Chapter 3

Why and When Countries Implement
Local Public Administration Reforms:

A Long-Term View of Reform Dynamics
in Slovakia, 1990-2015

Jan Budek

Abstract Public administration reforms are among the most typical expressions of
societal progress from the point of view of governments and the public sector and
more often than not have impacts on the institutional frameworks of urban gover-
nance. Debates and considerations on reforms are almost permanent, but their
conversion into real terms and implementation requires much stronger motives. An
overview of development in Slovakia from a longer term perspective shows that
local public administration reforms usually need more complex stimuli.
A combination of less positive indicators of social and economic development
(induced by post-Communist transformation, or economic and financial crisis), need
for progress in the field of local public administration and local development (de-
mocratization, decentralization, modernization), as well as the capacities of central
governments and leading political parties, plays a primary role. Reforms have a
better chance if there are stable (more electoral terms in central government) and
well-established political elites. On the other hand, there are also factors that were
influential only in a particular period and later on their impact decreased. or their
nature changed. This is, for example. the case with administrative traditions and
policy legacies. The modernization argument for reform has also changed—now
strongly moved in favour of its technological and managerial meaning in Slovakia.
International influences lost their strength since the time of pre-accession processes,
although many piecemeal policy transfers are permanent. Surprisingly less reform
calls and practical recommendations have been generated from within local public
administration. Its elite is less compact and cohesive in generating larger scale
proposals, although they are quite efficient in protecting previous reform achieve-
ments and in minor improvements to the public administration system.
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3.1 Introduction

Slovak local public administration has undergone many reforms and has adapted to
numerous minor changes within the last 25 years since 1990. We can observe the
need to build a new non-Communist local public administration, which emerged
immediately after the Czechoslovak “Velvet Revolution” in 1989. This was later
replaced by a different but stll very challenging situation for the building of a new
state after 1993, including the search for a new method of organizing local public
administration. Transition and transformation process complications, combined
with ambitions to join the EU in the near-future. generated pressure for a new wave
of reforms at the turn of the millennium. Stabilization after joining the EU (in 2004)
and a positive phase of the economic cycle were replaced by the “crisis years”
leading to a reconsideration of local public administration functioning once again
under the pressure of related fiscal consolidation.

Long-lasting reform efforts substantially changed the nature of local public
administration in Slovakia, compared to the period before 1989, as well as the role
it can have in urban governance processes. Manifold reform processes have
included many processes such as decentralization, modernization, territorial reor-
ganization, not mentioning modifications in public services delivery. These have
had the most visible outcomes—the introduction of local and regional
self-government that substantially influenced the nature of the country’s govern-
ment. They were part of the complicated transition processes across all sectors of
society. While earlier stages of local public administration reforms in Slovakia have
been quite extensively covered by scientific literature, this is not the case with the
latest reforms. The attempts at longer term and more complex evaluations are also
missing. Less attention has been paid to explain the timing of reforms, as well as a
deeper consideration concerning factors supporting or limiting reform implemen-
tation in the field of local public administration.

Local public administration reforms within one country and in the long-term
perspective are quite a frequent theme of scientific inquiry. Good cases represent,
e.g., Wollmann’s (2000) study on administrative reforms in Germany, Capano’s
(2003) study on reforms during the 1990s in Italy, or Alba and Navarro’s study
(2011) on administrative traditions and reforms in Spain. An interesting case
focusing on Greek reforms within the context of the economic crisis was offered by
Ladi (2014). Many reform-related issues covering a European comparative
framework were done also by Kaczmarek (2005). In Slovakia, such longer term
evaluations are missing. Nevertheless, particular stages of public administration
reforms in Slovakia have been exposed by numerous studies prepared either by
Slovak scientists (e.g. Bucek 1993, 2006; Slavik 1997; Niznansky 2002; Busik
2005; Slavik et al. 2013), or by foreign scholars (e.g. Bryson 2008; Demmou and
Price 2015). A more general context of reforms implemented during post-socialist
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periods in Slovakia, including an EU context, has been presented by, e.g.,
Mathernova and Renc¢ko (2006), O’Dwyer and Koval¢ik (2007), Bouckaert et al.
(2011) or Bucek (2012).

The main goal of this chapter is the search for relationships among local public
administration reforms and the set of factors influencing their implementation and
timing. Why and when countries prepare and implement public administration
reforms is a considerable issue. Among the factors influencing reforms we must
consider the role of administrative traditions and political legacies. Reform
dynamics also reflect the international situation and integration ambitions.
Modernization is an important part of reform motivation. More detailed attention is
paid to the conditionality of local public administration reforms on macroeconomic
development and the public finance situation. Within the political framework. we
focus on the role of central government, its political composition and duration in
holding power, as well as political priorities and the role of political parties. We
also perceive reforms as governance-based output, with many actors involved. Of
course, dealing with reform experience in one country means particular limits in
generalization. Nevertheless, it provides some interesting knowledge for countries
considering reforms, e.g.. during more turbulent and transitional periods of their
societal development, or offer a knowledge base suitable for comparative studies. It
also contributes to the understanding of reform approaches under the dual model of
local public administration (with separate lines of state administration and
self-government adopted in Slovakia since 1990).

