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Abstract
The Hungarian Parliament abolished, after a decade of experimental phase, the para-state institutions of regional development and also broke with the principle of regionalism. In 2010, a state building based on a new philosophy started, with significant implications for both the system of local governments and the operation of governance at local and meso-level. The aim of the paper is to evaluate, from the aspects of local governance, the institutional system that can allow the horizontally cooperation of different actors and their integration into the vertical branch of governance. The study focuses on two periods separate from each other: the former period of regionalisation, on the one hand, and the period after the approval of the new Constitution and act on local governments, on the other hand. Its methodology is basically the analysis of the legislative frameworks, with a public policy approach; also, it tries to support the evaluation by the introduction of the partial results of an empirical survey.

One of the main findings of the paper is that in the name of regionalisation, an extremely dense organisational network (both at subnational and micro-regional level) was created for the cooperation among different sectors and levels. Still, the para-state development councils operating with the dominance of actors of public administration proved to be unsuitable for reaching the integration of the fragmented local and territorial actors and for the building out of the administrative capacities in accordance with the expectations of the EU.
The empirical research activity aimed at surveying three city-suburban areas with big core cities. According to the results there were very weak foundations for the birth of governance structures but the cooperation willingness and ability was high among the public elite. Also, the survey tried to detect the existence of regional thinking and the boundaries of a potential functional urban area, but one could hardly see any sign of it in the city regions. Surprisingly, after 12 years of strong state regional policy it was recognised that the vertical branch of multi-level governance did not work, despite the fact that local governments cooperated in a large number of cooperation organs.
In 2010 a reform was made in Hungary that pushed public administration towards the notion of effectiveness and cost-efficiency. This reforms seems to be accompanied by a rather etatist state in the framework of which the hierarchic and centralised methods of the management of public tasks enjoy priority over the principle of decentralisation. The conclusions say that the governance methods of the municipalities definitely gained a public law character, which approaches them to classic government and recedes them from governance. The circle of institutions of cooperation definitively became narrower, and they provide rather small interfaces for the partnership building of actors both with the higher governance levels and with other sectors.
1. The Institutional Frameworks of Local Governance in the Light of Regulation and Operation (1999–2011)
A new philosophy of state organisation started in Hungary two years ago, with significant implications for both the local government system and also for the operation of governance at local and meso-level. Hungary organised local public administration in 1990 following the principle of “one settlement – one municipality”, and the local government system of the country has been fragmented since then. Together with the Czech Republic and Slovakia, Hungary has remained an East-Central European state with small municipalities where inter-municipal cooperations have a significant role in the operation of public administration on the basic level (Swianiewicz 2010).
Hungary has made several attempts in the two decades that have passed since the transition to modernise its administrative structure, but the political will necessary for the final decision did not exist until 2011. It was a constant dilemma for central administration how to meet the EU’s expectations, whether there was a need for the decentralisation of the central power and the strengthening of the sub-national level, or it was enough to build out administrative capacities in order to meet the directives related to the implementation of the structural policy of the European Union. Hungary was a forerunner in the Eastern European block with the approval of its act on regional development and physical planning in 1996, including the formal acceptance of the Union’s basic principles on structural policy. The first breakthrough towards regionalisation was the introduction of the planning and statistical regions in 1999, but the institutionalised seven regions have not become administrative units. We must not forget, however, and interesting event: in 2002 the government’s programme clearly stated that decentralisation and the breaking down of the over-centralised power was a basic task of the government. In relation to this, the governing party launched the reform programme of public administration, with three interrelated reform objectives: the introduction of the model of regional public administration (planned with directly elected body); the rationalisation of local administration together with the increase of its efficiency; and the implementation of the financing reform of local governments. In relation to this, the foundation of self-governing regions in the seven NUTS2 spatial units became obligatory government programme in 2002, 2004 and 2006. Although there were researches on the creation and operation of the self-governing regions (Horváth M. 2004), the Parliament rejected its introduction in 2006, due to the deficiencies of the professional and political preparation (Verebélyi 2009).
For want of anything better, para-state institutions were made for the tasks of regional development: so-called development councils operated at four levels, i.e. national, regional, county and micro-regional level. In addition, there were those institutions that provided participation on legal grounds for the municipalities in decision-making at higher levels, on the vertical branch of governance. Regional development councils were the dominant elements in this institutional structure. They were constructed on the principle of delegation and dealt mainly with support distribution, and also with spatial planning and programming. In the councils municipalities had representation, on the one hand because all towns with county rank in the territory of the respective regions were automatically members; on the other hand, the micro-regional development councils that realised the integration of municipalities on the first level, at LAU1 level, had three representatives in the councils. The operation of the county development councils, at one level lower, were emptied in the present Union programming period of 2007-2013, and all functions related to the management of the Structural Funds were delegated to the agencies of the regional development councils. We have to add in this place that the original concept of the structure of the regional development councils was that their composition should reflect the principle of partnership in accordance with the expectations of the European Union. This principle could as well have guaranteed the efficiency of regional development, but the development councils were nationalised in 1999, and after the change of the laws representatives of administrative organs were the exclusive members. It is only the composition of the National Regional Development Council where the principle of partnership is still visible, but this organ has an almost negligible position in the vertical chain of influencing decision-making, despite its role defined as an organ for the governmental coordination of spatial policy. Among the members of this consulting body with no decision-making competency we find chairpersons of the national chambers of economy, the representative of the National Economic and Social Council and three representatives of the national level of municipal associations.
