

The EGD was not launched into a vacuum of political neutrality. Its initial reception in
2019 drew on a rare convergence of political support across the major party families in the
European Parliament (EP) and a moment of heightened public climate salience, symbolised
most visibly by the Fridays for Future movement (Bocquillon, 2024). Bocquillon (2024)
characterises the EGD as a “moving political object”: never a “done deal” but a framework
whose contours shift with geopolitical pressure, lobbying, and partisan competition. Thus, what
has changed decisively since its adoption is the political temperature surrounding sustainability

regulation, a shift from broad elite consensus towards organised contention (Bocquillon, 2024).

This contestation did not emerge suddenly in 2025 with the Omnibus reform. Its roots
lie in earlier political and economic shocks that progressively eroded the cross-partisan
sustainability consensus. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 triggered energy price shocks
that immediately complicated the economic case for an economy still recovering from Covid-
19. Another salient example was the farmers’ protests across the EU, often framed as a
“greenlash.” Driven by resentment at stricter environmental regulations and perceived pressure
on agricultural incomes, these protests illustrated how sustainability governance had become a
site of active mobilisation against its distributional consequences. This greenlash crystallised
in the 2024 EP election, where Green parties’ seats dropped from 71 to 53, while more climate-

sceptic parties made gains across the board (Toygiir & Sojka, 2025). Together with the Draghi
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report, which reframed the EU’s strategic dilemma around competitiveness, these elements
mark an important discursive turningpoint: that sustainability governance would have to be

reassessed through the lens of competitiveness.

Consequently, the Commission reconfigured the EGD into the Clean Industrial Deal,
paving the way for the Omnibus packages (Huhta et al., 2025). Importantly, these packages are
not a novel legislative instrument. In EU policymaking, Omnibus packages are commonly used
to amend and streamline multiple legal acts simultaneously, if grounded in the aim of
improving coherence, reducing administrative burdens, or facilitating implementation.
Historically, such packages have been relatively technical in nature but are now increasingly
deployed to implement substantive policy changes driven by broader political priorities,
particularly in the context of competitiveness and regulatory reduction (Alemanno, 2025;
POLITICO, 2025). This shift from technical to political Omnibus packages underscores how

sustainability governance has become a battleground for legitimacy.

3.5. Omnibus I: Recalibration or Rollback?

The shift from consensus to contention in EU sustainability governance culminates in
the Omnibus I debate, which revolves around a fundamental question: does the recalibration of
the CSRD and CSDDD represent a paradigm shift away from ambitious sustainability
regulation, or merely a temporary adjustment to economic and political pressures? Errichiello
et al. (2024) characterise EU climate governance as an increasingly contested arena where
business actors, policymakers, and advocacy groups compete to frame regulatory narratives in

their favour.

One side of the spectrum argues that current sustainability regulation has increased
reporting costs and is strongly ambiguous in the standards, bolstering legal uncertainty and a
demand to act which is repeated mainly by business actors that argue for less administrative
burden (Christensen et al., 2021; Durand, 2025). According to Bosetti et al. (2025), the recent

developments can be considered a rollback.

Critics of Omnibus I, however, contend that the politics of “simplification” masks a
deeper deregulatory agenda. Bertram (2025) argues that Omnibus I does not merely streamline
inefficiencies but weakens core Green Deal instruments while failing to address underlying
implementation challenges (Gémez, 2026). Ouyang (2025) interprets the debate as a neoliberal

resurgence, where market efficiency and competitiveness are prioritised over environmental
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and social protection. Yet this scholarship would not talk about a complete rollback of

sustainability regulation but rather a temporal setback.

Empirical evidence paints a more nuanced picture: nearly 40% of companies continue
voluntary reporting on the original CSRD timeline to maintain investor credibility (Fang et al.,
2025), and over two-thirds leverage sustainability data for strategic purposes. Datamaran
(2025) also notes that while reporting continues, companies have shifted their language (e.g.
from “ESG” to “sustainability”). Similarly, Abou-Chadi et al. (2024) find that a majority of
Europeans still support ambitious climate policy, though centrist voters demand stronger green

investment and industrial policy to offset unpopular measures like carbon pricing.

Ultimately, Omnibus I is best understood as a legitimacy contest rather than a mere
policy efficiency debate. Critics argue that weakening sustainability regulation undermines
output legitimacy, by threatening long-term effectiveness, legal certainty, and the EU’s
regulatory credibility. Supporters, however, mobilise a rival output-oriented argument

emphasising competitiveness, feasibility, and investment capacity.

3.6. Research Gap

The literature on legitimacy in EU governance is extensive but pays comparatively little
attention to how legitimacy is actively constructed, contested, and strategically framed by
actors in concrete policy debates. By applying Scharpf’s input/output framework as an
analytical lens to the competing positions advanced by institutional, business, and civil society

actors in the Omnibus I debate, it makes two specific contributions.

First, the thesis extends legitimacy theory into a domain where its empirical application
remains underdeveloped, demonstrating that EU sustainability governance constitutes a site of
structured and multidimensional legitimacy contestation. Second, it contributes to the literature
on EU sustainability governance by analysing how the Omnibus reforms reshape the balance
between competing legitimacy claims. These claims compete because the same reform is open
to opposed justifications: it can be defended as enhancing legitimacy, on grounds of
proportionality, competitiveness, and feasibility, or contested as eroding it, on grounds of
effectiveness, accountability, and regulatory credibility, with each side grounding its stance in

a claim about what legitimate sustainability governance requires.
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Analysing this contest matters because it shows that the Omnibus controversy is not
reducible to a technical dispute over reporting thresholds but is a struggle over the terms on
which EU sustainability governance is regarded as legitimate, and over whose conception of
the public interest those terms encode. Examining how actors mobilise such claims in a live,
high-salience reform therefore brings into view structural tensions in EU sustainability
governance that a purely policy-focused reading would leave implicit. Furthermore, the

analysis may provide insight for future Omnibus proposals.
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4. Findings

The analysis is based on 292 coded segments across 28 documents. This section
presents the key patterns and traces how actors legitimise, contest, or problematise Omnibus I.
The findings are organised in four themes: the dimensional distribution, simplification as a
contested frame, competing meanings of output-vocabulary, and the input register. A final

subsection examines actor heterogeneity and coalition patterns.

