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que la crise sur le plan de l’infrastructure persiste. Dans le domaine des mesures
d’urgence, les administrations locales sont les premiers répondants et les États
planifient et demandent l’aide du gouvernement fé
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have in mind include such issues as the modernization of physical infrastructure,
effective programs to facilitate migrant settlement, emergency preparedness and
disaster relief, land management planning, and the promotion of tourism. In the
face of changing technologies and a globalizing economy, it is often alleged that
the decision-making powers of the state have shifted upward to the supranational
and international level, downward to regional and local authorities, and outward
from government to nongovernmental bodies, as the optimal scale for policymaking
has changed (Brenner 2004). Have local governments’ relationships with other
orders of government and indeed nongovernmental actors grown or are they grow-
ing in relative importance? If so, what is the nature of these relationships? Second,
to the extent that such systems of multilevel governance have evolved, we wish to
assess just how effective this form of governance is in dealing with the urban
challenges. Finally, we consider whether the trends that are emerging are consist-
ent with democratic values and processes.

What did we learn? Our findings are based on the eight country studies that
make up the rest of this volume. They include five federations, two quasi-federal
systems (countries that do not describe themselves as federations but have many
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Fourth, the accumulation of mandates, whereby politicians hold elected office
at the local sphere while simultaneously serving at one or more higher spheres of
government, helps to connect local governance to the national and regional spheres.
As well, in the European countries in our sample it is common for national poli-
ticians to start at the municipal sphere, often as mayors of large urban
agglomerations, and work their way up. The result is that many key national poli-
ticians are sensitized to municipal issues and are socialized into the workings of
municipal politics. Brunet-Jailly stresses the importance of this factor in his chapter
on France.

Finally, again harking back to the distinction between administrative and legis-
lative federalism, in the polities covered here, local governments are increasingly
delivering national (and often regional) programs, except in Australia and to a
lesser degree the United States (where we must remember that there are still many
programs mandated by the federal government, with and without funding).

While these reasons help explain our general observation about the develop-
ment of multisphere governance and the rising importance of local government in
it, they also explain the qualified nature of our affirmative observation. While
being the administrative arm of other orders of government certainly affords local
governments a substantial role in a multisphere governance system, municipali-
ties generally do not have significant sway over national priorities or a major role
in designing the broad contours of the national programs which they deliver. What
influence they have is often restricted to issues of “deliverability.” Local authori-
ties, therefore, end up being relegated to “junior” partners in the emerging
multisphere governance systems, with France and Switzerland as partial excep-
tions. This finding reflects constitutional and political realities, political party
structures, and intergovernmental fiscal arrangements. Each of these explanations
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Similarly, there is asymmetry among the countries in our sample. Multisphere
governance is more advanced and prevalent in the European countries – whether
or not they are members of the European Union – than in the rest of our sample.
In part this may reflect the larger role of the state in Europe: the bigger the role of
government, the greater is the functional need to plan its activities (see, for exam-
ple, Dyson 1980). There is also a relatively more corporatist political culture in
Europe compared with, say, the United States, Australia, and Mexico (see, for
example, Berger, Hirschman, and Maier 1983).

All of these reasons help qualify the nature of our assessment about the trend
towards multisphere governance. The development of multilevel/networked
government systems is not a linear march of reason through history in the Hegelian
sense. Functional necessity indubitably plays some role due to the growing com-
plexity of the policy issues that the state must handle. In turn, this complexity
may require more actors at the decision table. But the qualifications in our obser-
vations also suggest that the trend is by no means exclusively the result of an
inexorable functional necessity, for the policy problems facing the United States
or Australia are not all that different from those facing the other developed coun-
tries in our sample. Yet these two dual federations appear to have distinctive tracks.
In Australia, the state governments continue to design and implement urban strat-
egies, leaving local governments to get on with their relatively small set of
responsibilities. In the United States, there are conflicting forces – for example,
top-down mandates and fiscal incentives from Washington, on the one hand, and
bottom-up administrative multipartner metropolitan planning, on the other. In the
end, the trend towards multisphere governance may be as much a function of
political culture and political will as of functional necessity.

4.2 EFFECTIVENESS OF MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE IN
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to make broad generalizations about the effectiveness of the different multisphere
governance systems in meeting the municipal and urban challenges. With this
caveat, the policy studies suggest that the different governance systems are gener-
ally mediocre in achieving desired results, although some inevitably work better
than others. Differences within each of the polities are also considerable as policies
in rural municipalities often turn out to be less effective than those in their urban
counterparts. The performance of multisphere governance across and within each
of the eight states that make up our sample thus varies.

We noted earlier that most of the governance systems we studied are largely
top-down, with municipal governments as the junior partner. Interestingly, and
perhaps significantly, the two political systems in our sample where the authors
are most positive about the effectiveness of multisphere governance, Switzerland
and France, are also the ones where local influence on relevant national
policymaking and implementation is most substantial. Specifically, local govern-
ments in these two countries appear to have a greater voice in making national
policies that affect them than the other six do. Since it is often assumed that uni-
tary states are more reform-capable than federal ones, by virtue of their centralized
structure, the fact that we group France together with an unabashedly federal
country such as Switzerland is salient, in that it suggests that a system’s capacity
for reform is not merely a function of its institutional antecedents.

While starting from vastly different points on the centralization-decentraliza-
tion continuum (Switzerland being among the world’s most decentralized
federations and France having once been the archetypal centralized state), both
now have complex intergovernmental systems that seem at times to approximate
our theoretical discussion of multilevel/networked governance – at least, more so
than our other country studies. As the relevant chapters make clear, the French
and Swiss systems of multisphere governance are not always effective (as shown
by the alienation and unrest in the poorer immigrant-populated suburbs of French
cities and the fact that local officials in Switzerland feel excluded from the plan-
ning for national emergencies). Yet the chapters convey the sense that the evolving
multisphere governance systems in their polities work relatively well and are pos-
sibly becoming more so over time. In the case of Switzerland, Bächtiger and Hitz
write of an “integrative, relatively loosely coupled system of multilevel govern-
ance which tends to protect and forward municipal interests, while simultaneously
avoiding policy deadlocks and subsequent suboptimal policy results among the
three levels.” They relate this favourable assessment to the limitations on central
government power in Switzerland, the relative clarity in roles and responsibilities
among the spheres of government, and the absence of a German-like joint-decision
trap.2 In the case of France, Brunet-Jailly declares that “France has fashioned its
own form of multilevel governance” and in “all social and economic policy fields
all levels of government are tightly entangled and complementary,” with govern-
ance of matters of local significance functioning well. This success is associated
with the fact that national leaders understand local concerns (because of linked
role accumulation and the integrative function of political parties) and that local
government now has standing – and “equal” standing in a practical sense – in
intergovernmental negotiations.
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At the other end of the spectrum are Mexico and South Africa. Both are emerg-
ing from political legacies of states where the party system could hitherto have
been classified as hegemonic (Sartori 1976). Thus, in the case of Mexico, Rowland
writes of a “stark and persistent reality of government failures – at all levels – in
key issues such as poverty reduction, crime control, and environmental protection.”
Despite efforts to build the local sphere, it is the weakest part of Mexico’s govern-
ance system, especially outside the largest urban areas. Regarding South Africa,
Steytler describes it as an “important example of a recently engineered system of
multilevel governance where local government plays a significant role in the
governance of the country.” But he also remarks that national municipal policy
overregulates local government, so that the statutory framework created for mu-
nicipalities is extremely complex and burdensome.

As for the United States, where the electoral geography of presidential and
congressional elections once privileged large cities, especially in the Northeast
and Midwest, in recent decades the balance of power has shifted to smaller urban
areas, suburbs, and rural areas, especially in the South and West. Thus, Vogel
argues that “fend-for-yourself” federalism and “coercive” federalism are now much
more prevalent than the “cooperative” federalism of an earlier period. The impli-
cation of this situation, he declares, is that “no level of government is seriously
addressing these problems in the cities, and for this reason, the current multilevel
governance system must be judged poorly.”

The multisphere systems of governance in Australia, Germany, and Spain seem
to fall somewhere in the middle, not as effective as France or Switzerland but
outperforming Mexico, South Africa, and the United States. In the case of Aus-
tralia, in part because the national governing party is based on a broadly similar
coalition of interests like the current Republican presidency in the United States,
the Commonwealth government has chosen not to involve itself deeply in the big-
city agenda. However, there is not the same policy vacuum in relation to the cities’
agenda that Vogel finds in the United States, because, as noted above, state govern-
ments in Australia coordinate urban programs, directly running many public
services that municipal governments provide elsewhere.

While Brown does not answer directly the question about how effectively Aus-
tralia’s top-heavy system of multisphere governance handles the challenges of
urban and municipal affairs, he leaves the impression that the system works toler-
ably well. In part, this may be because of a relatively disentangled arrangement,
where it is fairly clear which sphere of government has which responsibility and
what financial resources are needed to accompany those tasks.

In the case of Germany, Hrbek and Bodenbender note that municipal govern-
ments, owing to their dual role as local self-government entities and as delivery
tiers for other spheres of government, have traditionally accomplished a wide
range of public tasks. But in recent times of financial stress, with ever-increasing
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As for Spain, its multitiered system has been able to catch up with its creation
of a late arriving welfare state along European social democratic lines and to
provide a measure of regional stability through its autonomous communities. Local
governments, under the supervision of national and regional governments, have
by and large delivered the necessary public services but have not been at the core
of Spain’s political energy in making reform happen.

The second effectiveness-related question we posed was whether municipal
governments were delivering national and regional programs competently where
the governance system assigns them that task. In general, most of the chapters
suggest that local government performs this role satisfactorily, though less so in
Mexico and South Africa.

In all four European countries, local authorities are intended, among other things,
to be a delivery agent for national and regional governments. This appears to be
the intention in South Africa as well. This is much less the case in Australia, while
in the United States the situation is somewhere between the European and Aus-
tralian models. For Mexico, it may be premature to judge, but the converse appears
to prevail, with state governments to varying degrees usurping spheres of admin-
istrative activity that the Constitution assigns to municipalities.

In three of the four European cases – France, Germany, and Switzerland –
there is no hint of significant shortfalls in the delivery capacity of local authori-
ties. As for Spain, the analysis suggests that the concern about delivery capacity
is confined mainly to smaller cities. On the whole, in the European cases, it is fair
to say that local governments are up to, or becoming up to, the task of delivering
EU, national, and regional programs as part of the reality of multisphere govern-
ance on that continent. What is more controversial is whether appropriate financial
resources are attached to these responsibilities. This dispute regarding the ad-
equacy of local finances is subject to ongoing debate in all three countries, with
the German case perhaps the most contentious.

Regarding the United States, there, too, the issue of delivery capacity at the
local level does not emerge as a significant concern. However, as Vogel’s case
study of Hurricane Katrina demonstrates, this conclusion does not necessarily
hold in emergency situations, where confusion about roles and responsibilities
aggravated an already difficult situation. Of equal concern is the frequency with
which Congress mandates action by the local and state authorities without ad-
equate funds. It is not by accident that, historically, the concept of “unfunded
mandates” has been taken more seriously in the American academic literature
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and create a good business climate, and are now being hailed as saviours of the
cities (Savitch and Vogel 2005).

Washington’s indifference to the big-city agenda does not mean that America’s
cities have been forgotten entirely. The federal government indeed continues to
use them as delivery agents for the programs it mandates. In this sense, there is a
similarity to the cases discussed above, especially since the mandates are often
insufficiently funded and thus may stress cities financially. But since the U.S.
federal government does not pretend to have an overall strategy for cities, prefer-
ring instead to connect to urban dwellers through programs for individuals such
as social security and Medicare, overall urban leadership has been left to mayors.
In this sense, tough love from Washington may in fact have strengthened the abil-
ity of city governments to succeed in at least some of their challenges. In effect,
the decision of the federal government to withdraw from joint programs that had
been part of the federal-local landscape in the 1960s has actually enhanced the
autonomy of local governments and has led them to fill at least part of the void
that might otherwise have been created by this disentanglement.

In contrast to the cases above, Brown points to the innovative quality of mu-
nicipal government in Australia. Although its scope is considerably narrower than
that enjoyed by local government in our other cases (and for this reason may be
unique), municipal revenue sources seem stable and secure. This may help ex-
plain local government’s good performance within its areas of competence. In the
case of France, municipal governments, according to Brunet-Jailly, are “able to
take up economic-development initiatives and set up tourism bureaus; they are
responsible for local airports, seaports, and the building and maintenance of local
roads … they can manage public social housing … all local schools … as well as
monuments of historical significance.” These activities are not undertaken unilat-
erally but in cooperation with other spheres of government. French municipalities
are as “reliant on other levels of government as those other government levels are
on them,” Brunet-Jailly writes and this networked system is working relatively
effectively. In this regard, it is noteworthy that the French situation is the opposite
of the Australian. The latter is based on the autonomy of the municipal sector
whereas the former is based on interdependence among spheres of government.
The important loose end in the case of France is the adequacy of municipal fund-
ing, a debate that has not yet been resolved to the satisfaction of municipal
governments.

