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Between Active Appreciation, Passive Approval 
and Distrustful Withdrawal. This paper is a draft of the summary chapter of the book on „Public Perception of Local Governments in Central-East Europe”. The book has been prepared within the Local Government Policy Partnership sponsored by the British Department for International Development and Open Sociaty Institute in Budapest. The book will include national studies covering situation in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia.
Citizens’ Perception of Local Government Reforms and Local Democracy 
in Central-Eastern Europe.



 The comparison of citizens’ opinions and citizens’ involvement in local government reforms in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia seems to be very legitimate, since the decentralisation reforms in all four countries were introduced very close to each other and in the similar atmosphere. In Poland the new Local Government Act was voted by the Parliament in March 1990 and was soon followed by the 27 May 1990 local elections. First democratic local elections in three remaining countries were organised not much later – between October and November of 1990. Presently, after just over decade of the new system operation, it is worth to analyse how deeply it has changed the social and political picture of analysed countries. Has it been noticed and appreciated by the local population or has most of citizens regarded new local governments as not very much important or not effective? Obviously, local government reform in all four countries had many similarities but demonstrated also numerous differences For more information on comparison of the decentralisation reform in four analysed countries see for ex. Baldersheim et al. (1996).. From this book point of view, one of the most important difference was the mode of territorial division and related to this division overall philosophy of the local government. In all four countries traditional small local government units were amalgamated during sixtieth and seventieth. This amalgamation, being a result of the wide-spread belief in economy of scale in administration and delivery of services, was introduced by former communist regimes without any real consultation with local citizens, and not surprisingly was seen as something forced and often artificial. After the collapse of the communist system, the trend quickly reversed in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia but not so much in Poland. While Poland – despite the slight increase in the number of local governments - decided to retain the territorially consolidated system on the lowest (municipal) level, three remaining countries allowed local community in almost each, even very tiny village, to declare its own local government. Although it was not an openly formulated, conscious policy supporting fragmentation, but Czech and Hungarian politicians were allowing this spontaneous tendency to develop. On the other hand in Poland that bottom-up pressure for splitting-up small municipalities was not so strong, although not unexisting. The central government seemed also more determined to not allow territorial fragmentation. The result of these processes is briefly summarised in the table 1.
Table 1.
Size of municipal governments in analysed countries.

Average population size
Proportion of local governments below 1,000 population
Poland
15,500
0%
Hungary
3,330
55%
Slovakia
1,850
68%
Czech Republic
1,700
80%
Source: T. Horvath (2000), G. Peteri (1991)

One may claim that these differences in directions of developments in territorial organisation of local governments, too large extent arise from deeper underlying  differences in the philosophy of the role of local government in the modern state. These differences and the model explaining their impact on the mode of communication between local authorities and citizens are described in few following paragraphs.

Improved and closer relationship between citizens and local authorities is usually one of the major arguments for decentralisation reforms and East-Central European countries were not an exception to this rule. In the history of thinking about local governments there have been two competing basic approaches: natural – suggesting that existence of local government is “natural” for communities and functional claiming that local government should exist as long as it helps the state to function better. But in spite of existence of these two theories, there is a common agreement about three basic values of local democracy mentioned in theoretical literature (see for ex. Sharpe 1993, Stewart and Greenwood 1995):

·	liberty (autonomy) - existence of local government protect from concentration of political power in one hands and allows for making different political choices in different localities;
·	participation (democracy) - existence of local governments allows for wider inclusion of citizens in the self-governance;
·	effectiveness - existence of local governments allows to deliver various services more effectively.

All of three values mentioned above are usually seen as important, but in practice of different countries the main focus may vary significantly putting a special attention to one of them. Goldsmith (1996) claims that in Southern Europe the understanding of the importance of local government is more focused on communitarian values and representation of territorial interests. Territorial representation or political localism is the essential value of local democracy. On the other hand, North European local government system place more attention to the value of effectiveness and is more concerned by the tension or contradiction between local and national democracy on the one hand and ideas about equality and justice on the other. 

Modes of local government reforms in Central and Eastern European countries seem to reflect this variation of approaches. A very radical and rapid territorial fragmentation of local government system in Czech Republic and Slovakia, and to lesser extent in Hungary, was a reflection of primary focus on giving each, even very small territorial community a right for autonomy and it reflected belief that it was a proper way to strengthen democratic principles of relationship between citizens and public authority. On the other hand, in Poland the policy to retain the system which is territorially consolidated has been very much related to the importance of effectiveness arguments in discussions over the local government system. One of examples of this variation is a method to make a decision on split or merger of local government units. In Czech Republic or Slovakia such a decision has to be approved by the local referendum, while Polish law says more vaguely about “public consultations”, while the final decision belongs to central authorities. 

