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ABSTRACT
While the 1990s saw the retreat of governments from economic governance to
the benefit of the market and independent regulatory agencies, we now
observe a comeback of governments’ interventions in the economy. This
recent trend, which we call new interventionism, has so far hardly been
addressed by public policy and regulatory governance scholars. This article
identifies three major instruments serving new interventionism in previously
liberalised sectors: re-nationalisation (vs. privatisation), regulatory expansion
(vs. liberalisation) and regulatory governmentalisation (vs. delegation). Their
relevance is confirmed by longitudinal analyses of electricity policies in three
highly contrasted cases – the UK, Mexico and Morocco. This article also
relates new interventionism to the re-politicisation of economic governance
and discusses its implications. It contributes to the literature on the role of
the state in the economy, on the politicisation of economic governance and
on the transformation of the regulatory state.
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Introduction

The end of the twentieth century was marked by the diffusion of neoliberal
policies (Simmons, Dobbin, & Garrett, 2006), transforming governments’
engagement with the economy. Policies based on liberalisation, privatisation
and market regulation have empowered private market players and techno-
cratic actors such as independent regulatory agencies (IRAs) resulted in a
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considerable retreat of national executives. However, for the last 15 years,
financial, sanitary and energy crises, policy learning, and transformed indus-
trial, societal and political circumstances have raised question about the
appropriateness of these neolibermal policy regimes (Wade, 2010). In parallel,
policymakers’ have shown a rising appetite for governmental interventions in
the economy (Gabor, 2021; Rodrik, 2008). Yet we still lack knowledge on the
mechanisms, instruments and manifestations of what appears as a comeback
of governmental interventionism in economic governance.

This article contributes to filling this gap by analysing the evolution of
policy mixes in electricity policies since liberalisation reforms. Inspired by
economists’ arguments about the comeback of industrial policy (Mazzucato
& Rodrik, 2023), it highlights the adoption of increasingly interventionist
policy instruments. It identifies three vehicles supporting this shift: re-natio-
nalisation of electricity industrial actors, regulatory expansion applied to elec-
tricity industrial activities and governmentalisation of electricity regulation.
Their increasing relevance is confirmed by three qualitative case studies in
highly contrasted cases: the United Kingdom, Mexico and Morocco. Anchored
into an incremental approach to policy change (Streeck and Thelen, 2005),
the argument is embedded into a nuanced view of how this trend gradually –
but surely – alters the overall degree of interventionism in electricity policy
mixes.

These findings allow us to contribute to the literature on the evolving role
of the state in the economy, to the debates on the politicisation of economic
governance and to the nascent literature on the transformation of the regu-
latory state. This article presents, in turn, an overview of the literature on elec-
tricity governance, our new interventionist argument, our research methods,
followed by the three case studies, the analysis of the data and a discussion
on the implications in terms of regulatory repoliticisation. It concludes with
the contributions to the literature.

The literature on electricity governance: which role for the
executive?

Prior to liberalisation reforms, the electricity sector was governed by public
monopolies, whereby sectoral decision-making power was very concentrated
and close to the executive. Neoliberal electricity reforms have radically trans-
formed this configuration. First, privatisation allowed the emergence of
private industrial players in the sector that are now sharing the provision
of electricity services with state owned enterprises (SOEs). Second, with liber-
alisation, a wide range of decisions over the conditions in which industrial
players provide their services were delegated to the market, i.e., to industrial
players themselves, instead of being regulated by the executive. Third, the re-
regulation needed to sustain the development of electricity markets was
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entrusted to independent regulatory agencies (IRAs) that enjoy large
decision-making autonomy from national executives. Worldwide, neoliberal
policy reforms have empowered private actors and IRAs, resulting in
massive power fragmentation and de-politicisation processes (Bolton, 2021;
Victor & Heller, 2006) which have significantly reduced the influence of execu-
tives in sectoral governance.

The adoption of RE policies in the last 15 years – sometimes qualified as
paradigm change in electricity policy (Kern, Smith, Shaw, Raven, & Verhes,
2014; Valenzuela & Rhys, 2022) comes with governance change. Yet the litera-
ture provides mixed accounts of the role of the executive in RE policies. On
the one hand, RE policies come with new actors and stakeholders in the
sector, such as renewable energy agencies, civil society, new private oper-
ators, and local energy communities, regional and local governments.
Much of the scholarship thus emphasises the fragmented, polycentric and
networked character of RE governance (Goldthau, 2014; Shih et al., 2016;
Sovacool, 2011). On the other hand, a few authors have underlined that
the paradigm change affecting electricity governance is accompanied by a
comeback of the state in electricity governance (Goldthau, 2012; Reverdy &
Breslau, 2019; Valenzuela & Rhys, 2022). Public subsidies, (re-)nationalisation
of electricity companies, geopoliticisation of the energy sector: illustrations of
a revival of states’ interventionism in electricity governance abound.

Polycentric governance versus state interventionism: both images seem to
point in opposite directions regarding the role of executives in electricity gov-
ernance. Our take on this question is that both images are not opposed, but
different faces of the same coin. Executive reinforcement can take place in
subtle ways and be embedded in a context of power dispersion, when it com-
bines delegation with reinforced influence mechanisms over the agents
(Wilks, 2005). When decision-making power partly shifts from private compa-
nies and IRAs to new actors that are closer to governments, the net outcome
is more influence for the executive.

New interventionism and the re-politicisation of electricity
governance

This article argues that the last generation of electricity policy reforms, gen-
erally aiming at promoting RE, features a comeback of governmental inter-
ventionism – after decades of worldwide reforms aiming at isolating
electricity governance from the executives. We call this new interventionism.1

This new interventionism is underpinned by three instruments: re-nationalisa-
tion of industrial actors providing electricity services, regulatory expansion of
electricity policy and governmentalisation of regulation. There are other
mechanisms through which governments manifest their renewed interest
for intervention, such as the increasing use of public subsidies. We focus
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on those three instruments because they are symmetrically opposed to the
three major instruments of neoliberal reforms adopted in the 1980s and
1990s: privatisation, liberalisation and regulatory delegation. This choice
allows us to place neo-liberalism and new interventionism at the opposite
ends of a three-dimension continuum (see Figure 1) and facilitate the dialo-
gue with the literature on liberalisation and regulatory reforms.

