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CHAPTER 25

Conclusion: Patterns and Drivers
of Horizontal Coordination—Insights
from a Comparative Perspective

Bettina Petersohn © and Nathalie Behnke

INTRODUCTION

The literature on intergovernmental coordination is guided by the distinc-
tion between horizontal coordination, involving representatives from the
same level of government, and vertical integration, connecting representa-
tives from different levels of government. As outlined in the introduction,
the focus of this volume is on horizontal coordination within multilevel
contexts. One key insight across the chapters is that several horizontal
coordination mechanisms have a vertical component and involve members

B. Petersohn (1)

Department of Politics, Philosophy, and International Relations, Swansea
University, Swansea, UK

e-mail: b.petersohn@swansea.ac.uk

N. Behnke

Institute of Political Science, Chair of Research Group Public Management,
Public Policy, TU Darmstadt, Darmstadt, Germany

e-mail: nathalie.behnke@tu-darmstadt.de

© The Author(s) 2025 445
N. Behnke, B. Petersohn (eds.), Horizontal Intergovernmental

Coordination at Local and Regional Levels,

https://doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-031-83567-4_25


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-83567-4_25&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-83567-4_25#DOI
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8447-8340
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2735-4998
mailto:b.petersohn@swansea.ac.uk
mailto:nathalie.behnke@tu-darmstadt.de

446  B. PETERSOHN AND N. BEHNKE

of higher-level administrative or political units as part of the coordination
effort. This insight might not come as a surprise, considering the complex-
ity of the policy issues outlined at the start, but it has implications for the
study of intergovernmental coordination as well as for recommendations
about their design to achieve effective policy solutions.

The chapters in this book cover a variety of coordination mechanisms
introduced to solve complex policy problems in a broad range of countries
with varying political and socio-economic conditions. As such, the chapters
showcase the experiences of actors involved in policymaking to solve those
complex or wicked policy problems within their respective legal, political,
and socio-economic contexts. Before we discuss the different coordination
mechanisms and their workings in practice in greater detail, we will outline
the current policy challenges that political leaders are facing across the coun-
tries represented in this book. Among those policy challenges are the well-
known suspects of wicked problems, such as climate change, environmental
standards, or pollution targets. In addition, we find migration, urbanisation,
and regional inequalities to be relevant to current policy problems.
Interestingly, horizontal coordination efforts are focused on issues beyond
that list and often deal with economic development, investments, tourism,
or the delivery of public services to local communities.

The examples covered in this volume also demonstrate that horizontal
coordination at the local level often involves governments of different
party affiliations. The institutional context matters for the substantive
focus of coordination. Attempts to achieve more effective policy or service
delivery in younger democracies or unitary states often coincide with
attempts to create territorial units of an adequate and functioning size,
respecting historical or community boundaries or matching the size of the
policy problem, for example, in case of urban sprawl and metropolitan
areas. In ethnically divided contexts, coordination efforts to address
regional inequalities in public service provisions are, at times, overshad-
owed by party competition over power and resources, and parties’ inter-
ests in maximising the benefits for the group they claim to represent.

CURRENT CHALLENGES AND WICKED PROBLEMS

At the time of writing, the impact of COVID-19 was still felt across coun-
tries, for example, in the form of lower economic growth, slow economic
recovery, or limited resources for public sector investments resulting from
the increase in government spending during lockdowns and imposed
mobility limitations. Public budgets were additionally stretched due to
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international commitments in response to the war in Ukraine, including
changes to defence spending as well as the acceptance and accommoda-
tion of Ukrainian refugees in numerous countries across Europe. Resulting
higher debt burdens and spending commitments are limiting the oppor-
tunities to make necessary investments in welfare services, in physical and
digital infrastructure, or in energy transition. The combined effect of those
events is felt by several governments and communities (e.g., in Poland,
Tirkiye, Iceland, Germany, Georgia, or the UK), faced with higher levels
of inflation, lower economic growth, and higher costs of living, exacerbat-
ing already existing regional socio-economic disparities.

