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Part 1: Background and vision 

1.1 Towards a new EU policy on Local Authorities in partner countries 
The complex challenges to reach sustainable development goals and poverty reduction cannot 
be addressed exclusively by central governments. Actors at the local level must be involved to 
promote and achieve good governance, sustainable development and inclusive growth. This 
implies the promotion of participatory and inclusive decision-making processes, the definition 
of development plans according to local needs, as well as the increased efficiency in the delivery 
of basic services at local level on the basis of the subsidiarity principle.1 In many countries 
Local Authorities (hereafter referred to as LAs) 
are legally responsible for providing services for 
the wellbeing of their citizens. They are more 
generally mandated for ensuring the economic, 
social and environmental development of the 
territory they oversee. Therefore, LAs in EU 
partner countries2 are fundamental actors for 
reaching sustainable development and poverty 
reduction, by tackling urgent challenges local 
communities have to face, such as social 
exclusion, livelihood, infrastructures (housing, 
health, transport, etc.), rapid urbanisation, food 
security, depletion of existing resources, public 
safety, climate change and environment. 
 
Though LAs have been emerging as important 
development actors, bound to operate close to 
citizens and mandated by law to deliver a wide 
range of public services, their complete 
involvement in development processes is still in 
progress. 
 
There is an increasing societal demand for 
participation of all relevant actors (including 
LAs) in the formulation and implementation of 
development policies and strategies. It is 
therefore critical to review the articulation 
between national and local processes of 
elaborating development strategies, going beyond 
the top-down approaches. In this context, LAs in 
partner countries co-participate with central governments in the design of national/sectoral 
policies and plans, or the negotiation of cooperation agreements with Development Partners.  
 
Lately, the role played by LAs has been further acknowledged in the Communication Increasing 
the impact of EU Development Policy: an Agenda for Change3 (adopted by the European 
Commission in October 2011), which sets out a forward looking and more strategic approach to 

                                                 
1 According to the principle of subsidiarity, public responsibilities, regulatory functions and spending are transferred to the 
lowest institutional or social level, closest to citizens, that is able and entrusted to complete them. 
2 To be understood as countries beneficiaries of the EU development cooperation. 
3 URL: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0637:FIN:EN:PDF. 

What is meant by LAs and ALAs? 
For the purposes of the Issue Paper, the term 
"Local Authority" (LA) is used in its widest 
sense as directly or indirectly elected public 
governing bodies at sub-national level 
possessing within a given territory, as defined 
by law, a degree of autonomy from the 
central government and a set of competences 
to deliver public goods and services to 
citizens. They encompass a large variety of 
public governing bodies at various levels i.e. 
municipalities, communities, districts, 
counties, provinces, regions etc. 

As defined above, LAs vary across a range of 
dimensions, including: population size, 
number of tiers in the local government 
system, urban vs. rural, mandates and 
functions, human and financial resources, 
linkages with customary institutions, degree 
to which they are downwardly accountable 
and representative, and their financial 
arrangements. 

Associations of Local Authorities (ALAs) are 
to be understood as umbrella organisations 
based on membership and representative at 
national, regional, continental and 
international level, with a permanent body 
established as an autonomous entity in 
accordance with the legislation in force in the 
country of registration. 
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poverty reduction and sustainable development. Good governance and inclusive growth are key 
components of this approach. In particular, “the EU should strengthen its links with […] Local 
Authorities, through regular dialogue and use of best practices. […] The EU should consider 
ways of mobilizing local authorities’ expertise, e.g. through networks of excellence or 
twinning exercises” (Agenda for Change, page 6). 
 
LAs can give important contribution in both priority areas of the EU development policy, 
governance and inclusive growth. In the light as well of the gap between the external aid and 
results achieved in matter of empowerment and autonomy of LAs in partner countries (e.g. lack 
of capacities, autonomy, empowerment and incentives; limited access to own-source revenues; 
unclear procedures; etc.), it is thus fundamental for the European Commission to redefine its 
policy regarding the engagement with LAs in partner countries and their participation in the 
design and implementation of national development policies and plans.  
 
This Issue Paper identifies some of the key challenges to be addressed and raises a series of 
questions, aiming at gathering orientations and views from relevant stakeholders. Specific 
feedback is required on a number on issues at the heart of this debate including good local 
governance, decentralisation, territorial approach to development and the role for LAs and their 
Associations, including EU ones, at international, national, and local levels. 

1.2 Setting the scene 
Development assistance has mainly been delivered through central government agencies or Civil 
Society Organisations.4 Resources directly channelled through Local Authorities have 
represented a limited part of development assistance. In recent years, top-down approaches have 
revealed their limitations in fostering sustainable and equitable development for the benefit of 
entire populations and territories in partner countries. Therefore, development partners and 
national governments have started to consider moving towards an approach to development and 
achievement of MDGs, which builds on local knowledge to define public policy via deliberate 
and locally-based processes.  
 
