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1. Introduction

The creation of sub-local political bodies in many urban municipalities in many 
countries in Western Europe can be viewed as an attempt to find the balance between 
integration and local differentiation. (Bäck et al. 2005) Territorial decentralisation 
reached its peak in the 1980s and 1990s, and two approaches caused by different 
objectives can be distinguished. The objective of the Central and Eastern European 
countries, recently freed from totalitarian dictatorship, was democratisation of their 
societies. (Illner 1998, Horvath 2000) The objective of Western Europe, especially 
the Scandinavian countries, was to overcome the consequences of the crisis of the 
welfare state and to search for a more effective management model. In addition to 
the ideas about NPM, one way was also territorial decentralisation within the city. 
(Bogason 1996, Bäck et al. 2005)

The introduction of sub-local political bodies in the municipalities implies the 
creation of a new territorial tier in the local governmental structure. The construction 
of the relationship between these tiers is a conceptual question.

The relation between the state and local governments, and the issue of local 
autonomy has been addressed in professional literature. (e.g. Sharpe 1970; Clark 
1984; Page and Goldsmith 1987; Goldsmith 1995; Fleurke and Willemse 2004 and 
2006 etc.). Multi-tier urban management is a relatively unstudied area compared to 
city planning and city governance. The present article strives to fill that void.

The purpose of the article is to establish criteria for measuring the scope of 
autonomy city districts have and compare the scope of city district autonomy in the 
capital cities of Central and Northern Europe. It is important to establish the limits 
of autonomy city districts can be granted without compromising the values of local 
self-government established in the European Charter of Local Self-government 
(hereafter ‘the Charter’). The measuring is based on an analysis of the legislation of 
the above countries. The author describes in his article the parameters necessary for 
estimating the extent of autonomy city districts enjoy and tests them on the sample 
capital cities.

The article does not discuss the issue of whether decentralisation and city dis-
tricts as such are a suitable means to reach democracy and achieve more efficient 
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management. The validity of decentralisation or centralisation in public administra-
tion is among the most frequently discussed problems but there are no unique rea-
sons to justify choices. (Wagenaar and Rutgers 2004) The dominant political culture 
in a certain period colours the debate on centralisation and decentralisation. In some 
eras, equality is valued higher than efficiency, in others, participation in decision-
making is considered more important than the quality of service delivery. (Fleurke 
and Hulst 2006) Arguments such as democratic character, legitimacy and efficiency 
were shown to be arguments that have been used to defend and promote both decen-
tralisation and centralisation. (Vries 2000) The effects of urban decentralisation have 
been addressed especially in professional research conducted in the Nordic countries 
but, actually, there are no unique answers. (Bäck et al. 2005)

The author chose capital cities as the object of research. Capital cities are often 
political, economic and cultural centres, and, as the seat of the central government, 
they frequently bear symbolic meaning. Several countries such as Poland, Slovenia, 
Serbia, the Czech Republic and Slovakia, adopted a law on the capital city to estab-
lish the special status of their capital cities, and the legal organisation of capital cities 
is one of the research objects of the experts of the Congress of Local and Regional 
Authorities of Europe CLRAE Institutional Committee. (Status of Capital Cities 
2007) Whatever their actual function in a country, all principles fixed in the Charter 
should prevail in them.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1 Local autonomy and decentralisation

Local autonomy is often conceptualised as freedom of high-level interference. 
(Sharpe 1970, Clark 1984, Page and Goldsmith 1987) Clark (1984) and Goldsmith 
(1995) defined decentralisation along two dimensions: the power of initiation and the 
power of immunity. Initiation refers to the actions of local governments in carrying 
out their rightful duties. Immunity refers to the power of localities to act without fear 
of the supervisory authority of higher tiers of the state. Immunity allows local govern-
ments to act however they wish within the limits imposed by their initiative powers.