Apart from unpredictable events, socio-demographic trends and inter-
nal migration have changed the population fabric of countries and, in
some cases, contributed to a further increase in regional inequalities or
urban-rural cleavages. Over time, these changes have accumulated to form
more complex policy challenges and wicked problems that governments
and policymakers can no longer ignore. Current challenges that are poli-
cymakers face across the countries included in this volume are an ageing
population, urbanisation, ‘metropolitan sprawl’, migration, and immigra-
tion, as well as the consequences of climate change for nature and human
life. The precise manifestation of these policy problems and challenges,
however, varies between the countries and intersects in different ways. To
give an example: while urbanisation and population concentration in met-
ropolitan areas are widespread phenomena, they intersect with an inward
migration of younger people into urban areas in Iceland in the context of
economic growth but coincide with an overall population decline, out-
ward migration of young people, and depopulation of certain areas in
Poland or Serbia. Another set of connected policy areas comes into play in
countries affected by a larger intake of refugees, either passing through the
country towards a different destination or seeking asylum in the respective
country. Different policy frames and priorities can be formulated as a
response, for example, a focus on housing to deal with the pressures on
property prices in Reykjavik; a focus on economic investments and oppor-
tunities to work and build a career outside capitals and major cities (e.g.,
in Poland, or the UK); or a focus on health and social care services for an
increasingly diverse population in urban areas. Those focused interven-
tions, however, are likely to remain incomplete and less successful in deal-
ing with the underlying policy issue if they do not take its complexity and
the concomitant involvement of multiple policy areas and departmental
responsibilities into account during the design stage. The literature on
complex and wicked problems has emphasised the need to broaden the
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perspectives, to include different problem understandings, and to coordi-
nate and collaborate in order to find solutions that work at least partially
or temporarily (Head & Alford, 2015; Conklin, 2006). The need for
intersectoral coordination across government departments has been rec-
ognised among policymakers and scholars alike, including suggestions on
how to incentivise cross-departmental communication and to use existing
institutions and personal networks to facilitate sector-spanning exchanges
(Behnke & Hegele, 2024, pp. 167-168; Husted & Danken, 2017).
Several instances of horizontal coordination covered in this volume
reflect the intersectoral nature of complex policy problems. Coordination
mechanisms chosen to address those complexities include a network
approach involving experts and non-governmental actors (e.g., in the case
of task forces in Estonia), interdepartmental coordination within the cen-
tral executive (e.g., in the form of the Presidential Office for Disaster and
Emergency Management in Tiirkiye, or interagency councils in Georgia),
or peak intergovernmental councils with the remit to formulate guidelines
for other departments (e.g., used for the COVID-19 response in
Germany). The majority of coordination mechanisms described in the
chapters in this volume, however, deal with local or regional policy coor-
dination in areas such as public transport, tourism, planning, and eco-
nomic development. Coordination mechanisms are established to share
information with neighbouring municipalities or regions within or across
state borders, to facilitate mobility and business investments, or to acquire
funding from higher levels of government or the EU. While we find simi-
larities in the major challenges that governments are currently facing, the
main policy areas in which governments regularly coordinate horizontally
are more often directed at local issues, at regional economic development,
or the improvement and efficiency of the delivery of public services that
fall within the jurisdiction of local and regional governments.!
Policymakers in all countries covered in this volume recognise the ben-
efits of coordinating their responses across sectors, levels of governments,

'We do not argue that no intergovernmental coordination exists to deal with issues, such
as migration, climate change, or refugee integration in the countries covered in this volume.
The responsibilities of local and regional governments tend to cover only aspects related to
environment (such as waste collection, sewerage, nature conservation), or migration and
refugees (such as access to housing or health services for refugees), but do not provide them
with influence over visa regulations, refugee quotas, or climate change agreements. As a
result, coordination mechanisms described in this volume cover those aspects that lie within
the jurisdiction of local and regional governments while it is often central governments that
lead on the development of migration policies or climate change policies often including
coordination at supranational and international arenas.
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and/or borders to neighbouring countries. The legal provisions for a vari-
ety of coordination mechanisms and purposes (e.g., joint delivery of ser-
vices, contracting, or access to facilities) have been put in place in all cases
under investigation. Nevertheless, we find variation across time and coun-
tries in terms of how often and for which policy problems governments
and policymakers initiate or make use of those coordination mechanisms,
and with whom coordination becomes more institutionalised.

INTERGOVERNMENTAL COORDINATION WITHIN
AND Across COUNTRIES

Apart from the distinction between horizontal and vertical coordination,
we can organise the range of coordination mechanisms according to their
degree of institutionalisation or formalisation as a first dimension. For
intermunicipal cooperation, the OECD suggested a spectrum of low for-
malised arrangements, such as informal handshake arrangements and con-
tractual relations including private sector actors, to more formalised
cooperation involving the local authority associations or the creation of
legal or territorial entities with delegated authority (OECD, 2019, p. 74).
Secondly, we rely on Feiock’s dimension of scope to organise the empirical
landscape of coordination mechanisms, distinguishing between single-
issue-focused coordination from those covering multiple issues, often
involving a larger number of political actors, and coordination mecha-
nisms designed to be encompassing, complex, and collective (Feicock,
2013, pp. 401-404).2

Empirically, we find mechanisms of horizontal coordination with vary-
ing degrees of institutionalisation across the countries. However, most
coordination efforts include the creation of a governance architecture,
boards, or councils to allow for regular exchanges over time. Even if the
original coordination initiative focused on a single issue, for example, pub-
lic transport, we find that several initiatives end up being expanded over
time to cover more policy issues that the involved actors have a shared
interest in. Most coordination mechanisms are used to manage multiple
issues that fall within the jurisdiction of local governments or affect the
territory that local and regional actors have jurisdiction over, for example,

2Feiock’s second dimension of the formal base of coordination to solve collective action
problems (with categories of political authority, contracts, societal embeddedness) is unsuit-
able for our focus on governments and intergovernmental coordination. While societal and
non-governmental actors are occasionally part of the discussed coordination mechanisms,
they were not the focus of the chapters in this volume.
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public transport, local tourism, and housing in metropolitan areas. The
constellation of actors and the duration of the coordination process differ
depending on the characteristics of the coordination mechanism.
Coordination initiatives that focus on single issues are often time bound
and restricted in funding, but offer an opportunity for societal actors,
NGOs, or specialists interested in a specific policy problem to participate,
share their knowledge, and potentially improve the resulting policy
response. More institutionalised coordination mechanisms, in compari-
son, cover multiple policy issues or expand their scope over time and pro-
vide a regular forum for information exchange, aggregation of interests,
and an opportunity for developing more coherent policy responses to
policy challenges recognised by all involved actors.

