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Abstract: In the past decades, the traditional, hierarchical formalised structure of local
government has ceased to function eﬃciently. Local communities have generated new, diversiﬁed needs, therefore the number of challenges and their complexity has been growing.
Additionally, the authorities have had to compete with other units of local government
(vertically and horizontally). Local policy, with limited material and organisational resources, based only on local government, has not been able to fulﬁl its tasks eﬀectively and
eﬃciently. It is necessary to break this monopoly and to allow local community institutions the decision-making and implementation process. Thus, a departure from hierarchy
towards partnership and participation has taken place, from government to governance.
At the same time, by achieving the synergy eﬀect, the eﬀect of mutual actions has exceed
the eﬀects which could be achieved acting individually. The added value is that the civil
society has been created by stricter integration of local communities.
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Introduction
The issues of local government are most frequently discussed in science. Each
discipline deﬁnes this issue in its own way1. From the legal perspective, it is a form of
decentralisation of state administration, which on its own behalf and account, under
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state supervision, satisﬁes local needs. From the sociological perspective, it is a social
structure “contributing to strengthening of ties constituting a certain type of social
collectiveness, namely the local community.”2 From the perspective of organisation
and management, it is an organisational structure, within which the decision-making
process is conducted aiming to solve local problems (of regulatory nature). Finally, it
is a special form of public authority joining the local community and local institutions acting for its beneﬁt coherently and forming a local political system3.
The subject of this authority, as it results from the aforesaid arrangements, is the
local community — a group of residents of a speciﬁc area, a community which, by
virtue of law, constitutes its total number of residents.
The purpose of local authority and its local policy, in turn, is to take actions aiming to satisfy the needs of the local community. It is a ﬁeld corporation, which as
such is not able to perform the entrusted functions. They are directly performed by
the bodies selected by members of local community by means of elections.
In the traditional model of executing power, the powers to rule are transferred in
a democratic manner (i.e. by majority) to selected authorities. This selection results
in the citizens’ obligation to respect the actions taken by the authorities4.
Modern approach to local democracy, in turn, postulates the model based on the
participation of a local community and its institutional organisations in executing
power based on partnership, dialogue, negotiations and cooperation.
It is easy to notice that the models refer to the diﬀerentiation made by J. Burns
between hierarchical authority and leadership. What is more, based on C. Stone’s
concept, in the former case, local government is the authority ‘above’ the local community, since having the capacity to materialise the objectives of the entity holding
power, regardless of whether or not they match the objectives of the subordinates
(M. Weber), it is limited to giving instructions, imposing its will by hierarchical
dependencies. However, in the latter case, the power is open, turned to it (‘power
oriented ‘towards’)5, directed towards the mobilisation of resources, which allows
the achievement of the assumed objectives. Participants of the undertaking are not
forced in any way; the resources necessary for the achievement of local objectives
must be joined on the basis of voluntary, usually informal arrangements6.
Therefore, the transition is postulated, from traditional local government to modern local governance (from ‘government’ to ‘governance’). It assumes developing such
a model, in which the decision-making process is eﬀected on the basis of interactive
public and private entities in the community, and where the integration results in
the diﬀerences being less distinct7.
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The active role of the social community in the process of governance determines
the new quality of local governance8. This means a departure from hierarchical, formal
procedures and institutions. Local government loses its monopoly of direct power to
decide and execute public tasks. According to the principle of subsidiarity, there are no
hindrances to local community actors to take action for the beneﬁt of the community,
if they are able to perform them better than the local government. Considering differentiated needs, the tasks before the local government are multiplied and complex.
It is necessary to take collective action, participation is needed from the stakeholders
who have the knowledge of those needs, the manner of satisfying them, and often
of organisational and ﬁnancial capital. Then they are eﬃcient and the results exceed
those which could be achieved by the partners acting individually.
Nearly all contemporary political concepts assume that the local community participates in formulation and implementation of public action plans9. This does not
mean that participation is not present in the traditional model. It is limited to participation in elections for local government, or possibly to lobbing, demonstrations
or meetings with authorities10. Decisions, however, are made by the selected decision
makers. Nevertheless, modern democracy assumes dialogue and cooperation; solutions are sought which would satisfy all the stakeholders, and consensus is reached
through a broad public debate. The local community supports political processes,
as authorities are open to their participation in decision-making processes. Here,
the authority is not above the community, but it becomes its integral part11. Thus,
civil society is formed, based on a trust to selected authorities elected in democratic
manner, with certain control over the authorities identifying themselves with the local community.