One may expect that in countries in which more attention is paid to territorial representation and democratic values of local government, the type of relationship between municipal authorities and local citizens will be different than in countries which concentrate on effectiveness and efficiency values. In the former group one might expect higher level of trust in local governments, higher turn-out in local elections and higher level of knowledge of local officials and of local political agenda among average citizens. It may be also expected that local authorities in this group of countries will be more often trying to develop techniques of learning on citizens’ preferences and, more broadly speaking, of interactive governance. This relationship is both of direct and indirect nature.  First, seeing democracy as the most important value, local politicians and officials derive more time to better communication with the public. Second, as it was explained above, this way of thinking leads to more fragmented territorial system. In smaller local government units, there are more opportunities for building closer links between authorities and citizens. The explanatory model described above is briefly summarised on the diagram 1.

Diagram 1 about here.

Before we verify whether the variation suggested by the model can be confirmed by empirical data, we want to check if local politicians in analysed countries have really different views on the most important values of local governments and local democracy.  The occasion for such check is provided by the survey organised in three out of four analysed countries (Czech Republic, Poland and Slovakia) by the  international research project “Local Democracy and Innovation” The LDI project was sponsored by the Norwegian government and co-ordinated by Harald Baldersheim from the University of Bergen. . More than 1300 mayors in the three countries have been asked in LDI survey what they think are the most important goals of local governments. They were asked to assess (in 1-5 scale) the importance of six statements reflecting three basic values of local government. They were also asked to indicate two the most important among these six. The question asked whether the most important objective which local governments attempt to achieve is: 

(Democracy - participation values)
·	that there is a good contact between residents and elected representatives
·	that residents are involved in local political issues

(Autonomy values)
·	that the municipality can make income and expenditure decisions without central government interference 
·	that local priorities count more than national standards

(Effectiveness values)
·	that residents are offered the best possible services for the taxes and fees they pay
·	that municipal services are produces as cheaply as possible

In general, to provide best possible services and to make decisions without interference of the upper tier found the widest support of mayors. On the other extreme, giving priority to stick to the local preferences and to enable better involvement of citizens in local issues found only relatively modest support. However, there are interesting difference among countries. „To provide best services” was mentioned the most often in Poland, while „to make independent decisions” was the most important for Czech and Slovak mayors. In Czech Republic and Poland “to take into account local priorities” gained relatively modest support, while this goal was chosen far more often in Slovakia. Also “citizens involvement in local issues” was seen as less important in Czech Republic and in Slovakia than in Poland.

In the table 2 it is very visible that Polish mayors, more frequently than their colleagues in other two countries, stress values related to efficiency. Slovak mayors seem to be especially attracted by the autonomy. Polish mayors less often their counterparts in the Czech Republic and Slovakia stress significance of democratic values. All of differences mentioned in this paragraph are statistically significant on 0.05 level. 


Table 2. Goals of local government as seen by local mayors. Per cent of selections as one of the two the most important.

All countries
Czech Republic
Poland
Slovakia
Democracy
61.3
67.9
54.3
71.7
Autonomy
67.5
60.6
61.5
89.1
Effectiveness
71.2
71.4
84.2
49.2
Source: The author’s calculations based on  LDI project 1997 survey


More precise analysis suggest that the variation between opinions of mayors on local government values cannot be reduced to other factors, such as size of local governments, education of mayors etc. (see Swianiewicz 2000). Country matters as a significant explanatory variable alone, and it probably reflects differentiation in the philosophies of local government reforms. 

Variation in the mayors’ opinions confirm our earlier observations on the variation in understanding of the essence of local government and local democracy. Following the model presented in this section we should expect that the nature of contacts between local authorities and citizens in Czech Republic and Slovakia will differ from the situation in Poland. It is much more difficult to formulate definite conclusions about Hungary for which we do not have similar information on local politicians’ values. Taking into account territorial fragmentation one may expect Hungary should be more similar to Czech and Slovak Republic than to Poland, but observation of Hungarian discussions on local governments over the last decade, one may notice much attention placed at decentralisation of services and efficiency of their delivery.  We may expect higher turn-out, higher level of trust and higher level of general satisfaction with local government operation and more frequent attempts of direct learning of citizens’ preferences in two former countries.   

 
Citizens’ opinions about local governments and their activity


Citizens in individual analysed countries differ in amount of information they posses on their municipal authorities. A very good illustration is provided by the comparison of  the declared  knowledge of any councillors in the Czech Republic and Poland. In Poland between 33% in large towns to 76% in the smallest (by  Polish standards) municipalities declare they know at least one councillor. In the Czech Republic the proportion vary (in individual regions) between 80 and 89%, while more than 70% declares they know most of councillors. These two countries extremely differ in the territorial organisation of their municipal level – the system is very fragmented in the Czech Republic and the most territorially consolidated in Poland. The impact of the size of local government on various aspects of citizens perception has been found one of the most important explanatory variable and sometimes may help to understand not only differences between individual municipalities but also between analysed countries. This issue is discussed in more details further in this chapter. 