The following sections provide an overview over the dominant coordi-
nation mechanisms described and analysed across the countries covered in
this book. Not all instances of coordination will be showcased here, but
the main policy issues for which coordination mechanisms are assembled
along the criteria of their policy scope (encompassing, multiple, or single
issue focused), their degree of institutionalisation in the sense of regularity
of usage and permanence of coordination, and the number and type of
actors that are involved in the processes of coordination (e.g., from two
municipalities to multiple actors representing local governments or even
involving representatives from regional or central governments).

Coordination Mechanisms with Encompassing Scope and Scale

Horizontal coordination often comes in the form of voluntary coordina-
tion initiated by governments with a shared interest in solving a complex
policy problem or in gaining more clout for the representation of region-
ally specific interests in relation to regional or central governments or for
engagement with EU institutions and diverse funding streams. In all
countries covered in this volume, local authorities have the legal right to
engage in coordination, form joint boards or councils, delegate responsi-
bilities to other local authorities or agencies, and to own for-profit compa-
nies connected to their responsibilities (e.g., waste recycling or energy
provision). We find that local authorities do make use of those legal provi-
sions and form associations to coordinate with each other to exchange
information and protect their common interests in all policy areas that fall
within their jurisdiction but also to manage and improve overall economic
development. The respective names of local government associations
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might differ in each country, but the range of purposes and tasks is com-
parable: to protect the autonomy and interests of local authorities from
central government encroachment, to provide legal advice, and to share
information about new legislation, as well as to aggregate, represent, and
advocate shared local interests in relation to central governments. In that
sense, this form of horizontal coordination has a vertical intergovernmen-
tal component built into its list of purposes while covering all policy areas
that fall within the jurisdiction of local authorities within each country.

Membership in local government associations is voluntary, but we find
that all local authorities have become members once associations are estab-
lished, independently of the institutional context or age of democracy that
the cases in this volume display. The success and influence of local govern-
ment associations differ, and factors such as the degree of centralisation, a
corporatist political culture, or the respect of local autonomy matter, as
the comparison of cases such as Norway or Germany (high degree of local
autonomy, corporatist culture, trust in local authorities) with Israel or
Georgia (high degree of centralisation, central control of coordination
mechanisms, distrust in local authorities) illustrates.

Regarding their purpose of aggregating and representing interests in
relation to the central government, local government associations serve as
a functional equivalent for local governments to the intergovernmental
conferences or councils used to coordinate the interests of regional gov-
ernments within federal states. In contrast to the broad range of policy
areas covered by associations, intergovernmental councils are often more
differentiated, distinguishing policy-specific councils from peak councils,
with the former being composed of cabinet ministers responsible for the
policy area and the latter uniting the heads of regional governments.
Amongst the countries covered in this volume, Germany has the most
elaborate set of intergovernmental councils and a tradition of using them
with regularity to share best practices, coordinate positions, and defend
regional areas of jurisdiction against encroachment from the federal gov-
ernment (see Chaps. 6 and 21 in this volume).

Coordination Mechanisms with Mid-Range Scope
and Tevvitorial Scale

Local governments across the majority of cases use their legal right to
form associations or councils for coordination with neighbouring munici-
palities for policy issues affecting a territory or citizens beyond municipal
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borders but of smaller scale to be relevant for the entire country. The
motivation to coordinate is often driven by considerations of effectiveness
and efficiency in the provision of key public services as well as of economic
development and the attraction of funding and investments. Common
policy areas covered by those coordination mechanisms connecting a lim-
ited number of local actors are regional infrastructure, waterworks, water
supply, sewerage, transport, tourism, active travel, or recreational activi-
ties. Intermunicipal councils in Norway focus in addition on welfare ser-
vices; regional development councils in Lithuania focus on all areas related
to economic growth and investment, while regional clusters in Israel take
on a range of tasks from public transportation, tourism initiatives, eco-
nomic development, employment opportunities to data management and
cyber security (see Chaps. 9, 11, and 12 in this volume). They represent
some of the coordination mechanisms that Hooghe and Marks subsume
under type II multilevel governance (Hooghe & Marks, 2003), displaying
characteristics such as overlapping memberships, a plethora of boards and
committees involving private- and third-sector actors with the aim to
increase efficiency in the delivery of public services. However, coordina-
tion mechanisms are less task specific than the public service boards (such
as fire rescue service boards or health boards) that Hooghe and Marks are
describing in their seminal paper.

