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As the smallest of the member states of the European Union (EU), Malta conforms to many of 
the structural, economic and political limitations endemic to small states. Amongst these 
characteristics, one finds a small domestic market and limited room for competition, limited 
human capital, poor natural resources, labour market bottlenecks, and the costs associated with 
remoteness and insularity. However, like a number of other particularly successful small states 
– such as Qatar, Singapore and Bahrain – Malta has managed to achieve high levels of income 
per capita by leveraging its geostrategic location, its educated and specialised workforce, its 
robust legal and parliamentary systems, and its integrated financial sectors. As such, this is 
evidence of the policy-nurtured decisions that have enabled the building of resilience to 
overcome intrinsic small state weaknesses. 

Such building of resilience and strategic policymaking is not limited to the domestic context. 
In Small states and EU governance, Jean Micallef Grimaud sets out to answer a key question: 
“Are EU small member state governments able to exercise influence in EU legislative decision-
making processes? In other words, from the evidence of the Maltese cases presented in the 
book’s empirical chapters, do small states exercise influence in these processes? And, if so, 
how and at which stage do they do this?” (p. 1). By pursuing a response to these research 
questions, the book focuses on EU ‘legislative’ decision-making, meaning Malta’s exercise (or 
non-exercise) of influence in the formation and approval of EU legislation in the Council of 
the European Union. In particular, the book examines three case studies: two contending with 
EU legislation on pyrotechnic articles (fireworks), and one contending with legal migration.  

The book makes several valuable contributions: it offers insights into an understudied case 
(Malta); presents transferable lessons which may be taken from the Maltese context and applied 
to the experience of other small states in the EU; offers a theoretically sound methodological 
framework for empirical analysis; and strives to fill a knowledge gap that has not yet been 
addressed. The work commences with a literature review that charts the development of small 
state studies and grounds the subject in international relations theory; most notably, it 
emphasises that there has been a shift from materialist understanding of power to the 
recognition that there are other ways of achieving desired outcomes. Hence, Micallef Grimaud 
argues that a “small state” does not mean a “weak state” in the EU context (p. 4) and that 
“certain vulnerabilities related to size could be overturned with the right doses in the capacities 
held and strategies employed during EU decision-making” (p.15).  

By bringing together a number of aspects that are normally treated separately in the literature 
on decision-making and governmental influence in the EU, Micallef Grimaud is able to build 
the case that small state governments may be able to manifest influence through timely 
interventions in EU legislative decision-making processes. To demonstrate this, he tests six 
independent variables to determine their effect on small state governmental influence in the 
EU. These are divided between governmental capacities and strategies (behaviour during EU 
decision-making processes) in order to espy some explanatory factors.  

The evaluating criteria for capacities include: the capacity to enter early in EU processes, expert 
and administrative capacity, and the capacity to prioritise. Regarding strategies for influence, 
the book identifies ‘pace setting’, ‘foot dragging’ and ‘fence sitting’ (p. 43). Micallef Grimaud 
hypothesizes that, the higher the levels and scores for each of the independent variables, the 
higher the probability the government may exercise influence and be successful in EU decision-
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making processes (p. 266). He tests this by providing a quantitative comparative analysis of 
the three empirical cases. He then concludes that the adoption of appropriate strategies early in 
the decision-making process enables states to wield influence; conversely, the absence of 
appropriate capacities and strategic choices will stymie government’s attempts at uploading a 
legislative process. 

Micallef Grimaud’s analysis is critical and insightful, and this carefully crafted book 
demonstrates advanced, original and compelling ideas. Although the subject matter is complex 
and multi-faceted, constant signposting throughout makes the book coherent, straightforward 
to follow, and readable for non-specialist audiences. The final product is a comprehensive work 
that has much to offer, both to the reader with a qualitative interest in the study of small states, 
power asymmetries, international negotiation and resilience, as well as to those quantitative 
minds looking for empirical corroboration of proposed theories.  

The case study chapters are well structured, and the analysis is authoritative. The background 
of the EU legislative process is provided, and the decision-making process is shown to consist 
of two stages: decision-shaping and taking. Through his first two case studies (pyrotechnics), 
Micallef Grimaud demonstrates how the Maltese government successfully achieved positive 
outcomes by brandishing positive capacities and adopting a ‘winning’, pace-setting strategy. 
He points to the clauses in the pyrotechnic directives of 2007 and 2013 explicitly known as 
‘Malta clauses’, which stand testament to the Maltese government’s influence during the EU 
legislative decision-making processes. The third case study (migration) produced a negative 
result for the Maltese government owing to a lack of governmental capacities, together with 
the adoption of an inappropriate fence-sitting strategy. These approaches are explained at 
length to demonstrate how the ability to influence the EU decision-making process depends 
less on a state’s size, and more on the importance of harnessing the right capacities and 
deploying the appropriate strategies.  

At the heart of the book, therefore, is the understanding that there is a fine line between 
recognising the inherent characteristics of small states and conflating these with the outcomes 
of policy choices.  

Small state leaders need to prioritise and be selective, contending with scarce human and 
material resources whilst seeking to fulfil core security functions. Shorter chains of decision-
making and heightened personalism can make coordination fast and flexible. Thus, small state 
nature seems characteristically predisposed to flexible and adaptable strategic thinking. 
Whether small states are able to accomplish this in practice then depends on small state nurture: 
the human-made, policy choices. This book therefore builds on the burgeoning literature that 
seeks to distinguish between the constraints of small state nature (vulnerabilities), and the 
strategic options that can be nurtured through policy choice (resilience).  

Crucially, small does not have to beget complacency or helplessness. In international relations, 
the cards one is dealt are only part of the process: it is just as essential to know how to play the 
game. By discussing the challenges and opportunities in the Council of the EU, Micallef 
Grimaud highlights transferrable strategic lessons from the smallest EU member state and 
offers hope: if Malta can successfully wield influence, perhaps other small states can too. 
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