In the administrative and territorial management of Hungary those institutions were slowly born that seemed to be suitable for the communication among the different levels and for the integration of actors at the same levels. Among the members of regional development councils there was a balanced proportion among the representatives of organs from the respective region and the delegates from the ministries, i.e. the representatives of the central state. This was seen as a negative thing by many, but this composition could have easily led to the birth of a platform of the representatives of the central state and the representatives of different tiers (county, micro-region, towns with county status), although the regional interest was actually never specified (Somlyódyné Pfeil 2006.).
The institutional structure of regional development has been often criticised, nevertheless, despite all its malfunctions, it had some positive features for the local governments. In the system with broad responsibilities, emphasising the unquestionable primacy of the local level, the cooperation willingness of municipalities striving for sovereignty was rather weak. Spatial view and planning was missing in the municipalities. The spatial development councils operating at different levels inspired their member municipalities for cooperation and the articulation of their interests. The spatial scale of this interest articulation was the so-called statistical micro-regions, i.e. LAU1 level. LAU1 level (174 statistical micro-regions) were a spatial unit of integration for both spatial development activity and public administration, because from 2004 to 2011 the same statistical micro-regions were the frameworks for the micro-regional development councils and for the so-called multi-purpose micro-regional associations (MMA) responsible for the implementation of public services by the municipalities. Both institutions formalised the cooperation of municipalities, only; in fact, they both consisted of the same municipalities. After a long time, a positive integration of municipal and spatial development organisations was brought about by the regulation according to which in those micro-regions where all local governments were members of the multi-purpose micro-region association, the council of the multi-purpose association was also the council of the micro-regional development council. This remedied the problem of unnecessary organisational parallels.

Within a few years the full integration of the local level was realised, as the MMAs covered the whole territory of Hungary and within their frameworks municipalities provided the majority of basic health, social, public education, children and family protection, educational and public collection (library) services. Seemingly it was the ideal state of the cooperation among the municipalities: all municipalities were forced to cooperate. The explanation for this was that they were only eligible for central budgetary supports if they provided services jointly. The level of micro-regions did not become an administrative level, but it operated as a decision-making and public service organising level. The delegated body consisting of the mayors of the member municipalities, the association council and the micro-regional development council had some authorities: they approved of the territorial development programme made for the statistical micro-region, of the so-called public education development concept and also of the social services development plan. The joint planning activity of the municipalities is a suitable governance tool as regards its content, and also a suitable method for the management of conflicts among the settlements in the horizontal dimension. And, as it has already been said, the institutions established at LAU1 level are able, although through multiple representation, to represent their interests as decision-makers in the regional development councils. The importance of participation is proved by the fact that it was the regional councils that decided on the award of EU Structural Funds supports in the framework of the operational programmes of the respective region.
As regards the horizontal cooperation institutions of the local governments analysed so far, it is striking that they still follow bureaucratic governance methods as an effect of the decision of the legislator, and they do not need relationships to either the economic sector or the civil and other non-governmental organisations. In fact, in the organisation of the public services the state gave the municipalities less and less freedom every year to outsource tasks to the private and non-for-profit sector (c.f. Pálné Kovács, I. 2009).
In Hungary, in the first twenty years of the democratic state there was a general belief that the meso-level of self-governments was, i.e. the county self-governments were very weak in both their position and responsibilities. The county general assemblies, however, operated as a full right sub-national level as they were led by political body elected by the electors. Before the changes in their profile in 2012, county had broad competencies in social, public education, public collection, youth protection, sport etc. public services, to which considerable financial resources were allocated. In addition to these, they carried out spatial planning and established foreign relations with sub-national units of other countries. It was diagnosed as a general problem that the competency of the sub-national level did not include territorial development tasks, as it was a task of the already mentioned regional development councils as delegated bodies. The anachronistic nature of the situation is well reflected by the fact that the Parliament divided the so-called territorial development tasks between the regional development councils and the county assemblies. The biggest loss may have been that the development ideas of the government, the micro-regional development councils, the municipalities and the economic organisations in the territory of the county had to be coordinated by the development organ of corporate character. This organ was also responsible for the assistance of the development activities in the micro-regions with its professional capacities. In the integration of local municipalities, the county self-governments were made negligible in this arrangement; they lost their relations to the local level.