In some countries, we find further variations of this type of coordina-
tion mechanism, capturing the same purpose of matching scales of policy
problems with the territorial jurisdiction of actors but using a variation of
coordination bodies. In Poland or Greece, local authorities can form
municipal unions between a minimum of two municipalities that are more
encompassing in policy scope but limited in territorial scale. Another more
country-specific manifestation of this coordination mechanism is
commune-county unions in Poland. In the absence of regions with legisla-
tive authority, communes (i.e., municipal governments) have the legal
right to coordinate with counties (i.e., administrative units with indirectly
elected members) in areas of their jurisdiction and can even form unions
with them to facilitate coordination. These commune-county unions have
become popular and have taken over areas such as public transport, tourist
infrastructure, or environmental protection to match the larger scale of
the policy problems (see Chap. 13 in this volume).

A special form of territorial re-scaling comes in the formation of metro-
politan areas. In several cases, local and central governments are grappling
with slow-moving processes of urbanisation, resulting in what has been
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called “urban sprawl’; stretching the boundaries of capital cities or larger
cities into the adjacent, suburban municipalities. Similar to the regional
clusters or councils mentioned above, the creation of metropolitan areas
aims to match the size of the territorial reach of administrative or political
units to the size of newly emerging policy problems as a result of internal
migration and immigration. Pressures to provide adequate public trans-
port, sufficient and affordable housing, and also education and health care
services are shared across the capital cities in different countries faced with
the problem of urbanisation (see Chaps. 10, 11, and 18). The main city
adopts a more prominent role within this coordination mechanism than
the regional clusters or unions between municipalities mentioned above.
While metropolitan areas serve to deal with the pressures on service deliv-
ery in urban areas, the same approach of re-scaling of territorial gover-
nance does not help to address the flipside of urbanisation, that is, problems
associated with the depopulation of rural or peripheral parts of the country.

These examples of medium scope and scale coordination share several
characteristics: (a) they are voluntary; (b) they are formed by agreement
between a small number of neighbouring municipalities; and (c) they
might be legal entities but are not designed as additional political actors.
The resulting governance architecture is layered on top of local councils
and executives, preserving, at least in legal terms, the autonomous
decision-making authority of local governments. In that sense, metropoli-
tan areas sit somewhat between type I and type II MLG, as they are nei-
ther encompassing jurisdictions, nor non-permanent, task-specific special
districts (see, Hooghe & Marks, 2003, pp. 236-238).

Cross-border cooperation between municipalities of different countries
can be considered a second special form of horizontal coordination with a
mid-range scope and territorial scale. In terms of scope, we find cross-
border cooperation projects to cover multiple issues, often related to
cross-border mobility, tourism, transport, and economic development
across the region. The European Grouping of Territorial Cooperation
(EGTC) and Interreg Cross-border Cooperation programmes are relevant
institutional and financial facilitators through which cross-border infra-
structure and service delivery, such as cross-border hospital management,
project funding for sustainable agriculture, or the preservation of cultural
heritage, can be realised.

In contrast to the examples mentioned above, however, the involved
actors operate within different legal contexts, face variations in their areas
of jurisdiction and funding, as well as electoral cycles and party systems.
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Despite these additional challenges, we find examples of local authorities
and regional governments, successfully initiating and using cross-border
cooperation for the benefit of all jurisdictions. Estonian and Latvian
municipalities cooperate, for example, for the development of cyclist and
pedestrian routes cutting across the border of the two states, while the
twin towns Valga-Valka take their cross-border cooperation further to
cover joint district heating, energy infrastructure, or the development of a
joint tourism strategy. Facilitating tourism and economic development in
the border region is also at the heart of several cross-border initiatives, for
example, in the border region between Estonia and Russia (see Chap. 4 in
this volume), or the EGTC in the Euregio Tyrol-South Tyrol-Trentino,
with minority language education and intercultural dialogue being addi-
tional areas of cooperation between municipalities situated along the
Danish-German border. The examples also demonstrate that cross-border
relations are often established in regions with a shared history or with a
history of border changes that saw parts of the territory belonging to a
different state (see Chaps. 17, 23, and 24 in this volume). Apart from
specific funding streams, the shared access to resources or waterways pro-
vides another driver to establish cross-border cooperation between actors
from neighbouring countries with a similar interest to preserve, sustain, or
develop the usage of those resources (see, e.g., the Black Sea Cross-border
Cooperation Programme).

