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Enhancing Local Governance through Three-Sector Partnerships?

The Case of Podkarpackie region (Poland)

Abstract: 
The paper discusses theoretical and empirical aspects of a supposition that local governance may be enhanced through promotion of three-sector partnerships, focusing on Polish rural areas. The idea of three-sector partnership is a regular feature of public decision-making in many EU member-states. The partnerships’ development in rural areas is, inter alia, promoted in the framework of the EU initiative “LEADER”. In Poland, the so called LEADER approach has been a regular feature of Rural Development Programme (Axis 4) since 2007. In the following paper, the three-sector partnerships are exemplified by thirty-one Local Action Groups (LAGs) located in the Podkarpackie Region.

The theoretical context of the present study is indebted to the governance approach (see: Peters, Pierre 1998: 223-244). Essentially, the Authors refer to its major thesis that no actor in public decision-making has monopoly for authority, power, information, expert knowledge, financial, human or any other resources. Dispersed resources need to be pooled and particular (sector-specific) goals need to be reconciled in order to accomplish objectives that promote collective interests of a given community (on different levels: European, national, regional and local). Governance is seen in terms of a dynamic and interactive process, complex and multi-level, which is pursued within a network of mutual relations and involving joint decisions by actors representing the three sectors: public, private and civic. Therefore, it is also presented as a model approach to generate multi-actor and interactive solutions to collective problems.

The empirical part of the paper is based on preliminary results of the research carried out in the framework of the project; Intersectoral Partnership In The Process Of Creation And Implementation Of Local Development Strategies In The Podkarpackie Region planned for 2010-2013. The following research questions have been formulated: to what extent are the three-sector partnerships innovative as modes of governance? Are they endogenous in the nature, able to accumulate experience and creative? Or are they just “compulsory” and “opportunistic” structures?; to what extent do emergence and activities of the three-sector partnerships depend on the civic and administrative culture of local communities involved?; Are the three-sector partnerships inclusive and representative of local communities?; Are the three-sector partnerships transparent and accountable?; What is the declarative and actual logic of the three-sector partnerships’ activities? What are their standards of informing, communicating, consulting and decision-making?; What are strengths and weaknesses of the three-sector partnerships, opportunities and threats for their future development?; Are the three-sector partnerships able to survive without EU support?

The research has been based on the following hypotheses:

1. The three-sector partnerships are mostly compulsory structures; they are innovative but at risk of falling prey to traditional and hierarchic decision-making.

2. Although the three-sector partnerships are a platform of cooperation between three sectors, they are dominated by representatives of local governments, which is a result of not only the latter’s role of an architect of the local three-sector partnerships, but also of deficient understanding of the nature of new governance processes.

3. The three-sector partnerships have a chance to become stimulators of local development, however on the condition that local authorities overcome their inclination to dominate the three-sector partnerships.

Although the discussed research project is still under way, its preliminary results will be presented in the paper. The Authors will focus on the following major issues: actors that initiated and participate in the LAGs; types of the LAGs’ activities and their objectives; the way of attracting partners to the LAGs; activities performed by the LAGs’ boards; decision-making in the LAGs and in the LAGs’ boards; consulting the LAGs’ activities with the LAGs’ members and with their local communities; future prospects for the LAGs. The research findings are going to be juxtaposed with the major hypotheses as formulated above.
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Introduction

The turn of the twentieth and twenty-first century was marked by mounting efforts to execute a transition from government to governance in most areas of social life, including public policy-making and policy implementation. The core idea of the intended change was to restructure the dominant mode in which societies – at least in the global North – had been governed and administered over most of the twentieth century, with some aspects and cases reaching partly back to the nineteenth century. Most importantly, the restructuring has involved a more or less radical withdrawal of the state and its agencies from the centre stage as far as directing, steering and organizing societal development is concerned. What was proposed instead of the state’s monopoly in this respect was an idea that panoply of existing and to be created agencies and actors – public, semi-public and private – could largely independently of the state (or with the state’s much more limited involvement than before) be responsible for and growth and development of societies.