What is also worth attention is that on the other branch of the events, in public administration, legal regulations only allowed local governments to participate in the associations formalising the cooperation of municipalities. The legislator has still not allowed the establishment of associations governed by public law for the cooperation of municipalities and county self-governments. The reason for this extraordinary situation is probably the fact that the level of sub-national self-governments has been regulated with a subsidiary character since 1990, i.e. local authorities and their associations are allowed to acquire any task of the county level, which the county assembly cannot reject. The interpretation of subsidiarity has led to the unquestionability of the primacy of the lower level in the provision of tasks. Consequently, no joint organisation of tasks by the local and the county level has been reached, unlike in the regulations in many countries. In other words, the connection between the county and the municipalities was also missing in the form of the inter-communal associations. The para-state organs, county and regional development councils were designated as the arena for the communication and coordination between the local and the meso-level self-governments. A question often asked for a decade about these organisations was what interest they represented. On the one hand, the ability of the development regions for the representation of the regional interests was questioned, on the other hand, the sheer existence of regional interest was doubted, i.e. it was a question whether there was such thing as regional interest at all (Pálné Kovács 2001). What was missing in the first place from their operation was the effort to use development interventions at county, micro-regional and local level in a strategy dynamising the development of the region. As a result of the so-called watering can effect and because the decisions of the councils served to satisfy the interests of all territorial organs represented in the council, the operation of the regions neglected the principle of resource allocation and became “effectivenessless”.
The findings of some empirical surveys – researching the adaptation to the Union’s institutional system in Hungarian support policy – came to the conclusion already for the 2001–2004 support period that in the cooperation of actors at micro-regional and local level, the vertical relations were stronger than the horizontal ones, also, in the period before Hungary’s accession to the European Union, the relations within the counties were even stronger than the ones outwards, to the regions (Pálné Kovács 2009). On the side of the local actors, the articulation of interests aimed at the acquisition of advantages during the communication to the higher levels, as a consequence of which the institutions designed for horizontal cooperation did not become the field of the unification of resources and the creation of synergies; to the opposite, they much more functioned as an arena for the intensification of the competition of the actors.
A network analysis carried out later also pointed out that the importance of the institutional relations of the actors of territorial development was still most palpable in relation to the local municipalities. The dominant actors in the order of importance of institutional relations are municipalities, followed by the media and the sub-national authorities, while regional councils are far less important and even more negligible are the county development councils. The embeddedness of the civil sector was extremely weak, on the periphery of the institutional relations (Pálné Kovács, I. 2009).
We can see that Hungary has continuously striven for catching up with the EU by the development of its institutional capacities in the ten years that have passed since the accession. As a strongly centralised member state, however, it has not been able to make significant steps towards decentralisation. As a consequence of this, the combined weakness of the autonomous territorial levels and the social sector is an obstacle to the establishment of the mechanisms of multi-level governance. The macro-political sphere was built out with the transition, but the meso- and micro-level policy hardly works – whereas a condition of a real membership in the Union would be for the Hungarian institutional actors to be able to meaningfully participate in the integrated process of vertical and horizontal Europeanisation, as said by Ágh (2009). As we have tried to prove with these paragraphs, regional development and development policy artificially separated from public administration operated in totally fragmented institutional structures, and the division of the competencies between the municipalities and the development councils resulted in the fact that neither of them was capable of real integration. In the decision-making process of the public sector, civil interest representation bodies and the economic actors are only able to participate with very much limited chances.
Disintegration and confusion visible in the local and territorial institutions, coupled with other factors, have led to unfavourable macro-economic phenomena: out of the seven Hungarian NUTS2 regions four are among the 20 least developed regions of the EU on the basis of their GDP per capita data. The Union set the goal in its Lisbon Strategy to become the most competitive region of the world by 2010. The standards used for the measurement of competitiveness suggest that a considerable group of the factors is related to the quality of the operation of the state, so an “underperforming” state can deteriorate the positions of the economy. We should start from the wider definition of competitiveness “… which determines the ability of a nation to create and maintain an environment that sustains more value creation for its enterprises and more prosperity for its people” (Garelli 2003, 702. quoted by Lengyel 2010, 112.). The Global Competitiveness Report 2010-2011 published by the World Economic Forum (WEF, 2011) ranks the competitiveness of Hungary at position 22 among the EU 27 member states; Hungary only preceded Slovakia, Romania, Latvia, Bulgaria and Greece. It is striking that among the indices listed among the three main groups of factors used for the calculation of the Global Competitiveness Index – Basic requirements, Efficiency enhancers, Innovation and sophistication factors – Hungary received the worst positions with the factors qualifying the institutions and the macro-economic environment. These factors, representing the efficiency of the governance of the state, ranked Hungary worst than the final position of the country (position 79 and 69, respectively, out of 139 states, while the country has position 41 in the group of factors related to innovation).