In Slovak case, we focus on local public administration, integrating the separated
lines of state administration (operating on various sub-state levels) and
self-government (local and regional self-government). Nevertheless, with respect to
the diminishing role of state administration over time, more attention is paid to the
institutions  of territorial self-government (we primarily focus on local
self-government due to its longer functioning). As a general framework, we take
into consideration Central East European experiences with public administration
reforms; however, within the framework of global trends, public administration has
been facing over the few last decades. In this study, we do not pay broader attention
to such aspects of reforms as civil service reforms, or reforms in central public
administration (e.g. central government ministries, or specialized state agencies).
The main sources of information include important public administration reform
documents and legislature, supplemented by documents and comments prepared
within the legislation process. We also use available studies, as well as statements
by the important actors (e.g. representatives of particular governments, or important
associations). The reliable long-term macroeconomic and public finance data nee-
ded for the evaluation were taken from the databases of OECD, the Slovak
Statistical Office and the Slovak Central Bank—National Bank of Slovakia.
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3.2 Conceptual Background: Factors Influencing
the Reasons and Timing of Reforms

Local public administration reforms are prepared and implemented within a wider
framework of other spheres of social life (political, economic, cultural). The
understanding of driving forces and their temporal circumstances can contribute to
revealing why and when reforms have more chance of being adopted and suc-
cessfully implemented. Such knowledge can be achieved by applying more inter-
connected concepts. As a key approach, we were inspired by historical
institutionalism, including the impact of critical junctures, frequently applied in the
study of long-term changes in societies (e.g. Capoccia and Kelemen 2007; Steinmo
2008; Hall 2010; Mahoney and Thelen 2010). We focus on institutional changes
perceived as changes in rules and organizational framework concemning the
sub-state level of public administration. Complementary concepts taken into
account are those relevant to the study of key reform processes such as democra-
tization, self-government introduction (local and regional) and decentralization as
general tendencies in managing public affairs in Slovakia after 1989. Transition
studies are also a useful conceptual framework, in which the establishment of
self-government and its development is considered as an important segment of the
overall transition from Communism. Within this transitional framework, important
roles were played by reform theory studies. Several authors have written about
post-Communist reforms, stressing the importance of various sections of reforms
(e.g. Fidrmuc 2003; Mathernova and Ren¢ko 2006; Myant and Drahokoupil 2013),
or paying more attention to public administration reforms (e.g. Péteri and Zentai
2002; Verheijen 2007). From interpretation point of view we also were inspired by
coincidence method (e.g. Bothe 1955), focusing on linkaged among simultaneous
event-related conditions.

Public administration reforms, including those focusing on the local level, are
important societal innovations that are the frequent subject of scientific inquiry.
Among the key starting points, we have to explain is: What kind of changes in local
public administration institutional framework can be considered as reforms? It is
usually the case of large-scale changes in local public administration, accompanied
by a cluster of new (or amended) legislation, in some cases including even con-
stitutional changes. Reforms contain at their core, e.g. the launching of a new level
of political organization, changes in the scope of local autonomy, transfer (redis-
tribution) of important powers (administration, services), extensive changes in
financial flows and related rights (e.g. in the field of taxation, budgeting) and the
transfer of property (e.g. linked to particular powers). Major reforms often intervene
in spatial issues, primarily in the form of spatial reorganization (e.g. in territorial
administrative division, amalgamation), or the relocation of offices. We can observe
more “strategic” and complex reforms that substantially reorganize the public
administration system and initiate major changes, as well as more narrow-oriented
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managerial and technical reforms. Selected cases of public administration reforms
classifications have been summarized by, e.g., Kaczmarek (2005). Countries usu-
ally oscillate between periods of major reforms (which are rare in well working
public administration systems) and periods typified by less extensive changes,
following the practice of incremental changes to an already existing institutional
framework (spread over many years). Such minor “piecemeal” and isolated mod-
ifications to an existing system we do not consider as reforms. We take into account
the scope of changes and not if they have been formally declared as reforms (e.g. by
the government elite).

Any attempt at the evaluation of longer term reforms requires more attention paid
to time aspects, closely related to the preparation, management and implementation
of reforms. The dynamics of reforms influence also the attitudes of leading political
and social actors, those working in public administration, available expertise and
public perception. It is not easy to characterize precisely a particular period as a
radical/shock reform period, a period of gradual/incremental reform, or a stable
period without any significant changes (no reform). We have to be aware that public
administration reforms (depending on the scope of reform), often concern many
years, have more stages and represent more demanding cases of policy-making
processes. Almost each reform has its preparatory stage typified by analytical works,
strategies elaboration, search for political support, preparation of executive and legal
documents and so on. Reforms have their most visible stage during the imple-
mentation period, including the solution to important practical issues (implemen-
tation management, its organization, financing, staff and so on). Each reform change
leads to subsequent evaluation after introduction into practice. Reforms need to be
assessed after a certain amount of time, as well as often inevitable post-reform
adaptations based on post-reform practical functioning experience. So it is a matter
of careful consideration how to take into account all stages, or focus on a particular
stage. Reforms are usually evaluated as a unity of more phases, although with a
larger emphasis placed on period of their factual implementation.