One of rare available occasions for direct comparison of citizens’ opinions in various Central and East European countries is provided by the survey conducted in April 2000 in the four countries of the region (Czech Republic, Hungary, Lithuania and Poland) The survey was conducted on representative sample of population in April 2000 by IVVM in the Czech Republic, by TARKI in Hungary, by VILMORUS in Lithuania and by CBOS in Poland. Unfortunately Slovakia, the fourth of countries analysed in this book, was not included in the quoted survey. . Asked whether various public institutions act in the interest of the whole society, small part of society or small groups only, citizens in all four countries assessed activity of local governments much better than of central institutions, such as central government and the Parliament. The most positive opinion on local governments was expressed by Czech and Hungarian citizens, while Poles and – especially – Lithuanians were slightly more sceptical. Detail data are presented in the table 1.

It is very characteristic that more positive opinions were expressed in countries where local governments are usually smaller. Trust is usually smaller in countries where local government units are much larger. 

Table 1. 
Do you think  local governments in your town (village) activity represents interest of: almost all citizens, most of citizens, small part of citizens or very small groups only?

Czech Republic
Hungary
Lithuania
Poland
- almost all citizens
8
12
5
12
- most of citizens
43
40
27
27
- small part
24
22
26
21
- small groups only
11
20
28
27
- don’t know
14
6
15
14
Source: “Państwo a interesy...”, 2000


Information on the level of trust in central institutions may help us to interpret the variation in the table 1. In case of the Parliament it is the highest in Hungary (33% believing it represents most of society), moderate in Czech Republic (24%) and in Poland (23%) and the lowest in Lithuania (10%). In Lithuania the level of trust in all public institutions is lower than in all other surveyed countries. But in Poland the level of trust in the Parliament is almost the same as in the Czech Republic and slightly lower than in Hungary. It means that lower trust in local governments in Poland is not a result of generally lower satisfaction with state institutions, but can be probably related to various philosophy and various functioning of local governments It is especially so, for comparison of Poland and the Czech Republic. We will return to this issue later in this chapter.

Also data provided in all chapters describing situation in four countries analysed in this book, indicate that the level of trust in local governments is usually larger than in other public institutions. Moreover trend of changes has been usually positive for local governments. At the beginning of the last decade in the Czech Republic both the President and the central government enjoyed higher level of trust, but since 1994  the level of trust in local government has been higher than in central government and since 1998 also higher than in the President. The percentage of those trust local governments reaches 60%. In Slovakia we have data on two time moments, only (51% trust in 1995 and 57% in 1997), but the level of trust in 1997 was higher than in 1995 and much higher than in any other public institution. Also in Poland the level of trust in local governments has been gradually growing throughout most of the decade (reaching sometimes over 60%), although since the end of 1997 it has been lower than in the President. 

However, at the same time the turn-out in local elections has been continuously lower than in Parliamentary or Presidential elections. The national chapters provide also other evidences that although citizens usually trust their local governments, they do not see local politics as important as central one. The optimist observation is that the participation in local elections has not been dropping throughout the decade. In the Czech Republic and Slovakia it dropped after the 1990 euphoria, but then stabilised on relatively high level. In Poland it has been considerably fluctuating with no clear tendency, while in Hungary it has been even slightly increasing, although starting from a very low level in 1990. More precise information on turn-out in local and central level elections can be found in the table 2. 


Table 2.
Turn-out in local and the closest Parliament (lower chamber) elections

1990
1994
1998

Local
Parliamentary
Local
Parliamentary
Local
Parliamentary
Czech Republic
74%
97%
62%
76%
58%
74%
Hungary
40%
65%
43%
69%
46%
57%
Poland
42%
63% (1989)
32%
51% (1993)
46%
47% (1997)
Slovakia
64%
95%
52%
76%
54%
84%
 

Also satisfaction with the performance of local government administration is usually higher than with the central level bureaucracy. Questions analysed in individual countries are not fully comparable, but it seems it is the highest in Slovakia and Czech Republic while the lowest in Hungary. We do not have information on the trend of changes in Slovakia, but it seems that the level of satisfaction has been gradually growing in the Czech Republic and in Poland (despite significant short-term fluctuations in the latter case). On the other hand it has been rather decreasing in Hungary, reflecting – as Hajnal calls the phenomenon – growing disillusionment  with local democracy. In Hungary in 1991 as many as 44% of citizens thought local administration functioned better than before, while only 11% had the opposite opinion. In 2000 the proportion of satisfied dropped to 36% while the proportion of unsatisfied increased to 23%. In all three remaining countries number of satisfied was dramatically outscoring number of dissatisfied throughout most of the analysed decade.