2. Situation of Cooperation and Interest Articulation Ability of the Municipalities
2.1 Goals and Methods of the Empirical Research
It is definitely characteristic of the period of Hungarian regionalisation that in an extremely dense institutional network it theoretically created the possibility for everyone to cooperate with everybody and find the way to represent their interests within the framework of the regional development policy. The extent to which this possibility became actual reality will be illustrated by a few findings of a research completed not so long ago (Somlyódyné Pfeil 2012). The research covered a two-year period from June 2010 to May 2012, supported by the Hungarian Scientific Research Fund (Országos Tudományos Kutatási Alap, OTKA).
 The research focused on empirical findings in the city regions of Győr, Miskolc and Pécs. These three city regions are those which the methodology of Hungarian statistic considered as agglomerations, in addition to the agglomeration of the capital city. These agglomerations are located in three different regions of Hungary, and consequently they represent three completely different types as regards their development level and socio-economic situation. The cities are located at the third level of the Hungarian urban hierarchy, as the Hungarian urban network lacks the big city category below the metropolises, a level that is considered as big cities or agglomerations by the standards of Europe. In an international setting these cities are middle cities, together with their hinterlands.
The research sought the answer, among other things, to the question whether in the selected city regions there is cooperation and if so, at what level, and what are the conditions for the creation of the unity of the space that is presently fragmented from an administrative aspect. According to our hypothesis, a dominant condition for the competitiveness of the city regions is the quality of the urban governance, and we also believe that it is cooperation at regional scale by which the local actors of the city regions can enter the national and international space from their local space. It was an objective to get a picture of the condition and participants of the cooperations operating in the three city regions that can be taken as agglomerations, and also of the areas and organisation frameworks of cooperations, or, in the absence of these, of the needs and willingness of cooperation by the local and regional actors. We handled the analysed regions not only as spaces of public administration and public service organisation but also as planning-development and economic development spaces.

An important methodological foundation of the research was the questionnaire survey hallmarked by interviews made with the most significant local political, economic and civil sector actors. The breakdown of the interviewees was as follows: local politicians made 56%, economic actors 38% and civil actors only 6%. We have to add, however, that civil organisations involved in regional and economic development were either difficult to detect or showed indifference about the research. This explains their low representation in the sample, which is also a reflection of the general weakness of the civil sector in Hungary. The paragraphs hereinafter are focused on the summary of the opinions of the local politicians, by several aspects.
2.2. Governance abilities of three city regions during the period of regionalisation
Hungarian public administration has lacked since the transition the legal and organisational framework into which cities and city regions could integrate. There is no adequate institution for the cooperation of urban hinterlands, for their joint planning and development, not to speak about the operation of these. A slight change was brought in this situation in Hungary by the introduction of the micro-regional administrative system in 2004, when the legislator applied, within the framework of 174 statistical micro-regions, the same uniformed organisational model irrespective of whether it was hinterlands of middle towns of rural or urban character. This is partly explained by the fact that the primary mission of complex micro-regional associations was rationalisation of public administration at the basic level and levelling out the quality of public services. This was the institutional model that also operated in the three sample regions in a way that it neglected the position and role of the cities, did not assign any function to them (Somlyódyné Pfeil 2010). Thus we could not consider the multi-purpose micro-regional associations as adequate organisations formalising the cooperation of functional urban areas. It was a positive effect of these organisations from another aspect, though that they were obliged by the law to approve certain sectoral planning documents, which could lead to the establishment of coordination and spatial view in the circle of the municipalities.
One of the questions of the structured interview was about how local politicians assessed their relationship to the city and its local government. Respondents thus declared the existence or non-existence of these relationships, as a result of which we received the rather unexpected answer that 25% of the surrounding municipalities had no relation to the central city, 13% of them thought that this relationship was bad to some extent and 62% assessed this relationship as positive (Figure 1). We made a cross-table analysis for this question, which did not reveal a significant correlation between the type of answers and the respective regions. The high proportion of “no institutionalised relationships” raised questions about the MMAs actually operating at the time of the data collection. On the basis of this we came to the conclusion that the multi-purpose association was not a framework of cooperation for one-third of the municipalities, it was more about meeting the expectations of the state and was nothing but a tool for the access to extra budgetary supports.
We can say that the municipality of neither the Pécs nor the Miskolc micro-region overrated the operation of the multi-purpose micro-regional association, although in these two micro-regions the operation of this institution was model-like, it integrated all municipalities and provided the local public services assigned to them for the total of the territories (Somlyódyné Pfeil 2012). The fixed point of view is explained by the fact that the majority of associations worked because of financing constraints.