From the aspect of democracy, decentralisation within the city can be viewed in 
two dimensions. (http://www.worldbank.com) Democratic decentralisation means 
that people outside the organisation (i.e. local residents) are involved both in prepar-
ing and taking decisions. Democratic decentralisation aims to give citizens or their 
elected representatives more power in public decision-making. Administrative 
decentralisation, also called ‘deconcentration,’ concerns higher-level management in 
the lower-level (district) arena, when a higher-level civil servant delegates tasks to 
lower-level civil servants to execute central policies. Most authors, when speaking 
about autonomy, mean, by default, democratic decentralisation.1

1  Vries (2000): “One of the main arguments in favour to decentralization was that it enhanced public 
participation in the policy process and would result in more democracy policy making processes”. Such objec-
tives are unattainable by means of administrative decentralisation.
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Decentralisation and local autonomy have often been regarded as synonyms (e.g. 
Rolla 1998), i.e. more extensive decentralisation automatically means more extensive 
local autonomy. However, several authors consider such a comparison a simplified 
one. Fleurke and Willemse (2004) distinguished different approaches of decentralisa-
tion in relation to local autonomy. They are of the opinion that a formal approach, 
where decentralisation automatically means more extensive local autonomy, is out-
dated. Instead, decentralisation is regarded as a process with rendered meaning 
within a framework of which local autonomy is a means to meet the set objectives.

2.2 Values of local government

A local government as an institution proceeds from the democratic values of the 
society; various management instruments are means to foster them. The foundation 
of local government includes the values of local autonomy, local democracy (scope 
for citizen participation and influence) and efficiency (making the most of available 
resources). (Sharpe 1970) In addition to this, the principle of subsidiarity is the bind-
ing factor of economic and social effectiveness. These values – democracy, autono-
my and subsidiarity – have found an outlet in the Charter. The preamble of the 
Charter provides an opportunity for a statement of the basic premises2. These are, 
essentially:

 The vital contribution of local self-government to democracy, effective
 administration and the decentralisation of power;

 The need for local authorities to be democratically constituted and enjoy
 wide-ranging autonomy.

Thus, the Charter unequivocally emphasises local autonomy as an underlying prin-
ciple of the state-local government relations. The provisions of the Charter as an 
international treaty are generally applicable to the domestic law of countries and, 
thus, provide appropriate guarantees for local self-government.

Local autonomy and democracy

Political theory holds a special place for local democracy. Local democracy is the 
cornerstone of a democratic society. (Phillips 1996) Goldsmith (1995) underlines 
that without local autonomy, the local government is but an extension of the central 
authority. If local representatives do not have the right to take decisions on matters 
important for the local community, local democracy itself becomes a farce. Pratchett 
(2004) shares the view:

 Local autonomy is often considered to be synonymous with local democracy, because,
 without some degree for exercising discretion, communities are unable to cultivate
 democratic practices. Although the argument above has asserted a broader role for local

2  European Charter of Local Self-government. Explanatory report.http://conventions.coe.int.

·

·
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3  ‘General competence’ is the right of the local government to act and demonstrate initiative regarding 
every local community-related issue, unless provided otherwise by law. An example of general competence in 
the Estonian Constitution: § 154: “All local issues shall be resolved and managed by local governments, which 
shall operate independently pursuant to law.”

4  ‘Ultra vires’ – Local government is only entitled to perform those tasks that are explicitly and legally 
assigned or permitted by national legislation. (Loughlin 2001)

5  Art 4.3: Public responsibilities shall generally be exercised, in preference, by those authorities which 
are closest to the citizen. Allocation of responsibility to another authority should weigh up the extent and nature 
of the task and requirements of efficiency and economy.

 democracy, there can be little dispute that local democracy is, fundamentally, about
 local self-government. It is primary rationale for local government.

The Charter emphasises “local freedom from central government interference” as a 
fundamental component of local democracy. The people in the locality are better placed 
than anyone else to know the issues, problems and conditions, and they are the only 
ones who can know their preferences and priorities and concerns. (Phillips 1996)

Local democracy is a necessary condition for local autonomy.

Local autonomy and subsidiarity

Linking local democracy and local autonomy, the competence of local governments 
inevitably has to be discussed. Local democracy is meaningless without the respon-
sibilities and fiscal resources to realise the discretional power. (Pratchett 2004) The 
competence of local governments can be based either on the principle of so-called 
general competence3 or on the principle of so-called ultra vires4 applied, for example, 
in Great Britain. (Norton 1994, Loughlin 2001)

The fundamental underlying principle of general competence is subsidiarity. In 
the Charter, it is established in article 4.35, and since its wording leaves room for 
various interpretations, the principle is directly not binding and applicable. For 
example, the word “generally” leaves room for exceptions; also, the principle con-
tains a reservation in terms of administrative capacity (“efficiency and economy”). 
However, the countries are committed to adhering to the principle when establishing 
the rights and freedoms of local governments. In the context of the article, subsidiar-
ity is interpreted along two dimensions:

 ‘External subsidiarity’: Can be discussed within this hierarchy: state – local
 government – city district. This is the way the principle is also dealt with in
 the Charter. Since the Charter is applicable to the local self-government unit
 as a whole, the author feels that no right to general competence of city dis-
 tricts established by decentralisation of a unitary city can derive from the
 Charter. The local self-government unit is the subject of the Charter and the 
 city district fulfills the functions it has been granted the rights, obligations
 and responsibility to perform under the principle of ‘ultra vires.’