Mergers as Special Type of Re-Scaling at the Local Level

The cases covered in this volume show that size of territories and scale of
policy problems matter as reasons for actors to engage in coordination. A
special type of this presents itself when territorial units are considered too
small and a stronger, enduring coordination mechanism of merging
authorities into larger units is chosen to adjust the size of decision-making
bodies. Mergers at the local level are common across the countries included
in this volume. They are also initiated to reduce the disparities in popula-
tion size among existing municipalities. Small-sized municipalities face
problems of capacity and a shortage in resources to deliver essential ser-
vices to their residents. While voluntary mergers were the first choice in all
cases, the success of central governments to achieve a homogenisation of
the size of municipalities differed as local governments were resisting the
process in several cases. Mergers took place in a more top-down orches-
trated process in countries with high levels of centralisation, absence of
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strong constitutional protection of local autonomy, and high dependence
of local governments on funding from the central governments, resulting
in a reduction of size disparities across municipalities and a more consis-
tent reform across the entire country (see Chaps. 7,4, 10, 11, and 18, in
this volume). The experiences in Norway or Iceland, in contrast, show
that municipalities successfully resisted central government pressures for
mergers. Local referenda in Norway have resulted in a backlash against
mergers, while in Iceland, municipalities with independent local revenue
resources were successful in maintaining their constitutionally protected
local autonomy. When local governments can rely on their own financial
resources to buy the provision of essential services from their neighbours,
the pressures, or ‘push-factors’ in favour of mergers do not apply in a simi-
lar way as they would for financially dependent municipalities (Strebel,
2019, pp. 657-659). Cooperation and contracting with neighbouring
municipalities remain an alternative to mergers, allowing local govern-
ments to preserve their autonomy while delivering essential services to
their residents at the same time.

Single-Issue-Focused Coordination Mechanisms

Coordination efforts that deal with very specific policy issues were part of
the empirical picture in most of the countries, even if they were not
described as the dominant horizontal coordination mechanism. Across the
examples discussed in this volume, single-issue coordination does not fol-
low a common pattern of the mechanism used but involves actors from
different governments, can include societal actors, and is used more ad
hoc in response to specific crisis situations or stimuli. The location of the
crisis determines the constellation of actors, but the central government is
often part of the coordination effort in particular when financial resources
are required to mitigate the impact of the crisis. The central government
in Tirkiye responded with the introduction of central institutions to the
experiences of dealing with the consequences of earthquakes and with the
increase in refugees and migrants following the war in Syria—creating the
Presidency of Disaster and Emergency Management and the Presidency of
Migration Management. At the same time, the Union of Municipalities of
Tiirkiye—a purely horizontal coordination body—established a Migration
and Cohesion Centre to support municipalities to access funding and to
manage the impact of the increase in the migrant community locally. In
this example, both levels of governments recognise the need to coordinate
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their activities, but different coordination mechanisms have been chosen
without being fully connected with each other.

A more coordinated example comes from Iceland, where a volcanic
eruption in November 2023 resulted in joined-up efforts by the central
government and municipalities to manage a crisis affecting an entire town
(Grindavik and its 3500 people), in an unprecedented and life-changing
way. While the central government used its financial resources to buy up
the real estate, neighbouring municipalities and the capital pooled their
efforts to re-settle the entire town, provide schooling for the children, re-
housing people, moving the municipal council into Reykjavik City Hall,
and opening the entire range of local facilities to the people of Grindavik.
The example demonstrates that, despite frictions between the central gov-
ernment and several municipalities about mergers, or housing shortages,
or immigration and urbanisation, the emergency mobilises the solidarity
between governments to provide support to local institutions and people
(see Chap. 8 in this volume).

Another example of coordination between local and regional actors on
a specific policy is the police coordination in Bosnia and Herzegovina
between the Bréko District and four cantons along the western border of
the country. The initiative started with a specific policy focus on police
assistance and operational cooperation in border surveillance to increase
the effectiveness of illegal migration prevention. Further coordination
agreements were formed afterwards in areas of traffic and environmental
protection managed by the Office of the Coordinator of the Bréko District
established in 2005 (see Chap. 3 in this volume).

Finally, task forces were established in Estonia to deal with the com-
plexity of specific policy issues (e.g., skills development, higher education
funding, public sector innovation, or e-health) and to formulate policy
recommendations based on expertise and without being influenced by
day-to-day politics. Bringing together actors from central government
institutions, local authorities, experts, non-governmental, and private sec-
tor organisations, task forces were funded by the European Social Fund
(ESF), specifically directed at dealing with the complexity of single policy
issues, and to deal with each issue separately. Once the funding ended, the
task forces were discontinued as well (see Chap. 19 in this volume).

Despite their differences, what these single-issue-focused coordination
examples have in common is a specific stimulus that drives the initiation of
intergovernmental coordination, either in the form of an emergency or of
funding criteria. The duration of the coordination effort is not
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predetermined but often connected with the lifespan of the stimulus driv-
ing the initial adoption of coordinated action. Once the stimulus fades,
the coordination body may be repurposed for a new policy, connected
with other existing coordination mechanisms, or discontinued entirely, as
the original issue is no longer requiring a coordinated response.

FAcTORS IMPACTING SUCCESS AND FAILURE
OF Hor1izoNTAL COORDINATION

The range of coordination mechanisms discussed and evaluated in this vol-
ume offers an overview of how actors respond to complex problems and
how different approaches to manage the problem (i.e., territorial re-scaling,
voluntary networks, mergers, or delegation of tasks) work in different con-
texts. The chapters do not cover all existent coordination initiatives, nor do
they provide a final statement of what works in practice. However, taken
together, they do reveal factors that facilitate the establishment and func-
tioning of coordination mechanisms that may also result in more effective
policy solutions. The following sections focus on those factors that have
been found to be beneficial or challenges to effective coordination across
different political, socio-economic, or situational contexts.