The next control question was as follows: “To what extent do you think the multi-purpose micro-regional association can serve as a framework for the cooperation of the city region?”. The majority of replies said that this institution was a framework very much or adequately suitable, the proportion of these replies was 72% from all responses. More than a quarter of the respondents gave replies in the negative range (not suitable at all; not suitable; not good enough; does not know). Replies did not show significant correlations to the respective regions. As there was no harmony between replies given to this and the previous question, it seemed probable that the municipalities accepted the institution under the pressure of the financial incentives and so when they definitely had to evaluate this kind of institutional relationship, two-thirds of them had positive opinions. In other words, they showed the attitude to the questioner and the state that they were expected to show. On the other hand, when they had to evaluate their institutionalised relationship to the big city in general terms, the multi-purpose association was not the framework of cooperation on voluntary basis and mutual horizontal advantages for 37.9% of the local politicians.
The next question was asked about whether the local authority of the big city represented the interests of the municipalities in the city region or not. The questionnaire offered the levels of interest articulation for the responses, which were as follows: micro-regional, county, regional and national levels. From the responses given we got a rather negative image of the operation of the levels of interest articulation from the mayors in the city regions; if replies “no” and “does not know” are treated as one single group, almost 70% of respondents said that local and city region interests could not be articulated at the regional level. The situation is even worse if we look at the national level, whereas the only interest articulation that received an evidently positive evaluation was the one within the micro-regional level. In other words: cooperation on the vertical branch of the political institutional system was considered by the local politicians as least successful, with weak efficiency.

Among the questions there was one about what level of interest articulation the respondent thought most important for the development of the city and its region. Responses reflected the current institutional constellation, as 62% of all respondents – probably inspired by the experiences of the last years – specified the level of the micro-region, while 15% of them favoured the national level as the desirable interest articulation field of city regions. The picture is only complete if we add that the questionnaire survey was conducted – with the exception of the Győr micro-region – in 2011, and at that time there was no articulated intention by the legislator to eliminate the micro-regions.
We tried to explore the relationship among the municipalities by a question about the existing joint development tenders in the city regions. The finding is that real cooperations manifested in actual investments were not really typical of the municipalities: if we consider the total of the three city regions, more than half of the municipal leaders said that they had no current development tenders with other municipalities, so they were unable to specify any concrete development goal. The specified types of common development goals were not too inspiring, either, in any of the city regions, as the responses of the municipal leaders did not reveal any effort for the direct promotion of the economy or the development of the business environment. The findings more suggest in this respect that the municipalities in the agglomerations are more like competitors to each other.
At the end of the interview the interviewees were given the task to draw the boundaries of an ideal city region, on the basis of their subjective perception, that they considered as integrated from planning, development and administrative aspects. For this task they could use a map featuring the administrative boundaries of the villages and towns, only. With the assistance of the 65 respondents we tried to detect the existence of regional thinking and the outlines of a potential functional city region. The responses given to this open question, after a coding procedure, could be ordered to eight manageable territorial units. The finding reveals a rather differentiated thinking about city regions (Figure 2). As opposed to our preliminary expectations, 46% of the respondents gave smaller territorial scales than the present LAU1 spatial unit as desirable development policy unit in their own city regions. These together can be called neighbourhood cooperations, as they specified spatial units smaller than the scale of the micro-regions. These neighbourhood relations showed differences as regards their territorial scales, some of the respondents believed that a few neighbouring municipalities, a tier below the present micro-regional level would be enough for cooperation. The present LAU1 spatial category was an optimal spatial category of cooperation for a mere 10% of the local politicians, while only 2% of them specified counties as the optimal scale. Finally, a small proportion (6%) of interviewees considered regions, i.e. the regional scale as the optimal scale of development and planning units.
All these suggest that the first two decades of the local governance system did not favour the birth of cooperations at different territorial levels, and regional thinking has not caught on, despite all institution building efforts by the state. Of course, if we look back at the question to what extent local politicians considered region as the adequate scale of interest articulation, the situation is not surprising, the two viewpoints are more correlated to each other. Consequently, the leaders of the municipalities have not been able to gain practice in the comprehensive handling of problems at a scale above the level of the micro-regions. The image is completed by the fact that despite the efforts put into the operation of the multi-purpose associations, a significant part (17%) of mayors questioned micro-regional impacts and would extent agglomeration cooperation to the neighbouring micro-regions as well. It must be a clear reflection to the failure of development policy that many (17%) thought it made no sense to have administrative and development policy units at the level of agglomerations.