The definition and implementation of more effective and efficient development policies at local 
level imply a new role for both central governments and Local Authorities. On the one hand, the 
former have the role of setting national development frameworks including explicit objectives 
for the local level, creating an enabling environment for multi-level and multi-actor interactions 
and delivering financial incentives. On the other hand, Local Authorities have to increase their 
capacities and assume responsibilities to foster development and contribute to the achievement 
of MDGs at the local level. 
 
Being part of the State structure, Local Authorities hold a special institutional responsibility in 
development. At the same time Local Authorities are closer to citizens than other public 
institutions and may significantly contribute in terms of more efficient, equitable and 
accountable delivery of basic public services (education, health, water, transport, etc.), building 
democratic institutions and effective administrations. They can also act as catalysts for change 
                                                 
4 For the purposes of this Paper, CSOs is an umbrella term that includes a wide range of formal and informal organisations 
created voluntarily by citizens, which can vary in structure, governance and scope. Their aim is to promote an issue or an 
interest, either general or specific. In a broad sense, CSOs include all non-market and non-state organisations and structures in 
which people organise themselves to pursue shared objectives and ideals. 
Civil Society therefore covers a broader spectrum of organisations, such as various categories of associations, community-based 
organisations, foundations, environmental groups, independent research institutes, faith-based organisations, and the not-for-
profit media. Professional organisations such as cooperatives, trade unions, chambers of commerce and business associations are 
also included. 
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while building trust among stakeholders and supporting national development and poverty 
reduction programmes. Moreover, since the Earth Summit in 1992, cities and the urban 
dimension of development have been introduced in international commitments5 covering 
different topics, such as environmental infrastructure (slums, transport, water, sanitation, 
drainage and solid-waste management), health care, education and capacity development of 
LAs’ human resources to improve local management of public goods. 

1.2.1 Local Authorities in Development 
Increasing LAs' involvement is particularly necessary in a context whereby many developing 
countries, in line with the principle of subsidiarity, are engaged in decentralisation processes, 
aimed at devolving responsibilities to sub-national levels of government. As a result, a series of 
political, administrative and fiscal changes should allow Local Authorities to receive new 
competences in decision-making, in delivering public services and in collecting taxes at local 
level, as autonomous actors6 in achieving development objectives.  
 
A particular situation concerns LAs in fragile or post-conflict countries where the challenges to 
their becoming active actors for development are more pronounced. A differentiated approach to 
engaging with LAs in those environments may thus be necessary. 
 
Associations of Local Authorities, at national, regional and international level, may contribute to 
a more coordinated approach for the structured involvement of LAs in development, thus 
creating synergies between different levels of government in their efforts to reduce poverty and 
to promote local development more effectively, as well as promoters of policy dialogue within a 
country. 
 
Such results require an enabling environment7 and policies that empower LAs and ALAs and 
develop their capacities. In addition, Local Authorities are called to be responsive to their 
constituencies, who in turn must learn how and be given the opportunity to participate in the 
definition of public policies and services and therefore to hold LAs accountable. 

1.2.2 The International Policy Context 
Since the principles of aid effectiveness (ownership, alignment, harmonisation, managing for 
results, mutual accountability) were elaborated in detail in the Paris Declaration on Aid 
Effectiveness8 (2005), international and national circumstances have evolved, with important 
implications for support to LAs: 

• The original notion of ownership has broadened beyond usual national actors to include 
other stakeholders in recipient countries, including LAs and citizens. More specifically, 
the importance of LAs as actors in development processes and as active partners in 

                                                 
5 Main international commitments: Agenda 21 (1992), URL: www.un.org/esa/dsd/agenda21; Istanbul Declaration on Human 
Settlements (1996), URL: www.unhabitat.org/downloads/docs/2072_61331_ist-dec.pdf; MDG 7 "Ensure Environmental 
Sustainability" (2000), URL: www.un.org/millenniumgoals/environ.shtml; Johannesburg Plan of Implementation (2002), URL: 
http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/documents/WSSD_POI_PD/English/POIToc.htm; Plan of Action on Cities, Sub-national 
Governments and Other Local Authorities for Biodiversity (2011-2020), URL: www.cbd.int/doc/decisions/cop-10/cop-10-dec-
22-en.doc; Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015: International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, Building the Resilience of 
Nations and Communities to Disasters, URL: www.unisdr.org/we/campaign/cities. 
6 Autonomy of Local Authorities should be understood as both the respect of the fulfilment of the powers LAs have been given 
by the law and as the right to initiate public policies and actions supportive of local development needs yet not covered by state 
interventions or central policy priorities. 
7 An enabling environment implies a proper functioning state and a legislative framework that encourage LAs autonomy, local 
development, consensus building, broad participation, and policy dialogue between central and local authorities and other 
stakeholders. 
8 URL: www.oecd.org/dataoecd/15/3/46874580.pdf. 

