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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

The administrative capacity of public 

authorities is crucial to the success of 

contemporary regional policy.  This 

includes capacity of public authorities to 

design quality strategies and programmes; 

to recruit and retain staff to implement 

measures in compliance with technical 

requirements; and to pursue evidence-

based policy-making through analysis and 

iterative learning.  

These capacities are conditioned by 

staffing, organisational structures and 

cultures, and management systems in 

regional policy units. They are also 

influenced by broader legal, regulatory 

and institutional environments.  

The decentralisation of regional policy 

competences, underway in several 

European countries, has underlined the 

asymmetric distribution of administrative 

capacities with particular gaps in less 

developed territories and smaller 

administrations in peripheral areas. 

In response, countries are undertaking a 

range of capacity-building actions. In 

some cases, support of regional policy 

capacity is part of broader public 

administration reforms or revisions to the 

regulatory and legal environment.   

Capacity-building efforts in some countries 

are focusing on strengthening capacity to 

design and deliver quality strategies in 

targeted sub-national administrations 

through the provision of financial support 

and expert advice.   

Reviews of structural relationships within 

and between regional policy units are 

addressing capacity gaps.  This includes 

strengthening the supporting role of 

government agencies, merging local 

administrative units, collaboration 

mechanisms and the use of new 

management systems and tools. 

Dedicated civil servant recruitment drives 

or staff relocations are seeking to attract 

and retain people in places with under-

represented skill-sets and competences. 

Beyond this, there is growing awareness of 

capacity needs that address non-material, 

cultural behaviour, relating to leadership, 

individual and organisational learning and 

innovation.  

These are ongoing initiatives that raise 

questions for discussion: (a) what are the 

most important administrative gaps and 

how can they be addressed? (b) How does 

capacity-building address crucial but non-

material components? (c) How to address 

asymmetries in capacities at sub-national 

levels? (d) How can the value of investment 

in capacity-building be demonstrated? (e) 

Are there lessons from COVID-19 responses 

for capacity-building in the longer term? 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

"Capacity limitations – be they in investment financing, policy 

design and implementation, or governance more broadly – can 

inhibit the ability to introduce new polices, adapt existing ones or 

finance the initiatives that will help address the demands and 

pressures of megatrends”.  (OECD, 2019)1 

Institutional quality is now established as key in regional economic development.  There is a 

growing evidence base indicating that regions with better government quality and more 

favourable institutional environments fare better than those with more limited institutional 

endowments.2 Within this, specific attention is being paid to how deficits in public 

administrative capacity affect the attainment of long-term regional policy objectives and the 

successful introduction of structural reforms to boost growth and employment.  

The impact of even well designed regional development policies will be hampered or 

restricted where the capacity to implement them is limited. This challenge is most often 

associated with lagging regions where weak administrative capacities can compound socio-

economic development problems and prevent the identification and emergence of strategic 

or trajectory breaking measures. However, the development in any region of innovative, 

networked and participatory regional policy systems is very challenging in practice, 

particularly in an era of fiscal austerity and constraint.3  There are often mismatches between 

regional policy design on the one hand and the knowledge, capacities and abilities needed 

to make the policy work in practice.4 This is particularly, but not exclusively, the case at sub-

national levels in the context of emerging regional policy systems which are, in many cases, 

rescaling to elicit regional and local inputs into design and delivery.   Increased responsibilities 

and complexity at sub-national levels mean that these actors must have sufficient capacity to 

effectively design and deliver policies and projects.5  

Capacity-building initiatives are responding to these challenges, targeting different 

administrative processes in regional policy systems:6 

 Strategic processes. Capacity to design quality strategies, programmes and projects; 

 Operational processes. Presence of qualified and experienced staff to implement 

measures in compliance with technical requirements and regulations; 

 Analytical and learning processes. Capacity to support evidence-based policy-making 

through monitoring, quality assessment and evaluation, reflexive skills and the ability to 

communicate and create a sense of collective understanding. 

In this context, the paper explores how countries are strengthening administrative capacity in 

their regional policy systems, in particular ensuring that sub-national administrative frameworks 

can adequately and effectively support regional policy objectives and initiatives. Drawing on 

a broad overview of current initiatives underway among EoRPA Members7, and incorporating 
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detailed focus on selected examples, the paper encompasses a range of solutions being 

applied to address capacity deficits.  Section 2 assesses factors in national public 

administrative environments and in regional policy systems that create capacity challenges. 

Section 3 reviews the solutions developed across Europe to address these gaps and strengthen 

regional policy administrative capacity and Section 4 highlights the key issues emerging from 

this review.     

2 WHICH FACTORS INFLUENCE ADMINISTRATIVE 

CAPACITY?  