4.1. Dimensional Distribution and Cluster Profiles

Two observations stand out from the dimensional distribution shown in Table 1. First,
the output register dominates the corpus. Roughly three-quarters of all coded claims (215 of
292, 73.6%) are output-oriented, and this ratio holds across business and civil society alike.
Second, the proportional reliance on the input register is similar for business and civil society
(17.0% versus 18.3%) but substantially higher for institutional actors (31.5%), driven primarily

by procedural justifications in INS-02 and reflections on representation in INS-04.

Table 1. Legitimacy Dimension x Actor Cluster

_ Business (BUS) Civil Society (CSO) | Institutional (INS)

Input 19 (17.0%) 23 (18.3%) 17 (31.5%) 59 (20.2%)
Output 86 (76.8%) 95 (75.4%) 34 (63.0%) 215 (73.6%)
Mixed 7 (6.3%) 8 (6.3%) 3 (5.6%) 18 (6.2%)
‘Total | 112 | 126 | 54 | 292

Table 1: Coded segments by legitimacy dimension and actor cluster (n=292). Cluster percentages are shares within each
cluster; Total-column percentages are shares of all coded segments.

The first-order similarity between business and civil society in dimensional shares
conceals a more substantive asymmetry once the sub-codes are examined (see Table 2). The
business cluster distributes its output claims across many codes at comparable frequencies,
rather than concentrating on a single dominant frame. Within the input register, it makes almost
no use of IN-Transparency or IN-Consultation, concentrating primarily in IN-Procedural

Compliance and IN-Asymmetry Representation.
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Table 2. Sub-Code X Actor Cluster

OUT-Policy Effectiveness

OUT-Coherence 15 10 7 32
OUT-Legal Certainty 11 10 4 25
OUT-Reporting Burden 12 5 7 24
OUT-Competitiveness 10 9 4 23
OUT-Deregulation Critique 7 10 1 18
OUT-SME Burden 7 5 4 16
OUT-Framing Inversion 3 10 1 14
OUT-Guidance 7 6 1 14
OUT-External Credibility /

Brussels Effect 1 8 0 ?
OUT-Protection Standards 0 5 3 8
IN-Procedural Compliance 8 10 7 25
Representation 6 : 7 18
IN-Consultation 4 3 10
IN-Transparency 1 0 6
MIX-Balanced Omnibus 7 3 18
Total 112 126 54 292

Table 2: Coded segments by sub-code and actor cluster (n=292).

The civil society cluster concentrates its output claims in codes predominantly used to
delegitimise the Omnibus, like OUT-Deregulation Critique, OUT-Framing Inversion, and
OUT-External Credibility, alongside the more flexible codes of OUT-Policy Effectiveness,
OUT-Coherence, and OUT-Legal Certainty. It is the only cluster to use all four input codes
meaningfully and the near-exclusive user of OUT-External Credibility (n=8 of 9), deployed to
argue that the Omnibus damages the EU’s global standard-setting position.

The institutional cluster is small and structurally distinct, spreading its highest-
frequency codes evenly across output (Coherence, Reporting Burden) and input claims
(Procedural Compliance, Asymmetry Representation). It engages output legitimacy mainly

through burden reduction, coherence, competitiveness, SME relief, and legal certainty, while
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rarely using the more conflictual output codes of Policy Effectiveness and Deregulation

Critique.

4.2. Simplification as a Contested Legitimacy Frame

The most important shared vocabulary in the corpus is “simplification.” Nearly all actor
groups either use the term directly or respond to it indirectly. Yet simplification does not have
a stable meaning across the sample. It functions as a contested legitimacy frame within which
actors justify different positions. Table 3 summarises how each cluster operationalises

legitimate simplification and where the term tips into illegitimacy.

Burden-focused business actors operationalise simplification through fewer reporting
obligations, clearer rules, reduced duplication, and lower compliance costs. Several business
documents (e.g. BUS-02) present their position as implementation-oriented rather than anti-
sustainability, although some advocate for substantive rollback, such as deleting or narrowing

CSDDD obligations (see BUS-06).

In contrast, sustainability-oriented business actors (e.g. BUS-08, BUS-09, BUS-11)
support simplification but oppose reopening or weakening the framework. For them,
simplification means improving implementation and usability, not reducing ambition or

stability, thus challenging a simple business-versus-civil-society dichotomy.

Table 3. Competing Construction of “Legitimate Simplification”
Legitimate simplification means Becomes illegitimate when

Fewer reporting obligations, clearer rules, Obligations remain complex or

Burden-focused Business SME relief, reduced duplication duplicative
Sustainability-oriented Implementation support and regulatory Reopening adopted law disrupts
Business stability implementation

Better guidance, coherence, digitalisation, Scope, liability, transition plans, or
Civil Society / Investors usable data safeguards are weakened

Burden reduction, proportionality,
competitiveness; formal preservation of Burden reduction is perceived to weaken
Commission / Institutional  CSRD/CSDDD objectives formal sustainability objectives

Table 3: Competing constructions of "legitimate simplification" across actor positions, synthesised from the coded corpus. The
business cluster is split into burden-focused and sustainability-oriented positions to capture the intra-business division central
to the analysis; investors are coded within civil society and named here for their distinct emphasis on usable, comparable
disclosure.
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Civil society and investor actors contest the burden-focused understanding. While
accepting simplification in principle, they define it as better guidance, stronger coherence,
fewer unnecessary data points, and more usable standards. Here, simplification becomes
illegitimate when it undermines scope, substance, or enforceability. OUT-Framing Inversion
reveals how such language can mask deregulation by weakening due diligence, transition plans,

civil liability, or sustainability data flows.

For institutional actors, simplification is framed as a balancing exercise: the Omnibus
is presented to reduce administrative burden, improve competitiveness, and support SMEs
while formally preserving the objectives of the CSRD, CSDDD, and the broader EGD. This
MIX-Balanced Omnibus frame deems simplification legitimate only if it eases burden without

abandoning sustainability goals.

Simplification, therefore, is not a neutral technical category but the central discursive

battleground in defining Omnibus I as a legitimate recalibration or deregulatory rollback.

4.3. Same Vocabulary, Competing Meanings

The strongest empirical pattern in the findings is that the same output-legitimacy
concepts are used in opposing directions. Competitiveness, coherence, legal certainty, SME
burden, and policy effectiveness are not the property of any single cluster. They are a shared
vocabulary that pro-Omnibus and contra-Omnibus actors draw on to defend opposite
conclusions. The legitimacy contest thus occurs within the output register itself, where identical
terms acquire rival meanings. Table 4 illustrates this for the two clearest cases: competitiveness

and legal certainty.