This relatively positive picture is spoiled by the wide-spread fear of the corruption on a local level. In Slovakia 47% beliefs it is wide-spread, not much different than in Poland and Hungary. However, in Hungary opinions on local government in this respect are much better than on central administration. It used to be the same in Poland, but situation has changed unfavourably for local authorities and since 1999 people has thought it has been as frequent on a local as on a central level. 

Last but not least we can measure satisfaction with local government by the number (proportion) of mayors who are able to hold their position after the next local elections. We do not have data on the Czech Republic, but among remaining three countries the highest – and moreover growing - stability has been observed in Slovakia. In 1994 the turn-over among Slovak mayors was about 32% and in 1998 only 24%. There was not much higher turn-over among Hungarian mayors – slightly over 30% both in 1994 and 1998. However, it should be mentioned that in many of very small villages there is usually not much competition for the mayoral position. For example, in Slovakia in 1998 in almost 1/3 of all communities there was only one candidate in the election. The stability on the mayoral position has been definitely the lowest in Poland, where only 12 mayors (in almost 2500 municipalities) survived throughout the whole 1990-2000 period It should be added that some of 1990-1998 mayors chose political carrier in higher tiers local governments after the 1998 reform. However, this relatively small number do not change the general picture of high proportion of mayors loosing positions as a result of subsequent elections.. The turn-over in 1994 was over 40% and even higher in 1998, varying between 35% in the smallest communes and 90% in cities over 100,000 population. 

In Poland at the beginning of ninetieth the role of party politics in local government was minimal, but each of next local elections was becoming “less  local”, i.e. it is more and more dominated by major political parties. It is mostly a case of large cities, but parties become more important also in smaller towns and even in some rural local governments. But this phenomenon is not observed in some other countries of the region. In the Czech Republic independent candidates remain very important – they took 50% of seats in all councils in 1994 and even 55% in 1998. In Slovakia political parties were very important in first (1990) local elections, when four the largest parties took over 2/3 of all councils’ seats. In 1998 four major parties took only 50%, but in general the proportion of party councillors has been increasing (in 1990 as many as 16% of Slovak deputies were independent, while in 1998 this proportion dropped to 9%). But this phenomenon was not followed by the direct elections of mayors’ in Slovakia. The Slovak authors report on increasing importance of independent (non-party) mayors -the proportion of non-party mayors increased from 26% in 1990 to 29% in 1998. 

Citizens and local government reform


Public opinion had not a very big influence on the 1990 reform in all four countries. With some simplification we may say that the reform was appreciated but not desired or demanded by citizens.

Also, the citizens’ impact on subsequent reforms during the last decade has not been decisive. In Hungary there were no major changes in the local government system after 1990/91, nor there the public opinion was expressing its will to introduce such changes. 

In the Czech Republic the major reform in the second half of decade was the introduction of the regional tier of self-government. However, the popular support for this reform was quite high at the beginning of discussions (45% support in 1992) but it was dropping systematically and in 1997 the number of people who saw potential negative results of the regional reform was outscoring number of those who saw more benefits. Opposite to what one may expect on the basis of the democratic theory, political elites did not decide to introduce the reform when the popular support for the reform was relatively high. The decision on implementation in both countries was rather a result of the political turn-over in the Parliament (change of the governing coalition). 

A very large proportion (49%) of Czech citizens thinks local governments have sufficient competencies, while only 11% claims the competencies should be increased. It is very telling that as much as 40% is not able to take a position on this issue. The only change in the local government system which is required is an introduction of the direct, popular election of the  mayor (70% of support). But it does not seem to have any influence on the legal system of Czech local governments in the near future.

Unfortunately we do not have data on citizens’ opinions on the regional reform in Slovakia, but the lack of major public opinion research centres’ surveys on this issue suggests it has not been one the hottest issues for the general public opinion. The Slovak reports states that preparations for the reform were usually seen by ordinary citizens as a battle between political groups for the power in the future territorial areas. The similar observation seem to be true for other analysed countries as well. 

It seems that the public interest in further decentralisation reforms has been relatively higher in Poland. Nevertheless it has never been decisive for the major changes. 1998 introduction of county and regional tiers of self-government was supported by majority of public opinion, but paradoxically the popular support was much higher few years earlier, when the central government and the Parliament did not decide to implement the change. Bottom-up pressure of various local communities clearly contributed to the final shape of the territorial division. In mid ninetieth most of Polish citizens supported further decentralisation, what probably contributed to the final transfer of responsibility for schools to local self-governments. The pressure from below has clearly contributed to some minor changes such as imposing limits on local officials salaries. But the wide-spread support  for the reform leading to the direct elections of the mayor, has not led to any legal change in this respect (in spite of long and very vigorous discussions among politicians).