There is a growing body of evidence indicating that institutions and quality of government 

make an important difference for the efficiency in the delivery of regional policy and, 

consequently, for economic development.  Work carried out by the OECD8 and the European 

Commission (in the context of the performance of EU Cohesion policy)9, often using the quality 

of government index of the Quality of Government Institute at the University of Gothenburg 

and the World Bank Global Governance indicators, have highlighted how government quality 

and capacity allows more effective use of investment. This research argues that capacity 

limitations in policy design and delivery inhibit the ability of public administration to launch new 

measures or adapt existing ones to new pressures and demands. It also highlights the risk that 

asymmetries in administrative capacity create the risk of regional policy primarily benefiting 

those regions where authorities have sufficient implementation capacity. This can result in 

excluding regions with less capacity, which are often also those with the lowest level of 

development and which stand to benefit most from regional development policies.10 

 

Research has identified significant bottlenecks in areas of public administration capacity that 

have direct and indirect impacts on the design and delivery of regional policy. These include 

the definition of roles and responsibilities, procedural rigidity, dialogue and cooperation 

between authorities at different levels, the turnover of staff, a commitment to continuous 

professional development, adequate strategic planning capability, the professionalism of 

project generation, transparency in resource allocation, competence in project management 

and dealing with technical issues such as public procurement and State aid.11  The evidence 

shows that it is essential to take a holistic and comprehensive approach to understand clearly 

these bottlenecks hindering the effective and efficient functioning of regional policy design 

and delivery systems, and ways to address them. These result both from broader, external 

factors in national public administration and, often related, issues specific to regional policy 

systems (see Table 1).12 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3 

Table 1: External and internal factors that determine regional policy administrative capacity 

External factors  

Quality of public 

administration 

Participation, representation, responsiveness 

efficiency and effectiveness, accountability, transparency, rule of 

law etc.  

Legal & regulatory 

environment 

Level of administrative burden associated with complex or frequent 

changes in procedural rules. 

Institutional framework Distribution of tasks, powers across institutional  levels  

Centralisation/regionalisation reforms 

Economic environment Appropriate budgets,  availability of co-financing 

Political influence Stability, leadership & commitment, ideology/interests 

Internal factors  

Human resources Qualified staff, training, turnover, incentive systems 

Organisational structures Allocation of tasks, cooperation, coordination 

Systems & tools ICT, management by objectives, performance audit 

Leadership Goal setting, vision, motivation, collective commitment 

External links advice, participation in networks, knowledge exchange 

Source: Bachtler, J. (2018)  What have we learned about administrative capacity building in EU Cohesion 

Policy? Conference on Good Governance for Cohesion Policy, Brussels, 24 May 2018. 

There is a complex interplay of these internal and external factors that directly and indirectly 

condition the administrative capacity to design and deliver regional policy (see Figure 1). As 

noted above, regional policy administration involves strategic, operational and learning tasks 

and capacity to fulfil them is determined by these factors.  Strategic work relies on the internal 

resources of regional policy systems (e.g. the use of diagnostic tools and planning methods) 

but also on external factors (the scope for strategic consultation and negotiation with partners, 

the extent of coordination with other policy areas and institutions. Human resources and 

implementation systems in regional policy units have a direct impact on operational 

procedures (project generation, application and selection, monitoring and financial 

management).  

However external factors, for instance related to the regulatory environment or socio-

economic change can have a disruptive influence on capacities to carry out these tasks. 

Learning processes in regional policy depend on the evaluation capacity of regional policy 

systems but also on the scope to engage in external knowledge generation and exchange 

networks. The following section explores these external and internal factors and how they 

create capacity challenges and gaps in regional policy implementation systems. 
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Figure 1: Factors conditioning regional policy administrative capacity     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Bachtler, J. (2018) op. cit.   

2.1 External factors:  institutional contexts matter 

Regional policy management and implementation systems do not operate in a vacuum. 

Programmes and projects are delivered by bodies that are part of the broader public 

administration of countries and regions. Effective implementation is conditional upon a 

supportive, overarching administrative environment, encouraging the pursuit of long-term 

development policies and strengthening administrative continuity and efficiency. The 

capacity of regional policy systems to operate effectively is subject to many factors beyond 

their control. These include EU and national regulations, procedures, and conditionalities, 

budgetary allocations and fiscal rules to manage public investment. Decentralising reforms 

can also affect regional policy management and implementation.  

 The overall quality of government (QoG) in countries conditions the capacity of 

regional policy systems and is a determinant of economic growth.13 This covers a wide 

range of themes, including: the size, structure and scope of government; the 

management of the civil service; policymaking and the co-ordination of government; 

and transparency and accountability relations in public administration. Though there is 

variation in trends in QoG over time, particularly at regional level, data over the past 

two decades show a broadly consistent pattern with countries in eastern Europe below 

the European average, southern countries performing slightly better and strong 

performing north‐western countries and regions.14 Thus, in several countries, regional 

policy capacity challenges are directly related to the overall quality and competence 

in the public administration. In Slovakia and Croatia for example, recent initiatives have 

prioritised systematic human resource management, training and adequate 

remuneration of public administration employees.  

Strategic 
processes 

Learning 
processes 

Operational 
processes 
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 Legal and regulatory conditions have an impact on regional policy administrative 

capacities. Complex, opaque or frequently changing frameworks can generate 

unnecessary burdens on, and limit the capacity of, administrations. This is often most 

apparent at regional or local administrative tiers where regulatory conditions 

introduced at different levels can accumulate.15 

 Capacity challenges are conditioned by the institutional setting on to which regional 

policy systems are mapped, particularly the distribution of powers and responsibilities 

between political and administrative levels.  Federal states, such as Austria, Belgium, 

Germany and Switzerland, characteristically demonstrate higher levels of general 

government employees working at the sub-central level. They face specific capacity 

challenges as regional policy responsibility lies with sub-national units but there is a logic 

or desire for national level coordination capacity.16 The roles of the Austrian 

Conference on Spatial Planning (ÖROK) and Germany’s Regional Joint Task (GRW) 

Committee are important in this respect. For example in Germany, multi-level 

frameworks for dialogue and coordination are important to ensure federal and Land 

levels have the capacity to support struggling municipalities. Unitary systems, such as 

Ireland, Portugal and the United Kingdom tend to concentrate most general 

government employment at the central level. However, where sub-national 

administrations still play significant roles in policy areas relevant to regional 

development, purely hierarchical policy management can create administrative 

inefficiencies. Smaller municipal government units may lack the capacity to affect 

change of sufficient size and scale,17 a challenge noted for instance in peripheral parts 

of Norway and Finland. 