4.3 EFFECTS OF MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE ON DEMOCRACY

The third broad question this chapter considers is whether and how the processes
associated with multisphere governance influence democratic values and processes.
Although the research template did not cover this issue explicitly, the country
studies nonetheless provide some insights into it. Our main observation in this
regard is twofold. On the one hand, the strengthening of local government in
countries that previously had a strong authoritarian tradition (Mexico, Spain, and
South Africa) or a centralized system (France) is identified with the spread of
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parts of the academic literature (e.g., Rhodes 1996, 1999) we should have ex-
pected to see more reference to their role in the country studies. We do not doubt
that non-governmental actors are players in urban governance. But we would like
to better understand the nature and weight of their role. Perhaps it is confined to
helping resolve specific regional and local issues within established policy frame-
works rather than in creating the frameworks, themselves. In any case, the silence
of our authors on the role of non-governmental actors suggests that this is an area
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governments balance their budgets. Local governments, as argued above, remain
“junior.” Their room to manoeuvre financially is determined by other spheres of
government that have the constitutional authority to establish the regulatory frame-
work for local finance.

This brings us to the second issue. If municipalities cannot run deficits because
of the financial rules imposed from above, it is hard to evaluate concerns about
local fiscal needs. If there is indeed too little revenue available to the local sphere,
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that most Spaniards occupy the country’s larger cities, their local governments
lack critical capacity in the post-Franco democratic system. Most of the reform
energy has gone into decentralization, transferring powers from the central gov-
ernment to the second-tier autonomous communities. This important federal
construction of the “state made up of autonomies,” or regional governments, has
more or less come at the expense of empowering cities, a practice that has contin-
ued for more than a quarter of a century. Local governments are subordinate to
the central and regional levels, particularly with regard to powers such as urban
planning. Indeed, municipalities have few if any exclusive powers within their
sphere of operation. They have experienced less than 15 percent of shared public
revenue during the entire post-Franco period. Governmentally, they not only pos-
sess limited powers but also are saddled with a form of government that involves
the indirect election of mayors and independent department heads from the ruling
coalition. Within city government, bottom-up democracy – for example, through
neighbourhood councils – is very uneven throughout the country. Moreover, the
electoral system of proportional representation virtually eliminates district repre-
sentation and favours local special interests. All of this means that, from a
governmental standpoint, municipalities are in a relatively weak position to offer
first-rate amenities, to promote their economies, to meet environmental challenges,
and to cope with indigenous social problems.

2 THE CONSTITUTIONAL DIMENSION

The Constitution of Spain became official three years after the 1975 death of
Franco, on 29 December 1978. It represented the culmination of extended debate
and regime reform that built on the traditions of autonomy represented in the
Cadiz Constitution of 1812, the short-lived federal First Republic in the nine-
teenth century, and the regional autonomy movement (installed for Catalonia,
adopted for the Basque provinces and Galicia, but interrupted by the Civil War)
of the Second Republic of the 1930s (Crow 1985). The Constitution ushered in
democracy and launched the possibility of building modern federal arrangements
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Communities which may be constituted. All of these entities enjoy autonomy for
the management of their respective interests.” Although provinces and munici-
palities historically preceded ACs, the primary intergovernmental emphasis has
been on the connection between the state and the regional governments (Agranoff
and Ramos 1997; Subirats and Gallego 2002). Governmental arrangements are in
fact more complex, as figure 1 indicates. Actually thousands of governments ex-
ist if one includes the various special units of government and formal
intergovernmental arrangements.

Figure 1
Spain’s Governmental Units
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programming, environmental protection, sport, tourism, health, and social services
(Aja 2003; Argullol et al. 2004). Most important with regard to local govern-
ments is the fact that ACs are responsible for “organization of their institutions of
self-government,” “alterations of municipal boundaries,”
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programs/financing, debt forecasts, and the status of consolidating budgets with
local autonomous and municipal business enterprises. The latter is a move to-
wards EU standards. The EU’s new EAS95 accounting system requires
consolidation of debt of public companies, in as much as Spanish ACs and mu-
nicipalities tend to fund parts of their investment programs through public
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amount to a small portion of the budget, though some central government funds
are passed through in ways that would not show up in this set of calculations.
Local entities spend the largest share of their funds on social protection and social
services, with smaller but significant amounts going to economic development
and regulation. The expenditure levels on public security are also notable. What
does not show up in this category is the large amount of provincial expenditures
to municipalities. In fact, all but the line items for general services and civil pro-
tection – the social and economic categories – are really spent either by or on
behalf of municipalities, particularly the smaller ones. Earlier data that separate
out cities (Farfán Perez 2002, 76) indicate that municipalities spend more on civil
protection (police and fire) but also a substantial share of their revenue on social
services. Table 4 suggests that cities and provinces have somewhat higher propor-
tions of public debt than that of the ACs, owing to a combination of lower fiscal
transfer ratios and large capital expenditures. Overall, the welfare state costs of
health, education, and social programs that were transferred between 1982 and
2002 comprise more than half of all subnational expenditures.

Two additional sources of Spanish project grants have a notable impact on
local finance: the Interterritorial Compensation Fund (FCI) and the Regional In-
centives Program. The FCI was established in Article 157(1)(c) of the Constitution
and is designed to correct regional fiscal imbalances, especially for public works
and economic development infrastructure projects. Established in 1984, it ini-
tially was oriented to poorer regions, but subsequently it was used as a vehicle to
transfer funds to all ACs. In the 1990s, the FCI was realigned to be complemen-
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to limit legal autonomy (Agranoff 2004). Nevertheless, municipal governments
do have the means of autonomous interaction with the federal government.

First, there is the corporatist tradition of Spanish politics. As Wiarda (1993,
48–9) explains, Spain is one of several Southern European countries that not only
has the tradition of recognizing the rights and obligations of certain social institu-
tions –
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Summit on Security at the Alhambra Palace. The meeting was established by
direct contact between city officials, the Spanish Ministries of Defence and Interior,
and with foreign ministries. Between 2002 and 2005, a number of Valencian cities
found themselves in the European Court of Human Rights, when Spanish courts
refuse to hear landowners’ appeals regarding their zoning under a controversial
AC land use law (discussed below).

The most important international dimension is Spain’s involvement in the EU.
One the one hand, membership has negatively affected subnational (particularly
AC) competencies in agriculture, fisheries, industrial policy, environment, regional
planning, transport, energy policy, and culture by reducing the original autonomy
of governments, either directly or through the fact that the central government has
exclusive rights to final decisions on these issues within EU bodies (Colino 2001).
Article 93 of the Constitution allows for transfer of sovereignty of competencies
by organic law. Moreover, the central government is charged with compliance
enforcement of all powers ceded. This strengthens the role of Madrid vis-à
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funds do not normally involve direct contact with AC capitals. Nevertheless, local
authorities are reported to feel that they are being marginalized by the ACs. They
invoke the lever of the subsidiarity principle against the regional administration,
particularly when their administrations are of a different party from that of the AC.

Another international body of direct interest is the Council of Europe, which
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Catalonia and the Basque Nationalist Party in the Basque Country – compete at
all levels, including for local councils (Pallarés, Montero, and Llera 1997). But in
most of the country the national party pattern is strong at the local level. For
example, in the 1999 municipal elections, where over 21 million total (multiple)
votes were cast, the PP received a total municipal vote of 7.3 million, capturing
24,625 local council seats. This amounted to 37.8 percent of the council seats.
Meanwhile, the PSOE received 7.2 million total votes, capturing just under 22,000
seats, which amounted to 33.6 percent of all seats. The only other national party,
the left-of-centre IU (Left United), captured only 3.5 percent of the seats. The
remaining 25.1 percent were divided among twelve non-state and isolated mu-
nicipal blocs (Olmeda and Parrado 2000).

City elections demonstrate this strong mutual influence between the levels of
government. Carillo (1997, 59) says that national general elections “have thus far
become a sort of primary or run-up for local elections, meaning that in most cities,
local election results usually resemble those in the last general elections, with
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public lighting, water and sewers, street paving, refuse collection, and, for larger
cities, parks, libraries, solid waster treatment, markets, fire services, urban trans-
port, and environmental protection. Moreover, their role in social services, culture,
and sport and recreation leads to infrastructure needs. There is also the possibility
that they may become involved in activities that are shared between the national
government, the ACs, and other local governments. For example, it is not unusual
for municipalities to provide the land for public schools and to construct the build-
ings, even though education is a shared national and AC competency. Infrastructure
funding, as will be demonstrated, follows a similarly mixed pattern, involving
EU, national government, AC, and provincial funding streams.

The national program of infrastructure provision for municipalities is largely
one of direct financing or by a series of discretionary conditional (project) grants
that are channelled through provincial governments. Administered by the director
general of local cooperation in the Ministry of Public Administration (MAP),
these municipal projects are broad in scope or high in project eligibility, and they
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to the water treatment plant for the entire city. The more a city is reluctant to go
into debt to finance such infrastructure projects, the more amenable it is to this
form of tradeoff private financing.

To many of the local officials who were consulted for this study, the issue of
power distribution is as important as the issue of money. They want more direct
control over infrastructure decisions and would even be willing to spend more
money if they had control. One provincial official relates that in many ways the
AC governments have become “a new enemy.” In addition to being against the
centralization of power at the national level, local governments are more skeptical
of the powers of the ACs. With regard to infrastructure, it is often the lack of
concrete rules and of consistency in action. A deputy mayor said that with subsi-
dized of affordable housing, rents often ended up higher than many could afford,
thus deflating the original purpose. Without rules regarding the management of
residential properties for those of moderate income, many people go without af-
fordable housing: “This lack of explicit rules is another form of control used by
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The intergovernmental dimension of European and Spanish immigration policy
can be broken into the four phases of prevention, admission, control, and integra-
tion. The first three – prevention of illegal entry, appropriate entry policies, and
control over the number of immigrants – are considered to be EU and national
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level of government and the higher levels. The new Constitution of 1999 provides
a special section for the protection of municipalities and cities. This combines
with institutional innovations – such as a tripartite coordination forum – that give
larger cities and municipalities additional venues to influence the policymaking
of the higher levels. In addition, there is a new financial equalization scheme for
the centrality costs of large cities and agglomerations, as well as financial incen-
tives from the federal level to stimulate cooperation in the urban space. These
innovations have been conducive to more policy-oriented cooperation, more policy
networks, and the recognition that the three territorial levels cannot function in
isolation from one another. Finally, we have noticed changes at the municipal
level: not only has intermunicipal collaboration increased, but there is a notice-
able trend towards municipal fusions. However, the effective functioning of the
Swiss federal matrix substantially hinges on the behaviour of the participating
actors at the different levels of government. In this regard, there was increasing
political polarization among the major political parties during the 1990s, decreas-
ing cooperative attitudes. This tends to hinder the potential of the extended matrix
of Swiss federalism from being fully exploited.

In this paper, we first describe Swiss federal-municipal relations from a consti-
tutional point of view. We then give an overview of municipal responsibilities and
functions. This is followed by a description of the fiscal position of municipali-
ties. Next, we focus on the organization, scope, and nature of federal-municipal
interactions with a particular eye on the interaction patterns between the federal
and municipal levels of government. This is followed by two case studies, one on
emergency planning and one on metropolitan governance of land-use and trans-
portation policy. We then look at recent trends in Swiss federal-municipal relations
and finally make an overall evaluation of the adequacy of the current system of
multilevel governance in the production of (good) urban and municipal policy.

2 THE CONSTITUTIONAL POSITION OF
MUNICIPALITIES VIS-À-VIS THE CANTONAL AND
FEDERAL GOVERNMENTS

The relationships between the federal state and municipalities in the Swiss politi-
cal system are regulated in Article 3 of the Constitution. Article 3 indirectly
stipulates that the regulation of municipal competencies is in the exclusive juris-
diction of the cantons (Meylan, Gottraux, and Dahinden 1972, 29). Strictly
speaking, the federal state cannot interact directly with the municipalities but has
to do so via the cantons. However, the Constitution of 1999 explicitly mentions
municipalities for the first time as a potential sphere of cooperation for the federal
level (Article 50). Even though this may not imply a qualitative change in the
legal situation of municipalities, it has encouraged institutional cooperation and
closer interaction between the federal and municipal levels. This topic will be
addressed in the fourth section. Furthermore, while municipalities are not men-
tioned as autonomous and independent forces in the decision-making processes
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of the federal state, this does not mean that participation in federal decision-making
processes would not be allowed from a constitutional point of view (Thürer 1986,
203).

The constitutional position of municipalities is anchored in the cantonal law.
Thus, it is the cantons that decide on the existence of municipalities and the range
of their competencies. Since the competencies of the municipalities are regulated
in cantonal laws, general statements about municipal autonomy are difficult to
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Municipalities also have other sources of revenue, both from the federal govern-
ment and the cantonal government. The financial integration between federal and
cantonal governments as well as between cantonal governments and municipali-
ties involves a complex array of vertical transfer payments (Schenkel and Serdült
2002, 474–5). Transfer payments include contributions (conditional payments that
are bound to more or less strict rules of compliance with executive prescriptions);
reimbursements (conditional payments compensating for the municipal execu-
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5 ORGANIZATION, SCOPE, AND NATURE OF
FEDERAL-MUNICIPAL INTERACTION

As Armingeon (2000) holds, Swiss federalism is a relatively loosely coupled sys-
tem. A loosely coupled system is one where the demands of the lower levels of
government are heard and evaluated by the higher levels, but the decisions of the
latter are not fully bound by the interests of the former (Benz 1998, 563–5). This
is particularly true of Swiss municipalities (including cities), which have no for-
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However, a new law on consultation (introduced in 2005) previews a better par-
ticipation of municipalities’ and cities’ associations in this process.