In spire of differences mentioned above, there are clear similarities between the low impact of the public opinion on the regional level reforms in Poland and in the Czech Republic. In both of countries the support for the change was much higher few years before than during the actual implementation of the reform. In both countries the implementation was much more related to the political turn-over in the Parliament than to opinions of the general public. Strangely enough, the reform was supported by the right-wing and centre political parties in Poland, but rather by the left-wing in the Czech Republic. It happened that the introduction of the reform in both countries coincided with the decrease in the popular support for it. It is one more illustration of the top-down, elitist approach to the local government reforms.

Summing up, local government systems in all four countries have been projected and implemented mostly in the top-down  manner. Interest of the public opinion in further changes differs from one country to another, but in general it is not very high. And even if there is a consensus for change among the vast majority of citizens’ (as it is in case of mayoral electoral system in Poland and Czech Republic) it does not really matter for policy change. The only examples of public opinion decisive impact have been identified for reforms of rather minor importance.



Citizens’ preferences  and local governments’ actions – dialogue, monologue or lack of communication?


All national chapters in this book, report that although the opinion on local governments is usually better than on central government institutions, there is a relatively modest satisfaction of citizens from their local government activity and limited feeling of inclusion in local public affairs. The solution in order to increase this limited level of satisfaction with local governments’ activity might be to intensify communication between local authorities and general public. The support for this thesis is provided by the fact that both in Poland and in Slovakia it was found that there was a positive correlation between feeling of being well-informed and the level of satisfaction with local government activities. However it should be noted that there might be alternative explanation of the correlation noticed above. It may arise from the fact that people who are satisfied with their local governments activity, feel they are better informed or simply, more satisfied citizens are more interested in local public affairs, and that is why they are better informed.

It is worth to mention that problems described above are not an exclusive feature of new democracies in Central and Eastern Europe. Monnikhof, Edelenbos and Krouwel (2000) describing Dutch local democracy write about “growing opposition against government decision, and doubt has risen about the degree to which local governments succeed in translating popular preferences into public policy, instead of solely advancing their own political agenda... Citizens also show a low trust in local politicians”. One of remedies for such a situation is seen in more interactive policy making. Propper (2000) reports that 87% of Dutch councils have already had some experiences in this area. Haus (2000) suggests that three trends in German local politics involve: “(1) the establishment of referenda and the direct election of the mayor (2) the municipal efforts in the modernisation of administration inspired by the doctrine of New Public Management (3) the municipal experiments with more or less institutionalised forms of cooperative democracy”. However it should be stressed that the idea of direct involvement of citizens’ in the decision making process is seen as controversial, since it may weaken mechanisms of the representative democracy and does not prevent from unproportional influence of relatively small groups of the most active or the best organised groups. Considerable proportion of the population is simply interested in getting good quality services and is not willing to come to public meetings, answers questionnaires and to spend time on expressing opinions on various policy issues in any other way. People from this part of the local community would not be active in any processes of consultation and their preferences might be easily overlooked. It may be especially danger in East-Central Europe where relatively low tradition of civic involvement results in the low proportion of citizens who are willing to actively participate in public reforms. This issue has been reported in the Czech and Polish chapters.

Hambleton (1998, 2001) suggests that the traditional model of local services’ delivery, described as “unresponsive public service bureaucracies” have been challenged and led to various policy and organisational changes. Hambleton suggests that three basic strategies to address this problem have included: (1) extension of the role of the market (and parallel reduction of the role of bureaucracy) and choice for consumers in the local services’ provision, (2) self-improvement of the local administration  through new managerial techniques, identified usually with New Public Management, (3) extension of  democracy through the direct participation and more collective control over services (compare diagram 2).   

Diagram 2 about here

Especially the third of solutions described by Hambleton is in the focus of chapters presented in this book. Obviously situation in Central and Eastern European countries differs considerably from this in Western European democracies. But there are also numerous similarities, and new managerial trends have been very quickly transferred to post-socialist democracies both by foreign experts advising Czech, Hungarian, Polish or Slovak cities and by city managers who learnt a lot from their study visits abroad. 

All national chapters included in this book report attempts made by some local governments to enliven  contacts between local authorities and the general public. Organisation of local public opinion surveys is just one of many examples reported from all four analysed countries. Since information provided is based more on case studies and individual examples than on comparable statistical information, it is very difficult to make any generalisations on this phenomenon. However it seems that such attempts are in all four analysed countries a relatively rare innovation rather than a rule. It seems also that most of local politicians thinking about better communication with citizens, thinks first and foremost how to inform public about plans and achievements of local authorities rather than how to councillors and local administration can better learn about citizens’ preferences. Moreover, techniques on learning on citizens’ preferences, such as surveys, are sometimes used not to learn how to change local policies in order to make them closer to popular expectations, but to maximise political gain of the mayor and of the ruling group (party). There are known examples where results of surveys were manipulated in such a way that only convenient results were reported to the public, and no real use in terms of modification in policies was made. Obviously one must not extend this pessimist observation on every local government, but  it is worth to stress that usage of “learning” techniques is not always a sufficient proof of an open (inclusive) style of local politics.