Empirically, policy mixes include both neoliberal and interventionist fea-
tures. We assume that prior policy mixes – which can be more or less liberal-
ised – are gradually expanded by the introduction of new RE policy
instruments. This happens through a layering process which, without remov-
ing liberalisation policy instruments adopted earlier, can end up significantly
transforming the general equilibrium of the policy mix over time (Streeck and
Thelen 2005). Our point is that the direction adopted by policy reforms has
changed, as if a pendulum oscillating between more and less interventionism
has started to swing back after decades of reforms reducing interventionism.
Re-nationalisation, regulatory expansion and regulatory governmentalisation
are thus largely incremental processes. We argue that new policy instruments
adopted in the electricity sector, even if not overwhelmingly interventionists,
are increasingly interventionist, and that this process is incrementally altering
the general degree of interventionism characterising electricity policy mixes.

The first instrument of executives’ comeback is the (re-)nationalisation of
electricity industrial players. Whereas the re-nationalisation of energy compa-
nies used to be more common among oil producing countries such as Vene-
zuela, Bolivia, Kazakhstan or Russia (Goldthau, 2014, p. 203), we recently saw
similar moves in Europe with the announcement of the complete re-nationa-
lisation of the French power utility EDF, the upcoming re-nationalisation of

Figure 1. Conceptual framework.
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the UK System Operator and an emerging debate about the creation of a UK
state-owned generation company (Davies, 2022). In countries which still have
non-liberalised systems, debates on institutional reforms now de-emphasise
or dismiss the need for privatisation, including in Mexico, China, or South
Africa. After the privatisation trend that shifted part of the provision of elec-
tricity services from the public to the private sector, re-nationalisation alters
the respective room for public versus private companies to the benefit of the
former. This allows executives to recover influence in sectoral governance via
an increasing engagement as industrial actors, i.e., as direct providers of elec-
tricity services.

The second instrument of the comeback of executives is the expansion of
regulation applicable to electricity industrial services. Regulatory expansion
refers to the shrinking of the autonomy enjoyed by industrial actors when
making decisions when they operate via the electricity wholesale market,
such as the choice of the technology they want to produce from (whether
solar, gas, etc.) or the location of the power plants. This autonomy tends to
be narrowed down with RE policies that place constraints on power genera-
tors in terms of price, volume, location or impact. For example, while the
wholesale electricity market places all energy producers on equal footing,
independently from the technology they rely on, RE policy instruments like
feed-in-tariff often apply to specific technologies only (e.g., for photovoltaic
solar only). Auctions for RE also frequently regulate the location of the
future power plants or come with specific requirements on the socio-econ-
omic, industrial or ecologic impact of RE development. Regulatory expansion
thus implies a shift of decision-making power from the private to the public –
in the sense of regulatory – sphere. The regulatory expansion argument also
reflects what seems to be a wider trend affecting other sectors, in particular
with several examples of the rising importance of consumer protection (Koop
& Lodge, 2020).

The third instrument supporting executives’ comeback is the governmen-
talisation of regulation. Regulatory governmentalisation refers to the fact that
regulatory power is increasingly getting back to governments – another
manifestation of the pendulum swinging back from the previous trend
towards regulatory delegation. There are several forms of regulatory govern-
mentalisation, the most visible of which being governments’ increasing
attempts to reduce IRAs’ independence or recover competences previously
delegated to them (Ozel, 2012; Rangoni & Thatcher, 2023). This article
points at another type of regulatory governmentalisation, one that is
anchored in the policy layering approach whereby the adoption of new
policy instruments affects the overall equilibrium of sectoral governance.
The decision to adopt new RE policy instruments is accompanied with a
decision over its governance, i.e., about who will be in charge of its
implementation. Contrary to wholesale markets that have generally been
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entrusted to IRAs, regulatory competences related to new RE policy instru-
ments can also be delegated to ministries or non-independent public
agencies. In this article, regulatory governmentalisation refers to the trend
through which policymakers increasingly choose actors that are closer to
governments for implementing new policy instruments. The aggregate
effect on the electricity sector as a whole is the reduction of IRAs’ influence
on electricity governance in relative terms, leading a relative shift of regulatory
influence from IRAs to other actors more closely connected to the executive.

What we present as a comeback of interventionism is very closely related
to what we could also call the re-politicisation of electricity governance. Poli-
ticisation is subject to many definitions, one of them being the rise in issue
salience, actor expansion and opinion polarisation (De Wilde, 2011; Kriesi,
2016). Recent works on the politicisation of regulation, showing how regu-
lation is increasingly subject to public scrutiny and contestation, is closely
aligned with this definition (Koop & Lodge, 2020; Onoda, 2023). Another
type of politicisation consists in the definition of an issue within the scope
of government remit, whereby issues debated in the public sphere or
being handled in de-politicised arenas are integrated in the formal political
agenda, giving way to governmental deliberation and policy or institutional
developments (Hay, 2007). The latter politicisation type is closely aligned with
the literature on depoliticisation that emphasises the displacement of
decision-making responsibility away from governments to less visible
arenas and to the market, via delegation to IRAs, privatisation and liberalisa-
tion (Buller & Flinders, 2005; Burnham, 2001) (see Figure 1). From that per-
spective, the phenomenon that we investigate can also be seen as a type
of repoliticisation.