 Capacity-building is crucial in countries where the transfer of powers and 

responsibilities between central government and subnational governments is 

underway. Recent decades have seen some shifts towards the decentralisation of 

public administration in Europe, in essence giving more responsibilities to sub-national 

actors.18 Capacity-building at sub-national level is vital to avoid mismatches between 

decentralised policy responsibilities and limited administrative, fiscal or other resources. 

Without this, decentralisation may exacerbate regional inequalities. In particular, given 

the association between administrative capacity and effective regional policy there 

are concerns that decentralisation might favour more developed regions with higher 

levels of capacity. Processes of decentralisation in France, for example, have 

underlined the importance of parallel measures of capacity-building at regional and 

local levels. In the Netherlands, a 2020 Study group on Inter-governmental and 

Financial Relations, commissioned by the Ministry of Interior and Kingdom Relations 

concluded that knowledge is fragmented or does not sufficiently reach the 

decentralised authorities. Implementation capacity is therefore not universally 

adequate to achieve effective action, and hinders equal cooperation between 
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multiple governments to address current societal challenges. This especially - but not 

exclusively - applies to smaller municipalities.19 

 External economic and political pressures exert influence on regional policy 

administrative capacities. Capacity-building depends on access to stable and 

appropriately sized budgets. When countries face severe economic downturns, there 

is increased focus on greater administrative efficiency and organisational streamlining. 

During the global financial crisis, the introduction of austerity measures and funding 

cuts had a significant impact on the capacity of public authorities, particularly at sub-

national levels, to undertake activities beyond the provision of statutory services.20 Both 

national and sub-national actors across countries lacked the appropriate capacities 

to make the best use of investment funds. Currently, the impact of the pandemic, and 

increasing pressures on public budgets mean that national and sub-national 

administrations at different stages of development are facing challenges to ‘do better 

with less’.  Extra efforts to combat the crisis effects and launch recovery processes are 

generating high costs while lower tax revenues, fees and charges from the use of public 

services have resulted in reduced incomes for administrations. The political context is 

also important. Political pressure from the top of government can determine the extent 

to which capacity-building is pursued.21 A change of government may lead to 

changes on what the role or ‘size’ of government should be, impacting public 

investment in administrative capacities.  

2.2 Internal factors: having good staff matters most 

There are many factors internal to regional policy systems that influence the quality of 

administrative capacity but the attraction and retention of quality staff is particularly 

important. Beyond this, determining factors intrinsic to regional policy systems are: the 

existence of internal support structures and systems; interdepartmental organisation; and 

cultural or non-material aspects. 

 The most important issue is having human resource management systems that ensure 

recruitment and retention of skilled civil service staff. Different regional policies vary in 

the in the skills prioritised for policy administration.  .22 In some cases, emphasis is placed 

on hiring specialists with specific knowledge and background in the main priority 

sectors targeted by regional policy (often the case German Länder). In other cases, 

staff have generalist (instead of sector-orientated) academic backgrounds in 

economics, management, law or political science (e.g. regional councils in France). A 

cross-cutting challenge is high staff turnover in public administration that can result in 

a lack of experience and institutional memory. In some countries, the problem is 

exacerbated by the use of shorter-term contracts and career paths for civil servants 

that reward task rotation, as in the United Kingdom.23 This creates specific difficulties for 

regional policy. Time is needed to develop and maintain knowledge and partner 
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networks in particular territories. There is also a considerable level of technicality in the 

tasks involved and time is needed to build adequate expertise in this area.  Ensuring 

sufficient and stable human resources in territories with specific challenges such as less 

developed, remote or peripheral areas is also problematic. Smaller public 

administration units often face challenges in recruiting, training and retaining qualified 

staff for regional policy project management and implementation. Wages are often 

higher in central administrations or in the private sector than in sub-national bodies and 

remuneration may not be competitive enough to attract the volume and quality of 

staff required. This challenge has been particularly noticeable in some central and 

eastern European countries, including Poland.24  

 Across all contexts, the organisational set-ups of regional policy systems condition 

administrative capacity. Complex organisational structures, unclear definition of tasks 

between units and weak communication within and between regional policy actors 

undermine the capacity to administer policy. This emphasises the role of permanent or 

temporary taskforces/working groups and committees that meet on an ad hoc or 

regular basis to coordinate actions across and between administrative levels. The use 

of dedicated implementation agencies at national or sub-national levels can help to 

address these challenges.  In some cases, external organisations can be used to 

strengthen implementation capacity (for example, addressing gaps in terms of 

technical know-how and availability of human resources, providing training or external 

evaluation), although the availability of organisations providing specialist services 

varies.  