Diagram 2. Trends in public service management

Source: Hambleton (1998)

Another very striking feature regarding techniques of communication is relatively wide-spread use of internet. It has been reported in all four national chapters. In Hungary 22 out of 23 largest cities have their www site, most of them offering general information on cities and access to local legal acts, and more than half of them offering a possibility of e-mail contact with the mayor and/or other politicians. Also in Poland most of cities have produced their web sites. In case of over 300 cities being county (powiat) capitals it is difficult to find city without its own web site and using internet as a mean of communication is quite frequent also among small towns. Most of them are focused on providing up-date information for potential investors or in-coming tourists, but there are also examples of information addressed at citizens, such as precise catalogue of services, possible to download forms to fill for various permissions etc. and experiments with collecting feedback information from citizens through the internet.  Using internet communication is also relatively wide-spread in Czech local governments. 
 
The more traditional tool of direct democracy which is in use in all four analysed countries is a local referendum. Frequency and purpose of referenda differs considerably from one country to another. In the Czech Republic local referenda have been organised almost exclusively to vote on the split of local government into two or more separate units. 

Local referenda have been organised in almost 20% of Slovak municipalities. Large proportion of them concerned also a split of administrative unit, but some others were organised to decide upon location of controversial investment (such as solid waste disposal plant) or upon a change of name for local government unit. 

In Poland the most frequent local referenda dealt with dissolving local council before the end of the term. It has been reported that in recent years such referenda have been more and more frequent, more over there has been increasing number of successful, i.e. leading to the early election. Only in the first half of 2000 there were 72 such referenda, 12 of them resulting in early termination of the term for a local council. Other types of referenda are much less frequent, and they deal with “self-taxation” of the local population in order to improve quality of certain local services, location of controversial investment or to exert pressure on central government to change regional or county borders.

Hungary is perhaps the only case, where policy focused referenda have been recently outscoring referenda focused on administrative changes. Out of 32 referenda organised between January 1999 and September 2000, almost half (14) concerned important public investments and another 11 decisions on risky environment projects.

Regardless reported differences, it seems that local referendum is an important and stable element of local democracy system in all four countries.  We are not able to quote precise statistics in order to support this thesis, however it seems that it has been possible to notice slow but gradual shift from “formal” referenda required for split of local authorities (in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia) and on the early termination of local councils’ term (in Poland) to “issue oriented” referenda focused on important policy decisions. This shift has been the most visible in Hungary, but it has been confirmed by observers from other countries as well.
 

What influences the variation of citizens’ opinions?


Until now we have been noting that four analysed countries differ from each other on many respects. But the essence of local government is variation, also within each of countries. Below we examine how various characteristics of both territorial units and of citizens, influence relationship between individuals and their local governments. First of all, we refer to three factors, which are the most often mentioned in chapters characterising situation within individual countries: size of the territorial unit, level of education and income of citizens. We can also make some references to the variation related to the age of citizens and to the regional location of the municipality. Unfortunately, with the exception of Hungary, available data do not allow for applying multi-factor regression models, so we need to restrict our analysis to the impact of individual independent variables, not controlled by another factors.

Observations made in Hungary suggest that the variation of citizens opinion on local governments was relatively modest at the beginning of the decade when a very high expectations were typical for almost all social groups. But later on with increasing disillusionment, opinions have became much more diversified and have depended on the citizens’ income, size of local government and some other factors.

The most frequently referred  to and the most clear factor is the size of  local government. As localist or public choice theories expect, the smaller is administrative unit, the more positive is opinion of citizens’ on most aspects of local authorities’ activities, they feel better informed and they know local councillors more often. In all analysed countries the turn-out in local elections is negatively correlated with the size – i.e. citizens of small towns and villages are more interested in and more involved in local public affairs. Also, the larger city the higher is the turn-out of mayors after local elections Data on the Czech Republic are missing, but there is no reason to believe situation differs there from other three countries., which may be interpreted by the lower voters’ satisfaction with local governments’ performance in big cities. It should be noted however, that a very low-turn-out of mayors in the smallest communities may be also explained by the low level of political competition - it is relatively frequent that there is only one candidate in the election. Similarly, citizens of small towns and villages asked whether they trust their local governments, answer in a positive way more often than those from big cities. In Slovakia it can be noted, that citizens of larger cities are more often unable to express their opinion on local government activities, however this observation has been made on a relatively small sample of municipalities.