The new public governance approach, as it is commonly known in the literature (cf. Osborne 2010), seems to be specifically well suited to regional and local contexts where relations between public actors, as represented by local administration, and private and civic actors are often based on everyday interactions. What is more, it might be claimed that, traditionally, in local contexts there has been plenty of evidence for formal and informal co-operative behaviour, such as exemplified by school committees, cultural associations and neighbourhoods. Therefore, it might be assumed that in the framework created by territorial self-government – as typical of democratic states – both institutional and social conditions will be conducive to arrangements involving representatives of all sectors in activities focused on ways to improve local development by better governance of collective aspirations and resources.  
In this paper one type of such arrangements is going to be discussed as it has found application in the Polish rural areas starting from the country’s accession to the European Union in 2004. The notion of three-sector partnership is understood in this paper in terms of voluntary but institutionalized cooperation between actors representing three sectors – public, private-economic and civic (not-for profit). The major aim of three-sector partnership is to identify and define common problems that could be best tackled by jointly elaborated solutions. Within the framework of the partnership, the participating actors are granted an equal footing irrespective of the represented sector. This principle is expected to result in empowerment of economic and social partners vis-a-vis the representatives of the public sector.  Moreover, all partners involved agree to pool their resources and competences. Also, they agree to share costs and benefits generated by their actions. 

1. Local Action Groups and the LEADER approach in Poland

At the local level, the idea of this kind of three-sector partnership is related to new concepts of local development and public policy that have gained prominence across the European Union since the 1990s. These new concepts emphasize the value of endogenous inputs, decentralization and subsidiarity. One of the main fields in which this approach has found its application in the EU Member States is the field of rural areas’ development, whereby it has been institutionalized in the form of the LEADER initiative. So called Local Action Groups, which are established as three-sector local partnerships, have become one of the main features of the LEADER approach (see The LEADER Approach. A basic guide 2006).  In Poland, the LEADER approach was first tested in the period 2004-2006. Positively evaluated, it was then launched in the full scale in the programming period 2007-2013.
The 2004-2006 first steps in the LEADER approach resulted in the creation of several three-sector partnerships across the rural Poland, whose major task was to elaborate their Local Development Strategies. Following the experiences of the 2004-2006 pilot activities, the LEADER approach has been granted a status of a fully fledged  programme to be carried out as so called axis IV of the Rural Areas Development Programme (2007–2013). As a result several hundreds of Local Action Groups (LAGs) have been called into existence, covering virtually all of the Polish rural areas. Each of the LAGs is composed of several self-governing communes (gminas) which have authored joint Local Development Strategies. The LAGs are authorized to organize grant competitions for the local people and institutions with a view to stimulating activities which are congruent with their LDSs. They thus collect, review, select and recommend locally prepared projects for EU’s financial support.

In this paper the LAGs established in the podkarpackie voivodeship are focused upon, which occupy rural areas in the south-eastern part of Poland. Altogether, there are thirty-one Local Action Groups in the region, all of which constitute three-sector partnerships. The empirical findings presented and discussed in the next section of this paper have been generated as part of a research project carried out at the University of Rzeszow. The research project is specifically dedicated to investigating mechanisms to create and operate three-sector partnerships as exemplified by these Local Action Groups. The collected data yielded an insight into the forms taken by those three-sector partnerships, their membership, decision-making processes, promotion and information activities, as well as their role in local/rural development of the region, including empowerment of civil society and mobilization of local communities around common goals. One of the major research questions that the data will help to answer is the question concerning hypothesized changes in the role of public administration in local governance settings.
2. Theoretical framework
The definition of three-sector partnership – as presented in the introduction – has been formulated according to the governance approach. Governance itself is the mechanism of negotiating and implementing public policies with participation of different stakeholders. It can also be defined as a decision-making model, where involvement of all interested actors and getting consensus on the final result is prized (García 2006:745). As such, governance is dynamic and interactive; complex and multi-level; implemented in the network of mutual relationships and common decisions of actors from three sectors. Furthermore it is characterized by (Peters, Pierre 1998:225-227):