 Inadequate information and data systems and insufficient other tools such as manuals 

and checklists create administrative bottlenecks for regional policy. A lack of 

guidance on complex technical issues such as public procurement or state aid 

contributes to weak administrative capacity. Restricted access to relevant data, 

inadequate reporting arrangements and limited information sharing mean that policy-

makers lack the capacity to monitor the progress of initiatives and measure their 

impact. Similarly, weaknesses in evaluation systems undermine the quality of studies 

and lead to insufficient follow up of recommendations.  

 There is increasing focus on the role of non-material factors in determining the 

administrative capacity of regional policy systems. This includes the importance of 

leadership.25 Elected leaders at ministerial regional or local levels provide political 

authority and particularly at sub-national level can drive and facilitate collective 

action in a specific territory. Administrative leaders are also important in setting clear 

goals and task divisions in regional policy units, in implementing a staff promotion 

system but also in providing a strategic vision and motivation. A broader non-material 

factor concerns the culture of cooperation in regional policy systems. Regional policy 

requires significant levels of collaboration between multiple groups and the quality of 
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relationships is vital. This can be pursued through formal collaboration mechanisms, 

informal dialogues and an openness to participate in knowledge exchange networks.  

3 WHAT ARE THE SOLUTIONS? 

Building the capacity of regional policy systems to carry out strategic, operational and learning 

tasks need to address these interrelated external and internal factors.  Possible actions 

undertaken by European countries, including EoRPA members are: revisions or reforms to the 

legislative and regulatory environment, targeted support of strategic planning processes in 

regional policy bodies, changes to organisational structures and systems or people 

management.  The OECD’s framework for administrative capacity-building (see Figure 2) 

captures the various dimensions relevant in building capacity for regional policy design and 

implementation.26  

Figure 2: OECD Analytical framework for administrative capacity-building  

 

Source: OECD (2020) op. cit. 

3.1 Framework conditions: enabling capacity-building 

Necessary  framework conditions for investment include a fiscal framework adapted to the 

investment objectives pursued, sound and transparent financial management, strategic 

human resource management systems, as well as consistent and clear regulatory and 

legislative systems. 

In some countries, the need to support and increase regional policy administrative capacity is 

part of broader initiatives to strengthen public administration.  
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In Czechia, the Client-Oriented Public Administration Concept 2030 was approved in 

2020. Some of the goals of this Concept will have an impact on the institutional 

framework for regional policy including: a regulatory impact assessment that sh  ould 

become a common part of drafting legislation and all legal regulations, including of 

municipalities and regions; digitising legal regulations of municipalities and regions; 

and improving the knowledge and skills of elected representatives of self-governing 

units and local government officials. In 2020, a System of Measuring and Assessment 

of Public Administration was approved which should provide public administration 

with specific data on its performance. 

 

In 2020, the Ministry of Public Administration in Croatia presented an annual plan of 

activity under its Action Plan for local administrative reform with a focus on increasing 

availability, transparency and efficiency of the public administration, and developing 

a quality management system in the public administration. A National Development 

Plan 2021-2027 will cover the regulatory, institutional and financial framework for the 

development of an effective public administration at regional and local levels, 

designed to improve the management of human resources. 

 
In Romania, the Strategy for Consolidating Public Administration has focused on 

regional development in three specific ways: (i) developing a methodology for a 

local development index; (ii) revising the legal and institutional framework; and (iii) 

strengthening the capacity of regional level authorities.27 This is supported by a new 

Administrative Code that updates the rules and responsibilities for the functioning of 

the central and local public administration. 

 

In other cases, including some EoRPA countries, regulatory revisions are creating a more 

supportive framework to integrate regional policy and spatial planning, especially at regional 

and local levels. In Poland, the Netherlands (see Box 1) and Switzerland, legal and regulatory 

reforms and revisions are looking to strengthen the status of regional and local authorities in 

spatial planning and development in order to build their capacity to respond to economic 

and social challenges. 
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Box 1: Administrative capacity and new legislation in the Netherlands.  

In the Netherlands, a new Environment and Planning Act, to be introduced in 2022, is   

prompting increased focus on capacity-building. The new Act will reform environmental 

law and will also require all levels of government to consider their spatial plans. Given the 

impending changes to the governance of spatial development and planning, an 

interdepartmental policy evaluation of the key challenges to be tackled by the new Act 

(sustainable urbanisation, energy transition, future-proof rural areas) was carried out in 

2021. The evaluation advises strengthening policy capacity and implementation power. 

It recommends creating a plan to “re-gain the knowledge that disappeared at the 

national level due to decentralisation”.28 Capacity-building is recommended around the 

8 new ‘NOVI’ regions but also in particular municipalities that lack knowledge, financial 

resources and regulatory instruments to tackle transition challenges:   

 Improved vertical coordination. Subnational authorities must be able to make better 

use of the national knowledge institutes so a recommendation is to develop a plan 

for a regional knowledge infrastructure. 

 Improved planning. Every four years sub-national planning bureaus must prepare a 

long-term study on land use demands. 