But although in most of cases the overall positive opinion is clearly related to the small size, the picture is not quite one-dimensional. The level of declared satisfaction with local governments’ activity is usually negatively correlated with the size, but there are some exceptions to this rule. In the Czech Republic opinions of citizens from villages below 500 habitants are less positive than those from 500-2,000 population cohort – although the difference is not statistically significant, but the trend at least stops around 500 size. In Hungary there was a clear (negative) correlation between size and satisfaction in 1990-91, but data for 2000 are not se clear – there is lack of very clear relationship, and in the smallest group (below 1,000) average opinion is negative, while the most positive is in administrative units between 2 and 5 thousand citizens. Satisfaction of Hungarians with individual services provided by local governments is also related to the size in quite complicated way. Although, the general picture is that the level of satisfaction is higher in small administrative units, but there are some exceptions to this rule. For many services the highest satisfaction is found in 2-10 thousand cohort, while satisfaction in the smallest authorities is slightly lower. In case of schools the level of satisfaction in villages below 1,000 citizens is very low. In case of culture the relationship with size is positive, i.e. higher level of satisfaction is found in larger territorial units. In the Czech Republic declared interest in participation in local politics is the highest not in the smallest group, but in towns between 3 and 20 thousand population. 

In case of attitude towards decentralisation reform the relationship is opposite. Wherever we have data available, the more radical pro-decentralisation opinions are found in larger municipalities. In the Czech Republic citizens of small villages (below 500) usually think that present competencies of local governments are sufficient, while respondents from the largest cities would wish further progress in decentralisation. Also in Poland, for a number of functions citizens of large local governments units, support transfer of functions to lower tiers  more often than those from small territorial units. Finally, support for recent decentralisation reform (introduction of county and regional self-government) has been considerably higher in big cities. 

It is hard to formulate very definite conclusions on the basis of data presented in this book, but it seems that citizens of small administrative units while enjoying many positive features of their local governments, are at least partially aware that far-going decentralisation of functions to very small authorities would be unrealistic or would lead to inefficiency of service provision. However, this conclusion would require further investigation, including economic – not only sociological – analysis. 

The other variable which seems to be important is the level of education of individual citizens. From many points of view the education is positively related with opinions on local governments. People with higher degrees trust their local governments more often, they feel better informed and more involved in local public affairs. This finding has been basically confirmed in each of analysed countries. It is worth to notice that size and level of education factors work in “opposite directions”, i.e. usually we may find more educated people in big cities and less educated citizens in small villages. It means that level of satisfaction in small units is higher despite lower level of education and level of involvement of educated people is higher despite they live unproportionally often in large cities. This observation strengthens the meaning of two variables for the perception of local governments. Surprisingly enough, in the Czech Republic more educated people are more often sceptical about further decentralisation of functions than those with lower education. It is quite opposite to what one might expect and quite opposite to what has been found in Poland.

In some cases the opinion on local governments is also related to the level of income of individual respondents. In the Czech Republic, in Hungary and in some cases in Poland it is positively correlated with the level of trust and satisfaction with local governments. In Hungary – the only country for which multi-variable analysis has been performed – in many cases the level of income has been found the most significant explanatory variable. A very interesting finding concerns the relationship between voting behaviour and level of income in Hungary. It has been discovered that while rich people are more interested in central level elections, poor population votes more often (that the richest part of population) in local government elections. This explanatory variable has been found more powerful than the size of community or any other social factor. As Gyorgy Hajnal states “local government is business of the poor, while central election is business of the rich”. There might be two possible interpretations of this finding. An optimist one suggests that existence of local government helps to reduce the social exclusion. More pessimist follows the dual state theory arguments on the role of central and local government in the social life. Following that logic of explanation, poor people are more interested in local government because they are more dependent on local services. Anyhow, even following the latter explanation, we may conclude that local governments helps to make politics more pluralist. It should be added that Hungary seems to be exceptional case among four analysed countries. Application of the similar statistical method in Poland proved that size of municipality is much more important (than citizens’ income) factor explaining voters’ turn-out.

It seems that in spite of democratic character of  local governments, the feeling of inclusion and of satisfaction is larger in groups which traditionally form elites – i.e. among people with higher education and higher level of income. But existence of local governments helps to include small towns and rural communities, which are usually less active and less satisfied with the development of the central politics. 

The other factor incidentally mentioned in national chapters is age. In most of cases the lowest level of trust and satisfaction with local governments’ activity has been found among the youngest age cohorts. Such a finding has been for example several times reported in Slovakia. But in some cases, especially in Poland the opposite has been found true – i.e. the lowest level of satisfaction or the lowest interest in local public affairs among the oldest groups. 