· the dominance of decision-making networks: not public institutions but “amorphous collection of actors” determine the catalog of public services and the manner of providing them; 

· the state’s diminished ability to exercise direct control over social policies: state agencies function more as negotiators in decision-making networks, whose actors have an equal status;

· emergence of public and private resources: the state uses non-state actors to attain what it cannot achieve by itself and vice versa;

· the use of various instruments to implement the goals of social policy: application of “unconventional” methods of obtaining funds and for the provision of public services. 
Governance can be preferred model of decision-making in situation when public institutions are not able to achieve their objectives: 1) using only their resources (public resources are limited); 2) depending only on their evidence of social needs and interests (some of them are weakly articulated in the process of political competition); 3) depending only on traditional (representative) forms of decision-making, that are characterized by low acceptance for final results and high probability of social conflict.
Bob Jessop estimates, that an interesting example of assigning an ethical dimension to governance discourse and practice is the concept of good governance (Jessop 2007:6). The latter is the response for demand of subsidiarity in relations between different levels of public administration and between the latter and citizen, entrepreneur, and non-governmental organization. Furthermore, in conditions of decreasing legitimacy of the state, governance can be treated as the tactic to restore political credentials through engaging different actors in decision-making. On the other hand, an issue of accountability of both actors in such decision-making networks, as well as the networks themselves, remains open (Peters, Pierre 1998:227). 
Ann M. Kjær addresses this issue asking to whom networks are responsible and how representative democracy works in the milieu of strong public-private partnerships, non-profit organizations and inter-governmental relations. Independent and self-steering networks are exclusive that considerably obstruct the performance of democratic accountability on an acceptable level. Furthermore, absence of a decision-making center, dispersion of authority, competence and power – that are not an attribute of any stakeholder, but the feature of mutual relations between partners, makes indicating the actor responsible for the decision and its consequences difficult (Kjær 2009:61-62).
The above mentioned conditions of network governance development have appeared in Poland – to a large degree being part of the Europeanization process of the country (cf. Radaelli 2000). However, so far the functioning of governance structures – as analyzed at the central and regional level has been largely evaluated as ineffective (Bőrzel 2009; Gasior-Niemiec 2009). One of the major findings indicated the paradoxical weakness of all types of partners expected to participate in the new modes of governance, including the weakness of public administration.  Therefore, as a matter of fact governance is often reduced to consultation procedures that are enacted at the central and regional level (cf. Hausner 2007; see Kolarska-Bobińska 2009). By contrast, the potentially more promising local conditions for new modes of governance in Poland have not been investigated conclusively. This is what motivated our research project that is focused on Local Action Groups as a mode of new local governance in one of the country’s regions. 

3. Specificity of the Podkarpackie rural areas

The rural areas in the Podkarpackie region are characterized by the low production potential. That is an effect of: specific natural conditions; poorly working regional system of institutional agriculture support; in effect – rather minute structural changes in this sector and overall activities of regional society (Ślusarz 2009:39). Generally, the rural areas of the Podkarpackie region are recognized by the high agrarian fragmentation, a large population and low commodity of agriculture production (Strategia… 2010:43). 

The total number of farms located in the Podkarpackie region in 2010 amounted to 261.4 thousand which accounted 11.5% of all farms existing in Poland. However, only just over 60% of the regional farms have been productively active. The average farm size in the region is 2.63 hectares; merely 3.7% are above an area of 5 hectares (Powszechny Spis Rolny 2011:19-20). 

