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centage of GDP (or Net Material Product
for the communist period). This is prob-
lematic as the share of social expenditures
in GDP may be driven by many other fac-
tors than policy changes, among which
changes in economic growth in first place:
strong economic growth (decline) may
hide real increases (decreases) in social ex-
penditures. Although Inglot discusses im-
portant qualitative information that indi-
cates periods of (partial) expansion and re-
trenchment, this is not guided by a proper
evaluative framework in which benefit lev-
els, eligibility criteria, number of benefici-
aries, development/suspension of alterna-
tive/additional (privatised) programmes,
etc., are integrated [cf. Seeleib-Kaiser 2008].
This may result in a flawed interpretation
of expansion and retrenchment, especially
since for the communist period no yearly
figures of real economic growth are pre-
sented and in most cases figures of real
growth in social spending are lacking alto-
gether. A last critique does not pertain to
Inglot’s main argument: inaccuracies in ta-
bles and text, the lack of a clear grid for the
organisation of text in some parts of the
book, an unclear interpretation of the real
evolution of benefits, and the lack of refer-
ence to the literature in the case of a discus-
sion of the evolution of poverty [e.g. Atkin-
son and Micklewright 1992; Szulc 2006]
gave the book a sometimes rather sloppy
impression. Nonetheless, Inglot’s book is a
valuable contribution to the literature both
at the theoretical and empirical level as one
of the most comprehensive, detailed analy-
ses of welfare state development in East
Central Europe available today. As such it
is recommended to those working on a the-
oretical framework of welfare state change
as well as to everyone interested in the evo-
lution of the welfare state in this fascinat-
ing region of Europe.
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tim.goedeme@ua.ac.be
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With a few exceptions, most comparative
studies of local governance in Central and
Eastern Europe have emphasised the cross-
country comparison of national systems of
sub-national governance. While such ap-
proaches are informative, argue the au-
thors of this volume, they fail to adequately
take into account the diversity of local gov-
ernance that can exist in localities within a
single country and the complex configura-
tion(s) of factors that may explain such var-
iations. To remedy this, their book presents
an ambitious and detailed comparative
study of local governance across eight me-
dium-sized provincial cities in four post-
communist Europe states: Sopron and Szol-
nok in Hungary; Karvina and Usti nad La-
bem in the Czech Republic; Jelenia Goéra
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and Biala Podlaska in Poland; and Staraya
Russa and Balashov in Russia. These cities
are selected on the basis of population size
(all have between 50 000 and 100 000 inhab-
itants), geographical location, and levels of
economic development.

The central concern of the book is to
explain varying levels of policy perform-
ance across the eight cases and to build
generalisations from them. To allow in-
depth examination of political processes, it
focuses on two areas: 1) social services for
children, women and families; and 2) strat-
egies to promote local economic develop-
ment. These are areas where local city ad-
ministrations across the four states have
similar responsibilities and sufficient lati-
tude and autonomy for local configura-
tions of power to make a difference. Draw-
ing on the literature on local politics and
urban governance in both new and estab-
lished democracies, the authors identify
three contrasting bundles of factors which
might explain varying democratic per-
formance: 1) the structure and concentra-
tion of the local economy and other ‘struc-
tural givens” with economic consequences,
such as proximity to the West; 2) the insti-
tutional structure of city government and
its relationships with broader regional and
national political institutions; and 3) elite
partisanship and patterns of party compe-
tition. The book’s seven chapters unfold
this research design in a series of logical
steps: Chapter 1 introduces the case coun-
tries and cities and justifies case selection;
Chapters 2 and 3 assess policy perform-
ance; Chapter 4 considers the socio-struc-
tural context; Chapter 5 assesses the nature
and impact of the ‘intergovernmental set-
ting” and, more specifically, the institution-
al, policy and fiscal relationships between
local, regional and national authorities in
the four states; and Chapter 6 examines the
influence of local and national party struc-
tures before Chapter 7 concludes with a
discussion of findings.