 Greater flexibility: the respective authority with the greatest thematic expertise (e.g. 

region, province, water board or e.g. network operators) should play the leading role 

and  

 Pooling resources and knowledge. Regional information should be pooled and 

knowledge shared in order to create a centre for decentralised knowledge on 

specific policy domains.29  

 

3.2 Strategic capacity: quality planning and coordination 

Poor strategic planning has been identified as one of the most important capacity deficits for 

public investment, particularly at sub-national levels.30  This means ensuring there is sufficient 

capacity to draft coherent strategies with appropriate priorities and to generate quality 

investment projects. For ‘place based’ strategies, the need to have the capacity to involve 

local authorities, external stakeholders and private actors and to coordinate strategies across 

levels of government, jurisdictions and sectors has been emphasised in this research. These 

capacity-building efforts are often spatially targeted, focusing on regional and local 

administrations that are facing specific development challenges but have previously not been 

active participants in steering regional policy initiatives, in small regions or municipalities, newly 

created regions, or where decentralisation reforms have outpaced strengthening of  

administrative capacity.   

 In the United Kingdom, the issue of administrative capacity has been recognised in the UK 

Government’s ‘Levelling Up’ agenda. Funding cuts have had a significant impact on the 

capacity of local authorities and have been greater in proportionate terms in more 

deprived local authority areas (see Box 2). 31   
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Box 2: Capacity-funding for strategic development in the UK ‘Levelling Up’ agenda  

The issue of administrative capacity has been recognised in the UK Government’s 

‘Levelling Up’ agenda which aims to raise productivity and address disparities in 

economic and social outcomes in different parts of the country. ‘Levelling Up’ support 

comes mainly in the form of competitive grant bids but after a decade of budget cuts 

local authorities have voiced concern about their capacity to bid for and use grants. 

Two of the new funding schemes which form part of the ‘Levelling Up’ agenda package 

of interventions include accompanying capacity funding for targeted local authorities. 

The £200 million UK Community Renewal Fund (CRF) will support investment in skills, 

enterprise and employment as a precursor to a new UK Shared Prosperity Fund due to 

launch in 2022, replacing EU Structural Funds. A portion of the CRF has been reserved for 

capacity funding to “support places to develop their capabilities to maximise the 

benefits of local investment”.  This comprises: 32 

 up to £2 million in total to generate and appraise bids for CRF support, available to 

lead authorities of each of 100 pre-selected priority places in the UK (based on “an 

index of economic resilience which measures productivity, household income, 

unemployment, skills and population density); 

 funding to be used towards the costs incurred in managing awards; 

 up to £14 million additional capacity funding to support preparation for the UK Shared 

Prosperity Fund, to help build internal capacity and develop a project pipeline. 

The much larger £4.8 billion Levelling Up Fund (LUF) will invest in local infrastructure 

projects (transport, regeneration and town centre investment, cultural investment), with 

funding again delivered through local authorities. 

 The LUF is competitive, with places with the ‘most significant need’ prioritised (need 

for economic growth and recovery; need for improved transport connectivity; and 

need for regeneration). 

 A flat £125,000 will be allocated to all eligible local authorities to help support the 

development of bids for funding under future rounds of the Fund, as well as to “ensure 

that investment is targeted where it is needed most”. 

 Local areas are encouraged to join up capacity funding from related funding streams 

to support forming a single cohesive local growth strategy for the area. 

 

Besides financial support, advice from external experts is part of strategic capacity-building in 

sub-national administrations. In Lithuania, the updated 2020 Law on the Regional 

Development33  underlines the strategic role of Regional Development Councils (RDCs) as part 

of a more decentralised implementation system. The Law also seeks to establish a 

Competence Centre, which would consist of independent experts and bodies authorised by 

the Government, to provide expert assistance to Regional Development Councils and other 

regional policy entities. In Poland, two initiatives are underway to strengthen the capacity of 

sub-national authorities facing development challenges, including through expert support, to 

play a more strategic role in regional policy (see Box 3). 
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Box 3: Expert support for strategic development in Polish local authorities  

Poland’s National Strategy for Regional Development includes two initiatives that are 

currently being implemented to strengthen the capacity of local authorities to 

participate in strategic development activities.  

The Centre for Advisory Support (Centrum Wsparcia Doradczego – CWD) has the goal of 

strengthening the administrative efficiency of local governments listed as ‘threatened 

with permanent marginalisation’. These are mostly rural municipalities with an 

accumulation of negative spatial, social and economic phenomena that lack the 

administrative capacities to develop strategic projects for EU or domestic funding. A 

CWD pilot was launched by the Ministry of Development Funds and Regional Policy in 

2020, asking regions to propose partnerships of these local governments. 

 The pilot provides support for strategic and project consulting, through expert advice 

from   the Association of Polish Cities, which dedicates 70 experts to the initiative. 

 By March 2022 partnerships will produce territorial strategies and packages of 

projects meeting domestic and Cohesion Policy requirements (e.g. Integrated 

Territorial Investments). 

 The pilot will build the strategic capacity of partnerships, strengthening the role of the 

territorial approach in shaping and implementing development policy. 

The Local Development Programme targets medium-sized cities that are at risk of losing 

their socio-economic function. It is funded through the EEA Grants and Norway Grants 

instrument with the long-term objective is to strengthen social and economic in Poland, 

including through strengthening institutional capacity of local governments. 

 255 small and medium cities were invited to submit a Local Development Plan 

(addressing social, economic and environmental issues) and an Institutional 

Development Plan (addressing capacity issues facing local administration in 

implementing strategic development goals e.g. absence or weakness of systems, 

tools and human resources). 

 A minimum of 40 percent of funded measures must relate to this administrative 

capacity-building. The Association of Polish Cities has been funded to provide 

support and the OECD has developed a self-assessment tool to identify administrative 

gaps. 

 15 municipalities are in the process of being selected for financing of projects worth 

€3-10 million each.    