OUT-Competitiveness is the clearest case. Business and institutional actors routinely
invoke it to legitimate burden reduction, while civil society organisations, argue that ambitious
sustainability regulation is the competitiveness strategy. Within the business cluster itself,
BUS-08 and BUS-09, coalitions aggregating several hundred firms with substantial European
market presence, frame sustainability obligations as “strategic necessities for [...] long-term
competitiveness” (S-179)! and policy stability as the precondition for competitive investment
(S-216). CSO-12 further disputes the empirical basis of the competitiveness-as-burden frame,
calling the Draghi report’s evidence “somewhat misleading” (S-222). Competitiveness thus

functions as a contested signifier, not a settled output claim.

! “S-XXX" identifiers refer to the individual coded segment in the thesis excel codebook
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Table 4. Pro- and Contra-Omnibus Reading

Pro-Omnibus reading Contra-Omnibus reading

Ambitious sustainability regulation is the

competitiveness strategy: double materiality

“strengthens Europe's competitiveness” (CSO-03,

OUT-Competitiveness Burden reduction supports “a S-062); “preserving and strengthening core

competitive marketplace” (BUS-01, components [...] essential to ensure European
S-018); reform necessary in “a new and competitiveness” (CSO-09, S-191); the burden
difficult (geopolitical) context™ (INS-01, frame rests on misleading evidence (CSO-12,
S-075) S-222)

Certainty as durability: uncertainty stems from
“delays [...] and uneven implementation”
Certainty considered as timeline clarity: (CSO-09, S-195); reopening adopted text is itself
OUT-Legal Certainty “swift transposition” (BUS-01, S-020); the source of uncertainty (CSO-08, S-152); Article

“clear timelines” (BUS-05, S-109); 22 CSDDD “in its current form creates legal
“rapid agreement” on postponement certainty” through the clarity of the behavioural
(INS-01, S-082) duty (CSO-06, S-133)

Table 4: Competing interpretations of shared output-legitimacy concepts: Pro- vs. contra-Omnibus readings.

Legal certainty offers the sharpest example of contested meaning, because its sub-
meaning shifts with the speaker. The two readings are not just different; they are mutually
defeating. If legal certainty means stability, then the Omnibus produces uncertainty by
reopening adopted law. If it means clarification of ambiguous provisions, then the Omnibus
delivers certainty by removing them. Both sides invoke the same code to reach opposite

conclusions.

Two further codes are notable for their asymmetry rather than their convergence. OUT-
External Credibility/Brussels Effect appears eight times in civil society documents, only once
in the business cluster (BUS-08), and not at all in the institutional documents. This reflects a
strategic choice by the Commission to prioritise other legitimacy frames over its global
standard-setting role through reporting burden, competitiveness, legal certainty, and
proportionality (S-013; S-077; S-080; S-079). However, this does not imply a unified
Commission position, as internal divisions may exist. When read against Bradford’s (2019)
account of the Brussels Effect, the absence of this argument in the official proposals suggests
a potential vulnerability in the EU’s external legitimacy: if formal justifications omit standard-

setting authority, that authority may be more fragile than often assumed.
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Taken together, the output register reveals a discursive economy in which actors do not
simply hold opposite positions but compete over the meaning of the shared vocabulary they

use. This is what makes code-frequency counting on its own analytically insufficient.

4.4. The Input Register

Input legitimacy claims are less frequent than output claims, but they carry the corpus’s
sharpest procedural critique, which is not confined to civil society. IN-Procedural Compliance
comprises 25 claims: 19 contra-Omnibus, five pro-Omnibus, and one mixed. The pro-Omnibus
claims cluster in the institutional documents, where the Commission defends bypassing a full

impact assessment by invoking urgency and pre-existing knowledge (S-088).

The contra claims span all three clusters. Civil society anchors the critique (S-008), but
it recurs inside the fields the reform was meant to serve. Eight contra claims are voiced by
business actors (BUS-08, BUS-10, BUS-11): BUS-10 protests that “the better regulation
guidelines and toolbox are not respected [...] the answer we get is, yeah, but there was an
emergency” (S-250), while BUS-11 grounds the same objection in procedure rather than
outcome, treating the amendments as resting on political calculation rather than market
evidence (S-259). Separately, INS-04, from a ministry that pushed for reform, concedes that
“data and facts played a relatively minor role [...] it was more a case of opinions from relevant

stakeholders” (S-290).

A second input sub-code, IN-Asymmetry Representation, carries a more specific
convergence: that the process privileged third-country, and particularly US-multinational,
corporate interests. Four documents across three clusters raise it independently (CSO-12, BUS-
11, BUS-12, INS-04), with INS-04 characterising the third-country influence as historically
unprecedented (S-288). The European Ombudswoman’s finding of maladministration
(European Ombudsman, 2025), which concluded that the Commission had failed to carry out
the required assessments and had consulted primarily with industry lobbies behind closed
doors, reinforces the sentiment of an opaque procedure. This finding is invoked separately in

CS0-08, BUS-10, BUS-11, and CSO-12.
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4.5. Actor Heterogeneity and Coalition Patterns

Actor clusters are internally differentiated, with the business cluster as the clearest
example. It is divided both qualitatively (positions towards sustainability) and quantitatively

(directional support for Omnibus — as illustrated in Figure 4).

The business cluster’s internal division is particularly evident quantitatively.
Directional distribution shows that BUS-08, BUS-09, and BUS-11, representing several
hundred firms produce 27 of the 35 contra-Omnibus business segments, despite being business
actors. Their presence challenges a monolithic “business position” and indicates sectoral and

strategic divergence within European businesses.

The civil society cluster is more consistent in opposing major weakening but is not
argumentatively uniform. Some actors (e.g. CSO-01, CSO-02, CSO-07, CSO-08) foreground
rights, environmental protection, and corporate accountability. Others, particularly investor
actors (e.g. CSO-03, CSO-05), defend the framework using market arguments like data quality,
comparability, and capital allocation. This shows civil society actors also employ output-

legitimacy arguments, not just moral claims.