Research design

To evaluate whether there is a rise of interventionism over time we perform
longitudinal analyses of electricity generation policies, by focusing on individ-
ual policy instruments as a unit of analysis. A single policy instrument can
display different degrees of interventionism depending on how it is cali-
brated. For example, policymakers can decide to use auctions to regulate
the socio-industrial impact of RE production (like in the UK) or not (like in
Mexico). Hence, assessing the degree of interventionism of policy instru-
ments requires going beyond distinguishing instrument types (e.g., regulat-
ory vs redistributive) and requires including instruments’ calibration
because much of the interventionism is designed at this level. We compare
policy instruments over time across three dimensions: (1) the type of indus-
trial actor mobilised by the implementation of the instrument (whether
public or private) to assess (re-)nationalisation, (2) the number of issues
that are regulated (whether few or many) to assess regulatory expansion
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and (3) the type of actor in charge of regulatory governance (whether discon-
nected from or controlled by the government) to assess regulatory govern-
mentalisation (see Figure 1 for the conceptual framework and Figure 2 for
the operationalisation of each of these dimensions). We assume that the
policy layering process modifies the general balance of the policy mix incre-
mentally (Streeck and Thelen 2005). So we consider that our claim will be vali-
dated if we find that policy instruments adopted recently tend to be more
interventionist than policy instruments adopted at an earlier stage, in particu-
lar in the context of neoliberal reforms. In terms of timespan, we cover the
period starting with the introduction of policy instruments coming with lib-
eralisation reforms, which vary across cases, up to now. Since both liberalisa-
tion and RE policies have mainly focused on electricity generation, we limit
our analysis to this segment of the sector, which also allows us to control
for the subsector analysed.

To evaluate our argument on the comeback of executives in electricity
governance, we selected three strikingly different countries: the UK, Mexico
and Morocco, allowing for a strong external validity check. The three
countries have important incentives to explore new RE sources, in particular
wind and solar energy, given their high reliance on fossil fuel with limited
potential for hydropower expansion. They display very different political
regimes (accomplished democracy, illiberalism and autocracy) which are a
relevant difference regarding their likelihood to employ interventionism.
Yet we chose them mainly because they are very different regarding their
pre-existing electricity policy regime, i.e., the extent to which they have
engaged with privatisation and liberalisation reforms. Approaching the

Figure 2. Operationalisation of the three vehicles of new interventionism.
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engagement with liberalisation reforms as continuums, we selected countries
located on both ends of the continuums (Morocco and the UK) and one
located somewhere in between (Mexico) (see Table 1). This allows to assess
the plausibility that the re-politicisation happens across political and policy
regimes, rather than just within in particular segments of the continuums.

Liberalisation is relevant for the case selection in two respects. First,
from a historical institutionalist approach we consider that the degree of
prior liberalisation of the electricity sector reduces the likelihood of inter-
ventionism (path dependency). The UK is a least likely case and Morocco a
most likely case for interventionism. As the second country to liberalise
(only after Chile) UK deployment of liberalisation set it apart internation-
ally, while Mexico adopted a wholesale market in 2014 only. Second,
strongly liberalised countries like the UK have an important room for devel-
oping interventionism with RE policies, by contrast to countries that have
largely maintained traditional interventionist structures. In the latter, liber-
alisation processes are still ongoing and overlap with the adoption of RE
policies. This shall rather lead to less interventionism, unless an interven-
tionist trend compensates the de-politicisation effects of liberalisation,
leading to stability in the degree of interventionism. In other words,
hardly liberalised countries like Morocco are both most likely cases for
showing interventionism, and least likely cases for the development of
further interventionism.

The operationalisation of re-nationalisation is based on the analysis of the
type of industrial actor (private or public) supplying electricity (see Figure 2).
This happens for example with partial or full re-nationalisation of a private
power company that has previously been privatised or the creation of a
new public company. If the incumbent company has been unbundled, re-
nationalisation may apply, for example, to power generating companies (as
in France), but also on other industrial actors, such as the system operator
(as in the UK). Re-nationalisation is found if recent policy instruments rely,
for their implementation, on both private actors and SOEs or SOEs only, by
contrast to older instruments that would rely on private actors only.

To operationalise regulatory expansion, we count the number of issues
being regulated (vs. left to the market) for each policy instrument (see
Figure 2). Based on a systematic review of the literature specialised on RE

Table 1. Engagement of the three countries with privatisation and liberalisation
reforms.
Country UK Mexico Morocco

Privatisation of incumbent Yes (1990) No No
Creation of wholesale market Yes (1989) Yes (2014) No
Creation of retail market Yes (1999) No No
Creation of an IRA Yes (1989) Yes (1993) Yes (2020)
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auctions design (Hochberg & Poudineh, 2018; IRENA, 2019; Szabó, Bartek-
Lesi, Dézsi, Diallo, & Mezősi, 2020; USAID, 2019) we pre-identified a list of
six key issues that can either be liberalised, i.e., left to the discretion of indus-
trial players, or regulated: technology (e.g., solar, on-shore wind, etc.), volume
of electricity produced, price at which the electricity is sold, physical location
of the new generation plants, identity of the off-taker that will buy the elec-
tricity, and local integration (social and industrial local development). We
then empirically evaluate the extent of regulatory expansion by comparing
the number of regulated issues in recent versus older policy instruments.
Regulatory expansion is characterised when recent policy instruments regu-
late a higher number of issues than previous instruments.

The operationalisation of regulatory governmentalisation combines two
criteria: (1) who are the leading actors engaged in making regulatory
decisions and (2) how close to the executive they are, i.e. to what extent
are they controlled by the government. We classified key actors of the elec-
tricity sector depending on the degree to which they are controlled by the
executive (see Figure 2). Among industrial actors, public industries, that is
state owned enterprises (SOE), are obviously closest to the executive than
private industrial players. Among administrative actors we have: ministries
(close to the executive), IRAs (far) and non-independent public agencies
(NIPAs) that are detached from ministries though without enjoying inde-
pendent decision-making competences (somewhere in between) – this is
the case of most renewable energy agencies. Although SOEs are often
seen as controlled by governments, we classify them as relatively auton-
omous (similar to IRAs) because in the electricity sector SOEs tend to be
very powerful actors, difficult to effectively control by government, in
spite of the latter’s important formal influence mechanisms, thanks to
their competence, capability, and knowledge that governments lack
(Victor & Heller, 2006). Regulatory governmentalisation is characterised
when more recent policy instruments are implemented predominantly by
actors closer to the governments than those in charge of implementing
instruments adopted earlier.