 

3.3 Organisational dimension: structures, systems & tools 

Capacity-building efforts in several EoRPA countries are prioritising structural relationships 

within and between regional policy units, especially where key policy responsibilities are 

being re-allocated.  This includes strengthening the supporting role of government agencies, 

the merging of administrative units to boost capacity, particularly at the local level, the use of 

collaboration mechanisms and the application of systems and tools.  
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In some EoRPA countries, support of administrative capacity-building processes at sub-

national levels has become an increasingly prominent task for national agencies, particularly 

where processes of decentralisation or devolution are underway.  

 

In France, policy interventions of central government are increasingly framed in terms 

of capacity-building, notably through specialised agencies, which provide technical 

assistance and accompany local projects with expertise. The remit of the National 

Agency for Territorial Cohesion (ANCT) includes capacity-building and targeted 

project support for sub-national authorities. This is reflected in ANCT’s governance 

and operational model as it organises steering committees at local and national level 

to bring together stakeholders and actors, including financing bodies, with a view to 

coordinating and adapting project support to local needs.  

 

In Sweden, the government agency Tillväxtverket has been assigned new capacity-

building tasks as part of the new National Strategy for Sustainable Regional 

Development (2021-2030). It sets out capacity for regional and local development 

work as one of three underlying conditions for regional development policy. The 

regions have major responsibility for regional development and the government 

recognises that there is a need to strengthen capacities, especially in those regions 

and municipalities that face the largest development challenges.34 Tillväxtverket has 

been assigned to assess capacities in addressing sustainable development issues, in 

cooperation with the regions, County Administrative Boards and other designated 

authorities. The assignment, which has been allocated a budget of SEK108 million 

(€10.6 million), will include financial support, knowledge building, exchange of 

experience and the development of new delivery methods. 

 

In Italy, in 2021 new powers have been given to the Agency for Territorial Cohesion 

and its role has been strengthened. Overall, the aim is to increase absorption capacity 

for both domestic and EU funds for territorial cohesion, working with public 

administrations in cases where delays or failure in the implementation of programmes 

financed under the Structural Funds could risk losing the relevant financing. 

Another organisational solution to capacity challenges in regional policy is to merge units of 

public administration. Larger public administration bodies should have a greater store of 

resources for local development and greater capacity to handle complex task 

performance.35 This response to capacity challenges has been particularly apparent in 

countries with fragmented or territorially dispersed local authority landscapes. 

 

In Norway, recent local government reforms have seen the merger of some 

municipalities and counties to make their spatial coverage more functional, increase 

their critical mass and administrative capacity to be sustainable and, particularly for 

counties, to enhance their role in strategic development. 
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In Estonia there is a plan for 2025 under which the State would start to pay bonuses 

for voluntary mergers between local governments. The aim is to motivate additional 

mergers and, through the creation of bigger units, to increase the capacity of 

counties. Once the bill enters into law, each local government that merges, could 

receive support of €500,000 to €1.5 million.  

 

In Latvia administrative territorial reform signed into law in June 2020 and to be 

implemented from mid-2021. The legislation calls for 42 economically capable 

administrative territories (seven big cities and 35 municipal counties or novadi) run by 

local municipalities to be established after municipal elections of 5 June 2021.  

Nevertheless, merging of municipalities is often a difficult, politically contentious process and it 

is challenging to balance the capacity benefits that come with large size, while retaining the 

responsiveness and representation typical of smaller municipalities.  

Rather than merging, administrative fragmentation is also being addressed through the 

establishment of governance mechanisms designed to facilitate collaboration and the 

exchange of knowledge and resources between relevant stakeholders. This includes setting 

up new platforms for cooperation and consensus-building. In this context, it is important to 

ensure that collaboration does not result in dominance of smaller municipalities by a larger 

neighbour with result that there is a democratic deficit (see Box 4).  

 

In Austria, a project implemented by the Department for Coordination, Regional 

Policy and Spatial Planning in 2019/202036 aimed to identify ways in which regions 

can be empowered to contribute to a sustainable spatial development. The project 

recognised that defined areas of administrative competence no longer always 

match the spatial and functional areas in which these interactions take place. The 

results are feeding into the programming process of the 2021-27 programme period 

of Cohesion and rural development policy, and include the option of an Austrian 

platform for cooperation to strengthen initiatives at the regional level.  

 

In March 2021, the Flemish government approved the establishment of ‘reference 

regions’ at intermediate sub-regional level. These aim to address fragmentation of 

inter-municipal and supra-local forms of policy coordination, based on consensus 

rather than through the establishment of a new administrative level. The formation 

of new inter-municipal links is stimulated through a small subsidy of the Flemish 

regional government (c. €900,000). 
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In Sweden, the Government’s Forum for Sustainable Regional Growth and 

Attractiveness has proved a productive means for pursuing dialogue and 

cooperation between the Government, regions and the municipality of Gotland, 

and State authorities. Moreover, Reglab, a membership-based forum for regional 

capacity-building, focusses on development measures and analysing the different 

societal challenges and trends affecting the regions in the future.37  

The strengthening of systems and tools with a focus on management, monitoring and reporting 

capacities has been a capacity-building priority in some countries. Initiatives have been 

launched to improve monitoring systems and the generation of quality data for measuring 

impact. Plans, manuals, guidance and checklists are also being used to improve policy design 

and delivery. 