Figure 4. Direction of Coded Claims Across Actor Clusters
Share of pro-Omnibus, mixed and contra-Omnibus claims with each cluster (n=292)

Pro-Omnibus Mixed Contra-Omnibus (pro-regulation)

Business (n=112) 57% 12% 31%

Civil Society (n=126) 89%

Institutional (n=54) 72% 17% 11%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%
Share of coded segments within cluster (%)

Figure 4: Directional distribution of coded legitimacy claims by actor cluster (n=292), normalised to 100%. The business
cluster is the most internally divided, civil society the most uniformly contra-Omnibus, and the institutional cluster the most
pro-Omnibus.
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The institutional cluster is also not fully uniform. Official Commission documents
(INS-01, INS-02, INS-03) frame Omnibus I as balanced simplification, while INS-04
complicates this: “what we’ve ended up with here is not merely a reduction in bureaucracy, but
in substance also a significant change to standards of human rights and environmental
protection” (S-282). This does not mean institutional actors uniformly adopt a deregulation

critique, but that official and internal reflections do not fully align.

Therefore, the Omnibus debate cannot be reduced to a simple business support versus
civil society resistance. Actors form partial and sometimes unexpected coalitions: investors,
sustainability professionals, and some companies converge around data and legal
predictability, while traditional business associations and institutional frames converge around
burden reduction. The central conflict is thus not only between actor groups but between
different understandings of what makes sustainability governance legitimate - a contest fought
through competing uses of a shared legitimacy vocabulary. The following discussion situates
this contest within the broader literature on EU governance legitimacy and considers what it

reveals about the structural tensions surfaced by the Omnibus I reform.
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5. Discussion

The findings establish four empirical patterns: output-register dominance that conceals
an internal contest, an institutional silence on the Brussels Effect, a procedural critique that
crosses the pro/contra divide, and a fractured business cluster. These patterns open three lines
of discussion. The first engages with Scharpf’s (1999) framework and asks whether the
input/output distinction still holds under contemporary contestation. The second examines the
politics of simplification: who set the dominant frames, how the institutional centre adopted
them, and how formal safeguards interacted with substantive weakening. The third turns to the
implications of the case for future Omnibus exercises and for the legitimacy of EU

sustainability governance under politicisation.

5.1. Output Legitimacy Under Strain

Scharpf’s (1999) framework provided the analytical entry point for this thesis because
it made an underlying assumption explicit: that EU governance is legitimised primarily through
its outputs, because it cannot be legitimised, in the way nation-states can, through its inputs.
The corpus confirms the empirical premise, with 73.6% of all coded legitimacy claims being
output-oriented but inverts the analytical conclusion the premise was meant to support. Scharpf
(1999) treated output legitimacy as the more stable register because problem-solving capacity
is empirically assessable in ways that participatory legitimacy is not. Yet the same finding also
exposes the framework’s limitation. In the Omnibus debate output legitimacy is not the stable
register Scharpf assumed but the most contested one, and the conflict runs not between input-
reliant and output-reliant actors but inside the output register itself, where it is semantic. Pro-
and contra-Omnibus actors use the same vocabulary but divide over what competitiveness,
legal certainty, coherence, and effective regulation substantively mean. The framework
correctly identifies the registers in which legitimation occurs but does not theorise the contest

inside them, and this is the principal theoretical contribution that the empirical material forces.

This dynamic is what Carstensen and Schmidt’s (2015) concept of “power over ideas,”
capture: the capacity to not merely introduce frames but to determine which interpretation of a
frame becomes politically authoritative. Their distinction between persuasion through ideas,
coercion over ideas, and structural constraint in ideas maps onto the Omnibus corpus with

unusual precision. Business associations and the Commission do not introduce new vocabulary
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into the debate; they capture vocabulary that the civil society and investor coalitions had

previously occupied.

A sharper consequence follows: the same register now justifies both the rules and their
reversal, authored by the same institution. One might argue, following Bocquillon (2024), that
this is simply normal politics, where the EGD as a “moving political object” whose scope and
boundaries shift with geopolitical pressure, lobbying, and partisan competition, was never a
“done deal.” However, the corpus shows the movement reaching one level deeper, into the
legitimating vocabulary itself. Competitiveness, legal certainty, and effectiveness do not hold
fixed meanings as the object moves; they are redefined to justify whichever direction it travels.
The standard by which the reform might be judged legitimate is therefore in motion along with
the object it is meant to legitimate, and there is no stable criterion against which the Omnibus

can be assessed, because what counts as “effective” is exactly what the reform contests.

The structural tensions that become visible through these competing claims (the second
sub-question) follow from this instability. Three tensions are now visible in a way the pre-
Omnibus literature did not capture. The first is between regulatory stability and political
responsiveness. The original CSRD/CSDDD were legitimised through cross-partisan stability
(Bocquillon, 2024); the Omnibus is legitimised through responsiveness to a changed political
context. Through the lens of Mair (2009), both invocations are defensible: responsiveness
demands adaptation to shifting environments, while responsibility requires consistency and
respect for inherited commitments. The tension arises because these logics pull in opposite
directions. Applied to Omnibus I, this means that an institution which first legitimised
ambitious sustainability rules through stability cannot later legitimise their reopening through
responsiveness without paying a credibility cost that the existing legitimacy framework

underspecifies.

The second tension is between delegated regulatory governance and politicised
supranational governance, and Hooghe and Marks’s (2009) postfunctionalist account provides
the structural diagnosis. Their claim that EU governance has moved from a “permissive
consensus” to a “constraining dissensus” helps explain why sustainability regulation has
become vulnerable to this kind of contestation. Only when a policy domain is salient enough
to attract organised contestation do the once-stable meanings of output-legitimacy vocabulary
become contested resources rather than shared technical descriptors. EU sustainability
regulation now operates in exactly such a domain, and the regulatory state is being asked to

absorb political conflict it was not designed to mediate. The Omnibus is what happens when
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constraining dissensus reaches the regulatory technocracy: technical instruments meant to be

insulated from electoral cycles are reopened in response to them.

The third tension is between internal recalibration and external standard-setting. As
Figure 5 shows, Magnette and Lord’s (2004) framework is useful because it treats EU
legitimacy as a plurality of competing vectors rather than as a single source. Omnibus I
illustrates this plurality particularly clearly. The reform can be read as strengthening indirect
responsiveness to Member States and competitiveness pressures, but this appears to come at a
cost to other legitimacy sources: technocratic legitimacy, where impact assessment and
evidence generation were weakened; procedural legitimacy, where Better Regulation
expectations were bypassed; and external credibility, where the durability of the EU’s
sustainability commitments as global standards becomes more fragile. The point is therefore
not that one legitimacy source simply replaces another, but that the Omnibus exposes trade-

offs between sources that are often presented as mutually reinforcing.