Knowledge, Information Shaving, and Data Accuvacy

One important factor in driving effective coordination is the level of
knowledge and shared understanding of the underlying policy problem,
and connected to that, the accessibility and accuracy of data. As outlined
in the introduction, wicked problems are complex and cut across disciplin-
ary boundaries and departmental responsibilities. A coordination body
with interdisciplinary or interdepartmental membership can help to bridge
knowledge gaps and to reach a shared level of understanding of the nature
and the complexity of the policy problem. The example of the task forces
in Estonia also shows that bringing in external experts or asking externals
for reports and assessments of situations contributes to the depoliticisation
of the issue and a reduction of the relevance of political competition within
the coordination forum (see Chap. 19).

Connected to the problem of shared levels of knowledge are questions
about the availability and accuracy of data about the policy issues as well as
about the plans of other governments for dealing with them. Transparency
and the willingness to share information and data with other actors are
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important factors for providing a foundation for more coherent policy-
making in multilevel settings. The regularity and frequency of intergov-
ernmental meetings matter and can be designed in a way to facilitate
information sharing. The reports on Georgia and the UK demonstrate
how infrequent and irregular meetings as well as a lack of transparency by
central government actors hinder the efforts made by local or regional
actors to present their positions and to work together towards more effec-
tive policy solutions. As the case studies on creating joint phone applica-
tions for public transport in Sweden (see Chap. 20) and on the regulations
for financing climate change in Tiirkiye demonstrate, the quality of data
and data sharing across relevant actors also form essential ingredients for
innovation and improvement of public services. Gaps in the data are a
challenge for the design of functioning climate change funding schemes,
for example, when estimation of potential pollution reductions of industry
innovations is inaccurate due to lack of precise data (see Chap. 22).

The level of success of the coordination mechanism in terms of an
agreed policy that is effective in practice is not guaranteed. But gathering
information and reaching a point of shared problem definition forms a
first step towards that aim and can be facilitated by the design of the coor-
dination mechanism, its membership, openness to external expertise, reg-
ularity of meetings, and a willingness to create and share information and
data with relevant actors.

Political Will and Leadevship

Most of the horizontal coordination mechanisms are based on voluntary
membership and initiated by actors in order to achieve joint benefits for
their respective territories. Actors, however, may differ in what purpose
the coordination mechanism should serve and be more cautious with the
delegation of decision-making authority to coordination bodies. We can
observe, on the one hand, how the political will of all involved actors to
look beyond short-term gains or electoral cycles helped to establish a for-
malised cross-border cooperation body with decision-making authority
and considered beneficial for all involved regions (see Chap. 24 on the
Euregio Tyrol-South Tyrol-Trentino). On the other hand, a stronger
focus on autonomy and the preservation of autonomy within each terri-
tory may leave actors reluctant to use coordination mechanisms for
decision-making purposes rather than for information sharing and knowl-
edge exchange. We find that in countries with strong national identities in
regions, and more recent federalisation in Belgium or devolution
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processes in the UK (see Chaps. 2 and 18), the willingness to coordinate
conflicts with a simultaneous aim to preserve regional autonomy or inten-
tions to increase the authority of the regional level of government.
Similarly, a coordination mechanism can become less used or less effective
over time when actors shift their orientation from cooperation on shared
interests to an emphasis on differences, especially when election cycles
vary. Selected actors may find themselves under pressure to demonstrate
leadership—not leadership within the coordination mechanism to reach
an agreement, but leadership in promoting territorial interests and in
standing up for the citizens within their region (see Chaps. 2 and 6).

Degree of Autonomy and Clarity of Responsibilities

The country reports and case studies demonstrated that local and regional
governments need a certain level of decision-making autonomy in order
to respond to current policy problems and engage in coordination with
each other. The majority of local governments enjoy a constitutionally
protected status and decision-making authority for matters in their juris-
diction. In addition, we find that local authorities with their own sources
of revenue or tax-raising authority are in a better position to plan joint
activities or coordination initiatives with neighbouring municipalities to
pursue joint interests (see, e.g., Chap. 12 on Norway). In contrast, we find
that in countries in which the central government routinely interferes in
the jurisdiction of local governments, local actors face challenges to estab-
lish and make effective use of bottom-up initiated coordination mecha-
nisms, such as regional councils, or to successfully represent local interests
in those councils in contrast to central government interests as the reports
on Serbia, Israel, or Georgia demonstrate (see Chaps. 15,9, and 5).
Related to this point is the scope and legal status of the coordination
body itself and the question of whether it is equipped with decision-making
authority. The connection between the coordination forum and actors
involved in policymaking (e.g., parliamentarians, civil servants, policy
development units) matters for whether and how agreements or recom-
mendations developed in the coordination body are translated into poli-
cies. A more institutionalised form of coordination, with clear competences
and acceptance from all affected governments, facilitates this connection
and the incorporation of recommendations into the actual policy formula-
tion process. The case study of cross-border cooperation in the Euregio
Tyrol-South Tyrol-Trentino provides an example of the benefits when high
levels of autonomy of regions in all three countries are combined with a
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highly institutionalised form of coordination with delegated decision-mak-
ing authority accepted by all involved actors. The permanence and legal
status of the European Grouping of Territorial Coordination creates a con-
text in which regular exchanges between political actors of the three regions
take place, including taking decisions jointly for the region. It also lays the
foundation for increased personal contacts, for building stronger networks
over time, and for expanding cross-border initiatives beyond the initial
policy issues of safety to public transport, or access to recreational facilities
on each side of the border (see Chap. 24). The continued willingness of
actors to coordinate in different policy areas is still a necessary condition for
success, but the high degree of autonomy of actors to take decisions within
an institutionalised framework of regular meetings opens the opportunity
for actors to find new areas of shared interests and to reap the benefits of
coordinating their decisions in those areas.