Another important feature of the Swiss political system is the fact that Switzer-
land is the only “consensus democracy” that has “non-parliamentary” features.
Although MPs elect the government (the Federal Council), the legislature cannot
stage a vote of no confidence; if a government proposal is defeated by parliament,
it is not necessary for the Federal Council to resign (Steiner 1974, 43). Accord-
ingly, MPs are quite independent in drawing up legislation and party discipline is
relatively weak compared to other European parliamentary systems; (see Kriesi
2001). This means that there is a good chance for municipalities and their asso-
ciations to influence individual MPs during parliamentary deliberations. In
addition, there is a specific parliamentary group, the Kommunalpolitik, dealing
with municipal affairs.

The realization of municipal interests is helped by four additional factors (see
Thürer 1995). First, municipal politicians are often recruited by regional and fed-
eral parties; second, there are frequent role combinations between municipal
authorities and national MPs (role combinations are not prohibited in Switzer-
land). Third, there are municipal-friendly attitudes in Parliament. Fourth, the party
system is weakly centralized: local and cantonal parties play an important role in
national politics (Ladner 1991; Kriesi 1995, 144; Armingeon 2000).

While it is certainly true that the Swiss federal state is basically responsive to
municipal and urban interests, there has still been a deficit in the degree of inter-
action and institutional cooperation. In the last few decades, there was growing
awareness that in the context of increased policy interdependence and complex-
ity, a top-down approach might not be adequate to attain a high quality of
governance. There was also growing awareness that the problems of large cities
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Serdült 2002, 478). In addition, there are conferences of cantonal social, trans-
port, construction, and planning directors, which city representatives are now
invited to join. The federal state also provides financial and knowledge-based
support of innovative model projects in urban network building (public authori-
ties, city planners, private landowners, investors). Finally, the new financial
equalization scheme (introduced in 2004) previews compensation for the central-
ity expenditures of large cities and agglomerations.

There is not much concrete research on the municipal level’s real influence on
federal politics and the respective evolution of municipal influence in the 1990s.
In order to get more information in this critical yet underresearched area, we
conducted two interviews with the chairmen of the two key associations of mu-
nicipalities: Urs Geissmann from the Schweizerischer Städteverband (SSV) and
Sigisbert Lutz from the Schweizerischer Gemeindeverband (SGV).3  The inter-
views focused on the chance of influencing federal politics, the nature of interaction
with the federal state (and the cantons) in the diverse phases of federal decision
making, and the effect of recent institutional innovations on the relationship be-
tween municipalities/cities and the higher levels of government.

With respect to the representation of urban and municipal interests at the fed-
eral level, both the SSV and the SGV make use of the same instruments:
participation in committees of experts and the pre-parliamentary consultation pro-
cedure as well as participation in parliamentary deliberations. The SGV, however,
is better represented in the National Assembly than the SSV, since there are many
current and former representatives of smaller municipalities in the National As-
sembly. The two associations voice their concerns both directly to MPs and in
hearings of parliamentary committees. As mentioned earlier, there is also the group
Kommunalpolitik which holds meetings twice a year. According to Geissmann,
this group is a “showroom for representation purposes” rather than an arena for
the effective enforcement of municipal interests. Real influence is exercised via
MPs who represent municipal and urban interests. The enforcement of SSV inter-
ests occurs mainly through informal talks (according to Geissmann, around 80
percent is through informal talks). These talks have gained great importance dur-
ing the last twenty years and are now even more important than the official
consultation procedures.

As mentioned above, there have also been institutional innovations to strengthen
the position of municipalities vis-à-vis the federal level (Article 50 of the Consti-
tution of 1999 and also the TAK). According to Geissmann and Lutz, the TAK
allows cities and municipalities to have better contact with the federal level, since
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This case displays the traditional hierarchical pattern of multilevel government
in Switzerland. The higher levels are in charge of the planning, while the munici-
pal level has to execute what the higher levels have decided, without much input,
voice, or participation from below. Granted, one might argue that emergency plan-
ning requires hierarchy in order to be effective. While this undoubtedly is true
when it comes to emergency action in a disaster, one might well ask whether a
modicum of input from the local level at the design stage of emergency planning
might help to produce better policies.

7.2 METROPOLITAN GOVERNANCE OF LAND-USE AND

TRANSPORTATION POLICY

The second case study focuses on the coordination of land-use and transportation
policy in Swiss urban areas. The urbanization problem is also a problem of rising
mobility and growing space needs: the more people move to the suburbs, the
more commuter traffic there is in the central city, and the less attractive it be-
comes for city residents. Therefore, the integration of the policies for urban
development and transportation constitutes the crucial means for curbing the spread
of urbanization.

In the course of its new urban and agglomeration policy, the federal state pro-
vides financial and knowledge-based support to innovative model projects in urban
network building (involving public authorities, city planners, private landowners,
and investors). To date, the federal government’s financial engagements are rather
modest, but substantial amounts have been reserved to finance improvement of
public transport infrastructure. A high-performance public infrastructure (e.g.,
transportation and communication networks) is considered crucial for the com-
petitiveness of a metropolitan area. The condition for support is that these urban
policy projects involve area-wide cooperation between the large city, the surround-
ing communes, and the canton. Projects supported by the federal state in this
context concern the creation of new urban policymaking structures (Lucerne,
Fribourg, Argovia, Bern) or the upgrading and conversion of urban areas into a
broader spectrum of urban functions (Neuchâtel, Zürich, Lausanne, Delémont,
St Gallen; Tobler 2002). While in Zürich and Geneva/Lausanne urban govern-
ance consists merely of ad hoc cooperation, steps towards the institutionalization
of urban cooperation can be observed in the areas of Basel and Bern/Fribourg. As
such, the nature and extent of vertical and horizontal interactions is shifting to-
wards a network approach involving more collaborative modes of policymaking.
Yet an analysis of multilevel governance must also be sensitive to additional,
municipal-specific factors. The impact of both municipal-specific factors and
coordination schemes in “metropolitan” areas on the production of metropolitan
policies was the focus of a study of land-use and transportation policy conducted
by Fritz Sager (2002, 2005).

Sager analysed nine infrastructure projects marked by a need for policy co-
ordination in four urban areas.9  The research question was whether different
“metropolitan” institutional settings affect the quality of political negotiation

Bachtiger 4/20/07, 3:51 PM87





THE MATRIX EXTENDED: FEDERAL-MUNICIPAL RELATIONS IN SWITZERLAND 89

cities for the effective implementation of federal policies, and the cities and the
cantons need the financial and organizational resources of the federal state in
order to attain their goals successfully. Moreover, the new agglomeration policy
makes intermunicipal cooperation within agglomerations a condition for gaining
federal support. This provides a strong incentive for large cities and the surround-
ing communes to overcome their conflicts (Kübler et al. 2003, 276).

Cantons, too, have become more actively involved in urban governance.
Again, cantonal regulations often cast the shadow of hierarchy, thereby foster-
ing cooperation among municipalities. The strengthening of area-wide
governance in metropolitan areas will see more intergovernmental forums,
more purpose-oriented cooperation, and more policy networks. But the crea-
tion of true regional institutions will be fairly exceptional. To date, the creation
of a new regional layer of multipurpose government between the cantons and
the communes is projected in only one urban area (the rather small Fribourg
agglomeration). Due to widespread reluctance and high institutional hurdles
in the form of direct democracy, significant reform of territorial institutions
has not taken place in Switzerland.

Nonetheless, we should not overlook the fact that there is ongoing institu-
tional change at a more subterranean level of the Swiss federal matrix.
Confronted with increasing policy interdependence, policy complexity, and
the financial distress of municipalities and cities, reform discussions about a
new division of functions and finances between cantons and municipalities
have been launched. In fact, some cantons have restructured their system of
financial compensations, for large cities as well as for other financially dis-
tressed municipalities (Schenkel and Serdült 2002, 480–1). Moreover, as
Ladner et al. (2000) note, in almost two-thirds of municipalities (especially
the larger municipalities) intercommunal, functional cooperation increased
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9 ADEQUACY OF THE INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK
FOR THE PRODUCTION OF (GOOD) URBAN AND
MUNICIPAL POLICIES

What leads to the production of good urban and municipal governance? On the
basis of a global inquiry, Gerring, Thackers, and Moreno (2005) provide evidence
that institutional arrangements which increase the quality of governance must
involve two features. On the one hand, they must be authoritative: “they must
provide an effective mechanism for reaching agreement and implementing that
agreement” (ibid., 569). On the other hand, they must be inclusive: “they must
reach out to all interests, ideas, and identities” (ibid., 569). Regarding the institu-
tional preconditions for good governance, current Swiss multilevel governance
has increasingly embodied one of these requirements, namely, the inclusion of
relevant interests (in this case, municipal and urban interests). As for authoritative
government, the other requirement for good governance, Switzerland is not a para-
gon at first glance. Featuring a nonparliamentary consensus system with no federal
implementation apparatus at hand, the possibility of authoritative and effective
government seems to be severely limited. But on closer inspection, the Swiss
system is not so ineffective when it comes to reaching agreement and implement-
ing policies. First, the levels are relatively loosely coupled, with the higher levels
not being fully bound by the will of the lower levels. Second, Swiss multilevel
government is premised on consensus systems across all levels (with the partial
exception of larger cities), leading to relatively congruent actor logics at the dif-
ferent levels of government. Cooperative interaction orientations are further backed
by direct democracy and the referendum threat. These factors create a governance
system that can be quite innovative and is less prone to deadlock than the more
tightly coupled German system which involves joint-decision traps and subopti-
mal policy outcomes (Armingeon 2000). In addition, the mixture of type 1 and
type 2 jurisdictions in Swiss multilevel governance creates considerable flexibil-
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production and the implementation process can be hierarchical, without partici-
pation or input from the municipal level. Hence, one may wonder whether
formalized veto positions and tight coupling of the three levels might be the better
option for furthering municipal interests. In a comparative study on the effects of
veto power on cooperative and deliberative policymaking, we found neither posi-
tive nor negative effects (Bächtiger and Hangartner 2005). The findings did not
support the arguments that veto power and unanimity is strongly counterproduc-
tive to the production of cooperative policymaking entailing policy learning and
argumentative change (Austen-Smith and Feddersen 2002); nor did the findings
support the argument that veto power forms an “enabling constraint” in this re-
spect (Steiner et al. 2004). What matters for cooperative and deliberative
policymaking are consensual decision-making patterns. This may be a hint that
productive multilevel governance does not primarily hinge on tightly or loosely
coupled multilevel governance systems but seems to be highly dependent on the
cooperative interaction orientations of the relevant actors.

In conclusion, we would like to stress the importance of the complementarity
aspects of multilevel governance. In Switzerland, the production and implemen-
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governments, and councillors of state frequently defend the same group and party inter-
ests as MPs in the National Council (Heger 1990). For a long time, councilors of state
rarely made use of their blocking power, and the relationship between the Council of
States and the National Council was not very conflictual (Trivelli 1974). This pattern
has changed since the 1990s, with increasing differences in political preferences be-
tween the two chambers. But there is no clear evidence that the Council of States has
started to defend cantonal interests more forcefully (Wiesli and Linder 2000). Further-
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theless, local governments, while relatively stable in fiscal and functional terms,
continue to be subordinate. They are vulnerable to attack in terms of democratic
integrity and autonomy from the federal government and especially from the state
governments (Kiss 2001). Part of the context for this vulnerability is that public
policy solutions in Australia continue to take on a flavour of uniformity, stressing
equitable national standards. The same public sector values – including, in recent
years, thoroughgoing public management reform – extend through all three or-
ders of government. In addition, federal and state funding to local government is
strongly conditional and programmatic or, where it is meant for general purposes,
comes with conditions concerning equitable redistribution.

Australia as a whole is highly urbanized. What has been called the “mega metro”
regions surrounding the state capital cities have retained a stable 70 percent share
of the national population since 1981 (ABS census figures cited in O’Connor
et al. 2001, table 3.7). Moreover, Sydney has emerged as the foremost globalized
city in the South Pacific, and it is also significant in comparison with its hugely
dynamic Southeast Asian neighbours. It is an exemplar for the effects of globali-
zation on urban society: multicultural, an advanced postindustrial economy, and a
tourist mecca. However, Australia as a whole exhibits a serious case of urban/rural
divide in terms of population growth and, more particularly, economic development.

It is notable that despite this urban dynamism (which by no means is confined
to Sydney), there are so few metropolitan governments in Australia. The only
urban areas to have consolidated metropolitan governance are Brisbane (even
though it does not extend to the entire urban area) and the Australian Capital
Territory (ACT), where the territorial government is in effect a metropolitan gov-
ernment for Canberra and the surrounding rural municipalities of the ACT. In
effect, as will be outlined more fully below, most important urban governance
functions in Australia are undertaken by the state governments, all of which, in
addition to their dominant capital regions, have extensive hinterlands, which on
some issues may be seen as the tails that wag the city dogs.