The data was collected via a combination of document analysis (such as
legislation, newspapers, market rules) and semi-structured interviews with
national experts, policymakers (from national ministries, IRAs or public
agencies) and policy stakeholders (electricity producers – both public and
private, investors, international organisations, foreign aid offices, producers
associations, independent experts).2 We did a total of 61 interviews
between 2018 and 2022 (19 in the UK, 22 in Mexico and 20 in Morocco). As
some interviewees are in sensitive political contexts, we took anonymity
requirements very seriously, so we avoided relating content to specific inter-
viewees that could be identified via a reference to their institution. The
precise combination of data sources varied across countries as we adapted
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to the accessibility of data. For example, interviews are the source of nearly all
the data presented in the Moroccan case due to the scarcity of official written
sources.

United Kingdom

Between the 1950s and the 1980s, the UK government relied on a state-
owned enterprise (SOE), the Central Electricity Generating Board, and a tech-
nical authority, the Electricity Council, to run the industry (non-independent
agency). Margaret Thatcher launched reforms for industry restructuring
(unbundling), privatisation and the introduction of competition via the cre-
ation of a wholesale electricity market (liberalisation). An IRA, first under
the name of the Office of Electricity Regulation (Offer) and then the Office
of Gas and Electricity Markets (Ofgem), took over responsibility for a light
touch approach on the regulation of the industry, focused on the promotion
of competition (Bolton, 2021). In 1992, having grown increasingly reliant and
trustful on the IRA to regulate the sector, the government considerably
reduced the importance of the Energy ministry, closed it and replaced it
with a mere administrative unit within the Department of Trade and Industry
(Newbery, 2005).

A full decade passed under fully liberalised industry before the first layer of
renewable energy policy was introduced, consisting in a combination of
quotas and Feed-in-tariff (FiT). Renewable energy quotas or ‘obligations’
were introduced in 2002 along with a target to achieve 10 per cent of renew-
able energy electricity by 2010 under the 2000 Utilities Act. Quotas were
initially conceived in a way that kept regulatory interventions minimal, that
is regulating RE volume only and leaving industrial actors’ autonomy for
choosing technology and finding clients. Quota levels were regulated via
negotiations between the IRA and companies. After the publication of the
Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change in 2006, the government
increased the realm of regulatory interventions into the quota system by
setting obligations for specific technologies in 2010 and regulating prices
(Gross & Heptonstall, 2010). In 2002 as well, the government adopted a
Feed-in-Tariff (FiT) system for smaller scale projects, which implies stronger
regulatory constraints regarding technology choices and price. Throughout
this first phase of RE policies, the realm of issues subject to regulation, initially
limited to RE volume, expanded to include prices and technology. By 2016,
the quotas system was finally closed and the FiT capped after auctions
proved to be a more effective mechanism to expand renewable energy.

In 2008, with the Climate Change Act, the government created a dedicated
ministry integrating for the first time both energy and the decarbonisation
agenda, the Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC). The closest
direct antecedent, the Department of Energy, had closed in 1992 (Valenzuela
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& Rhys, 2022). DECC conducted a major re-design of the electricity sector
through the 2013 Energy Act that created the renewable energy Contract
for Difference (CfD) system, the UK variant of the renewable auction. The
CfD is an instrument providing RE generators with compensations covering
the difference between the agreed RE price and the market price. Hence,
although the CfD was conceived to integrate seamlessly into the existing
electricity wholesale market, it constitutes a major shift from the market
because it implies a regulation of the problem of economic liability, as well
as the choice of technology (through technology pots) and the volume of
RE to be contracted.

An example of the implications of regulatory expansion is provided by a
decision of the Conservative government to exclude onshore wind projects
in England (cf. BEIS, 2021; Welisch & Poudineh, 2019), thereby responding
to the party electorate’s discontent with onshore wind farms. Regulatory
expansion allowed the government to guide the development of RE based
on a variety of criteria, some non-economic, in response to emerging
public and business opinion in a way that the market could not, as
confirmed by an interviewee working for one of the largest generation com-
panies. The IRA has maintained all of its competences over the wholesale
market, but new agencies enter the scene to manage the expanding issues
under regulation. For instance, the Crown States, the authority over the con-
tinent shelf, has become central to the development of the auction system
because of the importance of offshore wind energy.

To manage the contract liability within this new RE policy instrument, the
2013 Energy Act created a new type of institution, the Low Carbon Contract
Company (LCCC), a state-owned enterprise under the direct control of the
Department that serves as the off-taker of all contracts and manages the
system of payment from the auctions (DECC, 2014; Kern, Kuzemko, & Mitchell,
2014). The implementation of the auction itself is done by the Energy System
Operator, originally integral part of the private operator, the National Grid,
only to be partially unbundled in 2019, and meant to be nationalised in
the coming years (BEIS and Ofgem, 2021). A nationalised system operator
will represent an expansion of public agency roles to address challenges to
energy security, economic competitiveness, and industrial manufacturing
development. It is meant to match the shift to more state interventionism
with the creation of new institutional competences and resources
(MacLean, 2016, p. 21) that would be independent from both the government
and sectoral commercial interests (BEIS and Ofgem, 2021, p. 21) (Table 2).

Mexico

Since the nationalisation of the electricity industry in 1960, the Mexican elec-
tricity system developed based on a state-owned enterprise, the Comisión
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Federal de Electricidad (CFE), working as a monopoly in the generation and
supply of energy. The monopoly was progressively eroded, through waves
of reforms, starting in 1992, that partially privatised and liberalised the
sector. Private production developed under different forms at the margins
of the SOE. Power purchase agreements allowed private producers to sell
energy to CFE serving there as a single-buyer. Besides, large consumers
were allowed to produce energy for self-supply or sign supply contract
with new private producers. To enable the growth of self-supply and for bilat-
eral contracts, and to attend to the partial liberalisation of the gas market, the
government created a regulatory agency in 1993, the Energy Regulatory
Commission. Initially controlled by the government, the regulator gained pro-
gressive autonomy and could be considered an IRA already by 2004. The IRA
supervised the relation between the SOE and private companies, but still had
a limited remit of work. Decisions over investment projects and tariffs for final
consumers remained in the hands of the SOE, with the approval of the Min-
istries of Energy and Finance.