 ‘Internal subsidiarity’: Although the principle of subsidiarity is generally
 treated in the context of the state – local governments, the rights, duties and
 responsibility move closer to the citizen and the problem upon territorial 

·

·
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 decentralisation of the city, and, therefore, the principle can also be applied
 to the context of city management. ‘Internal subsidiarity’ can be the basis for
 establishing responsibilities of city districts within a local government but it 
 takes place within the limits set by the city council. Since the principle con-
 cerns territorial distribution of competence, adhering to it is not the case
 when the representative body delegates responsibilities to the executive body
 or to a city administrative agency.

2.3 Local autonomy and intra-city decentralisation

The following aims of city districts in the course of territorial decentralisation of city 
management have been mentioned in professional literature. (Barlow 1993, Norton 
1994, Bäck et al. 2005, Assche and Dierickx 2007)

 Developing local democracy. City district management structures enable
 members of the public to participate in the political life and have a say in
 taking decisions on issues important for the district.

 Efficient planning of public services. Decentralisation can provide better
 solution for the optimal-scale problem. The city council would maintain all
 competencies in the areas where economies of scale can be expected, while
 the district councils would deal with the issues that require close contacts
 with the citizens or problems.

 Mediation and provision of public services. At the city district level, it is
 better to take into account the local priorities, manage resources efficiently
 according to the real needs and, thus, bring about efficient management.

While above, local autonomy was discussed from the point of view of its general 
meaning, i.e. from the point of view of relations between the state and local govern-
ments, now the main emphasis is on city district autonomy. City district autonomy 
adds another element: the relations between the city as a whole (and also, as a local 
self-government unit) and the city districts. There are a number of different models 
for metropolitan management. Barlow (1994) identified three basic models of met-
ropolitan government:

 The polycentric city means single-tier local government consisting of nume-
 rous coequal local authorities. The polycentric model lacks an elected central
 authority for the city as a whole and is characterised by a high degree of
 municipal fragmentation.

 The model of two-tier local government means that there are two levels of 
 local government, one being citywide authority, and the other consisting of
 numerous local units (city districts).

 The model of unitary city means a single-level local government for the
 entire local urban area. City districts (should they be established) are not
 independent units of local self-government.

·

·

·

·

·

·

·
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6  The polycentric model is not employed in capital city management in Europe today. London provides 
an excellent case history of the polycentric city and two-tier models in practice. (Röber et al. 2002)

A casual glance gives an impression of a simple division; yet, upon deeper analysis, 
it appears rather complex, especially distinguishing between the two-tier and the 
unitary city models.6 The question is how much autonomy the city district has to 
have in order to be regarded an independent unit of local self-government. There are 
no clear definitions. The existence of elected councils does not make city districts 
independent units of local self-government.

Article 3 of the Charter provides the freely elected representative body (com-
monly called ‘the council’) and thus, the representative-democratic model as the 
essential characteristic of local self-government. The political autonomy is a neces-
sary but not sufficient condition for local government. It is important to define suf-
ficient conditions necessary for the existence of second-tier local self-government in 
order to establish the criteria for the types of autonomy discussed below.

For various reasons, granting autonomy to city districts of a unitary city is prob-
lematic from the legal point of view. First and foremost, it is problematic due to the 
fact that the Charter is applicable to the local government, not to the city district. 
Upon regulating city district autonomy, the state perforce prejudices the rights and 
freedoms of local governments. The author is of the opinion that city district auton-
omy is justified only in case it is used to safeguard the values established in the 
Charter.

It is important to underline that city districts of a unitary city are not independent 
units of local self-government and, therefore, the criteria used for measuring the 
scope of city district autonomy cannot be applied one-to-one to the state and local 
self-government systems.

3. Measuring Scope of Local Autonomy

The article distinguishes between external and internal autonomy of city districts. 
External autonomy of city districts is established by law and it can mean the follow-
ing binding consequences for the city in connection with city districts:

1. An obligation to do something or not to do it;     
 External autonomy means that the city has no discretionary power in a cer-
 tain area. For example, the law stipulates that city districts have to be estab-
 lished or that a certain organisational structure has to be introduced upon
 establishing city districts.