Timing and Time Frames

Time matters in multiple ways in relation to coordination mechanisms. We
can distinguish between the temporary characteristics of the coordination
mechanism itself (ad-hoc or permanently created), the time given to actors
to produce an outcome from the coordination effort (e.g., a report or
recommendations), as well as the timing of the coordination effort in rela-
tion to the decision-making process (e.g., prior to policy formulation,
consultation during decision-making, or dissemination of decisions). The
latter understanding of time is also related to questions of decision-making
capacity of the coordination body or the existence of linkages between the
coordination mechanism and decision-making bodies (e.g., legislative
processes or executive decisions).

The majority of coordination mechanisms covered in this volume are
created as forums for exchanging information about policy issues and pol-
icy preferences, for coordinating policy implementation, or for better rep-
resenting shared interests, for example, via joint committees between local
and regional executives, governance boards involving actors from the
third and private sectors, associations, or intergovernmental conferences.
By design, those coordination mechanisms have a longer time frame even
if the involved actors or discussed policies are adapted over time. Short-
term or ad-hoc coordination mostly starts with an external stimulus of
specific, short-term funding or disaster (see, e.g., the task forces in Estonia
in Chap. 19, or the examples of coordination in relation to natural disas-
ters in Chaps. 8, 17, or 21 in relation to the Covid-19 pandemic).
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A limited time frame for coordination increases the pressure on actors
to come to an agreement in order to be able to present a result and claim
success for their efforts. The examples presented in this book show that
this kind of temporary coordination effort works for ‘softer outcomes’,
such as information sharing and knowledge gathering at the preparatory
stage for policy formulation, while the actual development of a policy pro-
posal requires a longer time frame and more continuous coordination
mechanism. The linkage between the coordination mechanism and the
policymaking process matters for the question of whether recommenda-
tions or agreements resulting from the coordination activity may be
reflected in the content of decisions or legislation and may better address
the complexity of wicked or collective action problems. The timing of
linkages matters as well: coordination efforts taking place before the draft-
ing of new policies have an opportunity to shape the initial proposal and
the framing of the problem, while coordination mechanisms that start
only after policy drafts are written are more likely to serve an information-
sharing purpose about the potential impacts of policy drafts, including
their chosen frame and objectives. If in addition actors are provided with
a limited time frame to formulate responses to those drafts, even the
information-sharing purpose might be less effective as not enough time is
available to gather evidence from all affected stakeholders.

Resources and Funding for Specific Coovdination Mechanisms

One factor comes out as recurrent and dominant ingredient for success-
fully establishing coordination mechanisms and for realising the benefits
of coordination for all participating governments and ultimately for citi-
zens. That factor is funding and resources for achieving specific goals
linked to coordination initiatives (e.g., economic growth, harmonisation
of standards, capacity building, or cross-border relationship building).
The time frame and objectives of the funding matter for the scope and
scale of the chosen coordination mechanism as well as for its duration.
EU funding streams play a central role as an incentive for governments
to start coordinating with other political and civil society actors. The aim
and prospect of accession to the European Union was a key driver for
countries in Central, Eastern, and Southern Europe to create new or
adjust existing territorial units (i.e., NUTS2 units) in order to build or
improve the administrative capacity necessary to manage EU funds. Several
countries created new units at the regional level (political or administra-
tive) during the process of accession and were supported financially in
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those efforts to build administrative capacity and soften the impact of
newly created borders with neighbouring countries. Applying for EU
funding streams and managing funding and funded projects requires
municipalities within those regional units or across the border to work
together, decide on priorities, and coordinate the delivery of joint proj-
ects. While the capacity-building objective is prevalent during accession to
EU membership, it lays the foundation in terms of personal contacts,
shared knowledge about funding, and expertise in managing funds and
meeting the requirements of the funding stream, all of which are impor-
tant for the continued acquisition of funding and successful coordination
between governments and civil servants in the long run. Since EU funding
is not limited to a specific policy area, we find coordination and projects
within coordination initiatives to be covering a range of policies, such as
tourism and economic growth, education of young people and adults, citi-
zen involvement and e-participation, inclusivity and widening access to
public services, and more and more related to climate change and sustain-
able energy. Similarly, instances of cross-border cooperation are directly
linked to EU funding, in particular Interreg for cross-border projects, and
the EGTC that provides for more institutionalised and permanent coordi-
nation with the establishment of a legal entity with delegated decision-
making authority and an annual budget.