In summary, Australia is an intriguing and instructive case for the set of federa-
tions examined in our research program. It is relatively centralized yet resolutely
federal and democratic in spirit; and although it is highly urbanized, local govern-
ment is not a dominant player in urban decision making. Nonetheless, as discussed
in the following sections, there is much to be learned from the Australian experi-
ence, including the depth and directness of the federal role in supporting local
government, the relative fiscal autonomy of local government entities, their record
of innovation and reform in terms of public management, and their modest but
important integration into intergovernmental decision making.

2 CONSTITUTIONAL SETTING

2.1. OVERVIEW OF THE AUSTRALIAN FEDERAL SYSTEM

Six self-governing British colonies joined in 1901 to form the Commonwealth of
Australia. To the six states were added two territories, the Australian Capital
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Territory and the Northern Territory; the total national population in 2005 was
approximately 20.4 million. Over its first century the federation engaged in a
nation-building process with a strong central government and a political culture
that valued uniformity, equity, and national standards. As noted, the population is
increasingly urban, with most states dominated by the state’s capital city. Yet
there is a growing tension between urban and “regional” Australia (the latter con-
sisting of smaller cities, towns, and rural shires, including the outback).

The basic features of the federal Constitution and federal system1  may be sum-
marized as follows:

• Westminster-type parliamentary institutions providing a fused executive and
legislature at both the federal and the state level. The state parliaments have all
adopted state constitutions, and all states but Queensland have an upper house.

• No explicit constitutional bill of rights.
•
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of citizen responsiveness and liberty through the dual occupancy of sovereignty
(Galligan 1995). The development of national integration and nation building over
the past century has led to what political scientist Campbell Sharman calls a
“closed, bureaucratic and collusive” type of intergovernmental relations, able to
adopt more comprehensive cooperative schemes than other federal systems
(Sharman 1991). As noted, there is no constitutionally entrenched bill of rights,
and there is far less use of rights discourse in the political culture than in some
other federations.

2.2 CONSTITUTIONAL AND LEGAL BASIS FOR LOCAL

GOVERNMENT

Local governments have never been considered as fully constitutional federal
partners in Australia. Legally they are creations of the state governments. Yet
local government has existed in some states since the 1840s – in some cases, even
before the colonies themselves attained responsible government. The emerging
cities were all incorporated by the 1860s, and general multipurpose local author-
ity systems became established at the same time. All municipal government is
now governed by the various states’ Local Government Acts, as well as by other
state statutes.

Local government advocates have pushed to have the roles and functions of
municipalities protected by the federal and state constitutions. They received a
reasonable hearing in federal constitutional review exercises in 1969–83 (the on-
again, off-again Australian Constitutional Convention [ACC]) and in 1985–88
(the federal government’s Constitutional Commission). The ACC was initiated
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(but not highways), sewers (but not trunk systems), garbage and waste manage-
ment generally, local utilities (in some states), building and food inspection, public
health, local environmental management and planning, and recreation and parks.
Local governments are also used as agents to deliver state programs, such as sports
and recreation, cultural services, and land use planning. Other functions are shared
with the state and federal governments, and require extensive negotiation, includ-
ing major roads, utilities and water supply, environment, and some aspects of
housing and community services. There is some variation among the states and
territories, with local government in Queensland, rural New South Wales, and
Tasmania being responsible for water and sewer, for example (May 2003; NOLG
2005).

The narrower allocation of functions results in a smaller share for local govern-
ment expenditures in terms of the public sector, or as a percentage of gross domestic
product – again when compared with other federations.3  For 2002–03, for exam-
ple, local government expenditures amounted to only 2.3 percent of GDP and
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one combines the unconditional nature of most (66 percent) of the transfer
funds from the Commonwealth (a sum about twice as large as the total of all
state grants to local government) with the substantial record on own-source
revenue, Australian local government would rank among the most autono-
mous in a survey of OECD countries (Caulfield 2003). Indeed, in terms of the
vertical fiscal gap, local government – despite its more limited responsibili-
ties at the small end of the inverted pyramid of Australian government (see
figure 1) – is more fiscally autonomous than the states are in the overall fed-
eral system.

There has been considerable public policy debate and change with regard to
the tax system in Australia in the past fifteen years (e.g., introduction of the GST,
reform of other business taxes, abolition of several regressive state taxes, and the
flattening and simplifying of the income tax). Municipal property rates have also
been controversial, but the more problematic issue for local government is the
fact that the states in general reap even more from property than the municipali-
ties do. The states, however, raise their funds in the form of property sales
transactions and financial and other capital transactions.
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• The general purpose assistance is delivered in a program entitled Financial
Assistance Grants (FAGs) in two separate funds, one totally untied, which in
the financial year 2005–6 was estimated at Aus$1,127 million; the other a loosely
conditional fund for ‘identified road grants,” at Aus$500 million (ALGA 2006).

• The federal government also makes a variety of conditional Specific Purpose
Payments directly to local governments, totalling about Aus$440 million in
2005–6 (for both current and capital outlays). These grants cover such social
services as municipally run child care, aged and disabled persons care, and
programs for Aboriginals.

As noted, state transfers to local government are about one-half the size of
the overall federal transfers, and they tend to be highly program specific, for
such purposes as roads, housing, libraries, aged-care facilities, and recreation
and culture. Otherwise the states have a complex financial relationship with
local government through such instruments as subsidized loan interest on ap-
proved infrastructure borrowing programs; ad hoc capital grants for
infrastructure; and exemption from state payroll, land, and other taxes. In turn,
local governments provide the state governments with shared levies for fire
protection, planning, and other purposes. Neither the federal nor the state
governments appear to make payments in lieu of taxes for their property within
municipal boundaries.

While the overall fiscal framework has changed only incrementally in the past
decade, there are several emergent fiscal issues of concern to local government
that figure prominently in intergovernmental relations (for a good summary, see
Johnson 2003, 41–53). A chronic problem for local government with respect es-
pecially to the state governments is the growing occurrence of what in the U.S.
literature (and increasingly in Australia) is referred to as “unfunded mandates.”
These are especially onerous now in terms of state legislative and regulatory re-
quirements on local government in the fields of planning, environment, and waste
management. A more recent problem, termed “cost-shifting” by local govern-
ments, seems to incorporate unfunded mandates, but it also relates to the cutbacks
of state or federal funding for previously funded and relatively mature programs
delivered by local government in such areas as community security, fire services,
health, welfare, libraries, and airports. These funding cuts leave local councils
with the difficult choice of cutting services or raising new revenues (Australia
2003, 25–38). As with unfunded mandates, this is a worldwide problem. Recently
it was the subject of an extensive federal parliamentary inquiry, the Hawker Re-
port (Australia 2003). Infrastructure funding is another important current concern,
but one now involving very substantial intergovernmental cooperation (discussed
below). In addition, more or less perennial problems, some of which may be per-
ceived as worsening in the current decade, include the lack of transparency in
state to local funding, the inelasticity of local property tax revenues, and concern
about the escalation or growth formula and the interstate distribution of the major
federal transfer, the FAGs.
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5 FEDERAL-LOCAL RELATIONS

5.1 BRIEF HISTORY, SCOPE, AND DYNAMICS OF FEDERAL-LOCAL

INTERACTION

The Commonwealth government takes a strong interest in both urban and rural
development. This interest goes back to 1920s programs for roads, but the most
activist federal government since Federation has been the Labor government of
Gough Whitlam, 1972–75. His government’s political objectives were complex,
but they seem to have included a deliberate attempt to outflank the states by ap-
pealing directly to local government and by creating a regional administrative
structure of its own. This reflected a traditional position of hostility to federalism
by the Australian Labor Party (Galligan 1995; Mathews and Grewal 1997). As
noted, the Whitlam government introduced the payment of general-purpose funds
to local governments and sought, unsuccessfully, to amend the Constitution to
entrench a federal role in local government finance. Also it began to spend heav-
ily in state-local programs such as housing, urban social services, public transport,
and recreation. Transfers to local government from the federal government dou-
bled in four years – all aimed at promoting greater equity in services. A new
federal Department of Urban and Regional Development undertook a wide array
of direct federal programs as well, for “growth centres, land acquisition and de-
velopment, area improvement and a national sewerage program” (Mathews and
Grewal 1997). The Fraser (conservative coalition) government (1975–83) retreated
from such programming and ended overtly hostile moves towards the states. It
continued the basic, general-purpose financial support to local government, but
made the payments “through” the states on condition that the states establish State
Grants Commissions to allocate the funds at arm’s length from the Common-
wealth and state governments.

The Hawke-Keating Labor governments of 1983–96, inheriting large economic
and fiscal problems, accomplished a significant amount of microeconomic, fis-
cal, and intergovernmental reform. Their incursions into urban and local affairs
were selective but important. They continued a strong federal presence in housing
programs (delivered generally by the state governments, not the local), and the
Building Better Cities program, again with a strong intergovernmental compo-
nent of capital grants for social and physical infrastructure. On the broader
intergovernmental front, Prime Minister Hawke initiated a series of special pre-
miers’ conferences in 1991, ultimately leading to the creation of the Council of
Australian Governments (COAG) in 1992. As noted above, COAG includes the
first ministers of the Commonwealth, state and territorial governments as well as
the president of the Australian Local Government Association (ALGA). Particu-
larly in 1992–95, COAG led a highly coordinated and integrated set of economic
and public-sector reform processes, to which numerous federal-state ministerial
councils reported.

While the current conservative coalition government (since 1996) under Prime
Minister Howard maintains these intergovernmental mechanisms, it tends to take
a more standoff attitude to local government. Yet on rural issues in particular, the
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prime minister is faced with a restive coalition partner in the National Party, which
is under pressure to reverse the economic decline of “regional” Australia. This
has had the effect of a distinct federal emphasis on rural and regional funding.

In more general fiscal policy terms, the Howard government proposed in 1998
to roll GPA payments (i.e., the lion’s share of the FAGs to local government) into
overall state funding, as part of the negotiations over the introduction of the GST.
However, the federal government relented in the face of widespread local govern-
ment pressure, but not before raising considerable worry among local government
about the stability of this key funding relationship and the long-term nature of the
federal commitment to local government (interview with Rosemary Kiss, Univer-
sity of Melbourne, July 2004). Finally, and most recently, in June 2004 the Howard
government announced a major renewal of its Roads to Recovery infrastructure
program, costed in the 2005–6 federal budget at approximately Aus$1.4 billion
over four years to 2008–9.

5.2 ORGANIZATION OF FEDERAL-LOCAL RELATIONS

Due in large part to the smallness of local government entities, especially in the
cities and in comparison with many other countries, Australian local government
relies heavily on its organized representative bodies for relations with the federal
government. Only rarely are there formal or bilateral discussions between elected
mayors and councillors (or municipal managers) with federal cabinet ministers or
departmental officials, although informal meetings occur frequently with local
federal MPs.

The ALGA is a federation of the associations of municipalities of every state
and the Northern Territory. Its board of directors comprises two representatives of
each of the state and territorial local government associations. The Australian
Capital Territory, which represents its local governments directly, also sends two
representatives to the board of directors. The president and two vice-presidents of
the ALGA are elected, by the annual national general assembly, from among the
state and territorial delegates of local government associations. These associa-
tions in turn are composed of elected officials (e.g. mayors or councillors) from
each of the 730 municipalities in Australia. Thus, the president and other senior
executives of the ALGA are all elected officials from one or other of these local
governments.

The ALGA seems to have achieved legitimacy as the sole and credible voice of
local government interests throughout Australia. Of course, the president of the
ALGA cannot speak authoritatively for all individual local governments in inter-
governmental forums in the same way as the first ministers can speak for their



110 DOUGLAS M. BROWN

Transport and Regional Services (DOTAS). In addition, this federal agency con-
venes an annual meeting of the State Grant Commissions. The NOLG, as an arm
of the federal bureaucracy, is somewhat less visible within the federal ministry
structure than the former Department of Urban and Regional Government of the
Labor governments of the 1970s. However, the NOLG has survived, albeit within
a series of larger departments, through many government changes since its estab-
lishment by the Fraser Liberal-National coalition government in 1979. Its current
home within DOTAS reflects the Howard government’s priorities with respect to
local government on regional infrastructure and services, especially roads.

Since the ALGA took its seat at COAG in 1995, it has also been represented at
the Local Government and Planning Ministerial Council. This council has made
some important intergovernmental strides, including the completion of a national
review of local government labour markets (Baker 2003, 121). However, until
recently, the trilevel intergovernmental relationship lacked much in the way of
structure. A federal House of Representatives committee examined, inter alia, the
nature of these relationships (Australia 2003). It recommended that COAG – i.e.,





112 DOUGLAS M. BROWN

While state agencies pursue various bilateral relations with individual munici-
palities, all states have peak associations empowered by statute to represent the
interests of local government, as noted above. In Tasmania there is also a “pre-
mier’s forum” in which the premier meets quarterly with the executive of the
state-wide municipal association (elected mayors or councillors). In some states,
such as Victoria, the peak municipal body has signed protocols with key state
departments to ensure that its view is considered apart from the regular interest-
group consultations.