 

Portugal has started the development of a ‘Roadmap for the capacity-building of 

the Cohesion Policy Funds ecosystem for the period 2021-2027’, expected to be 

completed by the third quarter of 2021. It targets the entities / stakeholders that 

participate in all cycles of Cohesion Policy, from programming to monitoring and 

evaluation. Based on the work of thematic, functional and management focus 

groups, the Roadmap will present: a diagnosis of the situation and needs assessment; 

an action plan to strengthen administrative and governance capacity (with 

measures and instruments); and a monitoring system to accompany implementation 

of the plan. The aim is to take a comprehensive approach to capacity-building 

beyond training, incorporating the need for changing cultural behaviour. 

 

In Italy, Administrative Strengthening Plans are addressing capacity deficits in the use 

of Cohesion Policy. The management and delivery of Cohesion Policy has 

highlighted a ‘North-South’ divide in the capacity of sub-national administrations to 

use the funding in an effective, strategic way. As a result, in the 2014-20 period, each 

region and ministry in charge of administering EU funds drafted Administrative 

Strengthening Plans (Piani di Rafforzamento Amministrativo, PRAs), which outlined the 

available human resources and a strategy for their improvement. Each PRA, of which 

there are 29 in total, lasts for two years after which they are updated. The PRAs are 

continuously monitored in order to improve the overall performance of the 

administrative, technical and organisational mechanisms. The current generation of 

the PRAs focuses on the issues of monitoring and simplifying costs.  
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In Czechia, the Ministry of Regional Development launched a Project Plan 

Information System in 2021 into which all municipalities, regions and ministries will 

enter planned development projects (domestic or EU-funded). The aim is to reduce 

the administrative burden as different levels of public administration can work with a 

unified system and will not repeatedly request information on planned projects. This 

is seen as important in strengthening administrative capacities, including capacity 

for planning future measures. 

3.4 People: matching skills to needs   

Capacity-building for regional policy depends on the quality of people. This is part of the task 

of effective human resource management and includes equipping individuals with 

information, knowledge and training to enable them to carry out their tasks efficiently and 

productively.  

Broader public administration interventions focus on recruitment and career management as 

well as the existing incentive and merit systems. At national level, countries use competency 

frameworks to inform recruitment campaigns, assessment questions, performance 

management and promotion/mobility decisions.  

However, in some regional policy systems, specific measures are being taken to attract and 

retain people in places with under-represented skill-sets and competences. Dedicated civil 

servant recruitment drives or staff relocations, particularly for policy and other specialist roles, 

can improve capacity in specific territories. Such initiatives can also widen the pool of highly 

skilled workers available as people who want a civil service career but may not be able to 

work in larger cities (see Box 4). 

 

In Italy, a specific focus on recruitment for administrative capacity is envisaged by 

the ‘2030 Plan for the South’.  Moreover, the Budget Law 2020 (Legge di Bilancio 2020, 

Law no. 160/2019) provides the possibility of hiring 2,800 young people by 2023 with 

professional profiles currently lacking in the Public Administration, through the 

European Structural Funds.  The recruitment process for these positions started in 

summer 2021 and the aim is to build administrative capacity and skills in 

municipalities, provinces and Southern regions, particularly in relation to the projects 

within the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR, Piano Nazionale di Ripresa 

e Resilienza). 
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Box 4: Attracting and retaining personnel in specific territories in Norway  

The issue of administrative capacity and regional policy in Norway is part of broader 

policy considerations:  

Recent local government reforms have seen the merger of some municipalities and 

counties to make their spatial coverage more functional, increase their critical mass and 

administrative capacity to be sustainable and, particularly for counties, to enhance their 

role in strategic development.38 There is increasing focus on skills mismatches, which are 

particularly acute in remote district or rural areas where it can be difficult to attract and 

retain appropriate personnel. Implicit in this is that municipalities should have the skills 

they need  i.e. sufficient administrative capacity. The attention of regional policy in 

Norway in the 2019 White Paper39 focused more sharply on the situation in the districts in 

rural and remote areas, resulting in some specific initiatives that target administrative 

capacity- related issues in these areas: 

 “Statens hus” (“State house”) pilots have been established in four municipalities 

across Norway. The objective is for small and medium-sized departments of 

government agencies to work more closely together and create larger professional 

environments in smaller places. The initiative could involve collaboration between 

agencies in relation to recruitment, IT and skills development, and/or collaboration 

with municipal or county authorities. Pilots can collaborate digitally but there is also 

scope for physical colocation. One goal is to make it easier to retain and recruit skills 

needed in the districts, and to develop an understanding of the success factors for 

locating government agencies in smaller places. The pilots are expected to last for 

four years and NOK 16 million (c €1.57 million) was allocated from the regional policy 

budget in 2021.  

There are two further new initiatives, not yet in the budget: 

 Encouraging collaboration between municipalities on equal terms. Often 

collaboration involves dominance by a larger neighbour with result that there is a 

democratic deficit since the balance of influence is skewed. There are two pilots in 

the Finnmark  region addressing this issue.  

 Developing rural hubs for long-distance working so people can work where they live 

and have some meetings in rural hubs close to home. The aim of the hubs is to make 

it attractive / possible for people to work from home in remote locations and thereby 

help people stay in their home regions and work from there.  

 

 

It is also interesting to note that the increasing focus on the role of leadership in regional policy 

implementation being reflected in dedicated capacity-building initiatives (see Box 5).  
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Box 5: School for City Leaders programme, Poland.  