2. An opportunity to do something or not to do it.    
 Internal autonomy, within the context of the article, means that exercising
 the statutory right to autonomy granted to city districts depends on discre-
 tionary power of the city council: e.g. the law establishes a compulsory
 organisation for city districts but establishment of city districts is left for the 
 city council to decide. 



66

Mikk Lõhmus

7  European Charter of Local Self Government Explanatory Memorandum. http://conventions.coe.int.

The article focuses on the power-of-immunity approach. In case of power of immu-
nity, we proceed from local autonomy as a vertical division of power; the scope of 
independence granted to the sub-unit is an indicator of the scope of autonomy. It can 
be objectively measured since it is established by legislation.

Page and Goldsmith (1987), Pratchett (2004) as well the Charter distinguish 
between organisational, political and legal dimensions of local autonomy. The scope 
of city district autonomy is measured in terms of the above three dimensions:

1. City district organisational autonomy, i.e. the guarantee of a city district insti-
 tution and the scope of decentralisation.

2. City district political autonomy, i.e. independence of local decision-takers
 and the scope of application of democracy.

3. City district legal autonomy, i.e. city district decision-taking power and the
 scope of application of subsidiarity.

3.1 Organisational autonomy

The Charter guarantees the local government organisational autonomy, and the 
right to independently establish one’s internal management organisation is its inte-
gral part.7 After all, article 6 (1) of the Charter provides that “Without prejudice to 
more general statutory provisions, local authorities shall be able to determine their 
own internal administrative structures in order to adapt them to local needs and 
ensure effective management.” Thus, prescribing the city district organisational form 
means a restriction of local autonomy.

Prescribing by law the establishment of city districts and their organisational 
structure is indicative of organisational autonomy. The more detailed the prescrip-
tion, the more extensive organisational autonomy, and the article distinguishes 
between four levels of organisational autonomy:

 Lack of organisational autonomy – option 1: Establishing city districts is an
 opportunity not an obligation of the local government. The city can establish
 city districts but the law does not prescribe their organisational structure.

 Low organisational autonomy – option 2: Establishing city districts is an
 opportunity not an obligation of the local government. The law prescribes
 the requirements for establishing and abolishing city districts as well as their
 organisational structure.

 Medium organisational autonomy – option 3: The law prescribes both the
 obligation to establish city districts and their organisational structure.

 High organisational autonomy – option 4: A list of all city districts by name 
 is provided in legislation, and the council has no right to use its own discre-
 tion to establish or abolish them.

·

·

·

·
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In case of democratic decentralisation, one of the city district bodies is the city dis-
trict council. Establishment of other bodies depends on the chosen management 
model, and municipal law differentiates between various approaches. In the monistic 
system, the elected council is regarded as the supreme decision-making body, while 
the local administration acts under the instruction and scrutiny of the council without 
any political executive decision-making power of its own. (Stewart 1992) In the 
dualistic system, the elected council is recognised as the prime decision-making 
body, but the political executive body or mayor is seen as possessing some decision-
making powers. (Stewart 1992)8 In case of administrative decentralisation, the city 
district has no representative body, and the city district is managed by either a 
political or non-political district manager.

The two-tier model of local self-government requires the city district to have at 
least medium organisational autonomy.

3.2 Political autonomy

Article 3 of the Charter provides the freely elected representative body (commonly 
called ‘the council’) and thus, the representative-democratic management model as 
the essential characteristic of local self-government.

Haus and Sweeting (2006) mention that at the local level, alternatives to usual 
methods of representation are more readily available, which constitutes incentives of 
institutional experiments. One of the alternatives is to decentralise political represen-
tation and establish territorial councils to represent a district. Also, the Council of 
Europe’s Committee of Ministers supported the democratic decentralisation in the 
recommendation submitted on 20 October 2004: “Within large metropolitan areas, 
internal decentralisation and deconcentration may help to improve participation (for 
example, elected bodies at municipal district level).”9

The criteria for measuring political autonomy have been chosen based on the 
level of independence the city district decision-taking body has. The more extensive 
the scope of political autonomy, the more independent the members of the city dis-
trict decision-taking body are of the city representative body. The author distin-
guishes between four dimensions of political autonomy:

 Lack of political autonomy – option 1: The city district has no elected or
 appointed collective representative body, and the city district is managed by
 a non-political district manager (chief executive).