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/15/3/46874580.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/15/3/46874580.pdf
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development assistance has increased. It is not only national politicians and civil servants 
whose ownership has to be secured in order to improve the definition of successful 
development policies and the achievement of aid effectiveness (Accra Agenda for 
Action, 2008).9 

• The Busan Partnership Document10 (2011) recognised that the shift from mutual 
accountability (international donors - central governments) to multi-actor and multi-level 
accountability has important implications for how development assistance should be 
defined and delivered. In this context, Busan Partnership Document confirmed the 
importance of LAs, emphasising the critical role they play in "linking citizens with 
government and in ensuring broad-based and democratic ownership of countries' 
development agendas".11 

1.2.3 EU Policy Documents and Initiatives in support to Local Authorities 
Inspired by the EU founding values, such as respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, 
equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, 
solidarity and equality12, the European Commission has promoted the comprehensive and 
progressive participation of Local Authorities in countries' development processes and in 
broader political, social and economic dialogue in the last decades.  
 
The EU has been particularly active in establishing partnerships with Local Authorities, as 
catalysts for change, conflict prevention, decentralisation, and confidence-building in the 
development process, as acknowledged in the revised Cotonou Agreement13, the European 
Consensus on Development14 (2005) and the European Parliament Resolution on Local 
Authorities15 (2007). A first recognition of the role of LAs and the promotion of their 
participation in EU external cooperation has come with the Commission Communication Local 
authorities: actors for development16 (2008). Through its annex the European Charter on 
Development Cooperation in support of Local Governance17, the Communication affirmed the 
right of LAs to exercise their initiatives with regard to any matter included in their powers and 
responsibilities, with a view to supporting local dimension of development. 
 

                                                 
9 URL: http://siteresources.worldbank.org/ACCRAEXT/Resources/4700790-1217425866038/AAA-4-SEPTEMBER-FINAL-
16h00.pdf  
10 URL: www.aideffectiveness.org/busanhlf4/images/stories/hlf4/OUTCOME_DOCUMENT_-_FINAL_EN.pdf. 
11 Paragraph 21 of the Busan Partnership Document: "Parliaments and local governments play critical roles in linking citizens 
with government, and in ensuring broad- based and democratic ownership of countries' development agendas. To facilitate their 
contribution, we will: a) Accelerate and deepen the implementation of existing commitments to strengthen the role of 
parliaments in the oversight of development processes, including by supporting capacity development - backed by adequate 
resources and clear action plans. b) Further support local governments to enable them to assume more fully their roles above and 
beyond service delivery, enhancing participation and accountability at the sub-national levels" (page 6). 
12 Reference Lisbon Treaty (2009), Chapter 1 "General Provisions on the Union's External Action", Article 10 A.  
URL: http://europa.eu/lisbon_treaty/full_text/index_en.htm. 
13 The Cotonou Agreement is a treaty between the European Union and the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States 
('ACP countries') which was originally signed in June 2000 in Cotonou (Benin). It entered into force in 2003 (revised in 2005 
and 2010) and is the foundation of ACP-EU political and development cooperation.  
14 URL: http://ec.europa.eu/development/icenter/repository/european_consensus_2005_en.pdf. 
15 The resolution recognised that the involvement of LAs in development policies is essential both for achieving the MDGs and 
ensuring good governance, calling on the Commission to strengthen direct cooperation between European LAs and their LAs 
partners in Third Countries.  
URL: www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&reference=A6-2007-0039&language=EN. 
16 URL: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2008:0626:FIN:EN:PDF. 
17 Drafted by different actors supportive of the role of LAs in development, such as EU Institutions, LAs, ALAs and CSOs. 
URL: 
https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/fpfis/mwikis/aidco/index.php/European_charter_on_development_cooperation_in_support_of_loca
l_governance_paper_P65. 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/ACCRAEXT/Resources/4700790-1217425866038/AAA-4-SEPTEMBER-FINAL-16h00.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/ACCRAEXT/Resources/4700790-1217425866038/AAA-4-SEPTEMBER-FINAL-16h00.pdf
http://www.aideffectiveness.org/busanhlf4/images/stories/hlf4/OUTCOME_DOCUMENT_-_FINAL_EN.pdf
http://www.aideffectiveness.org/busanhlf4/images/stories/hlf4/OUTCOME_DOCUMENT_-_FINAL_EN.pdf
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From the operational point of view, since 2007 the Commission has directly been supporting 
Local Authorities in partner countries through various thematic instruments such as the 
Programme "Non-State Actors and Local Authorities in Development"18 (NSA-LA 
Programme). The objectives of this programme are to facilitate the involvement of CSOs and 
LAs in policy formulation and their capacity to deliver basic services to the poorest sections of 
the population in developing countries, thus contributing to poverty reduction.  
 
The European Commission has also supported Local Authorities through bilateral programmes 
with partner countries, articulated on country priorities, mainly focusing on local governance, 
local development and decentralisation.19 While through regional programmes, the Commission 
has contributed to build partnerships and foster cooperation intra-regionally and trans-
regionally, between LAs from the EU and LAs from Africa, Latin America, Asia and European 
Neighbourhood,20 in matters of socio-economic and cultural development as well as in topics 
related to urban and rural local development. 
 