The book’s methodology is qualitative

and comparative. Data are primarily de-
rived from interviews with officials, politi-
cians, businesspeople and NGO leaders
from the eight localities in 2002-2003, and
from documentary analysis. Outcomes and
the causal factors are measured qualita-
tively by triangulating different actors” ac-
counts and using the authors” expertise to
categorise as high, medium or low. Rather
than using raw quantitative measures of
social problems or economic success which
may vary for historical and contextual rea-
sons unrelated to local governance, the au-
thors opt for narrower measures: for exam-
ple social services effectiveness is assessed
through a composite measure comprising
responsiveness to public pressures, coop-
eration between municipal authorities and
NGOs and the quality and range of servic-
es. In this policy area, the Czech cities of
Karvina and Usti nad Labem and the Rus-
sian city of Staraya Russa perform best,
while Biata Podlaska in Poland and Bala-
shov in Russia are poor performers. The
economic promotion policies of city gov-
ernments are inturn assessed using a
straightforward twofold measure: the
agreement of a clear local economic devel-
opment and the extent to which such strat-
egies have in fact been implemented. Here,
Karvina and Staraya Russa again perform
well, as does Biata Podlaska, while Balashov
and (surprisingly) wealthy Szolnok per-
form worst.

The causal patterns underlying such
outcomes are assessed by analysing the
more puzzling and problematic outcomes,
using a mix of different types of compari-
son: traditional cross-country comparison
of national cases, paired comparison of lo-
calities within the same state; and compari-
son of high and low performing cities
across the four states. There are several un-
expected or counter-intuitive results that
require analysis. Despite Hungary’s early
adoption of a system of elected local gov-
ernment and its relative prosperity, the
performance of the two Hungarian cities is
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only middling to poor. Conversely, despite
much lower levels of resources, the Russian
city of Staraya Russa performs well in both
policy areas studied. However the second
of the two Russian case studies, Balashov,
performs at a low level across almost all in-
dicators. Also puzzling is the sharp disjunc-
tion in Jelenia Gora between the city’s high
effectiveness in local economic promotion
and mediocre performance in social policy.

When set against the broad similarities
of the post-socialist economic context, the
structures and concentration of the cities’
local economy can, the authors argue, be
largely discounted as a causal factor. Nor,
as the high policy effectiveness of Staraya
Russa and mediocre performance of much
wealthier Sopron sharply highlights, are
levels of local and municipal resources an
adequate explanation. Even allowing for
the varying nature of social needs, there is
little correlation between total or per capita
social spending and policy effectiveness
across the eight cases. Variations in the re-
lationship of national, regional and city au-
thorities, the authors find, do have some
important impacts. In particular, the divi-
sion of tasks between regional and local
authorities appears to play a critical role.
The good performance of Czech cities in
social service provision is argued to stem
partly from the flexible assignment of tasks
between city governments and the “district
offices’” that represented central ministries
during the 1990s before regionalisation. In
Hungary and Poland, by contrast, the rig-
id, legally entrenched assignment of tasks
between regions and municipalities — and
disputes over scarce resources between
them — had led to a lack of cooperation,
poor coordination and low quality and
patchy services. Interestingly, the fluid in-
formal, constantly re-negotiated nature of
local-regional relationships in Russia —
where regional authorities” structures and
practices vary hugely — seems to have an
ambiguous effect on performance. In Bala-
shov it results in opaqueness and inertia.
However, in Staraya Russa the informal na-
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ture of power relations seems to have ena-
bled flexible local-regional relationships to
emerge, allowing the empowerment of lo-
cal NGOs and social policy reformers and
the adoption of highly progressive innova-
tions in children’s services in both the city
and the wider Nizhny Novgorod region.