The peak municipal bodies, both state and national, are wholly independent of
the state governments as such. State governments do not attempt to coordinate
local government input to the national (federal) level. They play no overseeing
role; nor, it seems, do they make any significant effort to influence or steer the
state-wide municipal associations in their relations with Canberra. This does not
mean that municipal-state relations do not affect federal-municipal relations. Of
course they do. But there is an acceptance, if not always an enthusiasm, among
the state and territorial governments that the local government associations will
pursue their own relationship with the federal government and have a place at
selected intergovernmental tables. And there is the realization on all sides that on
some issues the local government representatives will seek to exploit state-federal
differences to their own advantage.

How, then, do state-local relations – described above as essentially hierarchi-
cal – fit with federal-state and federal-local relations that are increasingly
nonhierarchical? For much of Australia’s history up to the 1990s, intergovern-
mental relations were in three separate spheres – a three-ring circus with little
overlap. With the creation of COAG and the ALGA’s participation in the Local
Government and Planning Ministerial Council, there is considerable potential now
for the three rings to overlap and occasionally to join up, if not to become fully
integrated. This occurs because, while the states retain a dominant and often domi-
neering role with respect to the local governments within their jurisdiction, they
differenrseyhav25 Ð
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10 BRIEF POLICY CASES OF FEDERAL-LOCAL
RELATIONS

10.1 INFRASTRUCTURE FUNDING

While the direct federal role in the provision of urban infrastructure has declined
over the past three decades, targeted federal initiatives continue to be negotiated
and implemented. As noted, the Labor federal government that was in office until
1996 initiated the Building Better Cities program, with specific-purpose condi-
tional grant funding both to state governments and, through the states, to local
governments, covering a variety of housing, recreation, cultural, and related pro-
grams. These programs have been maintained in general terms through
specific-purpose payments through the state governments.

The current federal government’s newer initiatives tend to be targeted to “re-
gional” (i.e., non-urban) Australia, which includes the smaller cities and towns,
remote resource and farming communities, and the “outback” in general. A major
issue has emerged in recent years over the level and quality of services to regional
Australia. This has occurred as the Australian population becomes increasingly
urban and as the role of government as a whole has declined, both in the direct
provision of goods and services – for example, through state-owned monopolies
for air and rail transport, electricity, and telecommunications – and in the liberal-
ized regulatory structure of private markets (Gray and Lawrence 2001). In response,
a political coalition of rural municipalities, resource industries, and the National
Party (the latter being the minor partner of the Howard government coalition in
the federal parliament) has emerged to fight back for regional services. This coa-
lition of regional interests has been especially concerned with the effect of public
sector reform, especially privatization, on service availability and access. A prime
example has been the ongoing debate over the conditions to be placed on the final
privatization of the once wholly publicly owned telephone utility, Telstra. None-
theless, the most pressing infrastructure need identified by virtually all local
governments in regional Australia continues to be road construction, repair, and
maintenance.

Urban infrastructure needs are also pressing, as local and state governments
face constrained fiscal capacity, as infrastructure built in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury requires replacement, and as there is an increasing need to deal with urban
congestion and growth, particularly in Sydney, Melbourne, and the urban area of
southeast Queensland (Murphy and Wu 2001, 415–17). Yet while the Howard
government sees political capital to be gained by investing in rural (and resource
export) transportation infrastructure, it has jumped less quickly to assist the state
governments in their task of directly delivering key aspects of urban infrastruc-
ture, notably major highways and public transit, including commuter railways.
The latter were under state control through direct ownership until recently.

Since the early 1990s, many of the larger investments in urban roads in particu-
lar have been through state-based public-private partnerships that entailed
considerable controversy. Critics charge, among other things, that private funding
and/or the operation of major highways (usually involving tollways), for example,
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small bargaining power over the timing and extent of the application of competi-
tion policy to their sector. For example, there is no indication that they played an
important role in the initial bargaining over the National Competition Policy in
1993–95.

Observers have compared the different approaches of Victoria and Queensland
to the implementation of competition reforms by local government. The Kennett
government (1992–99) in Victoria adopted a basically Thatcherist approach to
the public sector and, like the United Kingdom government, imposed the
microeconomic reform agenda (including a heavy emphasis on cost cutting) onto
local government, engendering considerable conflict in the process (Hughes and
O’Neill 2000; Baker 2003; Kiss 2001). In particular, the Victoria government’s
imposition of compulsory competitive tendering was seen as misguided and later
had to be withdrawn. The Queensland approach seems to have been more coop-
erative and gradual, targeted to those local governments with heavier service
responsibilities in key utility fields, including the Brisbane City Council, the larg-
est municipality in the country. Queensland also decided to pass on to local
governments a part of the compensation payments provided by the Common-
wealth (Australia, 2003, 45–7), one of the few states to do so. While this discussion
cannot attempt a full comparative assessment, there does not seem now to be an
enormous difference in the efficiency and performance of the local government
sectors in the two states, but at least one observer notes that values of local au-
tonomy and democracy have been more fully preserved in Queensland (Kiss 2001;
also Baker 2003).

11 CONCLUSIONS AND ASSESSMENT

To conclude, we return to the questions posed at the outset: Do federal-municipal
relations contribute to multilevel governance in Australia and, if so, does this
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broad-based public management reform, where local government has been drawn
into a comprehensive intergovernmental web of reforms. Here the Howard govern-
ment has been more interventionist, pursuing standards that are applied uniformly
across the public sector. This it has achieved through cooperation with the states
and local governments. Thus, it seems that where regulation is the chief policy
instrument involved, Australian norms for uniformity and national standards con-
strain local autonomy. The latter is retained, or at least much more flexibly
exercised, when the federal policy instrument involves primarily the expenditure
of funds.

A third observation relates to the assessment of the role and future of multilevel
governance. In federal systems – Australia is no exception – intergovernmental
relations have often been bifurcated: a federal-state system, and a state-local sys-
tem. To these two can be added the more limited but certainly active federal-local
relationship. In Australia the principal traffic remains in these dyadic patterns,
but there are important and interesting signs of a more truly multilevel (i.e, trilevel)
system emerging. The Council of Australian Governments and its related inter-
governmental mechanisms provide a strong set of instruments for co-decision
and joint action. The president of the ALGA has been a member of COAG since
the beginning, a role that seems to have promoted a greater policy capacity in the
ALGA as the national representative body of local government, as well as in the
state-wide local government associations.

In Australia, the harnessing of the COAG process to any given set of issues
requires executive political will, particularly the lead of the federal prime minis-
ter. This will has not been significantly present for action on urban issues thus far,
though it has been for more generic public management reform, including, as
noted above, the introduction of broad-reaching competition principles in the public
sector, as well as for other issues significant to local government as a whole, such
as water supply and management and other environmental issues.8  More recently,
the federal and state ministers of local government have concluded a potentially
significant framework agreement with the ALGA on their continuing intergov-
ernmental relationship, very much building upon and in keeping with COAG norms.

In the meantime, the main action in multilevel governance is likely to continue
to be in the separate municipal-state and federal-state arenas. For urban issues,
and the sustainability and competitiveness of Australian cities, the focus seems
increasingly to be on the state governments and their fiscal and policy capacities.
Indeed, one recent and impressive set of academic analyses of local government
finance, governance and reform ended by not mentioning the federal role at all,
let alone an expansion of it, in its prescriptions for the future, but it had plenty to
propose for action by the states and municipalities as such (Dollery and Marshall
2003, 238–50; Murphy and Wu 2001). Perhaps a renewed avenue for inquiry,
then, would be to start with a fresh survey of just exactly how the Australian state
governments manage urban issues, with or without local government. But that is
for another day.

In sum, multilevel governance involving local government is a real phenom-
enon in Australia. It is constrained by the narrow allocation of powers and
responsibilities to local government, by the strong role of the state in urban and
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instances, central governments are less able to regulate, to organize fiscal equali-
zation, and to reduce interregional or provincial competition; in other instances,
central governments actually encourage intergovernmental competition at lower-
government levels. Overall, policymaking is increasingly based on “territorially
overarching policy networks” that involve public- and private-sector organizati-
ons and all levels of government (Marks 1992). In the end, it seems that such
changes in federal territorial politics characterize tendencies towards greater le-
gal, institutional, and functional complexity and an asymmetry of rights, while
institutional capacity, as well as functional allocation, increasingly characterizes
disparate and decentralized politics.1

Although these features may seem clear in most federal state systems, where
they tend to provide mechanisms of power sharing among the various levels of
government that are more flexible, they are not found in central state systems in
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remained an exclusive feature of the central government. The administration of
the central government was ingrained with a fundamental distrust of local and
regional democratic institutions. Prefects, those “Napoleons with small feet,” cen-
tralized and controlled all the executive and administrative activities of each level
of government from the top down.

Until the 1960s and 1970s, local and regional policies in France were the result
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First, the Deferre Acts created twenty-one regional governments. Second, in-
stead of the prefects, the elected presidents of regions and departments became
heads of their executives. Third, the principle of tutelage, which gave all of the
executive powers of regions and departments as well as supervision over all mu-
nicipal decisions, was subjected to legal scrutiny, whereby the prefect had to refer
those decisions to administrative tribunals. The fourth and final central element
of the reform was the downloading of the economic development function to all
local authorities under the leadership of the region, including some taxing and
financial-incentive powers.

Soon after this primarily institutional reform was in place, two laws – one
passed on 7 January 1983, the other on 22 July 1983 – downloaded functions
to each level of local government. The 1982 laws attempted to disentangle
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representations – the Association of French Mayors, the Association of French
Big City Mayors, the Association of French Departments, and the Association of
French Regions – have been extremely influential in their interaction with the
central government and the personnel who drafted the reform proposals, and with
the National Assembly and the Senate more generally.
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limited the kind of mandates elected officials could have, it did not abolish the
practice. The inability to accumulate a European mandate with a national one led
to an increased specialization and division of labour among elected officials and
their political teams.

Today, important political figures are able to accumulate by “delegation.” A
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contract and the fact that those contracts affected only a small proportion of the
population. Measured by the number of intermunicipal agreements, recent re-
forms have been quite successful. The impact of this policy, as it now concerns
half of the French population, is being transformed by municipalities’ taking the
initiative to collaborate. Mayors and municipal elected officials engage their col-
leagues in their region, their department, and the central government to co-produce
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general view is that elected officials are not constrained by this control of legality
because it is not used against them for two reasons. First, the prefects’ staffs do
not have the resources (human or financial) to monitor all local government deci-
sions. Indeed, they review few of them and refer even fewer to administrative
tribunals. In theory, prefects are supposed to review about 7.5 million Acts yearly,
yet only about 1,500 to 1,700 Acts are brought before administrative tribunals.
When prefects suspect something illegal, their office is to prepare a letter “obser-
vation” to ask for an “explanation” and to refer the case to an administrative
tribunal. In 1989 no Acts were referred to administrative tribunals in seven de-
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The prefects were also affected by new reforms, notably Act 2000-374, of 29
April, 2004, relating to the new constitutional amendment that affected the func-
tions and organization of the central government. Its impact on regional prefects
is interesting, if only to underline that this central government reform included a
further deconcentration of services that strengthen the regional coordination of
all de-concentrated services. Initiated in 1992 and further reformed with the govern-
ment’s decision of 29 April 2004, Act 2000-374 stipulated that prefects and
government field offices were to be reorganized under the strengthened coordi-
nating role of prefects. The five traditional ministries that were not affected by
prefectoral rule – justice, health, education, finance, and labour – must now work
with the regional prefects, who have become the exclusive coordinating repre-
sentatives of the central government and the only authority for the signature of all
agreements and contracts. Prefects are now the gatekeepers for all interaction
with all local governments and are the only authority to engage the central gov-
ernment on contracts and conventions. Regional prefects are to uphold national
coherence in all programs. No government activity can take place without con-
sulting the prefect, including the activities of nationalized private-sector
corporations. Prefects chair all service committees, including the “regional ac-
tion” and “chiefs of staff” committees, and may organize all deconcentrated
services according to regional priorities or to pools of competency. Finally, they
have the authority to nominate project leaders who coordinate specific policy
actions (Tronquoy 2004). These reforms attest to the need to strengthen the coor-
dination of all field offices of the central government, particularly at the level of
the region. They mark the emergence of prominent regional prefects, but they
also highlight the fact that the minority position held by officials of the central
government in all regional negotiations is no longer protected by legal or finan-
cial authority or by the traditional prestige of their functions; rather, it results
from negotiations among varied points of views, where the primary role of pre-
fects is to maintain national coherence while other local government officials
assert what is best for their communities (Behar and Estebe 1997, 1999; Tronquoy
2004).

When the central government deconcentrated further resources and reasserted
the authority of the regional prefect the regions did not see their responsibilities
or authority increase. These two concurrent trends support the contention that it is
at the regional level that primarily European, central, and regional governments
and public- and private-sector organizations converge to organize the governance
of France. What is clear, however, is that no one government is emerging as the
key mediating authority; neither the prefects and their central state field officials
nor regional elected officials and their regional government staff are able to domi-
nate the regional policy game.