The decision to make any public administration reform adoption and imple-
mentation depends on the various factors and their role in particular circumstances,
including the rising impact of exogenous context. The impact of such factors
motivating reforms is diverse, and some of them are also internally structured.
Some factors influence the nature of the reforms, while some also strongly influence
their timing. Reflecting on international experience and taking into account the
factors usually mentioned (e.g. Wollmann 2000, 2012; Tllner 2003b; Baldersheim
2014) as those standing behind changes in local public administration, we are
focusing on the role of:

e administrative traditions and policy legacies.

e modernization,

e international political environment and integration processes,
e macroeconomic development,



38 J. Bucek

e public finance development,

e central government and policy priorities,
¢ political parties,

e governance and other actors.

Local public administration reforms usually have to take on the administrative
traditions and policy legacies of particular states (e.g. Meyer-Sahling 2009). Some
of these are deeply rooted within the society and have their strong advocates.
Among the basic settings influencing reforms, we have to mention the historically
developed settlement system (e.g. its fragmentation, Swianiewicz 2010), population
distribution characteristics, territorial division and institutional traditions. In CEE
countries, among the important determinants we can mention memories of the
practice of public administration from the interwar period (e.g. in Czechoslovakia),
or even traditions based on the previous centuries of local government functioning
(e.g. from the long-lasting Austro-Hungarian administration). There have been great
expectations based on the simple transfer of historical experiences, often frag-
mented, without detailed knowledge and less suitable for practical implementation
in the present. Such feelings had been expressed enthusiastically concerning the
“return” of older “rights” to the local level after 1989 in many CEE countries.

Long-term approaches cannot avoid thinking about historical influences within
the path dependency framework (e.g. Pierson 2000). Within the post-Communist
framework, we cannot overlook the influence of public administration practices
applied during communist period that had not been so easy to overcome (e.g. Illner
2003a). Such path dependency cannot be underestimated at least in some
post-communist countries. Waiting for commands for and solutions to local prob-
lems “from above™ had been quite a frequent approach in the early years of local
self-government functioning. Traditions, the Communist legacy and their propo-
nents had an important impact on the willingness for reform, its framework, phasing
and the dynamics of implementation. Another issue is to what extent new decisions
have generated new path dependencies and have influenced the next stages of
reforms. They can mean a burden that limits progress in particular fields of
government.

It is usually accepted that in many cases reforms are driven and modified by the
relevant international political framework in general, as well as by specific policy
transfers (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000). These were the experience of Western
European countries that were applied in Central Eastern European public admin-
istration reforms (e.g. Baldersheim 2014). One very important aspect was the effort
to harmonize public administration system with models and principles working in
Western European countries. This feature was particularly important during the
effort to join the EU. “Europeanization” had a big impact on changes in public
administration throughout the CEE (Grabbe 2001; O’Dwyer 2006; Kovacs 2009).
The ambition to satisfy expectations, conditions and standards of the EU mobilized
activity in reform preparation and implementation. It was typical, especially during
the second half of the 1990s and at the beginning of the next decade, in many CEE
countries, sometimes referred to as the “pre-accession wave” of reforms (Bouckaert
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et al. 2011). It is also important to mention large-scale policy transfers, inspiration
or even policy imitations concerning local government that reflected the practice in
well-developed local governments in Western countries. The nature and speed of
reforms in many CEE countries were also related to the leading role of neo-liberal
approaches within policy transfers at the end of the twentiecth century (and the
weaker role of other alternatives).

Modernization, in various meanings, is among the usual drivers and reasons for
changes in public administration. In its very general sense, modernization as a
progress can be considered a permanent factor of change, when “new and better
replaces the old”. It has been frequently used as one of the key arguments within
main reforms, or it has been used to describe less extensive innovations in public
administration. Many reforms in developed countries had been implemented as
modernization reforms, with the ambition to provide a better public service (e.g.
Connaughton 2008 on Ireland). Beside a possible extensive philosophical debate on
modernization in public administration (e.g. Illner 2003a, b), we can apply a more
pragmatic approach. Modernization is mostly perceived in its political (democra-
tization), administrative/managerial and technological concept. Undoubtedly, the
public administration system in CEE countries needed manifold modernization after
the change of regime. By far the most urgent was the democratization that started
immediately after the change of regime in most CEE countries. Modernization,
from a more narrow view, has usually focused on administrative and managerial
innovations—dealing, e.g.. with efficiency, accountability, better services provi-
sion, transparency and staff training. For a long time, modernization in public
administration was also strongly linked to the concept of new public management
(e.g. Wollmann 2012). Public procurement, contracting out, privatization of pre-
viously public services, public-private partnership and customer orientation had
become more frequent, although applied later and in a fragmented way also in CEE
countries (e.g. Bouckaert et al. 2011).