The next significant issue characterizing the Podkarpackie region is its population. In 2010 the number of people in the region amounted to 2 103,5 thousand. 1 233,5 thousand lived in the rural areas which accounted for 58.64% of the region's population. The number of people employed in the agriculture in 2010 amounted to 255.2 thousand, and they were mostly members of the farmers’ families. It shows that the agricultural sector is based on family farms and the agricultural production covers basically family needs (Czudec 2009: 71-76).
The age structure of region’s population living in the rural areas is unfavorable. More than 67% of people are aged over 44. Every 6th resident is over 65 years old (comparing to the whole nation where every 10th inhabitant is over 65). Females constitute up to 70% of the rural areas population of the age over 44. 

The rural areas of the Podkarpackie region are also characterized by the increasing migration process. This phenomenon is detrimental. Although the Podkarpackie has a high proportion of young people in comparison to other regions of the country, the outflow of young people from the region undermines the demographic structure, generates problems in the labor market and reduces the competitiveness of the region’s economy. In the next few years increased demographic burden (at present it is 59 retired persons per 100 economically active) might challenge both economy of the region and its social policy (Wyniki Narodowego Spisu… 2012:12).  

Summarizing, the significant social problems of the rural areas of the Podkarpackie region include: a decrease of the population, low rate of urbanization, a negative balance of migrations, increasing number of retired residents. Thus, IPs in Podkarpackie are more than merely the tool of stimulating the growth of social capital, engaging people in local affairs and overall development of civil culture. They are expected to participate in local policy-making to break unfavorable economic and social developments, and to make rural areas more attractive to the present tenants – to stop their outflow and invite new residents.
4. Methodology of the research
The research is aimed at investigating mechanisms to create IPs as exemplified by LAGs located in the Podkarpackie region; it focuses on the forms taken by the IPs, their membership, decision-making processes, promotion and information activities, and their role in local/rural development of the region, including the development of civil society and mobilization of local communities. 
The following research questions were formulated:

1. What is the degree of IPs’ innovativeness and to what extent are they strange modes of governance? Are they an effect of endogenous creativity or “structural constraint” of EU?
2. To what degree emergence and functioning of IPs depends on political, administrative and civic culture of the region and particular communities?

3. Are IPs well rooted in local communities? What is their potential to survive without EU support?

4. Are IPs inclusive and representative for local community? Is the prerequisite of 50% participation of business and civic sector observed?
The research has been based on the following hypotheses: 

1. IPs are mostly compulsory structures; they are innovative but at risk of traditional and hierarchic decision-making.

2. Although IPs are the platform of cooperation between three sectors, they are dominated by the representatives of local governments – usual architect of local IPs.

3. Organizational pattern of IPs is an effect of legal stipulation and usually copy foreign solutions; however IPs are working on their own institutionalization.

4. IPs have a chance to become stimulators of local development, however on the condition that local authorities overcome tendency to dominate them, and programs of local development will correspond to local needs, resources and objectives of local communities.

This study refers to results of quantitative research based on questionnaire addressed to all members of all LAGs in Podkarpackie region. The questionnaire addressed the following issues: actors that initiated and participate in LAGs; profiles of LAGs’ activities and their objectives; the way of enrolling partners to LAGs; decision-making in LAGs; consulting LAGs’ activities with their stakeholders and local communities; prospects for LAGs.
The questionnaire had been distributed during general assemblies of LAGs, among members of LAGs – individuals and representatives of corporate members. Getting at the majority of active (not only listed) LAGs’ members and high number of filled out questionnaires are the very advantage of this mode of distributing questionnaires. It also makes collected information more credible. On the other hand, research team didn’t reach those members that are active but incidentally didn’t participate in the general assembly. SPSS application has been used for data processing. 

5. Results of the research and discussion
Those who answered the questionnaire represented: Local governments: 26.6% of respondents, Federation of local governments: 1.4% of respondents, NGOs: 19.7% of respondents, business: 8.1% of respondents, individuals: 34.4% of respondents, other: 1.7% of respondents, no subject has been indicated: 8.1% of respondents.

