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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Abstract The strengthening of the transformative powers of cities is a
crucial challenge which local governments will have to face in the future.
This means that local governments must have sufficient capacity to fulfil
their tasks in terms of promoting the common good. The effectiveness
and quality of public service provision depend largely on the capacity of
local governments to act and manage their own affairs. In the European
context, this capacity is very differently developed and organised. Against
this background, the present study compares local self-government in
Europe. This study is based on relevant data for measuring local autonomy
and performance, as well as on in-depth analyses of local development in
selected countries (France, Italy, Sweden, Hungary, Poland, and the
United Kingdom). Each of these countries is a typical representative of a
different country profile in the European context, based on different
models and traditions of local public administration.

Keywords Local government ¢ Comparative public administration ®
Europe © Local autonomy
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The strengthening of the transformative powers of cities is a crucial chal-
lenge which local governments will have to face in the future. This means
that local governments must have sufficient capacity to fulfil their tasks in
terms of promoting the common good. The effectiveness and quality of
public service provision depend largely on the capacity of local govern-
ments to act and manage their own affairs. In the European context, this
capacity is very differently developed and organised. Against this back-
ground, the present study compares local self-government in Europe. This
study is based on relevant data for measuring local autonomy and perfor-
mance, as well as on in-depth analyses of local development in selected
countries (France, Italy, Sweden, Hungary, Poland, and the United
Kingdom). Each of these countries is a typical representative of a different
country profile in the European context, based on different models and
traditions of local public administration.

From a comparative perspective, a very heterogeneous picture emerges
with regard to the role of local governments in the administrative struc-
ture, which also reveals shifts and changes over time. While the role of
local governments in the multilevel system has been clearly upgraded and
strengthened, inter alia, France, Italy, Sweden, and, in recent decades, the
English local governments have been weakened considerably since the
1980s. In Hungary, after an initial strengthening in the wake of the early
transformation and decentralisation process, local government autonomy
has now been increasingly curtailed. This is, however, not the case in other
Eastern European countries, such as Poland, which still has comparatively
strong and increasingly autonomous local governments. Although the
trend towards the upgrading and affirmation of local government still
dominates in Europe—as demonstrated by decentralisation reforms, the
transfer of responsibilities and the increase in the degree of local autonomy
over the past 25 years—there are also countertrends in some countries
(England, Hungary, and partly Southern Europe) that are weakening the
role of local governments. However, they represent rather exceptional
cases within an overall ‘local government-friendly’ trend in Europe.

The strengthening of local self-government in some European coun-
tries, especially in the Nordic administrative model (e.g. Sweden), can be
interpreted as a continuation of a traditional development path in which
local governments have increasingly represented a significant level of sub-
national policymaking and service delivery. In these countries, local-
oriented policies and reforms generally encounter fertile ground in terms
of administrative culture. By contrast, the upgrading of local governments