Figure S. Competing Legitimacy Vectors in the Omnibus I Debate
EU legitimacy vectors adapted from Magnette and Lord (2004)

Indirect Legitimacy Technocratic Legitimacy
Authorization by states, Expertise, evidence,
competitiveness agenda impact assessment

NS

Omnibus I Reform <= - — = = = =

External Credibility
Brussels Effect, standard-setting,
rule-following durability of EU

/ \ commitments

Parliamentary Legitimacy  Procedural Legitimacy
Elections / co-decision- Consultation, transparency,
making Better Regulation Guidelines

Figure 5: Competing legitimacy vectors in the Omnibus I debate. Adapted from Magnette and Lord (2004), showing
how the reform draws on multiple legitimacy sources (indirect, technocratic, parliamentary, procedural). The
figure adds external credibility as an Omnibus-specific extension, since EU sustainability governance also derives
legitimacy from its capacity to project stable standards beyond the EU.
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Taken together, Scharpf’s (1999) framework should be supplemented. His distinction
helps identify the legitimacy registers through which actors justify and contest EU governance.
Schmidt’s (2020) throughput dimension helps account for the procedural critique surrounding
the Omnibus process. But neither framework fully accounts for semantic struggle or frame
capture: the processes through which shared legitimacy vocabulary becomes politically
redefined and institutionally authoritative. The Omnibus debate therefore suggests that
contemporary EU sustainability governance requires an additional analytical layer. Legitimacy
is not only contested across input, output, and throughput dimensions. It is also contested
through struggles over the meaning of the concepts through which those dimensions are

expressed and will be explored in more detail in the next section.

5.2. The Politics of Simplification

The preceding section established that actors contest the meaning of a shared output-
legitimacy vocabulary, but presented that contest as if both sides deployed it symmetrically.
They did not. The competitiveness-and-burden frame was not jointly authored; it was
introduced by one side and imposed on the other as the terrain on which the debate had to be
conducted. The Draghi report supplied the master frame, Europe’s competitiveness gap as the
organising problem of EU policy (European Commission, 2025b). Yet it was adopted
selectively. Draghi prescribed two remedies for that gap: regulatory simplification and a step
change in investment, which the report put at roughly €800 billion a year (Blenkinsop, 2024).
Only the first travelled into policy. The Omnibus packages and the Clean Industrial Deal
operationalised simplification within months, while the investment commitment that was
meant to accompany it did not materialise at anything like the same scale or speed. The same
diagnosis thus licensed deregulatory action but not the redistributive commitment that was its
counterpart, which specifies what the “neoliberal comeback” reading (Ouyang, 2025) describes
only in general terms: competitiveness did not enter the debate as a balanced agenda, its

politically actionable half was extracted and its costly half left behind.

The asymmetry becomes clearer if the competitiveness frame is traced over time. In
2019, the EGD normalised sustainability as a competitiveness asset (European Commission,
2019). This framing was enabled by a political moment in which climate mobilisation pushed
climate action onto the EU agenda (Parks, 2025), while sustainable finance and disclosure
debates increasingly treated sustainability information as part of market infrastructure rather

than as peripheral corporate responsibility (Krueger et al., 2024). In 2025, however, business



77 university of campus fryslan
' / groningen / 13

associations operationalised Draghi’s competitiveness master frame through the narrower
vocabulary of regulatory burden, simplification, and administrative cost (European
Commission, 2025b). Pro-regulation actors were thus left to argue on ground they had not
chosen, and their characteristic move is inversion rather than substitution: CSO-03 claims
double materiality “strengthens Europe’s competitiveness” (S-062), and CSO-09 that

preserving the framework is “essential to ensure European competitiveness” (S-191).

This is what Carstensen and Schmidt’s (2015) account of power over ideas anticipates:
the terms of the contest are set by whoever defines the default frame, and inversion accepts
those terms even while disputing the conclusion they license, which leaves the framing’s
authority intact where the position it carries is rejected. The irony is that this occurred while
sustainability reporting itself continued to advance beyond the EU rollback, driven by investor
demand, ISSB alignment, and voluntary corporate reporting (Early, 2026). The burden frame
therefore gained political authority even though the underlying reporting infrastructure did not
simply disappear. Errichiello et al.’s (2024) observation that EU climate governance has
become a site of organised narrative competition is correct. Yet their account understates the
asymmetry: the contest is not merely over which narrative prevails, but over who gets to define

its terms.

The institutional centre adopted much of that vocabulary while formally denying that
simplification amounted to deregulation. The non-regression clause in Article 1(2) of the
CSDDD exemplifies this. It states that the directive “is not to constitute grounds for reducing
the level of protection” (S-171). Yet the Omnibus immediately weakens this standard where
national due diligence laws go beyond the new EU minimum. This matters because the same
reform also narrows the substantive reach of the framework through scope reduction, changes
to transition-plan obligations, and limits on stakeholder engagement (S-161; S-175; S-174).
The resulting tension is not merely rhetorical. A text that promises non-regression while
allowing downward alignment blurs the distinction between simplification and substantive
weakening. This interpretation is reinforced by INS-04, which concedes that the final outcome
was “not merely a reduction in bureaucracy, but in substance also a significant change to
standards of human rights and environmental protection” (S-282). Alemanno’s (2025)
argument that the Omnibus may be legally vulnerable because of procedural deficiencies
further strengthens this point: the reform is exposed not only to a legitimacy critique, but also

to a legal one.
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The SME-protection frame is the most concentrated instance of this gap between
presentation and substance, and the most revealing because of who exposes it. The SME
representative in BUS-10 names “SME-washing [...]” directly: “[...] everyone is saying that
we have to do something for SMEs, and then at the end of the day, what’s the result really?”
(S-247). The term captures how SME vulnerability can become a legitimating device for
reforms whose main protective effects extend beyond SMEs themselves. This is visible in the
adopted text: the information-request protection is pegged to a 5,000-employee threshold (S-
173), far above the conventional EU SME definition of fewer than 250 employees (European
Commission, 2026). SME-washing can therefore be understood as a form of representational
laundering: a reform is justified through the vulnerability of smaller firms, while its protections
also shield much larger companies. The frame that looks most socially protective is therefore

also the one most available for instrumentalisation.

This supplies the empirical core of the reading, advanced by BUS-11 and CSO-12, that
the Omnibus was politically driven rather than substantively warranted, a reading reinforced
by a finding the deregulation literature has not absorbed: the business field behind the reform
was never unified. BUS-08 and BUS-09 opposed reopening the framework, treating the
regulatory stability they had already invested in as a competitive asset rather than a burden.
Their position follows a strategic rather than a cost logic, with sunk compliance investment
converting stability into a capability differential (Christensen et al., 2021). The competitiveness
frame therefore prevailed despite the absence of a unified business interest behind it, which
complicates the deregulation reading of Ouyang (2025) and Bertram (2025). The Omnibus
overrode part of capital’s own preferences, and the institutional dynamics producing it are

partly autonomous from the material interests usually invoked to explain regulatory rollbacks.