 Low political autonomy – option 2: The city district has no elected or
 appointed collective representative body, but the city district is managed by
 a political district manager.

8  Stewart (1992) distinguishes four possible political executive models, including a separately elected 
individual political executive model and an appointed collective political executive model.

9  Council of Europe’s Committee of Ministers “Recommendation of the Committee of Ministers to 
member states on the processes of reform of boundaries and/or structure of local and regional authorities.” 
2004 (12), 20 October 2004.

·

·
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 Medium political autonomy – option 3: The city district has an appointed not 
 elected collective representative body (usually appointed by the representa-
 tive body). It is known in professional literature as ‘appointment democracy.’
 (Bäck et al. 2005)

 High political autonomy – option 4: The city district representative body is
 elected directly by the residents.

As shown in chapter 2.3, ‘high political autonomy’ is a necessary condition for local 
government.

3.3 Legal autonomy

Political and organisational autonomy are meaningless without the scope of discre-
tion and the resources to realise the benefits of such autonomy. (Pratchett 2004) 
Compared to organisational and political autonomy above, legal autonomy is the 
most complex. There are several significant reasons:

1. The rights to take independent decisions, to plan and deliver public services, 
 and financial autonomy that are an inevitable condition of these actions are
 among the most significant guarantees of local government autonomy aris-
 ing from the Charter.

2. Unlike measuring the two types of autonomy addressed above, it is compli-
 cated to establish an integral and universal criterion for measuring legal
 autonomy.

Two principal criteria are employed to measure the scope of legal autonomy: city 
district responsibilities and the system of financing.

 Lack of legal autonomy – option 1: City district responsibilities and the prin-
 ciples of financing are not established by law.

 Low legal autonomy – option 2: The law prescribes that the council shall
 establishes the scope of city district responsibilities and city district fiscal
 autonomy. The city district discharges but responsibilities it has been delega-
 ted the rights, obligations and responsibility to take on.

 Medium legal autonomy – option 3: The law establishes general responsi-
 bilities of city districts but city districts lack an independent revenue base.
 The city council allocates financial resources as a single lump sum to the city
 districts based on an objective and measurable system of criteria and the dis-
 tricts themselves can decide distribution of the money between the fields.10

 High legal autonomy – option 4: The city district has an established list of
 responsibilities and an independent budget.

1 0  For the Oslo model, see Byrådets budsjettforslag for 2007 – dokumentasjon av budsjettgrunnlaget 
for bydelene. Grønt hefte. 2006. Oslo: Oslo Kommune Byrådsavdeling for finans og utvikling.

·

·

·

·

·

·
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It appears upon analysing city district responsibilities that such responsibilities have 
been delegated to city districts which require public services to be available to the 
citizens near their places of residence or that the local government must reach an 
individual or a problem rather than the other way round. These responsibilities are 
set out below (Norton 1994, Bäck et al. 2005):

1. ‘Soft sector’ services (incl. social welfare, culture, libraries, sports, recre-
 ation);

2. ‘Technical’ services (incl. maintenance, local public green zones and roads).

Two-tier local self-government requires high legal autonomy because Article 9 of the 
Charter prescribes extensive financial autonomy for local governments.

4. The models of territorial decentralisation

The author analysed the capital city management models of Northern, Central and 
Eastern European countries. Among them, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, the Czech 
Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (hereaf-
ter ‘the Macedonia’) and Croatia are new democracies that emerged in the early 
1990s. These countries, as well as Hungary and Poland, and Romania and Bulgaria, 
which joined the European Union on 1 January 2007, are characterised by the fact 
that they had to build a new and democratic local self-government system in the 
1990s. (Horvath 2000, Kandeva 2001) The Nordic countries, Germany, Austria and 
the Netherlands, on the other hand, are characterised by long-term stable democracy 
and an established local self-government system. (Norton 1994)

4.1 Model 1: The Baltic (or administrative) model – Tallinn, Riga, Vilnius, Sofia

Tallinn, Riga and Vilnius were under similar conditions after the international recog-
nition of the countries’ independence in 1991. (Vanags and Vilka 2006; Lõhmus and 
Tõnisson 2006) Upon implementing the administrative reform, the cities, due to an 
undemocratic and inefficient management model and arbitrary boundaries of the 
Soviet city districts, faced a problem of how to come up with a model that would not 
compromise the essential principles (derived from the functioning of communal self-
government) of building a new management model and dividing the city into city 
districts but would, at the same time, adhere to the principles of economic efficiency. 
(Lõhmus and Tõnisson 2006) It is important to point out that the three Baltic coun-
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tries chose different local self-government management models.11 The model of 
capital city decentralisation in Sofia (capital of Bulgaria) is similar to that in the 
Baltic States although Sofia is situated on the other side of Europe.