Summarising the findings, the survey tried to detect the existence of regional thinking and the boundaries of a potential functional urban area and common spatial planning unit. Surprisingly, a low number of interviewees thought that a regional scale was optimum in this respect, although after 13 years of strong state regional policy, it has been recognised that the vertical branch of multi-level governance does not work, and just like this, the low level of social capital obstructs the workings of the horizontal branch of partnership. The three city regions have a fragmented structure, despite the so-called micro-regional associations; none of the city regions have institutions that have comprehensively formalised the cooperation of the area. According to the results there were very weak foundations for the birth of governance structures but the cooperation willingness and ability was high among the public elite. It must be added that in the surveyed areas, the actors of the economy had more intensive cooperation with representatives of other sectors.

3. About the Impacts of the New State Ideal on the Institutional System of Local-Territorial Governance – in a Nutshell
3.1 The Reformed Meso-level in Hungary
The Hungarian government approved a new act on local governments in 2011 that transformed the division of tasks between the local and the meso-levels of public administration. The Hungarian Act on Local Self-Governments suggests that the legislator had been informed in some way about all critics of the fragmented local governments that have so many responsibilities which resembles the North European model of governance. The basis of the new concept of state organisation is the Constitution that reconsidered and intensified the relationship between the state and the municipalities. The regulation of the local level entailed in several areas the narrowing down of the responsibilities; some adequate tasks were absorbed by the state (primary and secondary education, health care services etc.). In addition, at the sub-national level a completely new profile was created by the model of the county self-governments. This is related to the fact that the new power simply threw away the system of regional development built on development councils. Regions and regionalisation were forgotten and regions were downgraded into nothing more that statistical units of data collection (NUTS2), their stead was taken by the county. It was a relief for the advocates of county general assemblies, because the task of regional and rural development was assigned to the sub-national level as of 1 January 2013, which level was also authorised for spatial planning and the management of some development coordination tasks. Counties, a territorial unit formerly considered as weak and void of positions, have become the almost exclusive actor of meso-level governance – or they have not. This doubt is indicated by the fact that the Parliament deprived counties of all their former public service provision tasks, and also nationalized the related institutional properties of the counties. Counties no longer run hospitals or special service institutions, they do not operate secondary education institutions, libraries and other public collections any more, and they do not offer sports and pedagogical professional services any longer, and so on. The nationalisation of these tasks and the parallel building out of the county government offices moved the meso-level from the decentralised structures towards a hierarchical and centralised organisational system. Of course there is another contradiction in the fact that the counties are now responsible in themselves for both development and spatial planning, and neither local nor other territorial actors are integrated in a manner governed by public law into this important governance tool. From this aspect the authorisation of the county to cooperate in the harmonisation of the spatial development plans of the villages and towns is indifferent.
All in all, meso-level self-governments lost their functions which could have been their links to the municipalities in the case of strong counties. As we have already mentioned, the legal institutional framework for the cooperation of the two tiers of self-governance are still missing from the Act on Local Self-Governments. Local governments of the two tiers can cooperate in a formalised framework with each other, quite absurdly, if they participate in some cross-border cooperation, like a European Grouping of Territorial Cooperation (EGTC), Euroregion etc.
The new government in power evidently got tired of regional experiments, the para-state development councils operating counter-productively and with the exclusion of publicity, and aimed at the creation of clear-cut and transparent institutional structures. Of the densely woven network of organisations, the only survivals at meso-level (including macro- and micro-regional spaces) are the general assemblies of the counties. This would not be a problem in itself, but the establishment of the election system at county level also impacts the political representation at this level, which is an obstacle to the operation of the vertical branch of the multi-level governance structure. One of the reasons for this is that as a result of the electoral reform of 2010, districts of settlements with less than ten thousand population and towns with more than ten thousand population were integrated, on the other hand, so local actors who formerly had been able to gain a mandate from separate lists now have to fight for the same positions of representation. On the other hand, new regulations resulted in the decrease of social organisations with local and territorial ties able to make electoral lists (to 13.9% nationally, as opposed to the 86.1% proportion of parties), which transformed power relations in meso-level governance and favoured macro-level politics to the detriment of the articulation of local interests (Dobos 2011, 74-78.). The county receded from local society and the interests of the smaller municipalities also in the composition of its representative organ (the general assembly).