In contrast to the UK, where renewable policy followed liberalisation, in
Mexico renewable energy policy was entangled with liberalisation. In fact,
the literature portrays renewable energy policies as a tool to further open
the room for private sector operations and investment (Ruiz-Mendoza &
Sheinbaum-Pardo, 2010). First, in 2010, the IRA devised a subsidy scheme
consisting in heavy discounts on regulated tariffs for wheeling energy, that
was accessible for companies formed by large consumers and renewable
energy generation under a self-supply regime. This greatly favoured large
scale consumers and private renewable energy producers at the expenses
of the SOE who was cross-subsidising the scheme. While the SOE still held
certain level of control through approval of interconnection, this new

Table 2. Evolution of interventionism in electricity policy by policy instruments (UK).
 

Interven�on 
instrument 

Policy instrument 
Wholesale 

market 
(1989-) 

RE Quotas 
(2000-2010) 

RE FiT 
(2000-) 

RE Auc�ons (CfD) 
(2013-) 

Type of industrial 
actors Private Private Private 

Private 

SOEs 

Number of 
regulated issues 0 

2 
Volume 

Technology 

2 
Technology 

Price 

5 
Volume 

Technology 
Loca�on 
Off-taker 

Local integra�on 
Regulatory 
governance IRA IRA IRA Ministry 

Note: Darker cells correspond to more interventionism.
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instrument significantly increased the IRA’s influence on sectoral governance
(Valenzuela, 2023). Not long after, a liberalisation reform ensued.

The main liberalisation reform was legislated between 2013 and 2014,
creating a wholesale market opened for unrestricted competition, but
without the privatisation of the SOE. Under this hybrid model, the govern-
ment utilised traditional regulatory tools to curve potential abuse of
market power of the incumbent, including partial unbundling of the SOE
business and mandating the most competitive power plants of the
company to sign long-term contracts. It also unbundled the System Operator,
CENACE, from the SOE and turned it into a public agency with technical
autonomy under the authority of the Department of Energy (Hernández,
2018). The government ministerial offices stopped participating in power
generation project approval, but the Ministry of Finance maintain the auth-
ority to set subsidised tariffs for final consumers. The IRA gained further inde-
pendence from the government and the prospect of more competences.
Former government officials confirmed the ministry’s preference to keep
tight control over the implementation of the reform due to lack of trust
over capabilities. Thus the new market rules were issued by the Ministry,
and only then passed to the competence of the regulator in 2017, 4 years
after the legal reforms (SENER, 2017).

As part of the reform, the government introduced a clean energy certifi-
cate quota system in 2015, regulating the volume to foster the expansion
of renewable generation. The Ministry reviews the level of quotas for the
next years, with the regulator in charge of issuing and supervising
market participants’ compliance. To secure this new renewable energy
supply, the government did not allow the SOE to develop its own projects,
and instead established a system of long-term renewable energy auctions.
Simultaneously, Mexico turned to auctions for promoting RE. Three auc-
tions rounds were completed until a new administration in December
2018 decided to halt the process to undergo a new revision to electricity
market legal framework. Whereas in the first two auctions, the demand
pool was exclusively composed of the state-owned CFE, it then expanded
to other market participants (large energy consumers and energy suppli-
ers) but due to a lack of interest of the latter, the auctions had in practice
remained essentially for the SOE. The IRA was going to hold the pen on
auctions design starting from the fourth auction which was never com-
pleted due to the government choice to suspend them.

During the three completed auctions, SENER held full regulatory authority.
Auction implementation is delegated to the System Operator, which amongst
many specific functions produces a national map for adjusting economic
offers based on present and modelled grid constraints to introduce price
signals for the location of projects, instead of regulators’ intervention on
location decisions. As expressed by business and government officials, for
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private developers, the crucial aspect was the length of contracts and the nature
of the contract and offtaker. The government decided to not regulate technol-
ogy, despite the preference of solar developers for technology specific auctions.

The suspension of auctions in December 2018 shows how influential min-
isterial authority is even in a recently liberalised markets. The current govern-
ment (2018–2024) has respected all signed auction contracts, but has taken
steps to eliminate the wheeling subsidy (Valenzuela, 2023). And in a move
to regain control of the industry, in April 2023, the government purchased
77 per cent of all generation assets from the largest private energy
company in Mexico, Iberdrola (Jopson et al., 2023). This nationalisation was
a way, for the Mexican government, to bypass regulatory and judicial dis-
putes with Iberdrola who, it was argued, had taken advantage of regulatory
loopholes to push its interests to the detriment of CFE. Given that Iberdrola
controlled over 50 per cent of Mexican generation capacity, this operation
lead to a massive change in the ownership structure of the Mexican electricity
sector, giving a forceful illustration of re-nationalisations as an instrument of
executives’ comeback in electricity governance (Table 3).

Morocco

Before Morocco started to open its electricity sector, all the electricity was
produced by the Office National de l’eau et l’electricité (ONEE), the Moroccan
public monopolistic company, also responsible for the transportation and
part of the distribution of the electricity sector – the distribution being
shared with other public and private companies. Privatisation has mainly

Table 3. Evolution of interventionism in electricity policy by policy instruments (Mexico).
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instrument 

Policy instrument 

Single buyer 
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subsidy 
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Type of industrial 
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SOE Private SOEs 
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regulated issues 
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Off-taker 

 

1 
Price 

 

1 
Off-taker 

 

1 
Volume 

 

3 
Volume 
Loca�on 
Off-taker 

 

Regulatory 
governance 

Ministry 
IRA IRA Ministry Ministry 

IRA 

Note: Darker cells correspond to more interventionism.
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been pursued via auctions combined with the single buyer model. As a result,
most private generators sell the electricity produced to the incumbent. The
implementation of this privatisation mechanisms is mainly in the hands of
the ONEE, in charge of running the auctions, and the ministry.