Above numbers show that LAGs observe the principle of at least 50% share of other than public members. Those representing NGOs, business, individuals and other constitute together 63.9% of all respondents. What is worthy to comment is the low number of business members in LAGs and over 1/3 of respondents that indicated themselves (individuals) as being members of partnerships. 
The core mission of LGDs is authorizing, updating and implementing a strategy of local development. According to Communal Government Act of March 8th 1990, authorities on the community level exercise all powers referring to local matters that haven’t been reserved for other institutions. Community development is such a matter. Therefore community governments are obviously interested in IPs as a mechanism supporting their efforts. Results of the research confirm this assertion.

According to 74.8% respondents, IPs were initiated by local authorities (Tab. 1). Slightly more than 12% indicated NGO as architect of their LAG; a few indicated a person and even a less businessperson as initiators of partnerships. The leading role is undoubtedly reserved for local authorities. Their dominant position is due to several factors: 1) local authorities have access to the information about the LEADER Program, including details regarding its structure, organization and financing as well as evaluation and accountability rules; 2) they have far better access to the regional authorities. In accordance with the regulations implemented in Poland, regional authorities have been designed as the management entity for implementing and supervising the LEADER; 3) public administration is better prepared to implement procedures referring to creation as well as leading IPs. 
Mentioned factors do not refer to NGOs, which although officially numerous (about 8 000 associations and foundations are registered in the Podkarpackie region; in fact only approx. 1500 are active) are rather weak in reference to their staff (based on volunteers), structure and finances (Gumkowska, Herbst, Radecki 2008:12-15; Raport z badań… 2008:10). Business sector seems to share the same back draws. Its low participation in IPs has been also observed in other European countries (Esparcia, Moseley, Casals 2000:96). 

Tab. 1. Who initiated your LAG?*
	Local government
	74.8

	NGO
	12.4

	Representation of local business
	1.9

	Individual
	4.8

	Hard to say
	5.9

	Other
	0.2


Tab. 2. What was the prerequisite for choosing the LAGs’ profile?
	Natural values of LAG’s territory
	37.4

	Local needs
	74.8

	Rich traditions of local cooperation
	20.9

	Prerequisite to institutionalize local cooperation to get financial resources
	46.5

	Others
	1.0

	Hard to say
	3.7


Tab. 3. How the members of LAG were recruited?
	All institutions and organizations that could be interested in participating were invited
	79.9

	Selected institutions and organizations were invited
	9.4

	Information on LAG and invitation to membership was published on the website
	20.5

	Information on LAG and invitation to membership was published in the customary way
	18.7

	Informal relations were used
	26.7

	Others
	0.4

	Hard to say 
	4.1


Tab. 4. How frequently official meetings of LAG take place?
	Once a month
	3.1

	Once a quarter
	39.8

	Once half a year
	17.0

	Once a year
	2.9

	Are convened irregularly
	31.7

	Hard to say
	4.1

	No data
	1.5


Tab. 5. What is the way of making decisions in LAG?
	Voting
	92.8

	Getting consensus without voting
	9.9

	In circulating manner
	1.8

	Hard to say
	2.3

	Other
	0.2


Tab. 6. Is local community informed about LAG’s activities?
	Yes
	87.8

	No
	0.6

	Hard to say
	11.6


Tab. 7. What is the way of informing the local community about LAG’s activities?
	Publication on LAG’s website
	91.0

	Publication in local media (radio, press)
	48.4

	Announcements placed in public places
	34.3

	During open meetings
	51.2


Tab. 8. Are LAG’s decisions consulted with the local community?
	Yes
	56.6

	No
	11.8

	Hard to say
	30.3

	No data
	1.4


Tab. 9. What is the way of consulting LAG’s decisions?

	Consultations during LAG’s meetings with participation of citizens
	57.8

	Consultations during citizens’ meetings
	36.4

	Consultations during meetings of local councils
	30.0

	Publications in local press
	23.9

	Publications on the website
	50.8

	Making survey
	6.7

	Other 
	2.4


Tab. 10. According to You, would LAG be created unless providing financial resources from EU? 