In 2008, the European Commission launched the Covenant of Mayors21, a movement involving 
LAs from the EU and its partner countries, voluntarily committing to meet and exceed the EU 
20% CO2 reduction objective by 2020. To date more than 4.150 cities and regions have signed 
up to the Covenant and are committed to the creation of skilled and stable jobs, improved 
environment and quality of life, enhanced economic competitiveness. 
 
In the proposal for the Multiannual Financial Framework 2014-2020 (MFF)22, the Commission 
confirmed the EU commitment to further enhance the role of LAs in development at country 
level, including the thematic programme "Civil Society Organisations and Local Authorities". 

1.2.4 Structured Dialogue 
From March 2010 to May 2011, the European Commission launched a process of consultations 
with CSOs and LAs, known as the Structured Dialogue (SD) for an efficient partnership in 
development. This process brought together more than 700 CSOs and LAs from all over the 
world, the EU Member States, Members of the European Parliament and representatives of the 
European External Action Service, including EU Delegations, to reflect upon and define ways 
and means to improve the effectiveness of all actors involved in EU development cooperation.  
 
During the consultations, the Commission reconfirmed the role of LAs, as development actors 
holding a right of initiative. It emphasised the importance of promoting conditions conducive to 
maximising their contributions and of encouraging political multi-stakeholder dialogue and 
partnership, as a means to foster democratic ownership in development processes.  
 
Stakeholders emphasised the importance of understanding the local arena through regular and 
strategic studies and through building of expertise on relevant themes and by making available 
necessary resources and guidance. In addition, representatives of LAs and ALAs called upon the 
EU to strengthen their capacities, promote a more strategic decentralised cooperation between 
LAs from the EU and LAs from partner countries (North-South, South-South and trilateral), and 
introduce appropriate and flexible aid modalities more adapted to LAs' features and needs.  
                                                 
18 URL: http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/how/finance/dci/non_state_actors_en.htm. 
19 Thematic global evaluation of the EC support to decentralisation processes. URL: 
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/how/evaluation/evaluation_reports/2012/1300_docs_en.htm. 
20 Algeria, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Egypt, Georgia, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Moldova, Morocco, Occupied 
Palestinian Territory, Syria, Tunisia and Ukraine. 
21 URL: www.eumayors.eu/index_en.html. 
22 URL: http://ec.europa.eu/budget/library/biblio/documents/fin_fwk1420/proposal_council_regulation_COM-398_en.pdf. 

http://www.eeas.europa.eu/algeria/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/armenia/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/azerbaijan/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/belarus/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/egypt/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/georgia/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/israel/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/jordan/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/lebanon/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/libya/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/moldova/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/morocco/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/occupied_palestinian_territory/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/occupied_palestinian_territory/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/syria/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/tunisia/index_en.htm
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/ukraine/index_en.htm
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Part 2: Issues for Discussion 

This section presents a number of selected issues on which stakeholders views are particularly 
important. They represent issues currently at stake in the international arena in relation to the 
roles that Local Authorities and Associations of Local Authorities can play in matters of 
governance and development. For each issue, a number of questions are raised. The replies to 
these questions will contribute to define the “building blocks” of a renewed EU policy in 
support to LAs in partner countries, to allow for their full participation in policy dialogue and in 
the achievement of sustainable development objectives. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

ISSUES FOR DISCUSSION 
There are 8 issues and 27 questions.  
 

• Section 2.1 “Framing the LAs role in current international debates” summarises the 
evolutions emerging from the international debates and presents issues of interest for LAs, 
in order to consider possible ways forward in advancing aid and development effectiveness 
agenda as well as post-2015 Agenda. 

 
• Section 2.2 “Good Governance for Development: the local level” focuses on the key 

principles of democratic legitimacy of LAs and subsidiarity.  
 

• Section 2.3 “Territorial development” analyses the importance of unlocking the special 
potential (people, socio-economic resources, culture, natural resources, infrastructures, etc.) 
of territories and how Local Authorities can promote, in partnership with all relevant actors, 
the achievement of sustainable development goals. 

 
• Section 2.4 “Decentralisation” addresses issues related to decentralisation processes valued 

for their support to State reforms, particularly in terms of institutional strengthening and 
public service delivery. 

 
• Section 2.5 “Support to Urban and Rural Local Authorities in the context of rapid 

urbanisation” presents the challenges that LAs have to face in front of rapid urbanisation 
and changes of the population distribution as well as the need to have a balanced approach 
to supporting both rural and urban LAs, in view of overall territorial development. 

 
• Section 2.6 “Associations of Local Authorities in partner countries” describes the functions 

that ALAs can hold in strengthening the institutional capacity of Local Authorities, in policy 
and development processes and how they could be supported to ensure that role. 

 
• Section 2.7 “Enhancing the internal capacities of Local Authorities” presents a series of 

issues relating to support aimed at strengthening capacities of LAs to play an effective role 
in policy and development processes. 

