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To unravel local governments’ future, the volume addresses three key dimensions of local
government study from different countries’ perspectives:
(1) Firstly, it looks at the essence of local self-government, from an empirical as well as a
theoretical point of view. Under the circumstances described above, some observers may
have doubted as to whether local self-governments will succeed in defending their position
in the intergovernmental setting. Conversely, others expect a new golden age of local self-
government, as all other levels appear to be unable to cope with new wicked problems and
challenges many of which demanding localised and tailor-made solutions. Hence, we seek to
understand what really lies at the core of local self-government, addressing the issues of (1)
political participation, (2) local autonomy and (3) functional responsibilities.

Local governments are not only service providers and executors of centrally defined




policies, but also and even more importantly, instances of direct political participation, active
involvement of citizens in policy-making, and thus important arenas for democratic learning
and practising local democracy.

Regarding the second dimension, a twofold concept will be applied in order to assess the
state and development of local autonomy from a cross-countries comparative perspective.
Drawing on pertinent concepts for measuring local autonomy a number of variables and
indicators will be distinguished to assess and compare the formal side of local autonomy (de
jure autonomy). This is based on relevant institutional key features and rules regarding the
legal, organisational and financial status of local self-government (e.g. constitutional
guarantee, degree of state supervision, financial discretion etc.).

Finally, for analysing the essence of local self-government it is crucial to look at the
municipalities’ functional responsibilities and their activities in concrete policy areas, such as
spatial planning, schools, social assistance, police and so on. Doing so, it can be explored
whether and to what extent a given degree of (formal) local autonomy materialises or not in
actual policy-making and service provision.

(2) Secondly, the volume addresses major challenges and transformations of local self-
government in Europe. Here, the focus is on four major trends and challenges: digitalisation,
marketisation, amalgamation and staff recruitment. Around Europe, these challenges and
reforms stand out in local governments’ search to adapt to citizens’ needs and institutional
demands of both today and tomorrow. Each of them has benefits but does not come
without barriers or even losses. The digital transformation is recognised of having a key role
in modernising the local public sector. Citizens have high expectations regarding local digital
service-delivery such as getting better information as well as a more holistic response to
one’s needs.

Repeatedly, governmental upscaling via amalgamation has been locally praised for
strengthening political voice and unity, especially at higher levels. However, territorial
reforms have also been considered the most radical and contested reorganisation of the
subnational administration, especially if they are achieved by enforced mergers of local
governments (upscaling). By contrast, a less radical versions are voluntary mergers or trans-
scaling approaches (intermunicipal cooperation). Many of these reorganisations have been
fuelled by recent austerity measures and the hopes of national policy-making that such
reforms will facilitate economies of scale. However, evaluations of territorial reforms have
shown that exactly these expectations regarding efficiency gains and cost reductions have
far less materialised than improvements in local governments’ capacities, professionalism
and scope/quality of service delivery.

Marketisation remains a controversial challenge among local governments, yet it is
still one of the most frequently applied reform strategies at the local level. In the past
decades, many European local governments have pursued New Public Management (NPM)-
driven externalisation of local services to private or non-profit providers (contracting out,
functional/asset privatisation, corporatisation, competitive tendering) and some of them
have more recently undertaken post-NPM remunicipalisations of previously externalised
local functions.

Finally, local governments across Europe are confronted with the challenge of finding
effective strategies for recruiting staff to key positions meant to deal with the above-
mentioned transformational tasks, such as digitalisation, climate change and so on, or/and
with crucial governance, management and steering functions in the local administration.
The question arises as to whether the features of the work place or the features of the
location of the work place are the decisive factors for attracting the creative class.

(3) A third aspect of analysis concerns changes in intergovernmental relations (IGR) that
develop in the central-regional-local institutional setting. How local governments innovate
and (self-)govern today and tomorrow is not always and merely a local matter. Often,
governments at a higher level of the intergovernmental spectrum are involved as well, be it
in policy-making, planning and implementation, be it in supervision, steering and controlling




issues. Hence, the choice to direct the volume’s third and final part to the local-regional-
central relations. All over Europe, central and/or regional governments do not only steer
and supervise the local level hierarchically from top to down. Increasingly, they act as meta-
governor, thus aiming to govern local self-government. In theory, their specific role can vary
from hands-off framing of self-governance and storytelling vis-a-vis the local level to hands-
on support, facilitation and even participation in bottom-up networks. As illustrated in the
chapters, novel and/or combinations of these roles are arising at the centre. They differ in
between policy fields, with forerunners such as science and land use policy, or develop
around typical (post-)NPM conditions such as to plan (more) holistically in local
governments or to coordinate activities at a new and subregional level. As a result,
intergovernmental relations change with some countries/regions tending to more
interwoven and fused structures while others seek for a clearer separation of tasks and
keeping or enhancing the separational task model.
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