These observations converge on the process itself, where the corpus produces its
strongest single result: a procedural critique established in Section 4.4, which crosses every
actor cluster. They converge on the judgement that the process was rushed, evidence-poor and
skewed towards industry access. When commitments are revised before full implementation,
through a process that excluded key stakeholders and bypassed standard procedural safeguards,
the output legitimacy claim is undermined not only by the content of the reform but by the
manner of its adoption. The European Ombudswoman’s finding of maladministration
(European Ombudsman, 2025) is therefore not an external verdict imposed on a unified
institution, but the formal articulation of a judgement the Commission’s own interlocutors had

already reached. The device that licensed the shortcuts was the “emergency,” invoked to justify
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the absence of an impact assessment (S-088) and the suspension of consultation periods (S-
017), which operates as what White (2022) describes as an emergency claim that shifts the
burden of justification from the decision to the failure to decide. An inquiry by SOMO (De
Leth, 2025), referenced by two interviewees (S-230, S-265), traces the deregulation push to
US-based multinationals lobbying through European channels, while INS-04 independently

describes third-country influence as historically unprecedented (S-288).

On this evidence, the Omnibus is vulnerable even on its own stated terms. It was
justified as a way to reduce bureaucracy, improve legal certainty, and strengthen competitive-
ness, yet the corpus repeatedly questions whether it delivers these outputs. As BUS-11 notes,
the package failed “in its stated purpose... reduce the burden, increase competitiveness... I
don’t think it does it” (S-263); genuine cost drivers (e.g. assurance) went untouched (S-267),
and abolishing harmonised civil-liability regimes fragmented rather than simplified the legal
landscape (S-264). The competitiveness gain is the Omnibus’s central output justification,

these verdicts empty the rationale from inside the very field the reform was meant to serve.

5.3. Lessons for Future Simplification

The implications that follow concern the conditions under which simplification can
remain a legitimate governance practice rather than a vehicle for policy reversal, not the merits
of any particular amendment. This matters because Omnibus I is not an isolated event. Further
Omnibus exercises are already being discussed using similar arguments (POLITICO, 2025),
so the legitimacy costs documented above are not merely retrospective. If future packages
repeat the same procedural shortcuts and discursive ambiguity, these costs may become

cumulative.

The conventional institutional response (e.g. better impact assessments, more inclusive
consultation, formalised stakeholder dialogue) is necessary but insufficient. It addresses the
input-legitimacy deficit the Ombudswoman identified (European Ombudsman, 2025) but does
not settle the semantic contest through which the substantive legitimacy of simplification is
defined. A procedurally cleaner reform can still be politically misleading if implementation

improvement and policy weakening are bundled together under the same label.

The first implication is therefore procedural but also discursive: future Omnibus
exercises must constrain the use of urgency claims and specify what kind of simplification is

being pursued based on concrete evidence. Where impact assessments, climate-consistency
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checks, or consultation periods are suspended, the Commission should have to justify why
normal procedures would be disproportionate. White’s (2022) analysis implies that this is
difficult, since emergency claims, once normalised, are hard to un-normalise, especially when

the political pressures that produced them remain present.

The second implication concerns the distinction between implementation support and
legislative rollback. The corpus shows that many actors accepted simplification in principle.
The disagreement concerned what simplification was allowed to mean. An NGO interviewee
treats simplification as legitimate when it achieves the policy goal more cheaply, but
illegitimate when it targets the policy’s existence (S-225, S-226). This suggests that future
reforms should exhaust additive forms of simplification before reopening recently adopted
legislation. Guidance, EFRAG clarification, assurance standards, digital reporting tools, and
targeted support for SMEs can reduce implementation burdens without destabilising the legal
framework itself. By contrast, reopening core legislation in the name of simplification risks

making regulatory stability itself one of the costs of the reform.

A third implication concerns first movers. The Omnibus risks penalising firms that
complied early and rewarding those that waited for rollback. BUS-12 reports companies telling
auditors “where we can still wait” (S-271), while PwC’s finding that nearly 40% of surveyed
firms continue reporting on the original CSRD timeline indicates that a substantial constituency
has already invested in compliance (Fang et al., 2025). This matters because regulatory stability
is not only a legal value but also an economic one. If companies learn that sustainability rules
are politically reversible before implementation, they have incentives to delay, hedge, and
lobby rather than comply. In that sense, simplification may undermine the competitiveness it

claims to support by increasing uncertainty for firms, investors, auditors, and regulators.

A fourth implication concerns the competitiveness diagnosis itself. As Section 5.2
showed, Draghi paired simplification with a step change in investment, roughly €800 billion a
year, yet only the first half was operationalised. Omnibus I thus invokes the competitiveness
gap while enacting only its cheaper, deregulatory half, leaving the investment counterpart

behind, borrowing the diagnosis without accepting its cost.

The wider significance of Omnibus I therefore extends beyond EU sustainability
governance. It is a legible instance of what happens when technocratic regulatory architecture
meets full politicisation: output legitimacy is not an infinite reserve, and it can be spent on

reforms whose promised performance remains uncertain. The societal stake is whose voice is
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translated into regulatory legitimacy when that politicising pressure arrives. In the Omnibus
debate, actors with framing power were able to capture the vocabulary of competitiveness,
burden, and SME protection, while other affected or invoked constituencies (e.g. workers,
third-country communities, early-compliant companies) were often represented through frames

they did not author.

The legitimacy problem is therefore not only that the Omnibus may have weakened
specific provisions, but that it exposed how quickly the meaning of “legitimate simplification”
can be defined by those with privileged access to the reform process. For future Omnibus
exercises, the central lesson is not that simplification should be rejected, but that regulatory
legitimacy depends on whether simplification is evidence-based, procedurally credible, and

honest about whose interests it serves.
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6. Conclusion

This thesis asked how the legitimacy of EU sustainability governance is constructed
and contested in the context of the Omnibus I reform. It has argued that Omnibus I is not merely
a technical adjustment to the CSRD and CSDDD, but a legitimacy conflict over the meaning,
direction, and credibility of EU sustainability governance under politicisation. It reaches this
conclusion through an interpretive analysis of 292 argumentative claims coded across 28
documents, comprising business, civil society, and institutional position papers and five expert
interviews. Each claim was classified by legitimacy register, following Scharpf’s (1999)
input/output distinction, then by one of sixteen operational sub-codes, and by its direction

towards the reform.