 
• Building on the previous sections, Section 2.8 “Towards a consistent EU engagement with 

Local Authorities at country level and in delivery mechanisms" addresses how the EU, 
notably EU Delegations, could promote a consistent approach to enhance LAs leadership in 
governance and sustainable development at local level, as well as the issue of aid modalities. 
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2.1 Framing the LAs role in current international debates 
The Busan Partnership Document resulted from inclusive negotiations among partner countries 
and their different development partners including traditional donors, emerging economies, 
multilateral and bilateral institutions, Local Authorities and Civil Society Organisations. It  
marked a shift from 'aid effectiveness' to 'aid and development effectiveness' emphasising 
development results with a broad based recognition of the variety of inputs and actors that 
contribute to development on the basis of shared principles and differential commitments.23  
 
In the Busan Partnership Document partner countries and their development partners endorsed 
the principle of “democratic ownership”, which implies that governments create spaces for 
constructive dialogue and participation of a variety of stakeholders, including Local Authorities, 
in the different phases of development policy and plans. Partner countries and their development 
partners also committed to strengthen institutions that fulfil core state functions, adapting to 
local context and development phases, as well as to support “the implementation of institutional 
and policy changes led by developing countries [...] including national and sub-national 
institutions".24  
 
With the deadline for Millennium Development Goals approaching quickly, the international 
community is trying to shape a post-2015 development agenda. The question is how to build a 
strategic coalition of partners to shape the post-2015 agenda through broad engagement of poor 
and vulnerable people, central governments, Local Authorities, Civil Society Organisations, the 
private sector, and the academic community as well as how to ensure that the post-2015 
development agenda takes into account the changing development context and critical 
challenges, building on lessons learnt from the MDGs. 
 
QUESTION 1: How can Local Authorities adhere in their activities to the aid and development 
effectiveness agenda? Are there already good examples at country level? 
 
QUESTION 2: How could LAs and ALAs contribute to the post-2015 development agenda? What are 
their priorities to be included in the new architecture? 
 

2.2 Good Governance for Development: the Local Level 
To play a greater role in defining national development policies, good governance at local level 
is essential. As stated in the Agenda for Change, “good governance, in its political, economic, 
social and environmental terms, is vital for inclusive and sustainable development. EU support 
to governance should feature more prominently in all partnerships, notably through incentives 
for results-oriented reform and a focus on partners’ commitments to human rights, democracy 
and the rule of law and to meeting their peoples’ demands and needs”.25 
 
Governance must be understood at various levels (local, national, international). At local level, 
governance could be understood as the way LAs exercise power and authority in the 
management of public policies and goods through the allocation of available resources, on the 
basis of processes of interaction between LAs, other public institutions at different levels and 
citizens. Two elements are fundamental in the concept of local governance: (i) responsiveness 
and accountability of LAs, as key development actors; (ii) participation of citizens, both as 

                                                 
23 Busan Partnership Document, paragraphs 14, 28 and 29. 
24 Ibidem. 
25 Agenda for Change, page 5. 
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development actors in their own right as well as to demand transparency and accountability of 
LAs and of other public bodies whose decisions impact on the local level. 
 
Within local governance interactions, it is fundamental that LAs comply with the different lines 
of accountability: downward accountability, between Local Authorities and citizens; upward 
accountability of LAs to central government (e.g. verification on main accomplishments of 
Local Authorities in matter of policy, administrative and fiscal goals); horizontal accountability 
of local executives and administrations to local councils. 
 
The European Commission approach to governance constitutes the continuity with democratic 
policy processes, characterised by a set of agreed rules within society, such as rule of law, 
transparency, equality, accountability, fair representation, inclusivity,26 and effective 
participation. Hence, local democracy enhances local governance. Only democratic policy 
processes at local level empowered by capability, accountability and responsiveness could have 
an impact on and drive local development and poverty reduction, the achievement of MDGs and 
empowerment of citizens to improve the quality of life in their communities. 
 
QUESTION 3: What are the sectors LAs could participate in good governance at local level, e.g. police, 
judiciary, etc.? Are there already good examples at country level? 
 
QUESTION 4: What are the challenges and opportunities for LAs to improve democratic policy 
processes, in terms of institutional mechanisms and operational rules? 
 
QUESTION 5: How to encourage interactions between LAs and citizens - as individuals, Civil Society 
Organisations or private sector representatives and hence their involvement in policy processes at local 
level? 
 

2.3 Territorial development 
A Local Authority exists in relation to the geographical area it administers. Moreover, the 
territory is also the space of interaction of a plurality of public and private actors (i.e. local 
branches of line ministries, educational and cultural institutions, private sector and CSOs). 
 
Territorial development can be defined as a dynamic process based on a multi-actor and multi-
sectoral approach, in which different local institutions and actors work together to define 
priorities, plan and implement sustainable development strategies at local level, including the 
sustainable management of the rural areas and their economic and social links with urban 
centres, the decentralisation processes and issues of local governance. 
 
A key feature of territorial development is its global approach, notably integrating sectoral 
policies at various territorial scales, promoting economic and institutional transformation and 
strengthening linkages and partnerships with localities inside and outside the territory itself. 
Indeed, the assumption is that only at local level will it be possible to develop the level of 
cooperation between decision-makers and other stakeholders that represents one of the 
prerequisites of sustainable development. 
 