Morocco has, since the late 2000s, set very ambitious renewable energy
objectives that it has so far successfully complied with. Morocco’s RE policy
relies mainly on RE auctions. The Moroccan Agency for Sustainable Energy
(MASEN), set up in 2010, is the cornerstone of the RE auction regime. It is
in charge of preparing, designing, implementing and following up on all auc-
tions for the development of renewable energy in the country. Initially
created for handling solar auctions only, its mandate was enlarged in 2016
to manage auctions for all RE sources, depriving ONEE from the related com-
petences on non-solar RE auctions. Several important issues of the auction
regime are defined ex ante by the electricity development plan. This
regards in particular the definition of the demand (volume and budget cap,
planification of auctions, choice of technology, size of the projects). The elec-
tricity developmental plan, elaborated by ONEE, is discussed and coordinated
within an intergovernmental platform chaired by the prime minister and
composed of a wide representation of Moroccan ministers, before being vali-
dated by ONEE and MASEN. All these issues are thus subject to a wide coordi-
nation including not only MASEN, the ONEE and the ministry of energy
transition, but also many other ministries. The choices over most remaining
issues involve a combination of MASEN with the ONEE and sometimes the
ministry of energy transition. The Moroccan auction regime has been very
successful in attracting foreign investment (Usman & Amegroud, 2019, pp.
42–46). The King’s personal commitment to it, in particular via governmental
backup of RE purchase, his close influence on it and his political longevity
combine to make the best possible guarantee of policy stability in the eyes
of investors (Mathieu, 2023). This case illustrates how strong interventionism
can foster investors’ trust in a policy regime.

Next to auctions, the RE policy regime includes another two instruments:
authorisations and self-production. Whereas the auctions’ regime has been
working very well, the authorisation and self-production regimes have so far
been very partially implemented. The authorisation regime is a first step
towards liberalisation – although without the creation of a wholesale
market. Private investors can request the authorisation to sell renewable
electricity directly to consumers, they would then pay a fee to the
network owners for using the transportation or distribution networks. The
ministry is the contact point, deciding on the granting of the authorisation.
To be granted, the authorisation also requires the green light of ONEE who
evaluates the technical feasibility of the connection to the network. Whereas
this process has been applied – not without problems – for the high and
very high voltage, it has so far not been applied to the opening of the
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medium and low voltage. For the high and very high voltage, in the absence
of an IRAs to oversee this process – the IRA was set up in 2020 only – there
was a lack of transparency on the incumbent’s decisions. While some inves-
tors got positive outcomes, many authorisations were rejected and voices
among the industry argued that the incumbent’s many denials to grant
network access were due to commercial more than technical reasons. For
the medium and low voltages, although the law makes it possible to
grant network access and foster decentralised production, obstacles mani-
fested at the implementation stage, as several regulatory implementing
decisions – for example regarding the grid code, tariffication of transpor-
tation – were simply not adopted.

As for the self-consumption regime, its application is also hampered by the
lack of a complete regulatory framework. The main obstacle being the
impossibility to re-inject excess production on the network. The current
Moroccan energy minister is very committed to accelerate the energy tran-
sition and is actively working on pushing reforms ahead tomake liberalisation
under the authorisation regime a reality at all levels of the grid. The recent
set up of the Autorité nationale de regulation de l’électricity (ANRE), the
Moroccan electricity IRA, is also expected to speed up the application of
the authorisation regime by facilitating the adoption of several key regulatory
implementing measures (Table 4).

Table 4. Evolution of interventionism in electricity policy by policy instruments (Morocco).

Interven�on 
instrument 

Policy instrument 

SOE single buyer 
(1996-) 

RE Authoriza�ons 
(2010-) 

RE Auc�ons 
(2010-) 

Type of industrial actor 
Private 

Private 
Private 

SOE NIPA 

Number of regulated 
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4 
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Off-taker 

0 

5 
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Loca�on 
Off-taker 

Local integra�on 

Regulatory governance 
SOE Ministry 

NIPA 

SOE 

Ministry SOE Ministry 

Note: Darker cells correspond to more interventionism.
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Analysis

We find that all three instruments of regulation, re-nationalisation and gov-
ernmentalisation are relevant in all three cases, although sometimes in
different forms. Regarding regulatory expansion, we highlight UK’s addition
of location, off-taker and local integration regulation in auctions, in addition
to volume and technology already in other renewable policies (FiT and
quotas). In Morocco, auctions enabled the country to add a local integration
regulation to an already highly regulated system. And in Mexico, the high-
light is the attempt to keep regulation limited in line with liberalisation
aspiration. Re-nationalisation is observed very differently, with UK creation
of purpose specific national company (but not the old-style asset nationalisa-
tion), and in Mexico and Morocco it represented a conservation of state-
owned operators. In the latter cases, governmentalisation is the most inter-
esting feature, although less visible given the pre-eminence of SOEs. While
in Morocco governmentalisation occurred through the creation and empow-
erment of a non-independent agency, it took place mainly through the
empowerment of ministries in Mexico and UK.

We also see that policy instruments tend to show more interventionism
over time (Table 5). While very clear in the UK case, the transition is less

Table 5. Degrees of interventionism by policy instrument, over time, in the UK, Mexico
and Morocco (darker cells correspond to more interventionism).
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evident for Mexico and Morocco given pre-existing governance arrangement
around state-owned monopolies but nevertheless present interesting evi-
dence of repoliticisation.

The trend towards more interventionism is very clear in the UK. Having a
completely liberalised policy regime as a starting point, the UK is positioned
at the opposite end of the interventionism continuum on all three dimen-
sions in the first phase. Any move could only be in the direction of more inter-
ventionism. Interestingly, the rise of interventionism does not come through
with the first generation of RE policy instruments (2 and 3), but with the
second generation of policy instruments (4). This shows that its RE policies
do not automatically come with more interventionism, which depend more
on the type of RE policy instruments and their calibration. At any rate, the
observed evolution across RE policy instruments is consistent with our
claim about the rise of interventionism over time. It is particularly interesting
to observe such a neat shift towards increased governmental control of econ-
omic governance in a country that was at the forefront of the liberalisation
reforms, being, for this reason, a least likely case for the development of inter-
ventionism. This provides a strong external validity to this result.