Fiscal relationships between the differ-
ent levels of government also have some
importance. Fiscal restrictions imposed by
national authorities on city governments in
Hungary, the authors find, partly account
for the puzzling failure of the Hungarian
cases to perform at a higher level. However,
the reverse does not seem true. The greater
fiscal autonomy enjoyed by Polish cities in
spending tax revenues raised in their local-
ities does not clearly lead to them to adopt
more effective economic development strat-
egies. While Jelenia Goéra’s strategy was
highly effective in this area, the perform-
ance of Biala Podlaska rates only as mid-
dling. Contrary to the assumption of the
early literature on decentralisation in CEE,
devolving high levels of policy and fiscal
autonomy to city level does not always and
of itself benefit policy performance and, in
the absence of scope for flexible local-re-
gional coordination and adequate resourc-
es, may produce perverse effects.

Perhaps the most significant explana-
tory factor, the authors find, is the nature
of party politics in the different localities.
Unlike small communities where political
parties are often overshadowed by inde-
pendents, medium-sized provincial cities
are sufficiently complex as to enable — and
perhaps require — the emergence of parties
as major actors. Cities in all three Central
European states studied possess local par-
ty systems, which parallel at the national
level. The exception is Russia which, both
nationally and in the two cities studied,
lacks stable, structured parties, whose role
is instead performed by loosely knit elite
alliances (‘parties of power’) which com-
mandeer business and state structures as
partisan vehicles. For each locality the au-
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thors examine five party-related variables:
the extent of partification of city assem-
blies; party-political polarisation; the turn-
over of incumbent parties; the extent to
which non-political outside experts are in-
volved in policy-making; and the presence
or absence of post-election purges of city
officials. Where, as in Usti nad Labem and
Szolnok, party politics is polarised and
there is frequent turnover of governing
parties (and, in consequence, regular polit-
ically inspired purges of officials), local
policy-making suffers. Policy lacks conti-
nuity and coherence. In Karvind, by con-
trast, where local politics has been domi-
nated by parties of the left producing a se-
ries of Social Democrat-led local adminis-
trations, post-election administrative purg-
es have been largely absent. Such continui-
ty, Lankina, Hudalla and Wollmann find,
has led to highly effective policy-making
and implementation based on an accumu-
lation of expertise by officials and decision-
makers and an extension of local politi-
cians’ time horizons. A similar dynamic
could be observed in Sopron where the
sharp party polarisation and sudden shifts
in electoral support characteristic of much
Hungarian politics was blunted by a well
established local citizens” party, which
served as a focus for compromise and co-
operation. Such findings run counter to re-
cent national-level studies of parties and
the state in CEE, which associate robust in-
ter-party competition with effective gov-
ernance and extended incumbency with
policy stagnation, party corruption and
partisan abuse of public administration. In
fact, the authors argue, for effective gov-
ernance a middle way is needed. Moderate
competition generating stable incumbency
over the medium term is, they claim, likely
to be optimal, while overly robust, polaris-
ing party competition or the absence of ef-
fective competition are (for different rea-
sons) damaging and to be avoided. A fur-
ther subsidiary finding is that the presence
of ‘old’ elites (ex-nomenklatura officials) in
local political structures is of little rele-

vance to contemporary local governance:
such groups were pervasive in both Rus-
sian cases, which nevertheless diverge
sharply in terms of effectiveness of local
governance.