Local Authorities have an important role to play in mobilising resources  in stimulating dialogue 
with local communities, in encouraging public-private and public-civil society partnerships, as 
well as in improving multi-level governance (local, regional, national) that facilitates coherence 
                                                 
26 Embracing political views, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age, disability, social class. 
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between policies at different territorial levels and links development happening at local level 
with national policies and plans. 
 
One of the main characteristics of the territorial development approach consists in the 
mobilisation of a plurality of actors (public – Local Authorities, and private – CSOs, private 
sector) interacting on the basis of a mutual agreement aiming at finding the best combination to 
increase local communities' quality of life and achieve sustainable development goals. It is the 
case of demand-driven partnerships, based on an open and transparent dialogue that respects the 
diversity of actors, different visions and capacity levels.  
 
Because of their legitimacy and proximity with citizens, Local Authorities are in a key position 
to stimulate partnerships at local level (i.e. territorial partnerships27). Promoting interactions 
with higher-level institutions and with other self-organisation processes, including actors that do 
not belong to the same territory (including from the EU), could be instrumental for a strategic 
use of the characteristics and strengths of each actor and to avoid fragmentation of efforts. 
 
Supporting territorial development implies working to achieve more effective public reforms 
and development strategies through (i) ownership of local strategies, because of the broader 
participation of public and private stakeholders; (ii) improved local governance interactions; (iii) 
subsidiarity, allowing for more locally adapted strategies; (iv) integration of sectoral policies at 
territorial scale. 
 
QUESTION 6: Which mechanisms could contribute to optimising the coordination of sectoral policies 
at territorial level, and the coordination of policies at national level with those of Local Authorities?  
 
QUESTION 7: How to ensure effective participation of the different stakeholders, particularly the 
marginalised local actors, in the definition of policies and strategies for the territory? How to enhance the 
role of LAs as facilitators in development dialogue with central governments and Development Partners? 
 
QUESTION 8: Which mechanisms and incentives could support territorial development, in an effective 
and long-term strategy for good governance, sustainable development, social cohesion and national 
solidarity at local level? In this context, should approaches such as territorial partnerships be further 
explored and promoted? 
 
QUESTION 9: By enhancing territorial specificities, would not it be the risk of incurring in separatism 
at national level in particular in regard of uneven distribution of resources, ethnic divisions? Are 
examples available on how to avoid possible tensions? 
 

2.4 Decentralisation 
In the last 20 years, decentralisation has increased in importance in development cooperation. It 
has been promoted in order to seek to improve the delivery of public goods and services (health 
care, education, water, transport, local infrastructure, food security, etc.) as well as to increase 
local participation in policy-making processes, as LAs are closer to citizens and likely to have a 
deeper understanding of local needs than central authorities.  
 
Decentralisation is a process which involves the transfer of a range of powers (decision making, 
revenue-raising, etc), responsibilities (service delivery) and resources (financial, human, and 

                                                 
27 Voluntary agreements between Local Authorities, Civil Society Organisations, representatives of the private sector and 
citizens. 
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administrative) from higher levels in political systems (central governments) to authorities at 
lower level.  
 
Decentralisation constitutes a particular aspect of public sector reforms, the one occurring at 
local level, and has three dimensions: 
• Political decentralisation transfers policy and legislative powers from central government to 
autonomous, lower-level assemblies and local councils; 
• Administrative decentralisation places planning and implementation under the responsibility 
of locally situated civil servants, which are under the jurisdiction of local representative bodies; 
• Fiscal decentralisation accords substantial revenue and expenditure authority to LAs. This 
particular point is very relevant as LAs can only deliver services efficiently if they have 
sufficient resources.28 
 
Decentralisation should be understood as a means to achieve specific development objectives, 
rather than an end in itself, placing LAs into a broader, more critical and proactive 
developmental role than the term “decentralisation” implies. Indeed, depending on the country 
context, Local Authorities might be in a better overall position than the central governments to 
control and use material, social and institutional resources to improve local conditions, to 
contribute to local development and to face emerging global challenges (urbanization, climate 
change, etc.). LAs cannot attain such outcomes alone: interactions with higher-level authorities, 
CSOs, private sector, and more broadly local communities are essential. In particular, 
participation of informed citizens could turn to be crucial in bringing the public sector close to 
the people and achieve development goals in the broadest sense. 
 
There is a shared conviction among Development Partners (DP) that support to decentralisation 
processes should be analysed in a political economy framework, in order to better understand 
how (primarily national and intergovernmental) political and institutional dynamics do, or could, 
affect the scope for realising decentralisation reforms aligned with commonly advocated service 
delivery, governance, and poverty reduction goals. Systematic analysis of these issues can 
productively complement the mostly technical diagnostic work typically carried out by DP.  
 