In Mexico, the trend is less obvious than in the UK, but still clearly ident-
ifiable. The starting point is the single buyer policy regime which is very inter-
ventionist already. The first generation of RE policy instruments (2 and 3)
followed a liberal approach, hence diminished interventionism. A major
difference here between the UK and Mexico is the respective timing of liberal-
isation and RE policy reforms. While they followed each other sequentially in
the UK (first liberalisation, then RE policies), they took place simultaneously in
Mexico, where liberalisation was initially seen as a way to promote RE – and
vice versa. Hence, in this period, the new interventionist trend is not ident-
ified. However, the last generation of RE policy instruments (4 and 5)
feature the comeback of interventionism to a degree that is similar to pre-
RE and pre-liberalisation reforms while situated in a more liberal context.
This evolution is similar to that observed in the UK, where the degree of inter-
ventionism of RE policy instruments increases over timebut it is less visible in
Mexico because it happens in a shorter period of time and is partially inter-
twined with liberalisation reforms.

Morocco is the case where the trend towards increasing interventionism is
less clear, due to the very limited engagement of the country with liberalisa-
tion reforms in the first place, yet there is still an expansion of interventions.
The two RE instruments were adopted in 2010: the authorisation mechanism
(instrument 2, inspired from liberalisation reforms, with a medium level of
interventionism) and auctions (instrument 3, similar to Mexico’s and the
UK’s second generation of RE policy instruments, with a high level of inter-
ventionism). The authorisation regime has been only very partially
implemented, while the auctions regime has thrived. The difference
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highlights decreasing emphasis on the liberal instrument and a correspond-
ing rising importance of the more interventionist instrument. This evolution is
similar to what we observe in the UK and Mexico, where RE policies have also
become more interventionist over time.3 Moreover, a key difference between
the non-RE auction regime (instrument 1) and the RE auction regime (instru-
ment 3) is the creation of MASEN as a non-independent agency centralising
competences over auction design and implementation – previously exercised
by the Moroccan SOE. The creation of MASEN, initiated and closely followed
by the King, follows precedents where the King’s role in the creation of new
technocratic actors is a way for the monarch to recover power from the gov-
ernment under the guise of ‘depoliticisation’ (Hibou and Tozi, 2002). So we
face a shift of regulatory competence from the incumbent, i.e., a historic
and large actor, to the benefit of a new and smaller actor, closely connected
to the head of state.

Similar to the creation of MASEN, in Mexico, a critical actor in auctions is
the System Operator, which was unbundled from the SOE and placed
under the direct authority of the Ministry. In the UK, the system operator
was also separated from the private grid company National Grid and is
expected to be nationalised in the near future. In all three cases, we
observe the shift of regulatory power from the incumbent to a smaller
actor more closely connected to the executive. This suggests that organis-
ational fragmentation, in particular via the creation of new actors, can co-
exist with, and even foster, increased control of executives over sectoral gov-
ernance if the new actors are closer to governments than incumbents of the
regulatory regime such as SOEs or IRAs. More generally, this also shows that
organisational fragmentation can thus serve both de-politicisation – e.g., with
the creation of IRAs – or re-politicisation, depending on the profile of the new
actors created, and how they fit in the organisational landscape – in particular
their relationship with the executive.

We observe that all three countries’ display a high degree of interven-
tionism in their more recently adopted policy instruments. Since the three
countries have different starting points, the evolution of interventionism
over time is very different. We have a clear rise in the UK, a drop followed
by a rise in Mexico, and a relatively constant level in Morocco. First,
sequence matters. In countries that are late adopters of liberalisation,
both liberalisation and RE policy reforms overlap instead of following
each other as in the UK. And when they overlap we observe the juxtaposi-
tion of mechanisms pulling in different directions. There is both a decline of
traditional interventionism (via privatisation, but also with the creation of
wholesale markets and IRAs in Mexico) and the development of renewed
forms of interventionism (via renationalisation, regulatory expansion and
the empowerment of new agents closely controlled by governments).
This trend is clearer in Mexico. In Morocco, as liberalisation reforms were
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limited to the partial privatisation of electricity generation, there was hardly
any drop of traditional interventionism preceding and new interventionism
refers mainly to the transfer of competences from the SOE to the RE agency.
Despite these different trajectories – which appear largely explained by
both the timing and extent of liberalisation reforms – all three cases show
the relevance of renewed forms of interventionism in sectoral governance.

Re-politicisation: regulatory instability or responsiveness

Repoliticisation of electricity governance has implications for regulatory stab-
ility and responsiveness to the public, two aspects that can be difficult to
balance. Repoliticisation increases the visibility of the related policy issues,
raising issue salience among the public and enhances accountability and
democratic legitimacy mechanisms that were diluted with depoliticisation
reforms when governments insulated themselves from the responsibility
for policy or market outcomes. Repoliticisation could increase governments’
incentive to respond to society’s demand, as well as their capacity to be more
responsive, by giving them more leeway to react to emerging demands and
to process emerging and complex conflicts that lie beyond the capacity of
markets and IRAs. But as a consequence, repoliticisation could also reduce
the stability and predictability of regulation, which may undermine policy
credibility, one of the problems that de-politicisation and delegation to
IRAs pretended to avoid. An example of this was provided by the newly
elected government of Alberta in Canada that cancelled the RE auctions
that had been run and adopted by their political opponents when these
were in office (Stephenson, 2019). Within our cases, Mexico provides
another example of how new interventionism can create regulatory instabil-
ity. After a political alternance in December 2018, the new government, not
so favourable to existing RE policies and closer to supporting the SOE, can-
celled the fourth auction round planned by the previous government –
although not affecting signed contracts.

While new interventionism might foster regulatory instability, it does not
necessarily create a more instable environment for investments. This con-
trasts with the literature emphasising IRAs’ contribution to a stable invest-
ment climate (Levy & Spiller, 1994; Majone, 1996 – but see Onoda, 2023
pointing at IRAs’ independence as a source of regulatory instability). In
fact, new interventionist instruments are also meant as a way to palliate
other types of instability, rooted in market, social or industrial uncertainties.
Private investors and international financial institutions have found expan-
sion of some forms of state interventionism favourable when these ‘de-risk’
private investment (Gabor, 2021). Where SOEs existed, as in Mexico, the SOE
can be a means to de-risk private investment through long-term contracts
(Valenzuela, 2023). In the UK, the new state-owned enterprise LCCC serves
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as a de-risking instrument to respond to private RE developers who wanted
the long-term revenue certainty of government-backed contracts, in con-
trast to signing contracts with private market players with uncertain
future under market conditions. MASEN has been described as an
example of de-risking investment instrument (IEA-IFC, 2023, p. 86), and
the King’s personal commitment to and close supervision of the RE auctions’
regime, namely via governmental backup of RE purchase contracts, was per-
ceived by investors as the best possible policy credibility signal and was
very successful in attracting international investment (Mathieu, 2023). As
renewable energy technologies become more cost competitive, state inter-
vention is best directed at de-risking to reduce financial cost, rather than
providing subsidies to offset any additional costs that would make the pro-
jects competitive.