The Baltic (administrative) model is characterised by the following features:

 Lack of organisational or low organisational autonomy. In Estonia and
 Lithuania, establishing city districts is in the competence of the city council;
 in Latvia, city districts related issues are not established by law.

 Lack of political autonomy or low political autonomy. Although district 
 councils comprised of district residents exist in Tallinn and Vilnius, they are
 but advisors and recommenders.12 (Lõhmus and Tõnisson 2006) In Riga and
 Vilnius, the district manager heads the district manager’s office and, as a
 municipal official, he/she is directly under the chief executive. In Tallinn, the
 district managers are usually leaders of coalition parties’ local organisations
 and, as political officials, they are interested in holding their offices also after
 elections; therefore, they are, first and foremost, guided by political motives
 upon managing their city districts. The city district managers are directly
 under the Mayor but since they are nominees of the Council coalition parties,
 they are actually relatively independent. (Lõhmus and Tõnisson 2006) In
 Sofia, the political district mayors are elected by the council on a proposal
 from the city mayor for the time of competences of the Municipal council.

 Lack of legal autonomy or low legal autonomy. Similar to the Scandinavian
 countries, the level of ‘external legal autonomy’ of city districts is low,13 but 
 their level of ‘internal autonomy’ is not comparable to the Nordic countries.

In 2003, Tallinn City Government commissioned a study on city management and its 
problems from Tallinn University of Technology. The author of the present article 
participated in conducting the study. One of the conclusions of the study was that the 
level of political autonomy of city districts was low and, therefore, their legal and 

1 1  The local self-government system in Estonia is based on the dualistic system and the ‘strong cabinet 
(or ministerial) model.’ The political executive body is set up adhering to the principle of majority, i.e. its seats 
are assigned to representatives of the party or coalition of parties that won the election. The members of the 
Council cannot simultaneously be members of the executive body. The local self-government system in Latvia 
is based on the committee model. The lack of a political executive body is the reason for committees perform-
ing the duties that usually fall within the competence of a regular executive body. Lithuania uses the ‘soft 
cabinet model,’ i.e. there is the institution of the executive body. The Council forms the executive body and 
only Council members, including the mayor and his/her deputy (deputies), can be members of the council. 
(Lõhmus and Tõnisson 2006)

1 2  In Estonia, the status or competence of the city district has not been provided in the Local 
Government Organisation Act or other legislation. Therefore, the City Council cannot delegate to the district 
council the right to issue local legislation, and the district council can give only advisory opinions. (Lõhmus 
and Tõnisson 2006)

1 3  Clauses 31 (2) 1) to 14) of the Lithuanian Law on Local Self-government provides a relatively 
thorough list of responsibilities for Lithuanian city districts. The city districts in Vilnius are rather the connect-
ing link between the central level of the city and the members of the public defining the wishes and needs of 
the members of the public and other subjects, and passing the information on to the central level, as well as 
exercising supervision over compliance with various pieces of legislation. Specific public services are then 
provided by appropriate functional authorities.

·

·

·
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financial means to perform local tasks had been rendered almost nonexistent. At the 
same time, city districts differ in terms of a number of social characteristics. 
Therefore, taking any decisions requires good knowledge of local conditions. The 
branches of municipal boards lack sufficient means to supervise and manage the 
delivery of public services of local importance; there are also problems with the 
speed of response and solving problems as a whole. (Lõhmus and Tõnisson 2006)

4.2 Model 2: The Nordic Model – Stockholm, Oslo (1), and Copenhagen

In the 1980s, the economic and ideological crisis of the welfare state subsequently 
hit all local authorities and perhaps especially the big cities in Scandinavia. 
(Baldersheim and Stava 1993) Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland all intro-
duced ‘free commune programmes’ along with other schemes to ‘modernise’ public 
administration. (Baldersheim and Stava 1993) The neighbourhood decentralisation 
and the establishment of territorial districts are among the results of these processes. 
(Bogason 1996)

The characteristics of the Nordic model are as follows:

1. Low organisational autonomy. City districts are established and abolished by
 the city council.

2. Medium political autonomy. The city council establishes city district councils
 as its territorial committees. Similar to council committees, city district
 councils are established based on the correlation of political forces in the city
 council. Voters from the entire city determine the composition of the city
 council, and thereby also (roughly) the composition of all the appointed dis-
 trict councils. (Bäck et al. 2005)

3. Low legal autonomy. Under the Nordic model, city district related issues are
 within the discretionary powers of local governments, and thus, the scope of 
 city districts’ ‘external legal autonomy’ is small. Although the scope of city
 districts’ ‘external legal autonomy’ is small, city districts enjoy extensive
 ‘internal legal autonomy.’ Nordic local governments have been the principal
 institutions to discharge responsibilities of the welfare state. (Baldersheim
 and Stava 1993) Thus, city districts are largely instruments for performing
 functions of the welfare state by delivering ‘soft sector’ services and dispos-
 ing of substantial parts of municipal budgets. (Bäck et al. 2005)

The most important characteristic of the model are extensive discretionary powers of 
the city council upon establishing city districts and defining their responsibilities; but 
what is even more important: the law does not require establishing an elected repre-
sentative body.
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4.3 Model 3: The Soft Central European model – Ljubljana, Amsterdam, Oslo (2)

Norway is probably the only Nordic country which has experimented seriously with 
new forms of political leadership. For example, each local government can decide 
whether to operate on the basis of the committee or the parliamentary system. Oslo 
introduced a form of cabinet government in the late 1980s. (Baldersheim 2005) 
Another similar example is the amendment to the Norwegian Local Government Act 
allowing the establishment of city districts with directly elected councils. Since 
2007, all Oslo districts have directly elected councils.

City districts were established in Amsterdam in the 1980s14 and in Ljubljana in 
the 1990s.

The Soft Central European model has the following characteristics:

 Low organisational autonomy – the city council establishes and abolishes
 city districts. In Norway, the law establishes restrictions on the abolishment 
 of city districts with a directly elected council – such districts can be abolis-
 hed only in the end of the term of office of the city council.15

 In all countries applying the above model, city districts enjoy ‘high political
 autonomy.’

 City districts have ‘low legal autonomy,’ and city districts discharge respon-
 sibilities determined by the city council.

The most characteristic feature of the model is extensive discretionary powers of the 
city over establishing city districts and determining their responsibilities while city 
districts must have elected representative bodies.

4.4 Model 4: The Strong Central European model – Warsaw, Bucharest, Zagreb

This model is applied in big Central European capital cities. In essence, it is not two-
tier local self-government. The Central European model has the following distinctive 
characteristics:

 Medium or strong organisational autonomy: the law requires dividing the
 capital city into districts or contains a list of city districts.

 City districts in all countries applying the above model enjoy ‘high political 
 autonomy.’

 City districts have ‘medium legal autonomy’: although the responsibilities of
 city districts are established by law, city districts do not have an independent 
 revenue base, and their budgets are part of the city budget. Zagreb deviates

1 4  Amsterdam’s first neighbourhoods were established in the early 1980s when Amsterdam-Noord and 
Osdorp were given their own authority through extensive independent powers, their own budgets and a team 
of civil servants. (http://www.amsterdam.nl)

1 5  Clause 12 (5) of the Norwegian Local Government Act: The municipal council may itself at any time 
re-organise or abolish a municipal district committee. This does not apply when the municipal district commit-
tee was elected in a direct election.

·

·

·

·

·

·
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 from the model since the law does not establish responsibilities of its dis-
 tricts. However, a statutory requirement to establish city districts allows the
 author to include Zagreb in the group.

The most characteristic feature of the model is the obligation of the city to establish 
city districts that have directly elected councils.

4.5 Model 5: The Quasi Two-tier Model – Prague, Budapest, Bratislava and Skopje

The fifth model is used in large Central and Eastern European capital cities, and it is 
characterised by extensive autonomy of city districts and, in essence, a two-tier man-
agement model.

 City districts have ‘medium or high political autonomy’ and their organisa-
 tion generally corresponds to that of the city.

 City districts have ‘high political autonomy’

 City districts have ‘high legal autonomy,’ i.e. their responsibilities are estab-
 lished by law, and they have an independent budget and revenue base.

Applying the model can cause problems that are related to the possibilities of the 
local government as a whole to shape city policies. The relations between the city as 
a whole and its districts have aroused lively discussions in cities. (Bucek 1998, 
Horvath 2000)

The most characteristic feature of the model is an independent revenue base and 
budget of the city district.