Decentralisation goes beyond the downward transfer of powers, implying the reform of the 
public sector at central and local level and including reforms initiated from below by organised 
LAs movement and civil society. Where country contexts allow, the promotion of 
decentralisation involves: (i) the existence of a basic legal framework for decentralisation; (ii) an 
understanding of the public sector, its incentives and dynamics; (iii) sufficient financial 
resources to undertake assigned functions; (iv) trained human resources; (v) mechanisms for 
political accountability.  
 
QUESTION 10: How to improve aid effectiveness in the field of decentralisation, including 
coordination among Development Partners and Partner Countries?  
 
QUESTION 11: How could Development Partners supporting decentralisation use political economy 
analysis to increase their understanding of incentives and dynamics underlying public sector, at national 
and local levels? 
 
QUESTION 12: How to make decentralisation instrumental for achieving development goals at local 
level, in support to territorial approach? Are there already any good examples of decentralisation 

                                                 
28 European Commission (2007), Supporting Decentralisation and Local Governance in Third Countries, pp-15-17. URL: 
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/what/governance/documents/decentralisation_local_governance_refdoc_final_en.pdf  
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processes supporting development policies at country level? Are there any good examples of 
decentralisation processes which combine reforms led from central government with reforms pushed 
from below, e.g. LAs movements? Are there examples of uncompleted decentralisation processes? What 
lessons to learn? 
 
QUESTION 13: What are the challenges to strengthen and broaden policy dialogue among central 
governments, LAs and DP, to promote more harmonised and aligned public sector reform programmes? 
 
QUESTION 14: How could EU aid modalities in support of decentralisation reforms be improved? 
 

2.5 Support to Urban and Rural Local Authorities in a context of Rapid 
Urbanisation 
Currently more than half of the world population lives in urban areas. Most of the population 
growth expected in urban areas in the coming decades will be concentrated in the cities and 
towns of less developed regions.29 Urbanisation is emerging alongside rural exodus, putting 
rural and urban Local Authorities under pressure, as they struggle to respond to the effects of 
these rapid demographic shifts. Cities have particularly turned out to be frontline actors in 
tackling the urgent challenges that urbanisation brings, such as social exclusion, livelihood, 
urban infrastructures (housing, health, transport, etc.), depletion of existing resources, public 
safety and environment. Indeed, the number of urban agglomerations or metropolises with a 
population equal to or greater than 1 million inhabitants has been increasing.30  
 
Because of this rapid growth in urban population in Asia, Africa and Latin America, and the 
related growth of their cities, urban governance has become another important aspect of good 
local governance and sustainable cities.31 LAs in urbanising areas have a decisive role to address 
the challenges this process brings along, such as improving quality of life, the inclusivity of 
different stakeholders’ interests and the sustainability of development policies and plans at local 
level. At the same time, there is a need to promote a balanced approach to urban development 
issues, taking into account overall territorial development and the role of LAs in rural areas and 
smaller towns in relation to the bigger cities. 
 
Access to land is a pre-requisite to urban development and, as such, occupies a central role in 
any urban development strategy. The ability of low-income households to obtain access to land 
is severely constrained in many countries. A large and increasing proportion of urban 
populations are forced to live in unauthorised settlements, which lack adequate services and 
facilities. At the same time, urbanisation has a profound effect on land values, which can affect 
municipal finance and as a consequence the financing capacities of adequate services and 
facilities. 

                                                 
29 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2012), World Urbanization Prospects. The 2011 Revision. URL: 
http://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/pdf/WUP2011_Highlights.pdf. 
30 According to the UN definition, the inhabitants of an urban agglomeration reside in a continuous territory, whose 
neighbourhoods are defined without bearing administrative borders in mind, and whose density of residency is of an urban level. 
Reference: Urban Agglomerations of the Planet (2007). URL: 
http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/wup2007/2007urban_agglo.htm. 
31 The United Nations Human Settlements Program (UN-HABITAT) has proposed the following definition of urban governance 
as "the sum of the many ways individuals and institutions, public and private, plan and manage the common affairs of the city. It 
is a continuing process through which conflicting or diverse interests may be accommodated and cooperative action can be 
taken. It includes formal institutions as well as informal arrangements and the social capital of citizens". (2002), Global 
Campaign on Urban Governance Concept Paper, Nairobi, Kenya, page 9. URL: 
www.unhabitat.org/downloads/docs/2099_24326_concept_paper.doc. 
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QUESTION 15: How can LAs respond to demands for local public services created by increasing 
urbanisation, particularly in big cities?  
 
QUESTION 16: How could Development Partners assist big cities and their Associations in improving 
sustainability of cities as well as in tackling the challenges of urbanisation?  
 
QUESTION 17: How to adopt a balanced approach to urbanisation challenges, taking into account as 
well the role of medium-sized and smaller cities as well as of rural LAs?  
 

2.6 Associations of Local Authorities 
Associations of Local Authorities (ALAs) (at different levels – national, regional, continental 
and international) can be instrumental in achieving local governance and development goals. 
Through their members and partners they may know the practices of both politicians and 
technicians. They may also have practical experience in handling a wide range of local 
development issues and how to respond to the needs of their constituencies and local 
communities. ALAs may establish as well stable relationships with actors in third countries for 
cooperation and assistance either at the level of individual LAs or that of Associations. 
 