New interventionism may also be seen as a response to risks related to
industrial or social uncertainty. Interventionism expands public authorities’
capacity to respond to emerging societal demands and industrial needs,
which may reduce the impact from disputes over project sitting or delays
to interconnection, which are important source of uncertainties for inves-
tors. While Koop and Lodge (2020) see regulators becoming more respon-
sive to societal demands, we see the whole state becoming more
involved. The relationship between interventionism and policy stability is
not as straightforward as suggested by the literature. We should also
acknowledge that policy stability can both be undermined by de-politicised
governance (Onoda, 2023) and fostered by interventionism. The Mexican
choice to stop auctions and the generalised outcry of the industry are a
crucial evidence of private actors’ expectation for state intervention to
de-risk and scale up their investments. The wholesale market and bilateral
contracts have been open to private investors, and yet the deployment of
solar and wind in Mexico deaccelerated immediately. Crucially, the tra-
ditional instruments of liberal markets are not enough, which incentivises
the state to intervene and gain control over the speed of renewable
energy project deployment.

Conclusion

By showing how governments are getting back in electricity governance,
this article contributes to documenting the comeback of economic inter-
ventionism through specific policy approaches, rather than major reforms.
It contributes to its understanding it by identifying three key instruments
of the new interventionism: re-nationalisation, regulatory expansion and
regulatory governmentalisation. More generally, by bridging political
economy and public policy approaches, it opens a venue for exploring
the manifestations of the new interventionism in economic governance
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through the evolution of policy instruments, their calibration and
implementation. Future work will be needed to provide more nuanced
accounts of the extent, speed, and concrete manifestations of renationalisa-
tion, regulatory expansion and regulatory governmentalisation processes.
Whereas this first exploration has been made on the electricity sector,
similar studies can be extended to other sectors or public policies. Future
studies can also look for other instruments underpinning the comeback
of governments in economic governance. If this article can raise scholars’
interest in the comeback of interventionism in economic governance, this
article will have achieved its major objective.

The article also contributes to the literature on (re)politicisation. Whereas
most recent works on politicisation focus on the publicisation of issues (De
Wilde, 2011; Kriesi, 2016), our work draws the attention to the importance of
another – and less investigated – type of politicisation, the governmentalisation
of public issues (Hay, 2007). The governmentalisation of public issues has also
been barely addressed compared to the opposite phenomenon, de-politicisa-
tion that has received more attention (Buller & Flinders, 2005; Burnham,
2001). This calls for expanding investigations on the different forms of politicisa-
tion as well as their interaction. Future works could for example study the causal
relationships between different types of politicisation, that is how and when
issue salience and conflict trigger issues’ governmentalisation and how govern-
mentalisation feeds back into issue salience and conflict.

The consequences of new interventionism and re-politicisation of econ-
omic governance constitute another promising line of investigation. For
example, studies can evaluate the impact of new interventionism on the
content of regulation, whether it enhances RE promotion policies or not,
or the extent to which non-economic criteria influence regulatory decisions
and the conditions affecting the balance between economic and non-econ-
omic criteria. This article has provided some examples of how new interven-
tionism can affect the investment environment and the responsiveness of
regulation, for example in response to rising politicisation (see also Koop
& Lodge, 2020; Onoda, 2023). Future studies can investigate whether and
under which conditions new interventionism allows creating an overall
more stable environment to encourage RE investment, by removing impor-
tant market, industrial and societal risks, or on the contrary whether political
arbitrariness undermines the investment climate. Our findings also echo an
emerging literature in development economics points at the growing role
of state in de-risking investment from the private sector (Gabor, 2021).
These findings provide an institutional explanation of how those de-
risking tools, like renewable energy auction, are implemented trough the
growing interventionism of the state, opening new debates about state
interventions to serve private investors and new possibilities of regulatory
capture that arise.
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Finally, the article also contributes to the nascent literature on the trans-
formation of the regulatory state. It confirms the trends already identified:
the politicisation of regulation (Koop & Lodge, 2020; Onoda, 2023) and gov-
ernments’ increasing interest in influencing regulation (Ozel, 2012; Rangoni &
Thatcher, 2023). It also departs from these works in so far as it is not focused
on IRAs but rather studies the repoliticisation and governmentalisation of
regulation from a policy analysis angle. By studying the policy regime as a
whole, it unveils evolutions that are invisible when looking at IRAs only.
This approach is particularly relevant to point at the marginalisation of
IRAs, via the empowerment of other actors closer to governments like
SOEs, NIPAs or ministerial departments in the context of new policy instru-
ments, suggesting a relative decline of IRAs in sectoral governance. This
wider perspective – beyond the focus on IRAs – reveals that governments
have several means to increase their influence on sectoral regulation to the
detriment of regulatory agencies. Future works in this direction, for
example adopting a holistic approach on regulatory governance (e.g.,
Jordana & Sancho, 2004; Mathieu et al., 2017) might further explore
whether IRAs’ centrality in sectoral governance is evolving and why.

Note

1. The point we make in this article is factual (more than causal). We highlight
what we call a new interventionist trend without making any formal causal
claim.

2. Interviewees gave informed consent to their participation, in written formwher-
ever possible, and verbally when they expressed a clear preference for that
option, as approved prospectively by the Institutional Commission for Ethical
Review of Projects (CIREP) of the University Pompeu Fabra (CIREP nr. 0101)
and by the Blavatnik School of Government Departmental Research Ethics
Committee (SSD/CUREC1A/BSG_C1A-19-08/Amendment 02).

3. Reforms currently under considerations in Morocco may facilitate the
implementation of the authorisation regime. So, this interpretation should be
revisited in a few years based on updated data.
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