Within the last two decades, a more challenging aspect of modernization has
been the application of information and communication technologies (ICT), as a
shift towards digitization, e-government and technologically based participation
and communication with citizens, e.g. in local development planning (e.g. Brown
2005; Dunleavy et al. 2006; Silva 2010). This technological meaning of modern-
ization is very influential in current scientific discourse as well as in practice
concerning local public administration. It is often represented by a series of
incremental changes and innovations implemented at all levels of public adminis-
tration, with many innovations generated by individual local governments, or
induced by the available technological advancement. The governmental sector has
the ambition to be compatible also technologically with development in other parts
of society, which is reflected in public administration reforms.

Risk and benefits related to public administration reform implementation have to
be evaluated from a macroeconomic perspective. Local public administration
reforms as important policy decisions are adopted in a particular macroeconomic
situation, related to major macroeconomic policies, as well as social and economic
development at regional and local levels. We have to take into account such
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relations, although they are not so simple or easy to identify (Péteri and Zentai 2002).
The economic context of public administration reforms cannot be ignored. Political
cycle literature confirms the serious concemns of politicians/political parties about
economic performance and extensive exploitation of macroeconomic policy (e.g.
Hibbs 1977; Potratke 2012). Reforms can touch an important section of the economy
under the direct control of public bodies, or be regulated by the central state. Good
social and economic conditions can lead to a “no reforms™ approach, or on the
contrary, are suitable for reforms whose implementation require, for example, higher
costs and a wider acceptance of reforms. A bad macroeconomic situation can also
initiate debates on inevitable complex changes that can also extensively influence the
local public administration system. A typical case is the situation during economic
crises, when governments intervene extensively not only into the economy, but also
into public policies and public administration. The regional and local social and
economic situation can also have a diverse impact. A worse situation in many
regions can multiply calls for reforms. New institutional arrangements can improve
their prospects for future economic growth. On the other hand, any attempts at
reforming can be evaluated according to their impact on the regional and local
economic and social situation. The need for other reforms (e.g. economic) can lead
to postponement or the inclusion of public administration reforms into a wider
package of reforms. In the CEE situation, inevitable post-socialist transition reforms
could influence the timing of public administration reforms. Among the usual
indicators of a social and economic situation taken into consideration, we can find
GDP growth, unemployment rate, inflation and interest rates.

Strongly related to the macroeconomic reasons for reforms is public finance
development. A worse macroeconomic situation (e.g. caused by an economic crisis)
and a too unbalanced budgetary policy (e.g. public budgets deficits accumulating)
can have a devastating effect on public finance. The need to solve a bad public
finance situation can lead to various reform measures focusing on public finance
savings, including those addressing local public administration. This is true that
despite an already widespread application of fiscal decentralization and a certain
level of local fiscal autonomy. Besides quite often contradictory studies analysing
local governmental austerity policies in crisis situations (e.g. Bakota 2014; Bucek
and Sopkuliak 2014; Ladi 2014; Silva 2014), a suitable knowledge framework for
debating the impact of public finance on reform efforts is provided by consolidation
studies. They analyse experiences with public finance consolidation in many
countries, often in the long-term and with a comparative perspective (e.g.
Blochliger et al. 2012: Dellepiane-Avellaneda and Hardiman 2015). According to
Perotti (1998), fiscal consolidation has the features of policy reform because it is,
for example, reforming the budget process, it might involve changing the gov-
ernment’s employment policies and the structure of public transfer programs.
Typical for consolidation periods are measures focusing on public budgets and
public debt reduction. Under such a regime of financial scarcity, measures can
address not only central state institutions, but can induce important changes for the
sub-state governments as well (see e.g. Rodden and Wibbels 2010). Local budgets
are an important part of public budgets in general. A successful consolidation effort
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requires a coordinated approach across the entire public finance sphere, including
fiscal consolidation at lower levels of government (e.g. Molnar 2012). Nevertheless,
all reformers must be aware that reforms also have their own costs. Part of the costs
can later return via less costly functioning in the future. The usual indicators studied
under such a situation are public budget deficits, public debt (e.g. towards GDP),
including local budget deficits and local public debt.

Central government composition, its internal stability, duration and leadership
efficiency affect progress in public administration reform. The key justification of its
position is related to the usual centralization of an administrative reform effort and
its dependency on central state leadership (see e.g. Aucoin 1990). Political envi-
ronment development and electoral preferences are important for the formation and
composition of central governments and their approaches to reforms. Preparation
and implementation of reforms can be easier under a single party central govern-
ment, if they are really interested in reforms. However, in Central Eastern European
countries, single party central governments are quite rare (e.g. Miiller-Rommel et al.
2004; Conrad and Golder 2010). The prevailing electoral results have led to
coalition central governments responsible also for initiation and implementation of
local public administration reforms. This aspect of central government party
composition can play an important role in the scope, speed and efficiency of reform
activity. Too many parties and/or too diverse governmental coalitions can influence
reforms in general by diverse or even contrasting approaches and can lead to less
extensive or compromising reform outcomes, or obstacles in implementation.
A government composed of similar parties can more efficiently prepare and
implement reforms. Diverse and less clearly identifiable political parties influence
another aspect of reform potential, which is government stability and duration.
Stable coalitions and a full electoral term or even better—a stable central govern-
ment holding power for several terms, can support the completion of reforms.
A re-elected reform government can complete all the details of reform objectives,
including eventual corrections. Among other factors we can mention leadership of a
government coalition and their interest in reform. The leader of a coalition must
have an interest in implementing reforms (including the influence of the prime
minister, or other strong cabinet member of). Another part of the central govern-
ment is the central state bureaucratic elite, which is often less interested in many
aspects of reform, including decentralization (less powers and resources under its
direct control).