The first sub-question asked how actors justify and contest the reform through input
and output legitimacy. Legitimacy is constructed primarily through output claims, which
account for roughly three-quarters of the coded material. This confirms the empirical premise
of Scharpf’s (1999) distinction, that EU sustainability governance is defended and attacked
largely through claims about what it delivers, but it inverts the conclusion that premise was
meant to support. The central conflict does not run between input and output legitimacy but
inside the output register itself, and it is semantic. Pro- and contra-Omnibus actors share a
vocabulary and divide over what it means. Competitiveness can mean reducing administrative
burden, or it can mean the reliable data and long-term transition capacity that sustainability
reporting underpins; legal certainty can mean clarification through simplification, or the
durability of recently adopted law. Output legitimacy is therefore not the stable reservoir

Scharpf treated it as, but the most contested register in the debate.

The second sub-question asked what structural tensions become visible. Three stand
out. First, regulatory stability and political responsiveness are both legitimacy resources, yet
neither can be maximised without cost to the other: reopening adopted rules answers a changed
economic and political context but erodes the durability on which firms and investors rely.
Second, sustainability ambition and competitiveness are not fixed opposites but politically
constructed categories whose relationship is contested. Third, internal simplification can
undermine external credibility, since revising core commitments before full implementation

makes the EU’s authority as a global standard-setter more fragile.

The thesis makes two contributions. Empirically, the debate cannot be reduced to

business against civil society. The business cluster is internally divided, with coalitions of
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several hundred firms defending stability as a competitiveness asset, while civil society and
investors argue through market logics, not rights-based claims alone. The competitiveness
frame still prevailed, mainly through the Draghi report that supplied the master diagnosis of a
competitiveness gap. However, only half of its prescription travelled into policy, as
simplification was operationalised within months while the accompanying investment
recommendation was not. Theoretically, Scharpt (1999) identifies the registers in which
legitimation occurs but does not theorise the contest inside them, what this thesis calls frame
capture: the process by which shared legitimacy vocabulary is politically redefined and made

institutionally authoritative.

Future research should compare Omnibus I with later simplification packages to assess
whether similar patterns of frame capture recur across EU policy domains. It should also trace
implementation effects: whether costs actually decline, SMEs benefit, and regulatory
instability changes firm behaviour. Moreover, it should be explored how emergency

justifications reshape legitimacy expectations, and what path dependencies they create.

The Omnibus I controversy reveals that EU sustainability governance is at a crossroads.
Its legitimacy can no longer rest on the assumption that ambitious regulation is automatically
justified by sustainability goals, nor that simplification is automatically justified by
competitiveness. The central lesson is not that EU sustainability governance must choose
between regulation and competitiveness, but that the legitimacy of both depends on the quality,

stability, and honesty of the process through which they are brought together.
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OUT?-Protection Standards

Claims that the legitimacy of EU
sustainability governance derives from
its capacity to protect fundamental
rights, vulnerable groups, and social and
environmental standards across multiple
harm domains.

At least two of the following named explicitly
as a unified protective bundle: labour rights,
human rights, environment, communities,
victims, supply chains. Explicit invocations of
“corporate accountability” or “the protections”
of the directives in the plural. Framing of the
regulation as protective infrastructure across
domains.

Single-domain protection claims.
Procedural-accountability claims
about transparency or audit
mechanisms.

CSO-01: “[the Omnibus]
constitutes a direct assault on
corporate accountability,
workers’ and trade union
rights, and environmental
protections.”

OUT-Policy Effectiveness

Claims that EU sustainability
governance is legitimate or illegitimate
based on its capacity to achieve its
substantive policy objectives and Union
goals.

Claims about whether the regulation will
deliver on its stated aims. References to
“effectiveness,” “objectives,” “delivering,”
“toothless,” “meaningless.” Substantive
characterisations of regulatory aims being
fulfilled or undermined.

Claims focused specifically on
competitiveness, burden, legal
certainty, coherence, SME impact,
or external credibility. Claims
about process or consultation.
Pure deregulation framing without
effectiveness reference.

CSO-01: “[The Omnibus]
would dismantle key
provisions and objectives of
the CS3D, making it
effectively toothless.”

OUT-Deregulation Critique

Claims that delegitimise the Omnibus
by characterising it as substantive
rollback of established protective
standards rather than as technical
simplification. Functions as a
delegitimising counter-frame to the
official “simplification” narrative.

Explicit references to “deregulation,”
“rollback,” “race to the bottom,”
established standards,” “dismantling,”
“betrayal” of existing commitments. Claims
that re-characterise the reform’s substantive
nature.

weakening of

Neutral mentions of simplification
without delegitimising work.
Claims about specific provisions
being weakened that do not
invoke the broader deregulation
frame.

CSO-02: “President von der
Leyen runs the risk of
undermining key protections
by forcing a re-opening of the
files... A race to the bottom in
value chain standards.”

2Cluster derived from Theme prefix: OUT-* = Qutput, IN-* = Input, MIX-* = Mixed
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OUT-Framing Inversion

Claims that explicitly invert or
recharacterise an opposing frame,
typically by pairing the opponent’s
terminology with a substantive
recharacterisation. The legitimacy work
consists in the relabelling itself.

Use of scare quotes or explicit
recharacterisation of an opposing camp’s
vocabulary. Constructions such as “under the
guise of X,” “so-called X,” “what is presented
as X is in fact Y.” Can also be used to make a
rhetorical point.

Substantive critique of an
opposing frame without rhetorical
relabelling. Direct disagreement
without invocation of the
opposing camp’s vocabulary.

CSO-01: “Under the guise of
'simplification,' this proposal is
nothing short of a betrayal...”

OUT-External Credibility / Brussels Effect

Claims that EU sustainability
governance gains or loses legitimacy
through its capacity to project credible,
stable, and influential standards beyond
the EU. Encompasses both the standard
Brussels and its critical mirror (loss of
credibility as global standard-setter).

References to global norms, the EU as
standard-setter, third-country adoption of
similar laws, the EU’s reputation in
international fora, the credibility of EU
commitments abroad, comparisons to non-EU
due diligence regimes.

Pure intra-EU concerns.

CSO-01: “Europe’s reputation
as a global leader in human
rights, sustainability and fair
competition is at stake.”