	Yes
	6.4

	No
	68.3

	Hard to say
	23.4

	No data
	1.9


Tab.11. According to You, will LAG survive after closing EU financial support?

	Yes
	31.9

	No
	17.8

	Hard to say
	48.3

	No data
	2.1


Tab. 12. How do You assess LAGs as the instrument of local community development?

	This solution proves correct
	58.7

	This solution rather proves correct
	38.1

	This solution rather does not prove correct
	2.0

	This solution definitely does not prove correct
	0.6

	Other answers
	0.6


*all numbers placed in the tables are in percent

**in tables 2, 3, 5, 7 and 9 numbers do not sum up to 100% as respondents could choose more than one answer

The respondents usually indicated more than one reason for the LAGs’ creation. The decisive were local needs (Tab. 2). However, nearly half of the surveyed persons pointed at the need to institutionalize intersectoral cooperation to get an access to financial resources of the EU. Only every fifth respondent remarked that tradition of previous cooperation on the local level was the basis for the collaboration in the LAG’s form. It allows to conclude that there are basically no traditions of intersectoral cooperation in the region. Consecutively, the enterprising role of local authorities in reference to IPs, their resources, and basic reason to create LAGs, i.e. local needs, that are principally to be answered by local government, decide about the superior position of the local authorities in IPs and rather utilitarian approach of the first to the latter. 

In the majority of LAGs all the individuals and corporate bodies that might be interested in participating were invited (Tab. 3). Almost 10% of surveyed people indicated that only selected institutions were invited to take part in LAG’s creation. However, the system of choosing potentially interested local objects still remains unclear. We don’t exactly know whether all business organizations and NGOs were invited or only selected. If only selected, what were the criteria of the selection? And who was responsible for selection criteria? Every fourth surveyed person pointed to “informal relations” as form of recruitment. That might be a sign of self-organizing local community – the informal ties build the social network for decision-making on local development and services (Hardina, Middleton, Montana, Simpson 2007:357-359). 

The results of the survey at this point are comparable with the results of the research accomplished in Ireland (PRIDE survey) (Moseley, Cherrett, Cawle 2001:185-186). The importance of the informal ties was stressed as well by Brian Adams who considered that participation and engagement in local matters do not need official procedures. He believed that members of the community might use informal ways to influence local issues (Adams 2007:32 - 33). We also admit that cooperation on the local level is mostly dependent on the density and strength of informal linkages. Without the latter, even the most favorable legal and financial conditions would not result with vital partnership.
There are no general rules when it comes to the frequency of meetings of LAGs’ members. LAGs usually regulate this issue in the statutes. What we could observe was that almost 40% of questioned persons pointed out that meetings are organized once a quarter (Tab. 4). Slightly less than 1/3 indicated that LAGs’ meetings are not convened regularly, they are organized as necessary. The rigid LAG’s meeting schedule seems to be redundant. Boards of LAGs are reluctant to convene meetings either on a regular basis or too frequently, as an indispensable condition for validity of decisions is quorum that number from 30% to 50% of those entitled to participate in the meeting; and it is usually a moment of uncertainty if the quorum will be attained. 
The way of making decisions in LAGs (Tab. 5) is specific for representative democracy. The overwhelming majority of respondents pointed at voting. This form seems to be the easiest way of making decisions during the general meetings. Relatively high number of LAGs’ members make other forms of getting conclusions harder and time-consuming. Only about 10% of the respondents indicated “getting consensus without voting” as the procedure of making decisions. This result can be interpreted as conservative attitude towards concluding debates (if any), that was copied from the usual practice of local representative bodies.
LAGs try to be transparent informing local communities about their decisions (Tab. 6). They use different media, however the very majority of respondents indicated LAGs’ websites as the most common way of informing people about their activities (Tab. 7). Slightly more than the half of respondents indicated that citizens are informed during open meetings. We estimate the latter form of informing people as active and more demanding for both LAGs and local communities. This way of communicating people gives them the opportunity to express their opinions about LAGs’ accomplishments and address questions to the representatives of LAGs’ boards, and the latter get instant feedback on their performance. 