Political parties and their interests have an important impact on administrative
reforms. The reform initiation and implementation responsibility is in the hands of
political parties and structures of government under their control. Their position is
predisposed also by the electoral system and electoral cycle, the political parties’
system and its stability. Political parties’ opinions on the nature, scope or timing of
reforms are crucial. Nevertheless, their opinions have been diverse. depending not
only on the traditional right-wing and left-wing divide. Major debates can concern,
e.g., their opinion on the scope of centralization and decentralization, or the position
of particular levels of government, or scope of regulation (e.g. in Péteri and Zentai
2002; Tliner 2003b, Klimovsky 2008). A fragmented political system with many new
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political parties, with the absence of solid and stable support, and an unclear ideo-
logical background (left/right divide is less useful at least in some countries for
particular period), can complicate progress in reform processes. This is especially the
case in countries with “young” political parties and less balanced political systems
missing deep democratic political traditions, especially during the early phases after
a change of regime. Less stable and internally less cohesive parties can have a less
clear position concerning local public administration organization, or opinions on
necessary change. It can influence the search for the stable support of reforms or
threaten their implementation. The willingness of political parties to support reforms
can be influenced by their ability to achieve a significant position within particular
levels of government (e.g. depending on the situation in their local party structures).
It has also been mentioned that for the post-socialist situation, it is the centre that has
better control, with an unwillingness to lose control at the local level by the dominant
parties. The opinions of key political leaders can also influence the direction of
reforms, as well as the efficiency of their implementation. The direct support and
involvement of leaders can have a positive impact on their final implementation.

Democratization after 1989 offered freedom of activity to many new societal
actors. This trend was supported by penetration of governance as a new principle in
public policies adoption (e.g. Peters and Pierre 1998). Under new conditions, any
substantial change in institutional settings under a democratic regime requires an
agreement among the important societal actors (e.g. Hall 2010). Administrative
reform is in fact a wide-scale co-ordinated collective action. Besides the dominant
role of political parties, or representatives of large segments of society, those most
directly influenced by changes in the local public administration system have an
increased role. It is also multi-level governance activity. Much larger roles are held by
the rising strata of local and regional leaders, as well as their representative associ-
ations. They represent an important segment of society, disclose opinions from
regions, reflect their social economic conditions, administrative capacity and general
willingness to implement reforms. We also cannot underestimate the role of
bureaucracy at all levels that can also be influenced by reforms. Their acceptance or
rejection of reforms can be important in the speed of their implementation. It is
especially important if we think about reforms with objectives in decentralization,
reorganization and deeper modernization (e.g. also with a reduction in the number of
staff).

3.3 The Slovak Local Public Administration System
and Its Reforms in Brief

The main feature of the Slovak local public administration system is its dual nature
consisting of separated lines of state administration and self-government (not
answerable to one another). This model, adopted in 1990, has influenced all reform
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intervention into the public administration system. Both lines underwent more
reforms during the post-socialist period after 1989. They could be parallel, as well
as separate. They could have different timing, as well as priorities. The reform
periods in Table 3.1 outline the years with major changes, including major con-
ceptual documented elaboration, as well as reforms implementation. It documents
the concentration of major reforms at the beginning of the transition period, at the
turn of millennium and prior to joining the EU and after the financial and economic
crisis and its transposition into the public sector.

Long-term separate development under a dual model of public administration
has had consequences for their diverse organization. Currently, there are two levels
of self-government under the central state. The lower level known as local
self-government (in Slovak—miestna samosprava) was established in 1990 and is
now composed of 2891 units (average size is below 1900 inhabitants). The upper
level—eight regional self-governments (in Slovak—regionalna samosprava), was
introduced in 2002 (the first regional elections were held in 2001). The situation
within the sub-central state administration was more complicated with more levels
and spatial units used after 1989 (e.g. “old” larger and “new” smaller districts,
higher territorial units with a regional dimension, or specific regions with respective
offices of specialized state administration). Sub-central state administration is cur-
rently organized primarily at the district level with 72 district offices (in 79 sta-
tistical LAUI districts in Slovakia, including urban districts in Bratislava and
Kosice).

