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For the latest in his series on local government around the world
finds out what leadership lessons can be learned from Europe

Takin

How Lo strengthen local democracy?
Leave aside the obvious importance
ol enhancing the powers of elected
lacal authorities for a moment, and
consider what can be done locally.

Some reformers advocate stronger
approaches o local leadership, Oth.
ers claim that enhancing commu-
nily invelvement is the ley.

Sometimes caricatured — unhelp-
fully = as “top down” and ‘hottom up'
approaches to the revitalization of
lecal  democracy,  these wo
approaches to reform tend to be dis-
cussed  in isolation  from  one
another.

Statedl simply, the lilerature on
leadership has tended to neslect
themes  relating o democratic
accountability and public participa-
tion, Meanwhile, rescarch and wril-
it in the broad field of community
development is largely silent on the
themne of leadership.

Indeed, some grass roots organisa-
tions seem o feel their democratic
vilality will be diluted if attention is
focused on supporting local leader-

ship. The lindings from a recently-
completed European rescarch pro-
ject throw new light on this issue. In
2001, a consortivm of nine universi-
tes in nine different countries set
out o examine  the interplay
between leadlership and participa-
tion in 18 case study cities,

Countries with very dilTerent tradi-
tians ol local government leadership
and public invelvement were delib-
erately included — Germany, Greece,
Ialy, Morway, Poland, Sweden, the
Metherdands and the UK.  New
Zealand was alse included to draw
insighis from the council-manager
maedel used in that country — bt still
relatively uniried in Europe.

The aim of this cross-national

The importance of
developing
facilitative
leadership skills of
politicians is an
important finding
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research project was lo generate new
insights on how to improve local
government by exploring the way
innovative local authorities have
combined leadership and commu-
niky involvement in praclice.

Funded by the European Comimis.
sion, the PLUS project — so named
as it examined Marticipation, Leader-
ship and UWrban Sustainability -
involved the 18 cities as [ull pariners
in the design and execution of the
research.

1 should declare an interest — 1 was
teaim leader of this international pro-
ject before 1 moved 1o the US in
zoo2. The PLUS project examines
the institutional seltings  within
which actors operale. These institu-
tiomal ‘rules of the game’ relating to
specific  policy processes  within
cities were found to be very powerful
in either constraining or liberating
leadership at the local level.

For example, in one of the Dutch
caze studies — Enschede — an alder-
man was given substantial responsi-
bility  to lewl
Roombeek  [ollewing  the  tragic
explosion of a fveworks ficlory in
the area in 2o00,

This develution of power fo o sin-
gle alderman was a depariure from
the well-established pattern of col-
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lective decision-making in Duich
citics.

‘The arrangement was a break with
traclition — but it worked. It provided
the alderman with legitimacy o ini- |
Hate and co-ordinale policy propos- |
als regarding all policy issues affect-
ing the area, |

Flowever, by adopting a consensus
building style, he was able to engen-
der a high level of commitment Lo
the regeneration proposals,

The importance of developing the
facilitative leadership skills of palil-
ciang is an important finding from
this research,

There are cear lessons here for
leadership training — for both local
politicians and officials.

A key lesson from the PLUS pro-
ject is thal enhancing the perfor
mance of lecal government requires
improvements in both leadership
and community invelvermenl, Do
the *rules of the game’ in your local-
ity spur or stymie successful leader-
shipisa question worth asking,

For more information en PLUS,
visit: weww plus-cura.org
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