The main functions of ALAs are usually: (i) representation of members' interests, towards 
central governments and other development stakeholders as well as internationally; (ii) 
coordination and platform for discussion among the members, including the facilitation of 
political and institutional dialogue with higher-level authorities and citizens; (iii) knowledge 
sharing and capacity development, with emphasis on international cooperation (e.g. collection 
and exchange of information, training on project management); (iv) control on the quality of 
LAs' performance, particularly in matter of local development (e.g. through peer reviews 
between members); (v) promotion and management of territorial development plans with social 
participation. 
 
In many partner countries, national ALAs are still weak in human and financial resources, 
institutional setting and operational capacities, facing limitations in representing the voice of 
LAs (hence are inclined to pursue the perspective of central governments, or are not considered 
by them as legitimate to speak on behalf of LAs). Furthermore, in some other countries ALAs 
do not exist. 
 
ALAs are important actors of development in their capacities of creating solid and long-lasting 
bonds that contribute to institutional and capacity development, to the effectiveness of 
participation in political dialogues and to enhancement of LAs’ leadership role. 
 
QUESTION 18: Which are the main challenges and opportunities for ALAs in partner countries? 
 
QUESTION 19: How could ALAs facilitate the adherence of their members to Aid and Development 
Effectiveness Principles? 
 
QUESTION 20: How could EU support the strengthening of ALAs in institutional and capacities terms, 
at national, regional, sub-continental and international levels?  
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2.7 Enhancing the internal capacities of Local Authorities 
The local governance and development processes require concerted efforts in institutional 
reforms and capacity development, which should therefore be associated with the strengthening 
of Local Authorities. Their ability to enhance their contribution to development may be 
challenged by various internal capacity constraints, including human resources (e.g. limited 
number of personnel, staff lacking basic skills or information); material resources (e.g. 
insufficient operating budgets, office premises or equipment); institutional constraints (e.g. 
unclear procedures on planning, management of budgets and capital investments and service 
delivery, establishment of partnerships); limited incentives for good performance (e.g. lack of 
accountability mechanism) and poor governance mechanisms.  
 
Capacity development by ALAs as well as by DPs may contribute to improving the delivery of 
local public goods and services by LAs, and also to enhancing both their internal governance 
and the broader context of local governance. It may contribute to more productive and 
transparent relationships between LAs and other public institutions on the one hand, and LAs 
and community organisations, private sector and CSOs on the other. It may also promote the 
role of LAs in policy making and in their interaction with other public bodies at local and 
national levels.  
 
A redefined approach to capacity development of LAs may have to take into account the roles of 
Local Authorities and coordination amongst relevant stakeholders at local level as well as the 
existing institutional framework at country and local levels. Capacity development may then 
imply a continuous, flexible and responsive process for promoting relevant reforms in policy 
and roles of actors involved in local governance and development. 
 
QUESTION 21: What approaches could be developed to improve DPs’ support to capacity development 
of LAs, including to their internal governance? 
 
QUESTION 22: Which could be the specific role and added value of European ALAs and LAs? 
 
QUESTION 23: Are there good practices available on transfer of know-how and capacity development 
at country level? 
 

2.8 Towards a consistent EU engagement with Local Authorities at country 
level 
A renewed and consistent EU engagement with Local Authorities in partner countries should 
integrate all the elements developed above in a coherent strategy at country level. Such a 
strategy should be built upon a thorough understanding of LAs dynamics, including the roles 
that different tiers of government play in public sector reforms, decision-making process, local 
governance, policy dialogue, decentralisation, collection of taxes, territorial development, 
provision of services, etc.  
 
Supporting public entities such as LAs in partner countries requires that Development Partners 
including EU consider the setting up of adequate delivery mechanisms matching their specific 
characteristics and needs. For example, innovative mechanisms bringing together funding and 
expertise from EU LAs to engage in more ambitious and systematic cooperation activities might 
be considered, to enhance the effectiveness of this cooperation.  
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In this framework, decentralised cooperation32 between EU LAs and their counterparts in third 
countries can bring value added through a continuous process of peer-to-peer knowledge sharing 
and transfer and bring together local people in managing political processes.  
 
QUESTION 24: Are there other key elements, in addition to the ones discussed above, to be considered 
in building a solid and informed EU engagement with Local Authorities in a given country? 
 
QUESTION 25: How could country level political dynamics be considered in engaging with LAs and 
supporting their governance-related roles? 
 
QUESTION 26: How could LAs involved in decentralised cooperation engage in the respect of Aid and 
Development Effectiveness Principles?  
 
QUESTION 27: What kind of aid mechanisms could best support cooperation amongst LAs?  
 

Additional Comments 
 

 

                                                 
32 The EC Communication Local authorities: actors for development (2008) defines the term "decentralised cooperation" (DC) 
as “the publicly and privately funded aid provided by and through local authorities, networks and other local actors” from 
different countries, aiming at local sustainable development. 
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