3.3.1 Local Self-government Reforms

Renewal of local self-government on the basis of already existing local adminis-
trative units was one of the key features of the changes after 1989. It reflected calls
for immediate democratic changes at the local level, based on the tradition of
self-government, e.g. from the interwar period. Its role had been increasing thanks
to more phases of major reforms. as well as from frequent minor adjustments after
1989. The major reforms were typified by more extensive changes—with important
legislation changes, including changes in the distribution of power and resources.
Among the major reforms, we can observe numerous incremental changes (tech-
nical and managerial changes, clarifications and improvements to previously
adopted legislation). Besides the reforms that were implemented, there also were
reforms which were not adopted. For example, this was the case with so-called
communal reform (in Slovak—komunélna reforma), addressing the problem of the
large number of small local self-government units in Slovakia, or related attempts
for more efficient provision of important powers, such as territorial planning and
urban development. Even the adopted reforms were the subject of disputes and had
been modified before final adoption in the Slovak Parliament.

The first cluster of major reform changes in local self-government we can
characterize as early transition reforms in 1990-1991. This was focused on
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Table 3.1 Main periods of local public administration reforms—schematic outline of years with reform
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breaking up old administrative structures, introducing democratic local
self-government and its institutions, allocating selected fundamental powers,
transferring property, as well as formulating the basic administrative and regulatory
framework for local self-government (e.g. Acts No. 369/1990, No. 517/1990,
No. 138/1991 Coll). Besides this, abolition of the old regional level of government
(four regions, in Slovak—kraje, krajské narodn¢ vybory) was also very important.
In fact, the extent of self-government had been limited. The scope of powers had
been limited, when most power was in the hands of the state administration. They
also suffered a worse financial situation, with little real independence as far as
resources were concerned (e.g. Bryson 2008). During this introductory period, local
self-governments paid attention to the building of their democratic functions, for-
mation of their administrative capacities, seeking possible ways to manage allocated
powers and consolidating their own property. State-building processes and other
transition processes did not allow their strengthening after the first years following
the change of regime.

The second important reform concerning local self-government was put into
practice during the late-transition period in 1999-2005. It was a longer reform
period due to the fact that it was the key decentralization reform, which also
included extensive conceptual preparatory activities. The central government
adopted two strategic documents (Strategy of public administration reform in the
Slovak Republic, 1999; Concept of decentralization and modernization of public
administration reform in the Slovak Republic, 2000). The intentions behind the
reform had been extensively debated with local self-government representatives and
the public (e.g. Niznansky 2002). This quite complex reform included the intro-
duction of regional self-government (Act No. 302/2001 Coll.), the sequential
transfer of a large number of powers and property from state administration to
self-government, respecting the absorption capacities of local self-governments.
Another large-scale change was the financing of local self-government, thanks to
fiscal decentralization introduced into practice in 2005. This reform substantially
strengthened the role and resources administered by local self-government.
Nevertheless, as Buc¢ek (2006) outlined, the decentralization was not a
one-directional and unconstrained process. There remained important delegated and
shared powers with a large state administration involvement. New powers or
resources were balanced by rules not applied previously (e.g. stricter budgetary
rules, restrictions on borrowing).

The third cluster of changes in local self-government can be considered as being
unplanned (without clear “reform document), permanently negotiated, less com-
plex. less extensive and a more-or-less forced “counter-reform”. This was induced
above all by the global financial and economic crisis and its later shift to the public
sector. Reform period started by signing memorandum on cooperation among
Slovak central government and Association of Towns and Communes of Slovakia
in 2009 (see e.g. Bucek and Sopkuliak 2014). Its different nature confirmed
intervention into previously adopted central-local relations and the scope of local
autonomy primarily in the field of local finance and budgeting (the most typical
expression of this period is frequent changes in budgetary rules Act No. 583/2004,
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Constitutional Act No. 493 adoption in 2011, Income Tax Act 595/2003 amended
in 2011 and next memorandum signed in November 2012). Such development
significantly influenced various aspects of local life and the activities of local
self-governments. This post-crisis reform with main decisions adopted and changes
implemented in 2009-2013 can be considered as “interim” and consolidation
related, as it has been incorporated into the public finance consolidation efforts of
the central government. It was reduced in its impact upon self-governments as the
situation in public finance improved during 2014-2015. This period of develop-
ment ceased further progress in favour of local and regional self-government
strengthening and their activities in local and regional development. This period is
considered as being specific, with less changes having a long-term character.

3.3.2 State Administration Reforms at the Local Level

The dual model of public administration has meant that besides more general
administrative reforms, part of the reforms has concerned only local state admin-
istration. This line of public administration is easier to intervene in, being directly
subordinated to the central government. It has resulted in more frequent changes,
including those of a technical and managerial nature. In fact, local state adminis-
tration development faced instability, changing approaches, an absence of a longer
term vision, oscillations between separatist-sectoral and integrative approaches, not
mentioning subordination to the political interests of the central government
political parties. We identify four main phases of state administration until now—
1990-1993, 1995-1996, 2002-2007 and 2012-2015.