These interactions may benefit the large cities that are at the heart of the re-
gional political economic and social systems – and, by extension, the mayors of
these few large regional capitals. Examples include Pierre Mauroy, when he was
mayor of Lille; Martine Aubry, his political protégée and successor at Lille City
Hall; George Frêche, the mayor of Montpellier; Jacques Chirac, when he was
mayor of Paris; and Alain Juppe who was mayor of Bordeaux. Their extensive









MUNICIPAL-CENTRAL RELATIONS IN FRANCE 149

tion projects in French municipalities would have to set aside 20 percent of their
units for social housing. It also introduced the possibility of public-private part-
nerships. Policy mechanisms included funding for targeted populations. The
availability of social housing was manipulated to encourage a better mix of the
middle class and groups in need of social housing. Public safety was improved,
rents were controlled, and eviction procedures were set up to protect three types
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educated groups were to be avoided, because they threatened to transform the
electoral fabric of the municipalities.

In the end, demographic factors worked against Montreuil but not St Denis.
The municipality of St Denis chose to focus on developing office buildings and to
make do with the overall decline of its blue-collar population. Montreuil built
more social housing, but it lost its traditional electoral groups.

Officials skirt the issue of ethnicity. Yet municipalities define diversity in terms
of either ethnicity or class. St Denis is a blue-collar but ethnically homogeneous
municipality; Montreuil is ethnically diverse but less stratified. Municipalities
are able to manipulate specific mixing and social-housing goals effectively be-
cause they mediate the policy goals of the central government, of their departments,
and the private sector (Bacqué and Fol 1998). Until the late 1980s, these munici-
palities did not want their electorate to buy housing, so they invested in rental
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10.2 ROAD INFRASTRUCTURE

In 1960 France had only about 120 kilometres of highway but a good network of
national roads that were well maintained, though it lagged behind other European
countries. By 2003 France had 11,383 kilometres of highways, 27,893 kilometres
of national roads, 363,033 kilometres of departmental roads, and 609,635
kilometers of municipal roads. Over the past twenty-five years, however, the cen-
tral government has downloaded to municipalities the responsibility for more than
one million kilometres of road. Whereas departmental expenditures for mainte-
nance decreased by 31 percent between 1985 and 1995, investment in new road
infrastructure had risen by 77.6 percent (France, Ministère de l’Equipement et
des Transports 2006).

Between 1950 and 1990, the way transportation was administered and funded
changed significantly. In 1950 the central government had full responsibility for
France’s network of roads and bridges. By 1990, however, about 2 billion euros
came from public-private partnerships that had been set up to build new toll high-
ways, while about 1 billion euros came from the central state and 1.1 billion came
from the departments.

The bureaucracy in charge of the administration of roads modernized only
slowly. In 1992 the Court of Accounts reported that the economy of roads and
highways was still not subject to the general principles of free market competi-
tion, while the central government progressively was disengaging from
maintenance expenditures and from funding new roads (France, Cour des Comptes
1992). In 1998 the Court of Accounts once again noted that the central govern-
ment was withdrawing from building new roads, while regions and municipalities,
and especially departments, shared the newly decentralized responsibilities to fund
and harmonize roads in regional and municipal networks. Departments are key
funding partners among local governments. Yet, they also have to take into ac-
count the regional plans and subsidize municipalities. The Court of Accounts,
however, observed that equalization across departments, regions, and municipal-
ities was based on different procedures that failed to produce equalization. The
court underlined regional, departmental, and municipal variations that resulted in
the creation of a national network of roads of increasingly varied quality, where
maintenance varied from eight to twenty years, depending on capacity, weather,
geography, and local politics (France, Cour des Comptes 1998).

More recently, with the statute of 13 August 2004, the minister of transport
further decentralized to the departments 20,000 kilometres of national roads, along
with administrative and fiscal resources. Following the recommendation of the
Fourcade Commission, this law transferred 185 million euros in block grants to
departments and forbade all future central-local funding partnerships for the con-
struction of new roads. Furthermore, 24,000 central government employees, whose
primary task is to build or maintain departmental roads, became departmental
staff (France, Ministère des Transports 2006).

On the one hand, the administration of roads was slow to modernize. On the
other hand, decentralization played a big part in its rapid expansion and
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“bonus,” not only those staffing the Ministry of Transport. Over the past twenty-
five years, the road system of France was largely decentralized to departments,
along with regions and municipalities, but the staff and expertise necessary to
study and supervise roadways has remained part of the central government tech-
nocracy. This is in the process of changing. Staff is being decentralized, and
financial and human resources are being downloaded to local governments in
order to address local and central needs to maintain a well-balanced network of
roads. In this case study, as in the first, successive decentralization reforms have
increased asymmetry – in this case, asymmetry of the quality of roads across
France.

11 WHAT ARE THE RECENT TRENDS?

The 1982 decentralization laws democratized the system of local government.
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12 IS THE SYSTEM OF MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE
ADEQUATE IN RELATION TO MUNICIPAL AND
URBAN POLICY?

French scholars and elected officials concur that recent decentralization reforms
have been important and successful because of a rare coincidence of interests.
The former prime minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin, understood local issues well. He
had emerged from the political elite that accumulates local and regional man-
dates. Since 1988 – before becoming prime minister – he had held a council
mandate in a small municipality and was the elected president of the Région de
Poitou Charentes. His published work on regional political life testified to his
strong beliefs in strengthening local government. In his efforts to reform the French
system of local government, he coalesced with Senate President Christian Poncelet,
whose ambition was to reassert the Senate’s role in taking important policy
initiatives.

Both leaders were quite successful. In part, the reforms merely organize
and legislate a pre-existing policy practice. This is not unusual in French poli-
tics. Yet the process also allowed for serious and wide consultations and
analysis. Scholars and elected officials now argue that this process established
the importance and historical significance of these reforms when compared
with previous ones. Voices on the left of the political spectrum, however, would
like to have seen the reforms extended further. This is indicative of possible
future pressure to persist with the current decentralizing and regionalizing
trends.

France has fashioned its own form of multilevel governance. Elected and staff
officials in central or local governments have great difficulty in pointing out a
single policy arena where they dominate. All levels of governments are tightly
entangled and complementary in all areas of social and economic policy. It fol-
lows that the French Republic is now decentralized and is becoming a system of
multilevel governance. Even if the 2003 constitutional reforms and the 2004 laws
are considered an experimental part of an ongoing process to find the appropriate
level of territorial application of a particular policy, it seems that at this time the
decentralized French Republic is made up of intermeshed and territorially
overarching policy networks (Marks 1992), which are a classical example of
multilevel governance.

Constitutional reforms have affected the organizational governance of
France. French government is now about governance among equals, where
contracting establishes the influence of local governments. The regional level,
where all interests of the intergovernmental network seem to converge, emerges
as the new locus of the political territory. This is reminiscent of Keating’s
(1998, 1999b, 1999c) and Sassen’s (1996) work on the influence of global
markets on the politics of state relations in the intergovernmental and interna-
tional arenas which make governing much more complex. Yet issues of
complexity and accountability –





156 EMMANUEL BRUNET-JAILLY

5 European and North American jurists who specialize in European Union law contend
that the 10,000 pages of legislation that include major treaties and a European Charter
of Human Rights form a constitutional body of law that profoundly affects the legal
systems of all member states. The French parliament spends half its time reviewing
and enacting EU laws.

6 See the so-called Deferre Act, 82-123, regarding the freedoms and rights of regions,
departments, and communes (JORF 3 March 1982, 730), particularly Article 102, which
states that “resources should be transferred along with all net increases in charges
resulting from state downloading to local collectivities or the region.”

7 In 1993 the central government cancelled the region and department tax on “vacant
properties”; the finance law of 2000 cancelled the regional share of the “habitation
tax
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There are elements of a discrete, a combined, and an allocative system.14  The
underlying political goal of this mixed financial system is the adjustment of dif-
ferences in tax revenue (Kipke 2000, 82). The allocation and separation of powers,
in connection with the principle of political competition within a federal state
presuppose that all levels are able to exercise their powers independently from
one another. This includes the availability of financial resources. Autonomy in
this respect requires that each level is equipped with sufficient funds to fulfill its
tasks. It also presupposes the right to decide on expenditures independently.

4.1 CONSTITUTIONAL AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK

While municipal tasks are regulated by the Basic Law only in very general terms,
it spells out the financial position of German municipalities in considerable de-
tail. The Constitution mandates that tax revenues be distributed among the different
levels of government. The most fundamental rule concerning the municipalities
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5.2 COOPERATION WITH THE FEDERAL LEVEL

Collaboration between the federal government and the central associations has
been regulated within the joint standing orders of the federal ministries. A similar
regulation can be found in the rules of procedure of the Federal Parliament. Both
ensure that the central associations’ representatives are involved and consulted at
an early stage by the federal government and by the committees of Parliament in
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Recent trends towards increased attention to the formal rule of law in all areas
of Mexican government, not to mention the rise of parties to compete with the
PRI, have led to some new developments. Constitutional reform in 1999 defined
municipalities as formal units of government rather than mere administrative sub-
divisions of the states, as they had been before. This paved the way for a growing
number of “constitutional controversies” through which municipalities (and, in
some cases, states) ask the Supreme Court to mediate in intergovernmental dis-
putes. Municipalities rarely win these cases, since their scope of action is relatively
restricted in legal terms, and all powers not reserved for them explicitly in law are
considered state or federal domains. However, the growing importance of the law
in determining municipal faculties and responsibilities, combined with more com-
petitive and “cleaner” elections, has encouraged the expansion of the range of
policies chosen at the local level, has improved local service provision, and has
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security” is interpreted to include local “preventive” policing, but these police
officers must deliver suspects they capture to state officials, since municipalities
do not have their own criminal courts.

The lack of precision in law about the ways that responsibilities should in prac-
tice be distributed among different levels of government may not be unusual in
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However, if state governments are prone to ignore or usurp the areas in which
municipalities have exclusive jurisdiction, they are, not surprisingly, even more
likely to do so where responsibilities are nominally shared among levels of gov-
ernment. In other words, truly shared responsibility is more common on paper
than in practice.

On the other hand, and perhaps more commonly, some basic public functions
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Still, while these non-governmental organizations have become important in
terms of the definition of the agenda for improvements in municipal government
(as shown by their work in the constitutional reforms to Article 115 in 1999), they
are far from exerting a notable influence on other issues of government. A
clear example of this is that although representatives of these groups were
allowed to attend the first national convention of public finance in 2004
(Primera convención nacional hacendaria), their ability to influence decision
making in that event was virtually non-existent. Not only are federal and state
officials generally dubious of the potential of these organizations – and of
their members – to contribute to the affairs of national and state government,
but the extent to which municipal officials can agree on lobbying agendas is
limited by the great differences among the interests of different types of mu-
nicipality. The very profile of local government authorities in terms of
administrative experience and educational background can also mean that
political issues take a back seat to capacity-building efforts.

6 THE SCOPE OF MUNICIPAL-FEDERAL
INTERACTION

Given the role of the states as intermediaries between municipal and federal gov-
ernments, as discussed in previous sections, the scope of the direct relationship
between the latter two is relatively circumscribed. In general, federal programs
and financial support – even those with an explicit focus on municipalities – tend
to be channelled via the states. Depending on the political importance and prac-
tices of each state, this level exerts different degrees of influence over the shape
of programs within its jurisdiction. The major exception, as noted earlier, is the
federal grant program known as Ramo 33, which has been controversial precisely
because it aims to avoid state intervention.

The federal government does attempt – at least nominally – to include munici-
palities in some of its most important programs, including three that are defined
in the constitution: the National System of Democratic Planning (SNPD), the
National System of Public Security (SNSP), and, as of 2004, the National System
of Social Development (SNDS). However, it is unclear whether municipalities
play more than a symbolic role in any of these systems, which tend to be domi-
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including the growing Hábitat program. But the states maintain wide discretion
and bargaining power in the precise definition of these programs, and the results
of their negotiations are rarely made available to the public.

Exceptions to this general pattern of limited direct federal-municipal interac-
tion include international border zones, areas of domestic armed conflict, and
regions in which federal property is particularly important in fiscal terms, such as
the sites of petroleum extraction and processing, electricity generation, and fed-
erally developed tourist resorts. In these areas, the actions of the federal government
are generally carried out in a flexible and ad hoc manner by particular line agen-
cies (the Secretary of Defence or of Tourism) or semi-autonomous units (PEMEX,
the state-owned oil company, or CFE, the Federal Electricity Commission).

7 THE NATURE OF THE MUNICIPAL-FEDERAL
INTERACTION

As explained in the previous section, the extent of independence of Mexican
municipal governments from the federal level depends in part on the issue at
hand. It also depends on other variables, such as population and political and
economic importance. For example, if the central government intends to under-
take extensive new activities in large and prosperous municipalities like León or
Tijuana, which are important both in terms of their role in the national economy
and the number of voters who live in these jurisdictions, it must engage in a cer-
tain amount of negotiation with local authorities. In smaller and poorer
jurisdictions, both federal and state governments have more leeway to ignore or
try to manipulate local affairs.