Institution building was continued at the meso-level by the considerable amendment of the Act on Regional Development and Spatial Planning in 2012. Two new institutions were created with the label ‘consultative’ in their names: Regional Spatial Development Consultation Forum and County Spatial Development Consultation Forum. The names suggest that organs suitable for the articulation of the interests of local and territorial actors were created. However, if we look behind the “backstage”, the scenery, we will be disappointed. According to the act, the members of the regional consultation forum are the chairpersons of the three county assemblies making the NUTS2 regions (in the central region that covers only one county, membership includes the chairperson of the county and the chief mayor of Budapest). The Forum is empowered to act in those issues that require regional level decision, statements or opinion, and also to “represent the single decision of the county self-governments as the viewpoint of the region” (Par. 14/A of the Act). The consultation forum thus does not provide any framework for dialogue either among different sectors or among the territorial tiers. The birth of the consultation forums consisting of the same type of organisations suggests that this institution is responsible for the preparation of the responses to the structural policy issues of the EU and is meant to substitute the missing regional level. What is especially worrying is the doubt whether counties that have been made the main character in meso-level governance are embedded enough at the sub-national level and whether their tools and competencies make them suitable for the overall articulation of territorial interests. (In brackets we have to mention that the members of the county spatial development consultation forums are representatives of the general assemblies of the respective counties and the mayors of the towns with county rank in the same number, by which there is coordination between the two public actors of the same rank.)
3.2 Some Elements of the Reform of the Municipal Level in the Period after Regionalisation

The institutional frameworks of the cooperation of municipalities (multi-purpose micro-regional association, micro-regional development council, association forms according to the Act on municipalities) were overruled by the legislator. The typology formerly offering four kinds of association bodies for the municipalities became ever narrower, the only kind of association available for cooperation now is the so-called association with legal entity, the highest level of institutionalisation. This association is authorised for the foundation of bodies of its own in the forms regulated by public and private law, in fact, in the form of non-for-profit organisation. No looser form of cooperation is allowed by the regulations in force, which might frighten municipalities away from cooperation. Meanwhile, the new Constitution has created the constitutional background for the legislator to oblige the municipalities to associate, both for the management of local public affairs and for public authority proceedings. The Hungarian Parliament remedied a long malpractice by inaugurating the institution of the so-called obligatory associations. Now if municipalities are reluctant to cooperate on their own initiative, the state may order the establishment of associations for the provision of the respective tasks, even in a single manner for the whole country.
One kind of obligation to cooperate came into effect as of 1 January 2013 by the obligation for villages with less than 2,000 inhabitants to set up joint mayor’s offices. Another requirement for the foundation of joint offices is that they have to serve a minimum of 2,000 population, from which legislator exempts those joint municipal offices that have been made by at least seven municipalities. This way the element of the economies of scale is now being integrated into the operation of municipal level public administration, two decades after the transition.
When looking at this regulation of new philosophy it seems reasonable to find parallels between the Hungarian reform attempts and the territorial and organisational reforms carried out in the eastern provinces of Germany in two waves after the reunification. After the collapse of the socialist states, the autonomy of the fragmented municipalities could not be touched in either state, for political reasons. In order to remedy the situation, in both countries the small municipalities were inspired to set up joint municipal offices, in the belief that the building out of administrative capacities in this manner would suffice. The difference is that the optimum size of joint mayor’s offices was not defined in Hungary and the state lacked any tool for the ordering of compulsory setting up of joint offices. In the five new states of Germany, on the other hand, the reform was consistently carried out. Later, in the 2000s a discourse started in several East German provinces on a second wave of reforms, as the democratic character and the capacities of the joint offices of the small municipalities was questioned. The municipal reform carried out in two German provinces (Saxony and Brandenburg) made the method of village amalgamations a priority, by which the number of local municipalities was considerably reduced and their average number of population significantly increased. The reform of the municipal level was followed by the restructuring of the county level (Damskis 1993, Wollmann 2010). The amalgamations of villages triggered a remarkable protest by the population, although the specified provinces (Länder) chose a solution that did not infringe the right of electors to self-governance. All that happened is that after the consolidation citizens can use this right through an integrated local municipality, which does not change the principle of decentralisation.
To the contrary, what happened in Hungary ten years later is more of a centralisation solution. Although the sovereignty of the individual municipalities was not affected by the reform, the narrowing down of the competencies/responsibilities of the municipalities has led to the nationalisation of a part of the local public affairs, i.e. democratic procedures have been replaced by the hierarchy of state administration. We have to add that the new Constitution, unfortunately, does not acknowledge – as opposed to the Constitution overruled – the right of self-government as a collective right of the local community of citizens. The definition states that in Hungary municipalities operate for the management of local public affairs and for the practice of local authority [Constitution, Par. 31. (1)]. This new approach to self-government may open the way for a structural reform in the future, as the right to self-government is not guaranteed by the Constitution. This same declaration of the Constitution can also be interpreted (Patyi 2013, 387.) in a way that the Constitution does no longer require the operation of local authorities in each settlement. This concept is a sign of the fall of the principle “one settlement, one municipality” in relation to the present interpretation of autonomy by the local governments.