The early transitional reform was parallel to local self-government, although it
was longer (1990-1993), due to state administration adjustment into the new sit-
uation of the new state and its needs. The main inevitable changes were introduced
after 1991. Local state administration had operated in 38 district offices and 121
area offices of state administration. The creation of an additional lower level of
administration (area office) was soon considered as being useless. A specific feature
of the state administration had been the formation of many networks of specialized
state administration, operating mostly on the sectoral principle as field offices of
particular ministries (e.g. labour offices, environmental offices, tax offices). This
process was uncoordinated and inefficient (see e.g. Slavik et al. 2013). Particular
networks were diverse in the horizontal, as well as vertical, dimension. Local state
administration became very fragmented and complicated for citizens.

After the interim stabilization and some short-term preparation, a larger scale
and separate state administration reform was introduced in 1996 (Acts No. 221 and
No. 222/1996), without any widespread public discussion. This was a serious
change in the organization of the whole state administration system, accompanied
by the introduction of new district and regional state administration offices, with a
new territorial administrative division of the country (79 districts and 8 regions). It
also accompanied the partial integration of fragmented sectoral state administration
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offices (e.g. Busik 2005). This reform can be also considered as part of the
state-building processes of that period’s central government. This reform lacked
mutual agreement across the political spectrum and many aspects of it were dis-
puted (e.g. the territorial administrative division of the country).

The next reform had been logically parallel and integrated with the
self-government and mainly reflected the transfer of powers from state adminis-
tration in favour of local and regional self-government during 2002-2004.
Wide-scale decentralization led to the elimination of district offices of the general
state administration in 2004 (Act No. 515/2003). They lost a substantial part of their
previous powers. As a result, a network of new area offices was established, and
certain networks of specialized state administration also came into existence. For
similar reasons (after a successful takeover of power), the next reorganization of
state administration cancelled the regional offices of general state administration in
2007 (Act No. 254/2007). Their powers were taken over by area offices in regional
centres.

A new wave of changes was implemented under the influence of public finance
consolidation in 2012-2015. The main legislature was adopted in 2012-2013 (Act
345/2012 and Act 180/2013), while implementation continued over the next few
years. Among the main reasons for reform was the expected extensive savings in
public administration costs (at the beginning this was estimated at EUR 700 million
between 2012 and 2016, Pravda 2014). This reform was announced under the name
“ESO Programme™ (in English, stressing efficient, reliable and open state admin-
istration). It again focused on the lower level and a network of 72 integrated district
offices was established. It integrated previously disbanded field offices of state
administration based on the sectoral principle into one office (see e.g. OECD 2014).
Regional offices of specialized state administration were also cancelled. It included
technological modernization (more information technologies were introduced), with
a more customer-oriented approach. This reform and its cost demanding segments
(hardware, software for e-government, buildings' reconstructions) was possible to
implement mostly thanks to the extensive use of EU funds. It resulted in opening a
network of one-stop-shop-type client service centres covering all citizen agendas in
one place.

3.4 Factors Influencing the Implementation
of Local Public Administration Reforms
in Slovakia, 1990-2015

3.4.1 Administrative Traditions and Policy Legacies

Traditions influenced public administration reforms in a diverse way in Slovakia.
While on the one hand they allowed the quick application of models inspired by
positive historical experiences, on the other hand discussion about “traditions”
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limited progress in some fields of public administration reforms. There are also
signs of path dependency that influenced public administration reforms. Old lega-
cies were still valid, e.g. in the case of the large number of small local
self-governments, or territorial division of ethnically mixed territories. The transfer
of staff from state administration to self-government had a similar impact, which
limited the application of new approaches at least for a short while. It is also
questionable, if the new territorial division at the regional level introduced in 1996
would develop into a new path dependency factor circumscribing progress at this
level.

The existence of well-known traditions was important for the quick introduction
of local self-government in 1990. The early stage of the reform had not been
extensively planned. There was a lack of time for deeper scientific and political
debates, so inspiration taken from previous eras was spontancously adopted. There
were also tradition-based proposals, e.g. concerning the regional level of govern-
ment (e.g. territorial division), but such proposals were rejected as being outdated.
Institutional traditions later faced a more consolidated political environment and a
different phase of social and economic development with changing opinions on the
possibilities to implement a historically justified approach. A historically reasonable
approach was adopted, e.g., in the field of returning old municipal property back to
local self-governments (property they had owned before the Communist period).

One kind of path dependency we can observe in the case of inherited
administrative-territorial division at the local level typified by the large number of
units. The number of local self-government units increased during the first years of
the transition period as a part of the freedom that returned to the local level.
Nevertheless, it limited progress in decentralization and also in the present it
influences the efficiency of local self-government (administration, services deliv-
ery). Debates on the too fragmented network of local self-governments are on-going
(e.g. Slavik et al. 2013; Klimovsky 2014). The specific arrangement concerning the
territorial administrative division of ethnically mixed territories in Southern
Slovakia (e.g. as “petrification” of old districts) had a similar impact. Specific path
dependency influenced the limited progress that public administration had with the
simple transfer of staff from the previous state administration to self-government
(e.g. during the early years of regional self-government). They took with them their
previous practices of state administration officials.