The models of participation reﬂect the social relationship – cooperation in the
process of determining and executing the local public policies, by representatives
of local public authorities, or managers of local public institutions, citizens of the
commune or recipients of the services rendered by local institutions12. Their essence
is the scope of the inﬂuence (power) possessed by the both group actors. The higher
the participation of the one group, the lower that of the other, and vice versa. The application of this basic criterion, i.e. the scope of power possessed by citizens and
public authorities, allowed the identiﬁcation of the following models of public participation:
• asymmetric — minimum participation of citizens, maximum participation of local authorities,
• consultative and advisory — dominant participation of local authorities with signiﬁcant participation of citizens,
• symmetric — balanced participation of both parties,
• delegating — dominating participation of citizens with signiﬁcant or minimum
participation of public authorities.
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The ﬁrst model is based on an asymmetric relationship between “local authorities
and members of community.” It assumes the priority position of public authorities
and its dominant role at each stage of establishing public policies. Public authorities
independently make the decisions and execute them. Citizens are passive recipients
of decisions and activities undertaken by authorities. The idea of that model is based
on a unilateral transfer of messages — from local authorities to citizens. The reversed
transfer direction does not exist, the oﬃcial channels of communication only serve
to inform (with potential explanation) the public about the decisions (actions) undertaken by the authorities, and are closed for citizens.
The consultative and advisory model is also characterized by asymmetry, but the
position of public authorities is compared with public opinion and may become
modiﬁed. The authorities notify citizens about their plans and intentions, and either
accept the opinions and suggestions formulated by citizens by taking them into account to a various degree, or obtain the citizens’ opinions by conducting public
consultations and use them to a various degree to correct their plans. It needs to be
noted that in the ﬁrst case the authorities are only open to suggestions, while in the
second, suggestions are initiated by conducting a process of social consultations,
organized formally.
In turn, the symmetric model is characterized by a balanced relationship between
local authorities and members of the community — the assumption is that the position is formulated in a manner that is (relatively) based on partnership. None of the
parties has either the priority or the dominant position at any stage of establishing
public policies. Before making the decisions and undertaking the activities, public
authorities initiate cooperation with members of local communities and plan the
activities together.
Deliberation is applied here; negotiations in the form of informal workgroups or
teams that are formally appointed (by the council, the commune head, the mayor
or the president) which are comprised of citizens (including social organizations,
trade unions) and representatives of the commune authorities (councillors, commune head, mayor, president, oﬃcials)13.
This delegation model, as well as the ﬁrst two models, is characterized by asymmetry of the “local authorities — community members” relationship, but in the reverse
direction. The delegation entails not only the priority of the position held by community members, but rather that they receive full power of execution. In practice,
this model means that public authorities transfer the making of the decisions, and
the introduction of the activities, to members of the local community14. Certainly, it
is highly improbable.
The diversity of scope of participation in power is subject to discussion. It is not
known whether the “weakest” model of participation results from citizens’ passivity
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or maybe from the authoritarianism of local authorities, while the “strongest” model
results from the reverse situation.
It seems that an explanation needs to be sought at the level of local political
culture. Therefore, it depends on the mutual relationships between the authorities
and the society, because in the local culture the community is treated as a valuable, objectiﬁed partner in the exercising the power, or only as the environment for
exercising it, a passive recipient of decisions15. The development of a civil society;
the engagement into local issues.
Modern democracy is geared towards the attainment of aims. Such a local government gains legitimacy through the results of its work. Therefore, network management is needed. It mediates public policy, establishes structural and functional
relationships between the local community and the administration in regards to
the decision-making processes, and it educates the society16.
However, there are many threats to the aforesaid model of modern local democracy. Above all, the authorities are reluctant to give up their rights. It is not only about
the ambitions of the rulers, which would signify a complete lack of understanding of
the rules of democracy in general, but about the practical problems associated with
a concern about chaos in the decision-making process. The responsibility for the
results of undertaken activities may become less transparent17.