Still, the formal constitutional definition of areas of exclusive municipal re-
sponsibility, combined with trends towards greater adherence to the law and
growing dynamism in local government, mean that at the local level there is an
increasing number of issues that the federal government tends to leave to its local
counterparts. It is still possible, and even common, for federal government infra-
structure or social welfare programs – which may have a substantial direct and
indirect local impact – to be undertaken with little or no consultation with local
authorities. Indeed, municipal, state, and federal governments at times appear to
pursue parallel but unrelated agendas, with none adhering to plans or taking a
more comprehensive view of a region or locality. Paradoxically, this does not
imply much competition among levels of government: rarely is more than one
actor involved in providing the same type of service, nor are voters normally
given a choice among distinct service “packages.”

It should be noted, however, that the very existence of local policy agendas is
relatively new in the Mexican context. Until at least the late 1980s, local elections
tended to revolve around national issues, including both the management of the
national economy and the desirability (or not) of unseating the PRI (Rowland
1997). This is no longer the case. While municipal authorities still routinely com-
plain of the imposition of federal and state programs and priorities, the need to
win competitive local elections (since the 1980s, in most municipalities) has
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Still, it should be recalled that the majority of municipalities, especially in
the central and southern regions of the country, have reaped little if any direct
benefit from economic liberalization. However, these regions tend to be
responsible for much of the migration to the United States in recent years,
and this factor may exert a different kind of impact on local government be-
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Nevertheless, uncertainty over short-run national electoral and political out-
comes persists. The paucity of tangible gains as a result of the political and
economic changes in recent years – at least in certain regions of the country and
for certain sectors of the population – has spawned support for national- and state-
level candidates who call for a return to earlier nondemocratic practices of
government. The success of such candidates might imply a return to previous
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may help overcome some of these persistent problems, but the personal cost and
risk for individuals and families who opt to migrate remain high.

The growing internationalization of Mexican society may be more readily felt
in urban municipalities, where migration is accompanied by the increasing pres-
ence of international firms and products, as well as by television and Internet
access. The long-term impact of these changes is, of course, unknown, but they at
least offer new sources of information to residents and may encourage them to
demand more responsive and effective government. If this is the case, such de-
mands may be most evident at the local level, where many of the services that
affect residents most are provided. One illustration of the tendency to demand
more from government is evident in the proliferation in recent years of non-gov-
ernmental and non-partisan organizations, a novelty in this country after many
decades of PRI cooptation or repression of independent social movements.

Other profound shifts in economic and demographic patterns may support so-
cial changes that favour the trend towards greater municipal autonomy and
dynamism. As mentioned previously, the liberalization of the Mexican economy
since the mid-1980s has resulted in a massive reallocation of comparative advan-
tage in the northern regions of the country. Both domestic and international firms
have increasingly settled outside the traditional consumer market of Mexico City
to take advantage of new export opportunities to the United States. Residents
have followed in search of employment opportunities, transforming what were
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of the twentieth century, because of the hierarchical (top-down) nature of the
political system. Specific problems or crises were resolved by the federal govern-
ment, often via intervention by the corresponding state, on an ad hoc basis.
However, as municipalities have gained a measure of power and autonomy since
the 1980s, a variety of intergovernmental conflicts related to federal property
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image-building efforts is more complex to characterize. In some areas, especially
those previously dominated by federal tourism investment, municipal governments
still struggle merely to operate. While these are not the only local governments in
Mexico that face severe obstacles to their functioning, it is important to note that
federal intervention in their jurisdictions has generally only exacerbated their plight.
In others areas, the support of international agencies and state tourism boards
have stimulated municipal efforts to define and preserve a unique cultural herit-
age. In still other parts of the country, municipal government has come to play the
key role in defining and promoting a local image chosen by local residents and
businesses. This mix is consistent with the overall growth in complexity and vari-
ation of federal municipal interactions in Mexico during the past quarter-century.

13 IS THE SYSTEM OF MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE
ADEQUATE IN RELATION TO MUNICIPAL AND
URBAN POLICY?

It is difficult to assess the adequacy of an intergovernmental system that is im-
mersed in a context of profound political, economic, and administrative change,
as Mexico’s has been during the past two decades. Any judgment is influenced by
explicit or implicit expectations about the ultimate outcome of these broader
changes – for example, democratic consolidation versus a return to authoritarian-
ism. Put another way, the degree of institutionalization of the new types of
intergovernmental practice discussed in this text is insufficient to guarantee their
continued existence, even in the short run.

On the one hand, the persistence of loopholes and vagueness in the legal frame-
work of intergovernmental affairs makes a return to highly centralized government
possible, especially if authoritarian forces retake national power. Even in a less
extreme scenario, municipalities could see an erosion in their current space for
action, as part of the common pattern in federal systems of shifts in levels of
centralization over time (Wright 1990).

On the other hand, it may be significant that the three major political parties in
Mexico eventually came to embrace decentralization efforts during the 1980s and
1990s. Local politicians of each party have come to balance, in varying degrees,
the parties’ inherent centripetal tendencies. In general, the consensus endures
among the country’s political classes that greater municipal dynamism and au-
tonomy is a key to improved public policy and government effectiveness. Still, in
certain circumstances – including compelling social problems, partisan political
objectives, and entrenched corruption in all levels of government – these lofty
ideals tend to be abandoned, especially by national actors.

In part, the challenge for maintaining the new style of decentralized multilevel
governance in Mexico lies in convincing citizens that what is portrayed publicly
as greater levels and frequencies of intergovernmental conflict is not necessarily
an indicator of government ineffectiveness. However, the persistent reality of
government failure – at all levels – in such key issues as poverty reduction, crime
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control, and environmental protection, has begun to undermine the optimism and
goodwill generated by the peaceful transition to multiparty electoral competition.
After decades of struggle to democratize and decentralize Mexico (two goals tightly
linked in rhetoric and practice), it is becoming more common to hear calls for a
return to centralized rule and a “firm hand” on the part of national authorities.
The open question is whether the proliferation of local experiences and local in-
terest groups will be sufficient to resist these proposals.
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“federation,” the South African state was highly centralized, and the dominant
relationship was between the central government and local authorities.

The advent of democratic rule in South Africa in April 1994 saw not only the
formal abolition of race-based politics but also the decentralization of the state,
with the formation of nine provinces of limited but protected legislative and ex-
ecutive competences. Provincial autonomy was one of the most contested elements
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currently constituting slightly less than half of the transfers, there is a slow
movement over a four-year period towards increasing the equitable share and
thus local discretion.

Although the primary responsibility for supervising local government lies with
the provinces, the primary source of conditional grants is the national govern-
ment, rendering the role of provinces peripheral in this area. With transfers
constituting the bulk of provincial income, and much of their expenditure prede-
termined by national norms on the payment of pensions, social grants, and salaries,
there is precious little provincial largesse left transfer to struggling municipali-
ties. Moreover, the administration of conditional grants for municipal infrastructure
that was previously done by provinces has now been centralized at the Depart-
ment of Provincial and Local Government (DPLG) (see section 11.2 below).
Funding for housing is an exception. Housing is a provincial function, but all
housing developments are undertaken by municipalities in terms of subsidies pro-
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11 POLICY CASE STUDIES

In the two policy areas selected – emergency planning and infrastructure devel-
opment – a strong municipal-national relationship is clearly evident.

11.1 EMERGENCY PLANNING

In the area of emergency planning – referred to in South Africa as “disaster man-
agement” – the national government has taken the lead in developing a
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members of the Executive Council must also convene a provincial disaster man-
agement advisory forum composed of provincial officials, the heads of each
municipal disaster management centre, representatives of organized local govern-
ment in the province, and role players in the private sector and civil society. Their
function is to provide the link between national objectives and provincial and
municipal disaster risk management activities and priorities. When a disaster oc-
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Investment Unit (MIIU) – a stand-alone company with the task of assisting mu-
nicipalities with advice on the financing and management of essential municipal
services such as water supply, sanitation, waste, energy, and transport.

Infrastructure policy and funding has thus become an entirely nationally driven
enterprise. After losing the function to administer the Consolidated Municipal
Infrastructure Programme (CMIP), provinces play only a peripheral role in mu-
nicipal infrastructural development. Their role, described by the DPLG, is confined
to their general constitutional role of monitoring and support, ensuring that IDPs
are properly prepared, and providing technical advice on infrastructure for which
they have responsibility, such as roads. The complaint of provinces is that on
losing control over the distribution of funds through the CMIP, they have lost an
important regulatory device. Without the sanction of manipulating money flows,
provincial monitoring has lost much of its clout.

12 RECENT TRENDS

The recent trends in local-national relations, alluded to in the above text, can be
summarized as follows. First, the national government is increasingly setting ur-
ban and rural policy. This has been most evident in the case of the policy on free
basic services. Second, the national policy setting has resulted in a dramatic in-
crease in the national transfers of funds to municipalities for the provision of free
basic services through the “equitable share” allocation and conditional grants for
infrastructure. The national restructuring of the electricity distribution through
the creation of the regional electricity distributors (REDs) will impact signifi-
cantly on municipal revenue, which, again, will result in national influence through
increased transfers to municipalities.

Third, the increased policy intervention by the national government is followed
by much closer national and provincial supervision of local government, aimed at
ensuring the delivery of basic services. Project Consolidate is the most recent
example of such a nationally driven but provincially implemented initiative. A
further example is the nationally appointed and paid-for community development
workers (CDWs). Paid by the national government and trained by the provinces,
the CDWs have from 2006 been placed in selected municipalities to unblock link-
ages between municipalities and communities. This has resulted in an
uncomfortable situation, where CDWs are working in municipalities and com-
munities but are not finally answerable to the municipal councils concerned.

Fourth, the ever-shrinking realm of local autonomy is not arrested by the con-
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government, the national government’s dominance of local government matters
is not surprising. However, overregulation and overly prescriptive policies may
emaciate local democracy, resulting in poor municipal and urban policy.

NOTES

1 Exchange rate: R5 equals Can$1 (date February 2006).
2 At the time of writing (February 2006), the establishment of the six REDs is being

reconsidered by the national cabinet as a result of concerns raised by the metros regard-
ing the prospective loss of income.

3 The councils of district municipalities are composed of 40 percent directly elected mem-
bers on closed party lists and 60 percent indirectly elected councillors from the local
municipalities in the district.

4 The grants were CMIP, Water Services Projects, Community-based Public Works Pro-
gramme, Local Economic Development Fund, Urban Transport Fund, Building for Sport
and Recreation Programme, and National Electrification Programme.
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and disposal, waste water and storm water drainage, public works such as roads
and highways, street cleaning, and public safety. The exact services supplied by
municipalities are determined by the states, as provided for in their state constitu-
tions and legislation. Thus, there is wide variation in the specific responsibilities
assigned to municipalities and the degree of discretion in carrying out those
assignments.

Historically, education was provided as a municipal service in many large
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Figure 2
Local Government Employment, 1970, 1980, 1990, 2002

Figure 1
Local, State, and Federal Government Employment, 1970–2002
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government brought a small amount of money to the table, about $3.5 billion, and
hoped to leverage this with other federal, state, and non-governmental support.
The thrust was to fuse liberal intervention policies that focused on places with
more neoconservative policies that emphasized reliance on markets. Thus, HUD
helped finance the destruction of large-scale public-housing complexes alongside
local efforts to build more mixed-income neighbourhoods. The federal govern-
ment helped initiate local community development banks that would help jumpstart
more entrepreneurialism in inner city minority communities to create jobs and
stabilize neighborhoods. At the same time, the federal government would help
finance the hiring of 100,000 new police in the cities (and suburbs) to fight the
rising rates of violent crime.

In 2000 George W. Bush ran on a platform of “compassionate conservatism”
but whether this was a coherent policy approach or rhetoric was never clear. The
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especially the National League of Cities and the U.S. Conference of Mayors.
What cities really want from state government is more autonomy, especially to
raise revenues and to be free from state mandates that raise costs. Cities also seek
greater aid and investment from the state (ibid., 747–8).

At the substate level, regional governments are almost non-existent, with the
exception of the Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) and voluntary as-
sociations such as a Council of Governments (COGs). In the 1990s there appeared
to be some promise of greater regionalism in U.S. metropolitan areas (Savitch
and Vogel 1996). Two factors were promoting greater regionalism. First, the fed-
eral government, through its transportation policies, required an MPO to be
established for every metropolitan area in order to develop short and long-term
transportation plans. Further, significant transportation projects required MPOs
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(ibid., 861). Under NAFTA, municipal policies promoting local industries are
regarded as trade barriers. The effect of this kind of agreement is to centralize
greater authority in the federal executive branch over domestic policies that are
otherwise under the authority of state and local officials.

In practice, NAFTA has led to greater federal centralization in the executive
branch. Warner and Gerbasi highlight that NAFTA has redefined property rights
that otherwise are determined by the fifty states following state laws and constitu-
tions. NAFTA provides for “foreign investors to bring nations into international
arbitration to defend government measures that affect their private investments
(property) negatively, and redefining property to include future profits, market
access and market share” (ibid., 862). State and local governments no longer set
the boundaries for balancing the public good with property rights. The U.S. Govern-
ment will represent state and local interests in arbitration. “In effect, this system
replaces domestic processes with international courts and law, shifting disputes
regarding domestic state matters to an international venue” (ibid., 863). The US
government is likely to trade off state and local government interests and preroga-
tives on behalf of broader national goals. Of course, the same holds true for Canada
and Mexico, which also are parties to NAFTA.