As a new path dependency formation, we can consider decisions concerning
spatial division at the meso-level adopted in 1996. Territorial division which does
not respect any clear rational requirements, or traditions, with an absence of
regional identity, is in a fragile position. It faces less respect among political strata,
as well as among citizens (see e.g. Bucek 2011). It leads to a weaker position of
regions and their representatives within society. It is a matter of future development
if this path dependency burden will be satisfactorily resolved.
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3.4.2 Modernization

Modernization has been a common argument in favour of reforms in Slovakia. It is
not surprising that after decades of a Communist regime, it has been repeatedly
declared as part of the general effort for inevitable progressive development. We
can observe all the crucial meanings—democratization, decentralization, manage-
rial and administrative modernization, as well as information-communication and
technological modernization. Although they are intermingled, there are periods
during which particular meanings prevailed in reforms’ implementation.

There was a strong need for democratization felt immediately after the fall of the
totalitarian regime. The collapse of communism also opened the opportunity to
introduce influential neo-liberal principles of capitalism, including the preference
for rapid “shock™ reforms implementation. A strong emphasis on economic reforms
(as privatization and a market economy were introduced) limited interest and
capacities for parallel deeper administration reforms immediately after 1989,
besides democratization. A more extensive meaning of democratization expanded
later, within the next reform periods, focusing on, e.g., a more participatory gov-
emment, better information access and transparency in public policy.

More explicit pressure for public administration modernization was explicitly
included in the key 2002-2005 reforms. This had been indicated already in reform
preparatory documents elaborated since 1998. Modernization had been one of the
primary goals expressed within Concept of decentralisation and modernisation of
public administration adopted by the central government (Office of the Government
of the Slovak Republic 2000). It focused on managerial, administrative (civil ser-
vice principles), staff training and ICT meanings of moderization.

Management and administration modernization focused primarily on improve-
ment of efficiency, quality and transparency in local public administration (pri-
marily in self-government). A more visible penetration of various new practices in
administrative and managerial fields had been observable already since the
mid-1990s. Nevertheless, it was multiplied after the key decentralization reform
came into effect. It was a reaction to the demand to build a more efficient, better
organized and initiative self-government. Partly, it had been inspired by the prin-
ciples of new public management (well visible e.g. in ESO state administration
reform). It concerned, e.g., performance measurement, programme budgeting,
public procurement, customer orientation, public-private partnerships (e.g.
Malikova et al. 2013). One specific issue had been the improvement of the quality
of staff, its legal status, with pressure on better training and education of staff
working at all levels of public administration.

Greater attention to the “technological” meaning of modernization within
reforms (with many headlines changing over time, such as informatization, elec-
tronization, digitalization) also started after the year 2000 (they were progressing
also before, but as uncoordinated activities, e.g., of individual self-governments, or
separate lines of state administration). It focused on preparation of strategic and
legal framework, pilot projects and fragmented applications. Later on, interest
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shifted to integration of fragmented segments of information infrastructure and
already developed applications. The role of ICT in the improvement of
decision-making and a better service for citizens has been generally recognized.
Despite progress in this field, it has been considered as being less sufficient com-
pared to in other countries. As a result, since 2008, the modernization effort in this
field has increased and has shifted in fact into the core of reforms. A specific
strategic and conceptual reform document focusing on informatization in public
administration was adopted in 2008 and amended in 2015 (Narodna koncepcia
informatizacie verejnej spravy, Ministry of Finance of the Slovak Republic 2008,
2015). Progress in this field led to improvement of e-government in Slovakia by a
set of incremental improvements and also thanks to great support provided by EU
funds (with delay to the end of programming period). It would be the technological
aspects that would prevail in the reform effort if consolidation pressure did not press
for other reform steps. Dominance of information technological aspects in reforms
confirmed plans to establish the Council of the Government for Public
Administration Digitalization (Slov. Rada vlady Slovenskej republiky pre
digitalizaciu verejnej spravy, Office of the Government of the Slovak Republic
2015). Besides representatives of public administration, it should include also
representatives of the IT sector (e.g. associations active in this field).

3.4.3 International Policy Environment and Integration
Processes

The international policy environment we can consider as a source of important
external influence in general. This has been especially true in the case of smaller
countries, with open economies and strong integration ambitions. An effort to have
a standard local public administration system comparable with other EU or OECD
countries was combined with the goal for dynamic social economic development in
Slovakia. While policy and good practice transfers work almost permanently, EU
integration ambitions strongly affected the timing of reforms and pressure for their
implementation. Slightly different was the situation during the global financial and
economic crisis. Although it was primarily an “imported™ crisis (e.g. Bucek 2012),
with less internal sources of crisis in Slovakia, economic turbulences and rising
public debt led to consolidation policy adoption, which influenced local public
administration. Nevertheless, despite various international influences, we can still
say that the local public administration system still has numerous country-specific
features.

Public administration reforms in Slovakia were influenced by the experiences
and traditions of selected Western countries at the very beginning after 1989. They
concerned countries closer geographically, with a similar historical background,
administrative traditions and good experience in public administration, with
important influence of German—Austrian local government tradition. Of course,