In another view, the local government system formerly considered as definitely liberal and democratic will be under a stricter state control by the Hungarian Act on Local Self-Governments, from legal, legislative and economic aspects alike. These measures are seen as re-centralisation by many (Balázs 2012), but we would like to lay down that they allowed the annihilation of several malfunctions and features of the past two decades of the local government system that continuously jeopardised legal certainty and the predictability of the operation of public administration. These measures are more about the fact that in Hungary, after the trial period of self-governance there was a need for a regulation putting the democratic guarantees in the foreground, and subordinate to the operation of the constitutional state. The arguments to support this, i.e. that like the operation of the economy, the state concept also changes cyclically, that the building down of the welfare structures started all over Europe in the states struck by the financial and economic crisis, are the unfurling of the neo-Weberian state after turning away from the neoliberal state ideal (Balázs 2012, G. Fodor–Stumpf 2008). It is evident that in Hungary public administration based on local autonomy was replaced by a completely different system built on the dominance of the state administrative structures. This is indicated, among other things, by the building out of the district government authorities as the new lower-meso level tier of state administration. The competencies of the districts are made of the mass of state authority tasks that formerly overburdened the local municipalities and their offices. The operation of the municipality was thus freed from those tasks that are not local public affairs and do not belong to the category of local governance. The logic of this profile clearing is unquestionable.
4. Conclusions
The regionalisation period in the history of public administration of Hungary came to an end in 2010 without the decentralised management of the structural funds having been created. Although there were a large number of organisations at the meso-level that formalised the cooperation of different local, territorial and governmental actors, still there was no meso-level governance in Hungary, because Europeanisation, i.e. the adaptation of the EU norms was not realised during the creation of the national institutional system; cooperation lacked the strengthening of both decentralisation and democratic character. Very interesting findings were reached for this period by the survey conducted in the three city regions: at the end of the process we had to see that region and the regional scale was almost completely missing in the thinking of the local politicians. In fact, after the regionalisation periods even the county level was eliminated; it is hardly present now as an adequate development and planning area for the city region. In other words: the para-state organisational system failed to integrate the fragmented institutions.
Compared to this, the latest institutional reform of the Hungarian public administration is a step towards the etatist state. Within the frameworks of this, the governance tools of the local governments are definitely of public law character, which approaches them to classical government and recedes them from governance. Cooperation institutions at their disposal are scarce and offer a rather thin interface for relationship building and touch with both higher levels of governance and the actors of other sectors (economy and non-for-profit sector). What may be worrying about the changes concerning the local governments is the decrease of the abilities of Hungarian municipalities to integrate and meaningfully participate in the multi-level governance structure of the EU. At the same time, it is a generally accepted view in a European context that the tendencies of centralisation and decentralisation follow each other in cyclical turn in state building, and in the present situation the efforts for cost saving and efficiency favour centralisation, as the hierarchical structures give the state much more freedom in action for structural interventions. The application of the tools of decentralised concentration, like the rearrangement of competencies from local governments to state offices, turning away from New Public Management (NPM), the systematic decrease of the role of the economic and civil actors, the elimination of certain institutions and “arenas” of cooperation etc. are all measures that show the renaissance of the Weberian state.
The EU recognised quite a long time ago that “good governance” is a factor of economic competitiveness, and so it promotes the application of governance structures in the member states. The issue of governance cannot be neglected in relation to the realisation of territorial cohesion, either. In a professional interpretation (Camagni 2007), the concept of territorial cohesion must be added to the content of economic and social cohesion and also must be linked to sustainability. Territorial cohesion can only be reached by an integrated approach, i.e. by the joint development of the three sub-systems: the economic, the social and the physical-natural factors. For our topic this integrated view is of special importance, which also includes the need to counterbalance fragmented decision-making mechanisms in both the public and the private sector. In other words, territorial cohesion requires both vertical and horizontal cooperation among different tiers of governance and among the representatives of different sectors within the frameworks of the same territorial level. Consequently, governance as a tool can effectively contribute to the implementation of territorial cohesion.
In this correlation the paper emphasises the opinion that for the CEE countries, including Hungary, it is a continuous difficulty to apply the governance methods promoted so often by the EU. In the old member states of the Union where there is many decades of tradition for cooperation among the different levels and actors, Europeanisation is implemented with much more success. In the French and Spanish sub-national levels it resulted in in-depth transitions in the national system of governance. During the process called “cognitive regionalisation”, regional institutions are able in these countries to act as intermediary actors, where their responsibilities include the handling of local problems as well as the operation of partnership with higher governance levels, which in Hungary failed in the period of regionalisation (Pasquier 2005). We have to point out that in Hungary, after an institutional experiment, a new model of government is being born, only the basic rules of which are known for the time being. This means that Hungarian public administration has made a move towards effectiveness and cost- efficiency, which, together with the tools of centralisation, seems to narrow down the governance capacities of local and territorial actors.
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