Funding and resources were also found to be relevant for local authori-
ties to protect their autonomy and to engage in coordination mechanisms
according to their local preferences. Local authorities with their own
sources of revenues, tax-raising autonomy, or shared ownership of compa-
nies are in a better position to shape the scope and direction of coordina-
tion efforts. In comparison to funding provided by the central government
or the EU, own resources allow local or regional governments to focus on
their local or regional priorities and preserve their autonomy, despite
engaging in coordination, instead of being bound by the aims and objec-
tives presented by the funding scheme, often shaped along the priorities of
higher-level governments.

CHALLENGES OF HoRrR1ZONTAL COORDINATION AND How
TO OVERCOME THEM
Despite the variation in duration of democratic regime, institutional archi-

tecture, or economic development, the country reports and case studies
demonstrate that commonalities exist in the factors that stimulate the
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creation of coordination opportunities or arenas, facilitate their effective-
ness, or act as barriers to successfully achieve the envisioned aim of the coor-
dination effort. Among the facilitators of coordination, political will,
leadership, shared information, or problem pressure as well as funding mat-
ter for starting a coordination initiative, as well as for producing tangible
outcomes. High inflation rates and expenditures related to COVID-19 have
put a strain on public finances and changed the macroeconomic conditions
in which actors attempt to solve complex policy problems. Reduced
resources and pressures on public finances pose a challenge for the effective-
ness of coordination mechanisms, as they limit the capacity of actors to
engage in coordination and to flexibly respond to policy challenges.
Coordination efforts will follow the availability of funding streams rather
than the demand or requirements nested in the policy issue. Funding with
fewer conditions attached to the way it is spent, hence, opens more oppor-
tunities for actors to take decisions on whom to coordinate with and for
what, than funding streams with very specific objectives, time frames, and
benchmarks.

Among the barriers to effective coordination, diverging political inter-
ests of actors necessary for agreeing on joint aims or a new policy initiative
as well as an unfavourable macroeconomic context and lack of resources
come out as very important factors across countries and case study exam-
ples. Political contexts and variations in the political composition of gov-
ernments, in contrast, matter more for vertical coordination but seem to
be less important in the case of horizontal coordination. The timing of
election cycles, however, plays a role for vertical and horizontal coordina-
tion mechanisms, as they may lead to different levels of pressure to reach
an agreement between the involved actors, as well as different degrees in
their ability to compromise without risking the loss of voters (see the cases
of cross-border cooperation of regional and local governments in Chaps.
23 and 24 for example).

Trust between actors of different levels of government and trust in the
capabilities of other governments matter as well for the degree to which
actors make use of formally available coordination mechanisms. In con-
texts of trust and acceptance of the distribution of power and resources,
government actors engage in more institutionalised coordination mecha-
nisms or delegate decision-making authority to coordination bodies. In
contrast, in the context of ethnic divisions and distrust between communi-
ties or levels of government, opportunities to coordinate are less often
realised, or coordination efforts may become politicised, and hence
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ineffective in producing tangible results that address the underlying policy
issue. Furthermore, the examples of encroachments into the areas of juris-
diction of lower levels (e.g., in Georgia, Serbia, or Israel in Chaps. 5, 15,
and 9) show that apart from the constitutionally guaranteed authority, the
respect of the distribution of responsibilities matters for the leeway politi-
cal actors have to de facto coordinate in policy areas that are de jure in
their areas of jurisdiction.

In terms of the design of coordination mechanisms, the examples cov-
ered in this book allow us to draw several conclusions: (a) separating the
time frame for coordination activities from electoral cycles supports the
focus on the policy issues and policy impacts rather than on political divi-
sions and short-term electoral gains; (b) providing funding for coordina-
tion efforts and allowing actors to influence the policy focus in which they
wish to coordinate incentivises actors to drive coordination processes in a
bottom-up fashion according to problem pressures and needs they under-
stand best; (c) bringing in experts and non-governmental actors can help
to depoliticise the coordination efforts; (d) linking coordination mecha-
nisms designed with the purpose of information sharing and interest
aggregation with the arena in which policy decisions are eventually taken
is crucial for the development of policy solutions that are more widely
accepted and considered to be more effective in addressing the original
policy issue.

Coordination efforts, no matter how well designed, remain connected
to the institutional framework and history of relations between govern-
ments and communities within a country. The degree of autonomy and
resources granted to lower levels of government matters for their oppor-
tunities to initiate and engage in coordination mechanisms with govern-
ments of the same level within or across the border. Whether those
opportunities are used by governments, further depends on their willing-
ness to coordinate and agree on joint activities with other governments.
The recent experiences with the COVID-19 pandemic have brought to
light the necessity to coordinate even in divided societies in which actors
tended to focus more on the preservation of their autonomy. In a context
of ethnic divisions and distrust, coordination initiatives will have to con-
tribute to the (re-)building of trust and network relationships, and infor-
mation sharing can be a first step towards that aim before additional
benefits of coordinated activities can be achieved.
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