Warner and Gerbasi examine the case of Methanex in California to explore the
consequences of NAFTA for subnational governments. In 1999 the California
legislature imposed a ban on the chemical methyl tributyl ethanol (MTBE), a
chemical gas additive, after evidence was found that public drinking water was
contaminated. A study for the California State Senate reported that $160 million
to $300 million was required for remediation and that residents had suffered prop-
erty value loss due to contaminated wells. Some California cities had also been
awarded about $40 million from U.S. courts after suing refineries for groundwater
pollution. The Canadian company Methanex challenged “the United States over
the California ban in a NAFTA arbitration and is claiming US$970 million in
damages including good will, reputation and future profits” (ibid., 864). Methanex
produces methane, which is an ingredient of MTBE. Among the claims made by
Methanex is that the additive ethanol, manufactured by U.S. companies, is used, thus
favouring U.S. companies over Canadian ones. According to Warner and Gerbasi,

These claims would not be successful within the US legal system. First, the damage
claim would not survive. Methanex is asking for a partial takings ruling based on
the loss of 6% of their production. In the US system, property must lose nearly all of
its value to require compensation for damages due to regulations. Second, most
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Although the Methanex claim was rejected by the NAFTA tribunal in 2005 (Corsi
2006), many believe that it is just a matter of time before some actions of state or
local government are deemed to have violated NAFTA provisions. Warner and
Gerbasi point out that once this occurs, “the federal preference for free trade is
substituted for democratic legislative and judicial action at the subnational (state
and local) levels” (2004, 864).

Clearly, cities are engaged in the international arena. Yet there remains little
systematic study of the scope and scale of their involvement. This is an area ripe
for further investigation. Certainly, the Seattle WTO riots reveal increased aware-
ness by cities and citizens of the possible effects of international trade agreements
on urban life. Many states and cities maintain permanent overseas trade offices.
Many cities have created international offices to coordinate “sister cities



MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE IN THE UNITED STATES 277

congressional races, and it maintained a substantial hold over important state
governorships. Both would later furnish George W. Bush with a powerful base.

National elections in 2000 (Bush v Gore) and 2004 (Bush v Kerry) were the
crucible over whether the new right or centrist Democrats would prevail. After a
controversial defeat in 2000, hopeful Democrats pointed out that while Bush had
captured the Electoral College, Gore held the real American mandate by having
won the popular vote. By 2004, the nation had a clear answer. Relying on the
suburban-southern coalition, Bush and his strongly conservative allies were swept
into office. Clearly, the political outcome rested on a sharply divided geographic
landscape whose contours would shape domestic policy for years to come.

Figure 4 shows the extent of this political split. It uses twelve central cities and
their surrounding suburbs to illustrate the sharply different voting patterns be-
tween Democrat John Kerry and Republican George Bush in the presidential
election of 2004.

Figure 4 depicts a bifurcation of political behaviour. Cities are moving deci-
sively towards the left and suburbs are moving just as decisively towards the right.
Kerry won almost all the core cities, while Bush carried almost all the suburbs.
These differences were not only very clear but also overwhelming. Kerry won
upwards of 70 percent in eight out of twelve cities. Although Bush’s victory in the
suburbs was less substantial, he carried the suburban electorate by a comfortable
margin. Moreover, cities that voted most heavily for Kerry were more densely
populated, contained greater mixed uses, or held larger minority populations (Bal-
timore, New Orleans, New York, San Francisco, St Louis and Washington, DC)
than those where Kerry’s margins were slimmer (Indianapolis, Louisville, Nash-
ville). In sum the more “urbane” the city, the more heavily it voted Democrat,
while sprawled metropolitan areas outside the central city voted Republican in
greater numbers. These observations are confirmed by exit polls and other studies
that found a distinct relationship between the size of a jurisdiction and its politi-
cal disposition. Cities, especially large cities, vote for candidates on the left (or in
the American context, that are more “liberal”) while smaller, less dense jurisdic-
tions elect more “conservative” candidates on the right (Sauerzopf and Swanstrom
1999; Wolman and Marckini 2000).

Clear and polar social attitudes underlined these differences in voting behav-
iour. Core cities voted for the “liberal” candidate who favoured a greater degree
of income redistribution, social welfare programs, and a separation between reli-
gion and state. By contrast, suburbs opted for the “conservative” candidate who
favoured fewer restrictions on private enterprise, a less progressive tax system,
fewer social programs, and a closer relationship with religion. By the year 2000,
the highly polarized politics that once characterized the body politic of core cities
was transferred into sharp distinction between jurisdictions.
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Clinton was unable to pass the mantle in 2000 in a contested election, weak-
ened by impeachment. Clinton’s success was due in large measure to his own
charismatic personality, his southern roots, and his ability to blend liberal ideol-
ogy with market-based policies. Democratic coalitions cannot win in the cities
alone. Few Democrats can garner votes in the suburbs and the South while retain-
ing the central cities and minorities in the Midwest and Northeast. Even Clinton
was unable to translate this into policies that were greatly beneficial to large cit-
ies. The locus of American national politics has shifted to the more conservative
and Republican suburbs and exurbs.

10 MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE AND THE FLOODING
OF NEW ORLEANS

The 2005 disaster in New Orleans raises questions about the way the multilevel
governance system actually operates and the effectiveness of current arrange-
ments. Political scientist Brian Jones (1980) reminds us: “Delivering services is
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The course of the hurricane seemed to spare New Orleans from the worst of the
storm. However, initial relief turned to horror as officials realized that dam levees
were failing, leading to the flooding of 80 percent of the city (Federal Response
to Hurricane Katrina: Lessons Learned 2005). Although most citizens evacuated,
some 100,000 people were left behind, most of them poor and black. The city was
ill prepared to evacuate so many people, and insufficient shelters or provisions
were in place. About 25,000 people were trapped in the Superdome without enough
water or food and with poor sanitary conditions. Another 20,000 people went to
the Convention Center, which was never intended as a shelter (Comfort 2006,
501, 506).

Americans watched images on their televisions of survivors having to fend for
themselves with no sign of local, state, or federal officials coming to the rescue.
Many tried to leave on foot, crossing the Crescent City Convention Bridge, only
to be turned back at gunpoint by sheriffs of Gretana, Louisiana, who apparently
feared invasion by mobs of black looters (Comfort 2006, 506). Viewers had trou-
ble believing that this was a disaster in a modern American city rather than in a
Third World country. The hurricane was a natural disaster, but it appears that the
flooding was the result of human disaster – an incomplete, poorly designed, poorly
constructed and poorly maintained levee and flood-control system (ibid., 503).
The costs of the disaster are estimated at between $100 billion and $150 billion,
with 1,293 dead in New Orleans and southern Louisiana, and 306 dead in south-
ern Mississippi (University of California, Berkeley 2006, 15–1).

A number of national commissions and studies have been undertaken to try to
account for the disaster (see table 3). The Hurricane Pam exercise in the summer
of 2004 warned that a category 3 hurricane would lead to the flooding of New
Orleans with some 300,000 people “trapped” in the city (van Heerden 2004). The
report highlighted the vulnerability of the city sitting below sea level. The exer-
cise pointed to the need to develop “a long-term coastal restoration plan to ensure
New Orleans’ survival.” Unfortunately, the city, state and federal government failed
to act to address the issues that the Hurricane Pam exercise foreshadowed.

Following 9/11, the framework for emergency planning had been changed.
The Office of Homeland Security was created, and FEMA and other agencies
were brought under the new cabinet department’s auspices. The emphasis of Home-
land Security was on planning and responding to terrorism. Although FEMA has
a role to play in this, as evidenced in the response to the destruction of the Twin
Towers, FEMA lost its direct access to the president and Congress, since it was
no longer an independent agency. As initial assessments are made regarding the
disaster in New Orleans, the national reorganization certainly appears to have
significance (Stehr 2006, 21). The testimony of Michael Brown, former FEMA
head, before a congressional committee pointed out that FEMA was down one-
fourth of its workforce and that Secretary Michael Chernoff of Homeland Security
did not support FEMA budget requests for equipment and personnel. The testi-
mony also highlighted the Republican view of the president and Congress that the
federal government take a secondary role in emergency planning and response.
Of course, this explanation does not match the expectations of citizens and emer-
gency-planning laws that the federal government respond when the scale of the
disaster overwhelms state and local capacity or resources.
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In the case of New Orleans, the flood destroyed the local communication and
transportation infrastructure. This raises certain questions: Why did some first
responders abandon their posts? Why did others lack the resources or ability to
assess the situation and intervene? The state also was ill-prepared to deal with the
storm. Some amount of blame for the disaster rests with local officials. Research-
ers Peter Burns and Matthew Thomas (2006) consider that the failure to evacuate
the city and deal with the immediate crisis facing the citizens can be traced to a
poorly developed local governing coalition or regime. The mayor had few net-
works or established patterns of relations to draw upon to help evacuate the city,
to relate to state and federal officials, or to call in the aid and resources of private
and non-governmental agencies that could assist him. The lack of trust and bonds
was an obstacle. Mayor Ray Nagin waited until Sunday morning, 28 August 2005,
to order a mandatory evacuation of New Orleans. He wanted to consult the city’s
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to plan or mitigate for likely flooding in New Orleans. Observers had warned of
the consequences of the decline in the coastal wetlands as a brake on a hurricane,
as well as the migration of the population to coastal regions. Local, state, and
national officials were unprepared to deal with the disaster. While the specific
failures of various officials, agencies, and systems is likely to be studied in detail
over the next several years, the intergovernmental system and lack of coordina-
tion are undoubtedly a major part of the story.

Local, state, and federal officials have been hard pressed to develop effective
multilevel governance. State and local officials have had fiscal difficulties related
to declining federal support and a sluggish economy. Citizens are reluctant to
raise taxes although they desire increased public services. The challenge for mod-
ern government is to improve coordination across (horizontal) and between
(vertical) levels of government. The federal government has not developed a co-
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project and not a rational transportation policy emerging from a coordinated
intergovernmental system (Altshuler and Luberoff 2003, chs. 4 and 9).

The system of multilevel governance is not producing good public policy at the
municipal or urban level. Municipal officials say the federal government provides
too few resources and continues to scale back its commitment. The municipal
officials view state officials – the beneficiaries of national New Federalism poli-
cies – as obstacles to improved urban governance. State officials often divert money,
which the federal officials had intended to benefit cities (e.g., Homeland Secu-
rity), and mayors often have strained relations with governors. Federal and state
officials tend to view local and municipal officials as corrupt and incompetent,
and in need of close monitoring.
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New Orleans flooding partly reflects a shift in national policy orientation – that
Washington plays a supporting rather than leading role in national-disaster relief.

Nonetheless, mayors will likely accept the challenge to try. It is instructive to
American politics to notice that the mayor of New Orleans is not reticent to lec-
ture the president or the governor. Moreover, in 2005 the mayor defied reluctant
federal and state officials to bring the citizens of New Orleans back even before
the levees and the infrastructure or housing are rebuilt. The mayor knew that he
had the media’s attention and that the window for action was short. A mayor
without a people is quickly relegated to irrelevancy. The mayor is keeping pres-
sure on the national government to follow through on its commitment to rebuild
New Orleans. This is a lesson that American mayors may teach to municipal offi-
cials in other countries. Political authority may derive less from formal grants
than from political entrepreneurship and politics. In this regard, American may-
ors excel. The national government may or may not keep its commitment to fund
the rebuilding. On the one hand, the Republican dominated 109th Congress (2005–
2006) wanted to fulfill the president’s promise. On the other hand, it said that tax
cuts must not be undone and that funds for rebuilding New Orleans will have to
come at the expense of Medicare and Medicaid.

12 CONCLUSION
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Although disasters may precipitate change, the incipient problems of cities have
been exposed before – in the Miami Riot of 1980 and the Los Angeles Riot of
1992. In these instances, the federal, state, and local (county and cities) govern-
ments vowed in the short term to tackle severe inner-city problems but failed to
take concrete action. Few expect New Orleans to change this.

Finally, although the focus of this paper is on multilevel governance and obsta-
cles to good public policy in the cities, the disaster in New Orleans reveals that
incompetent political leaders and politicization of the bureaucracy at all three
levels of government may be equally important in understanding the failure to
prepare for and respond to the hurricane and flooding. The president, the gover-
nor, and the mayor failed to demonstrate strong or effective leadership. Heads of
critical federal, state, and local agencies had little professional qualifications or
experience, and the bureaucracy of all three were highly politicized, thus under-
mining the coordination necessary to make a federal system work (Koven and
Brennan, forthcoming).

NOTES

1 Dillon’s Rule is followed in thirty-nine of the fifty states, with thirty-one always apply-
ing Dillon’s Rule and eight applying it to some municipalities (Richardson, Gough, and
Puentes, 2003, 17–18). The states that do not follow Dillon’
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