LAGs are less concerned about consulting their choices (Tab. 8). 56.6% of respondents indicated that their group consults decisions with the local population. 1/3 of respondents have no knowledge on this issue. 57.7% of those who agreed that LAGs’ decisions are consulted with local communities indicated that those consultations take place during meetings of LAG’s members with the participation of citizens; 20 percent points less indicated citizens’ meetings as the place of consultation, 1/3 of respondents pointed at the meetings of local councils (tab. 9). As respondents could indicate more than one answer, in certain cases consultations might have been implemented in several ways. We shouldn’t however ignore the “passive” modes of consultations, for example placing decision proposals on web sites (indicated by the half of the respondents), although in this instance one couldn’t expect considerable feedback.
In the opinion of the majority of LAGs’ members that responded to the questionnaire, LAGs wouldn’t have been created unless EU financial support (Tab. 10). We interpret this data more comprehensively – EU initiative was not only the source of money but also, or first of all – inspiration for majority of associates to constitute partnerships. There are several groups that had previous experience with combining resources and partnership of three sectors and LEADER Program gave them only additional opportunity to develop. In respect to nearly all groups, no one would even think about the founding IP with an aim of communal development, unless an external stimulus.

Respondents are undecided when it comes to determining LAGs future after closing EU support – almost the half responded “hard to say” (Tab. 11). But 1/3 seems to have no doubts that their group will survive even without external support. We estimate this data as an evidence of satisfaction of LAGs’ activities – that is supported by the overwhelming majority of respondents that assess territorial partnerships as an efficient instrument of local development (Tab. 12) – as well as the growth of social capital in effect of cooperation between partners representing different sectors. Summing up, we would formulate the statement that the future of LAGs depends on: 1) expected benefits from further cooperation between partners and 2) persistency of bonds among partners, and 3) aggregate social capital that emerged in result of collectively accomplished projects.
Conclusions
Apart from the pressure of Europeanization, the deficit of legitimacy for public authorities and deficiency of public finances inclines political centers in Poland to extend the circle of actors participating in decision-making and to amend existing institutional structures. Three-sector partnerships at large, and LAGs particularly, are expected to pool the resources of all sectors and support participation of their representatives in decision-making on and development of rural areas. However – as claimed by B. Guy Peters and John Pierre –  “Governance, as are all models of public service, is derived from the political culture within which it is embedded. The emergence of governance therefore will appear in different institutional forms in different national contexts” (Peters, Pierre 1998:233). This statement summarizes the results of our research quite aptly. 
We have found out that the key responsibility for development of local communities, in spite of expectations that it will be shared by all stakeholders, still rests with local authorities. Therefore, although the share of public sector does not exceed 50% of LAGs’ members, the idea of balanced power of all stakeholders is undermined by their sustained key position in the local context. Local governments are crucial actors in local development and as such both initiative to create LAGs and to operate them belongs mostly to them. This situation is an effect of not only legal regulations that apply to the sphere of territorial self-government in Poland. It is as much caused by the much greater resources of local administration units (LAU) as compared to resources commanded by the other partners in local governance. 
However, as indicated by our research results, this structurally privileged position of LAU is considerably strengthened by the fact that they are still perceived by local politicians, citizens, entrepreneurs and representatives of local associations as unquestioned and legitimate leaders in the field of local development. Paradoxically, basing on qualitative interviews (this part of our research project is still in progress), we have been able to identify a rather regular pattern according to which any challenge to the hegemonic position of local administration is often self-consciously excluded on part of the other partners in local governance, who do not sometimes seem to grasp the very idea of three-sector partnership. By contrast, many representatives of local administration have already, by and large, been socialized to the practice of networking and partnership owing to their involvement in other EU-supported arrangements and programmes. Thus, at least declaratively, they are able to identify some merits associated with new modes of governance at the local level: owing to enhanced local governance, performance of their local communities could be improved. 
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