OUT-Coherence

Claims that EU sustainability regulation
is legitimate or illegitimate based on its
internal consistency across legal
instruments, jurisdictions, and reporting
frameworks.

References to harmonisation, alignment,
consistency between directives, fragmentation
of the single market, gold-plating, redundancy
or contradiction between requirements, single-
market clauses, divergent transposition.

Coherence claims unrelated to the
Omnibus or the regulatory
framework under review. Claims
about the clarity or predictability
of single rules.

BUS-01: “Effective corporate
due diligence in Europe cannot
be achieved with 27 different
laws... ensuring a harmonised
transposition of the rules by
Member States is essential.”

OUT-Reporting Burden

Claims about the size, cost, complexity,
or time demands of compliance with
sustainability reporting and due
diligence obligations.

Quantitative anchors (data points, FTE costs,
EUR amounts, page counts). Terms like
“burden,” “complexity,” “compliance cost,”
“administrative effort,” “duplicative reporting.’
References to operational compliance work.

29 ¢¢

b

Vague “difficulty” claims without
operational anchor. Burden
framed primarily as competitive
disadvantage.

BUS-05: “Reducing the high
and sometimes excessive
granularity of the ESRS via a
significant reduction of the
1,178 data points of the
CSRD”
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OUT-SME Burden

Claims that sustainability regulation
harms or protects SMEs through direct
compliance burden, trickle-down effects
via supply chains, or proportionality
concerns. Allows SMEs to be invoked
as a vulnerable economic group within
the regulatory burden frame.

Explicit references to SMEs, micro-enterprises,
mid-caps, the “trickle-down effect,” VSME
standards, supply-chain pass-through to smaller
suppliers, proportionality of obligations to firm
size.

General burden claims that do not
differentiate by firm size. Claims
about SME representation in the
policymaking process.

BUS-01: “the cumulative costs
of compliance remain a burden
on European competitiveness”

OUT-Competitiveness

Claims that EU sustainability regulation
enhances or undermines the competitive
position of EU companies, both relative
to non-EU firms and within the global
economy.

References to global competition, US or Asia,
level playing field with non-EU peers,
investment climate, capital flight, geopolitical
or industrial resilience, access to critical raw
materials, the relative attractiveness of the EU
as a business location.

Claims about intra-EU
harmonisation that do not invoke
external competitive pressure.
Burden claims without
comparative dimension.

BUS-01: “Reduce the legal
uncertainty by securing a swift
transposition by Member
States”

OUT-Legal Certainty

Claims about the clarity, predictability,
or stability of the legal framework for
the actors subject to it. Distinct from
coherence in focusing on the
intelligibility of single rules and the
durability of expectations rather than on
alignment between rules.

Mentions of “legal uncertainty,”
“predictability,” “clarity,” “stability,”
“foreseeability.” References to ambiguous
provisions, missing definitions, unstable
timelines, repeated revision of the same act.

Procedural critiques of how rules
were made. Calls for explanatory
guidance documents from the
Commission or EFRAG.

BUS-01: “Minimise the
trickle-down effect of the
legislation in relation to
smaller companies that do not
fall under the scope.”
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Claims that the European Commission,
EFRAG, supervisory authorities, or
other public bodies should provide
clear, timely, practical, and harmonised
guidance to support implementation and
reduce uncertainty, inconsistency, or
compliance burdens.

Calls for Commission guidance, FAQs,
implementation support, harmonised assurance
standards, EFRAG technical guidance,
supervisory clarification. Complaints about
ambiguous, missing, or late-arriving guidance
documents.

Claims about harmonisation of
legal rules themselves

BUS-01: “clearer guidance on
how the Taxonomy can
complement CSRD
requirements would help
mitigate contradictions in
implementation.”

IN-Asymmetry Representation

Claims that the policymaking process,
policy design, or reform agenda
disproportionately reflects the interests,
access, or influence of some actor
groups over others.

Comparative language: “while X was heard, Y
was marginalised.” Claims that the reform
serves one actor group at the expense of
another. Characterisations of “corporate
capture,” “lobbying influence,” or one-sided
design.

Generic complaints about
consultation. Substantive
disagreement with policy content
only, such as “civil liability is
weakened,” unless linked to
whose interests the change serves.

CSO-01: “trade unions and
civil society have been
marginalised”

IN-Procedural Compliance

Claims that the Commission did or did
not follow its own institutional
procedural rules in producing the
Omnibus.

Explicit reference to Better Regulation
guidelines, impact assessment, treaty
procedures, climate consistency assessment,
formal consultation requirements, exception
clauses being invoked or bypassed.

Critique of policy substance
without procedural anchor.
Claims about consultation balance
or visibility.

CSO-01: “does not comply
with its own Better Regulation
rules. No impact assessment
has been conducted”

IN-Consultation

Claims about whether the range of
affected stakeholders had meaningful
access to the policymaking process.

Mentions of consultation balance, inclusivity,
calls for “proper consultation,” “inclusive
consultation,” “stakeholder dialogue.”
References to consultation periods being
inadequate or rushed. Requests for direct

engagement.

Generic mentions of
“stakeholders” without procedural
reference. Comparative claims
about who was favoured over
whom.

CSO0-02: “engage in a proper,
inclusive consultation process
to develop a common approach
for streamlining reporting
standards.”
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IN-Transparency

Claims about the visibility, opacity, or
backroom character of the policymaking
process.

29 <6

Use of words like “opaque,” “transparent,”
“backroom,” “behind closed doors,”
“undemocratic.” Explicit calls for clarification
of rationale, scope, timeline, or process.

Procedural-rule violations more
specific than visibility.

CS0-02: “[The Commission
to] be fully transparent about
the rationale, scope, timeline,
legislative process”

MIX-Balanced Omnibus

Claims that endorse the simplification
direction of the Omnibus while
affirming the substantive policy
objectives of the underlying Green Deal
framework. Captures attempts to
balance burden reduction against
substantive policy ambition without
taking a pure pro- or contra-Omnibus
position.

Claims that pair simplification language with
explicit affirmation of Green Deal objectives,
climate goals, or the substantive aims of the
CSRD/CSDDD. Balancing constructions
(“simplification, but not at the expense of...,”
“while maintaining...”).

Pure pro- or contra-Omnibus
claims without balancing
language. Single-register claims
that happen to mention both
burden and protection but treat
them as separate concerns.

INS-02: “achieve those
objectives, whilst maintaining
the policy objectives of the
Green Deal”
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