4.6 Model 6: The Federal City Model – Vienna, Berlin

The author grouped capital cities that, in addition to being local governments are also 
states of a federal country, to form a separate model. Thus, the elected city council 
also discharges the responsibilities of the state (Land) parliament. Thus, the above 
cities enjoy legislative rights: although the statutes of the city have been approved, in 
essence, by the city council, it is legislation that has the legal power of the law. This 
aspect must be taken into account upon analysing autonomy of Berlin and Vienna city 
districts. Although formally, the cities apply the ‘Strong Central European model,’ 
their actual scope of autonomy is equal to the ‘Soft Central European’ model.

5. Analysis and discussion

The analysis of the models applied in cities enables the author to also draw some 
more general conclusions. All three types of ‘external autonomy’ – ‘organisational, 
political and legal autonomy’ – exist as a balanced system. Removing one element 
from the other makes all other elements of the system disappear. This is the reason 
for discussing the types of autonomy in the order presented in the article: ‘organisa-

·

·
·
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tional autonomy’ is a condition for ‘political autonomy’ and these two together set a 
condition for ‘legal autonomy’ of the city district.

‘Organisational and political autonomy,’ in fact, do not infringe significantly on 
autonomy established by the Charter. It is, however, the case with ‘external legal 
autonomy.’ An analysis of the countries supports the assertion. While the first two 
types of autonomy are generally established by law, ‘external legal autonomy’ is 
rarer, and generally the council has the discretion to define the rights, obligations and 
responsibilities of city districts.

Considering the above, it is important to underline that the models of autonomy 
discussed in the article have been worked out on the basis of ‘external autonomy.’ 
The models do not proceed from real autonomy of city districts determined by the 
internal legal order of the local government, i.e. from ‘internal autonomy.’ Although 
in the case of the Baltic countries, ‘external autonomy’ is a relatively good reflection 
of the actual situation, in the Nordic countries, city districts enjoy relatively low 
‘external autonomy’ but their ‘internal autonomy’ is considerable: both the list of city 
district responsibilities and their freedom to employ their budget funds reflect that. 
(Bäck et al. 2005)

Table 1
Models of territorial decentralisation

Model

Model 1
Baltic (administrative) 

model

Model 2
Nordic model

Model 3
Soft Central European 

model

Model 4
Strong Central 

European model

Model 5
Quasi two-tier model

Model 6
Federal city model

Organisational 
autonomy

Option 1 or 2

Option 2

Option 2

Option 3

Option 3 or 4

Option 4

Political 
autonomy

Option 1 or 2
Administrative 

dec.

Option 3
Appointed council

Option 4
Elected council

Option 4
Elected council

Option 4
Elected council

Option 4
Elected council

Legal autonomy

Option 2
Mainly technical 

services.

Option 2
Mainly soft sector 

responsibilities.

Option 2
Technical and soft 

sector responsibilities.

Option 3
Mainly all first-level 

responsibilities

Option 4
Mainly all first-level 

responsibilities

Option 3
Mainly all first-level 

responsibilities

Source: appendix 2.
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The chosen topic can be elaborated. The analysis of statutory autonomy showed the 
formal role of autonomy and the boundaries of autonomy. Next, real legal autonomy 
of city districts can be measured. One possible approach was suggested by Fleurke 
and Willemse in their research published in 2006. (Fleurke and Willemse 2006) They 
measured the scope of local government autonomy by a ‘decision making approach.’ 
The authors measured autonomy from the point of view of three aspects (Fleurke and 
Willemse 2006):

1. Initiative: when no external influence or incentive from another actor can be
 detected, the decision is considered to have been taken on the district’s own
 initiative.

2. Freedom of choice: The extent to which other government authorities give the 
 district council freedom in policy making is dependent on whether the dis-
 trict council has the possibility to decide between at least two alternatives
 with substantially different effects.

3. Dependency: Dependency of district councils on other actors can take diffe-
 rent forms such as the need for information, money, personnel and funds.

Measuring the scope of city district autonomy from the point of view of these or 
similar aspects could be the topic of further research.

In general, effective city management is considered necessary, which has to go 
side by side with ensuring and developing democracy. The public administration 
principles of the European Union – subsidiarity and good governance that require 
citizen friendliness – must be adhered to also in case of city management.
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Local Autonomy and Territorial Decentralisation in Capital Cities
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