A signiﬁcant problem is the weakness of the civil society, lack of funds, knowledge, organizational resources, and of the will to participate in the decision-making
and executive processes.
There exists a real threat that the stronger groups, more aﬄuent and better organized, will inﬂuence the authorities by dominating the debates. These groups would
not be supported by the majority, which in turn would violate the rules of democracy.
Therefore, the rule of representation may become breached, because the public
tasks are executed by the organizations without democratic legitimacy.
Moreover, the implementation of the rule of equality is problematic — how is
it possible to allow all the members of the community to participate equally in the
activities aimed at satisfying the local needs? This could cause chaos and lack of
eﬃciency. Therefore, it would be desirable to specify and formally restrict the scope
of participation, for example, to certain stages of the process18.
Also, the threat appears of the occurrence of pathological phenomena that are
characteristic of the junction between politics, economy and society19.
The execution of a modern, participatory model of local democracy requires that
the civil society has attained a certain stage of development. Strong leadership is
also required, in which actions based on one’s own concepts are replaced with the
preparation of joint solutions, the bureaucratic machine with mobilization of re-
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sources through cooperation with various subjects, and the will of the majority, with
consensus20.
Since 1989, Poland has been consistently streamlining the activity of its local governments. The process of building them ended just 13 years ago, when the structure
was supplemented by the level of poviats. Since then, authorities have been continuously investing in the quality of its operations. An increasing number of social
organizations have appeared, and more and more business institutions and entities
associated with them collaborate in favour of local communities. However, the degree of development of civil society is still insuﬃcient. What is more, there is not
the tradition of cooperation between society and the authorities. The latter brings
negative associations, because it has always been strange and inaccessible. Quite
naturally, there is no trust, which aﬀects the possibility of eﬀective cooperation.
However, this does not mean that such a cooperation is non-existent. P. Swianiewicz believes that partnership projects and undertakings implemented by local
governments together with non-public actors are — to a degree — a result of the
existence of external incentives21. The author quotes the examples of Great Britain or
Ireland, where local partnerships have, among others, been developed with government programmes that encouraged local governments to undertake cooperation with
other local entities. In other countries, the partnerships appear less frequently, but
everywhere they result from the execution of the cohesion policy of the European
Union, which pays special attention to local governments and partnerships, thus expressing the conviction that neither the market, nor the state, nor the civil society is
individually able to handle the complex problems of economic development and the
accompanying social changes22. The assumption is that the partnerships established
in order to execute the projects ﬁnanced from the European sources are to support
the participation of local community and introduce it to local politics. The EU programmes play an important role also in Poland, but the expected results continue to
be missing, mainly due to “unequal coalitions” established by authorities with social
entities, for the purpose of executing development projects23.
They provide funding, and divide the risks and responsibilities, but the factor
that hinders their development is the weakness of civil society and the low level of
trust, as well as the traditional administrative culture oriented towards hierarchical
operations and formalistic compliance with the law. Another problem is a low level
of innovativeness, which is hindered by the above-mentioned reasons.
An example of hindering partnership initiatives is the execution of the Integrated
Regional Development Operational Programme, under the EU support for Poland
in the programming period of 2004–2006. Regional Steering Committees were established for the performance of that Programme in the respective provinces, which
presented a special kind of partnership, because they included the representatives
of non-government organizations, trade unions and employers’ organizations. Such
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were the EU requirements, while in practice there was no actual will to cooperate
or trust each other. The manner of selecting those representatives and their activity
in the work of the Committees continues to be problematic. It is doubtful whether
such a forced partnership may help develop partnership habits or authentic demand
for cooperation.

Conclusion
It is necessary to allow the decision-making and implementing process for local
community institutions, and a departure from hierarchy, towards partnership and
participation, from government to governance. The added value is that the civil society has been created by stricter integration of local communities.
Therefore, there is still a long journey ahead for Poland. It is worth taking, because the ideals of democracy may only be attained through local democracy. In fact,
citizens want to act for the beneﬁt of their own community, and to inﬂuence the
decisions.
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