Polish findings frequently referred to the regional variation. The turn-out in local elections is higher and some indicators of satisfaction with local government activity are better in regions with more civic traditions and better developed civic society. Surprisingly enough, the Slovak chapter reports almost opposite relationship – the higher turn-out has been found in regions where the communist legacy is stronger and in which voting has been still considered compulsory.  


		*		*		*	


As it was noted at the beginning of this chapter, in building the local government system individual analysed countries placed more attention to different values of local democracy. Czech Republic and Slovakia focused more attention on values related to democratic representation of local communities, while in Polish reform there has been more attention placed at issues of effectiveness in service delivery. This difference and various territorial organisation (with relatively large municipalities in Poland and strong fragmentation in remaining countries) is to some extent reflected in relationship between local governments and general public. As it was expected in the model presented at the beginning of this chapter, the average level of trust, the interest in local public affairs measured by the turn-out in local elections,  are higher in the Czech Republic and Slovakia while the turn-over of mayors is definitely the highest in Poland. On the other hand Polish local government system may allow to decentralise effectively the widest range of services, but this issue exceeds the scope of this chapter. Differences between countries discussed in this paragraph may be perhaps related to the difference of “philosophical assumptions” and of territorial organisation of analysed countries. 

But despite numerous, detail differences – which have been identified above – the general picture of local government-citizens relationship is quite similar in all four analysed countries. At the same time this picture is by no means very simple. It would be wrong to assume that existence of local governments does not matter for public opinion. Most of people is more satisfied with local than with central authorities’ activity, they think their municipal administration works quite well, they think local authorities try to represent interests of whole local communities, not only of  small, selected groups.

But it would be equally simplistic to believe in an ideal picture of local government beloved, trusted by everyone and mobilising local communities for joint activities for public interest. First of all positive opinions quoted in the previous paragraph are not univocal. Numerous citizens decide to stay aside and they are not able to make their own opinions about local governments’ performance. There is a quite wide-spread fear of local corruption, although it should be noted that at least in Hungary (but not in Poland) there is a general conviction that local self-government administration is more fair than the central one.  Turn-out in local elections is usually considerably lower than in Parliamentary ones and – especially – than in Presidential elections in Slovakia and Poland. This is just another example of generally low level of involvement and perception of relatively low importance of local politics.

What is worth to stress is that the overall trend in perception of local governments is not negative. Moreover, on some dimensions - such as level of trust - it is rather positive and to large extent stable, while the support for central political institutions (government, parliament, president) shows considerable fluctuations even in relatively short time. In some cases we noted a very high expectations towards local governments at the beginning of the transition period, so there was some disappointment shortly after. But then the level of trust, satisfaction and interest in local governments has stabilised on the level which has been perhaps far from desired, but it has been not disastrous either.  Last but not least, attitudes of individual citizens are highly diversified. Attitude of some of them may be called active appreciation, some others – passive approval and others – distrustful withdrawal from local public affairs. Each of these three groups is large enough to be noticed and to protect us from easy simplifications.



Practical recommendations


Are there any practical recommendations steaming from the study? It seems they can be summarised in following points:

·	local governments in analysed countries are well established and recognised democratic institutions. It is so, in spite of numerous drawbacks of local democracy reported above. Therefore, the further strengthening of local governments’ position seems to be a wise method to strengthen the democratic system. 
·	more information on decentralisation reforms needed. In most of described cases majority of population supported implementation of decentralisation reforms. But this support was sometimes evaporating over time, and there are evidences suggesting it might be at least partially because of insufficient level of information on aims and practical consequences of introduced changes. 
·	more studies needed. We know a lot about techniques being used for improving communication between local governments and citizens, but there is a lack of systematic information about results of practical implementation and usage of these techniques. Therefore the first recommendation is that more studies on these issues are required. Moreover, we know what techniques are in use by local governments, but operating on the case study level rather than on a level of systematic analysis we do not know how wide-spread they are. It definitely requires more investigation.
·	more consultations required but they should not work in favour of the most active groups only. Local governments should be definitely encouraged to undertake more exercises directed at learning about citizens’ preferences and to take them into account while formulating local policies. However, it should be noted that the process of consultation has also its traps which should be avoided. Because usually there are some relatively small groups which are the most active in expressing their opinions, one needs to be careful whether using different techniques of communication with the public does not lead to policies biased towards preferences of these groups. 
·	quality of local services first. Taking into account relatively low willingness of citizens to be directly involved in policy formulation, improving quality of local services might be sometimes the best strategy for improving the level of satisfaction of citizens with local government operation but also with the quality of local democracy. In many instances it might be more important than applying various forms of communication and interactive governance. Analysis provided by the Hungarian chapter suggest that citizens in localities providing better services,  often tend to believe their preferences have been taken into consideration in policies formulation. On the other hand in localities with poor services, citizens are inclined to think that their voice has not been listened.  
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