The School for Leaders Foundation (Szkoła Liderów) has established the City Leaders 

programme to develop leadership capacity in local self-government leaders, non-

governmental organisations and companies. The purpose is to develop recommendations 

and ideas for the authorities of their cities and then put the ideas into practice. At the 

beginning of 2020, in order to further develop activities aimed at city leaders, the concept of 

a special programme dedicated to representatives of city authorities was created, called 

Leadership in Local Self-government. Its goal is to build resilience to city crises by developing 

the leadership skills of leaders and deepening knowledge of urban resilience in terms of health, 

economic, social and environmental challenges. The essence of the project is exchange of 

experience and proven solutions to systemic problems in city management. The programme 

is targeted at people with key positions in local self-government (mayors, presidents, deputies, 

treasurers, secretaries, heads of key departments and management of city councils) from ten 

invited cities. The programme structure comprises online modules and in-person training. The 

School for Leaders Foundation is a publicly funded body supported by private grants. 

Source: Szkoła Liderów (2020[19]), Leadership in Local Self-government, https://www.szkola-

liderow.pl/przywodztwo-w-samorzadzie/; OECD (2021) op. cit. 

4 CONCLUSIONS & KEY QUESTIONS 

Across Europe, there has been a shift in attitude towards administrative capacity-building 

including in the field of regional policy. It is now a priority in its own right. Capacity-building 

has in the past been seen as a secondary policy priority compared to addressing pressing 

social, economic or environmental problems but it is now widely viewed as an end in itself that 

deserves dedicated resources and policymaker attention.  

Nevertheless, understanding of the different dimensions of administrative capacity is still 

growing, revealing different types of gaps and potential solutions that are conditioned by a 

range of contributory factors. Policy-makers must address a series of key questions:  

How can capacity building measures effectively target the most important areas of deficit? 

Given the complex relationships involved, it is crucial to link the what and how questions. 

What does administrative capacity-building aim to achieve (strategic quality, operational 

efficiency or strengthened analysis and evidence-based policy), and how can this capacity 

be built (e.g. through changes to the legal or regulatory environment, support for strategic 

coordination, organisational restructuring or investment in human resources)?  

https://www.szkola-liderow.pl/przywodztwo-w-samorzadzie/
https://www.szkola-liderow.pl/przywodztwo-w-samorzadzie/
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How can capacity-building address non-material components?  

Administrative capacity-building incorporates both technical and cultural dimensions. 

Capacity-building targets technical regional policy implementation issues through 

recruitment, human resource management and the development of supportive systems and 

tools. However, there is now a broader understanding of capacity needs that includes 

complex processes of cultural behaviour within administrations, relating to individual and 

organisational learning and innovation. Supporting the role of political and operational leaders 

in driving local and regional development is also part of this. 

How can regional policy address asymmetries in capacity deficits across policy systems at 

regional and local levels?   

With processes of decentralisation apparent in several European countries in recent decades, 

increasing attention is being paid to tailoring capacity-building in response to the asymmetric 

distribution of regional policy administrative capacity at sub-national levels. Regional and local 

authorities with lower administrative capacity have often been less likely to actively participate 

in regional policy initiatives – despite the fact that these authorities are often located in the 

less prosperous areas targeted by these same measures.  In European countries which have a 

distinct domestic regional policy operating in tandem with substantial EU Cohesion Policy 

funding, there can also be varied capacity needs in the different support frameworks. 

Developing and delivering quality programmes and projects requires robust governance 

structures, dynamic and innovative administrative cultures and, in some cases, financial 

capacity for co-financing. Larger administrations with established governance structures tend 

to take the lead in this while others have budgetary constraints and challenges in recruiting, 

training and retaining qualified staff for project management and implementation. A key 

challenge for policy-makers is understanding differences in the capacity gaps and potential 

solutions across different territories. ‘Place-based’ responses are necessary: public 

administration units with developed capacities and experience in implementing regional 

policy may require relatively short term support, for instance through the introduction of 

specific, technical systems and tools. In administrations with less experience, broader, long-

term assistance is often required to change administrative cultures.  

Are responses to COVID-19 providing lessons for administrative capacity-building in the longer 

term? If so, how? 

COVID-19 is putting significant burdens on policy administration but it is also prompting 

increasing emphasis on innovation in strengthening capacity. There are unprecedented 

financial and administrative pressures on public authorities as they respond to the pandemic 

and this is stimulating assessments of how policy is administered, also in the post-crisis period. 

The value of innovative solutions to administrative challenges, some of which were already 

being developed, has been underlined in the context of the crisis. Examples include systems 

to facilitate remote-working, flexible tools to reallocate staff to where they are most needed, 
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and streamlined, technologically-facilitated tools for human resource management processes 

such as recruitment and training. 

How can monitoring and evaluation demonstrate the value of investment in capacity-building 

for regional policy? How it is possible to demonstrate ‘what works’? 

More work is needed on measuring the contribution of capacity development initiatives to the 

achievement of sustainable regional policy results. Given the range of internal and external 

intervening factors there are difficulties in attributing capacity building initiatives to specific 

policy outcomes. The generation of meaningful indicators is further complicated by the 

increasing emphasis on non-material, cultural dimensions of administrative capacity, noted 

above. The results chain is long, and attribution difficult to quantify.  
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