Local Governance in Central and Eastern
Europe is a succinct, coherent and empiri-
cally rich work, whose innovative combi-
nation of cross-country and within-coun-
try comparison generates genuinely new
insights, signposting multiple directions
for future research. Its central underlying
insight, ably demonstrated by the evidence
marshalled, is that comparing national sys-
tems of sub-national governance is too
broad-brush and too fixated with national-
ly-set, formal institutional powers to cap-
ture the complexity and diversity of local
political processes and outputs. The bold
inclusion of Russian case studies alongside
those from CEE, although not justified as
carefully as it might be in terms of compar-
ative method, is especially productive in
this respect. Russia’s ability to produce a
relatively well-governed urban community
such as Staraya Russa, despite its diver-
gence from the CEE region in terms of for-
mal institutions and socio-economic devel-
opment, allows simple socio-economic, re-
source mobilisation and institutional ex-
planations to be discounted and throws up
a host of research questions. Not the least
of these is the relationship between democ-
racy and efficiency. Like Putnam’s Making
Democracy Work, whose preoccupation with
the interweaving of local-level social and
political processes and use of sub-national
comparison it self-consciously shares, the
present volume takes the efficient formula-
tion and implementation of policy as its
main outcome of interest, downplaying
conventional notions of democratic repre-
sentation or broader measures of demo-
cratic quality. This might be of little conse-
quence in a purely Western or Central Eu-
ropean context, where liberal democracy is
the only game in town. However, the inclu-
sion of the Russian cases adds a new di-
mension to such Putnamian assumptions.
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The authors concede that, while effec-
tive and progressive as deliverers of policy,
both Staraya Russa and the broader Novo-
gorod oblast have local political regimes
which are so executive-dominated and un-
competitive that they scarcely qualify as
minimally democratic. This raises the in-
triguing, if disturbing, possibility that in-
formal elite networks and local consulta-
tive bodies able to foster consensus and
trust can compensate for the absence of lib-
eral democratic representation as drivers
of effective governance. Indeed, it would
seem to imply that the democratic or un-
democratic character of city government is
largely irrelevant to its effectiveness. Given
the limited number of cases examined, fur-
ther research would clearly be needed to
substantiate both this and the other impli-
cations of the book. This perhaps highlights
its main shortcoming. The multi-layered
nature of its comparison and the complexi-
ty and richness of data uncovered some-
times overwhelm the book’s ability to ana-
lyse them coherently. The book’s analytical
passages range confidently between differ-
ent sets of cases or levels of comparisons
but do so in a somewhat ad hoc fashion.
This is more than effective for falsifying or
qualifying existing explanations, but large-
ly proves unequal to the task of integrating
the key factors highlighted into a bigger
analytical picture or sketching the begin-
nings of a new theoretical model. Instead,
the authors appeal to Putnamian notion of
local civic traditions as the master variable
underpinning varying levels of institution-
al and policy performance. However, their
chosen research design offers no scope for
examining such a thesis — which would
have required a quite different book. This
leaves the reader only with a series of sug-
gestive, but largely speculative, asides in
lieu of a clear conclusion.

Sedn Hanley
University College London
s.hanley@ssees.ucl.ac.uk
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This book presents an historical institution-
al analysis of the first decade of democratic
local government in Prague following the
collapse of communism. It attempts to
measure the performance of government in
two policy areas — transport planning and
the preservation and development of
Prague’s historic core. To do this it applies
two criteria — systematic policy-making
and government openness. The principal
argument that emerges from an analysis
based on extensive, mostly interview-based
research is that policy-makers eschewed
systematic policy-making in favour of a
short-term, incrementalist approach, and
that this approach was relatively closed to
the influence of civic groups and the pub-
lic. In side-stepping the challenge of the
‘critical juncture’ — when ‘the absence of a
firmly established political order means
that political actors have an extraordinary
amount of influence over the future devel-
opment of the polity’ (p.21) — their deci-
sions did not, however, lack long-term con-
sequences, due to a version of institutional
lock-in, which Horak ascribes to the increas-
ing returns of continuity with a certain pol-
icy direction.

Central to the whole account is the the-
sis that political institutions ‘generate in-
centives [for political actors] that privilege
certain forms of behaviour over others’.
(p. 76) The book pursues this argument by
examining the political influence of two
sets of institutions in particular — the mu-
nicipal administrative bureaucracy and or-
ganised civil society. It is argued that insti-
tutional incentives provide a particularly
strong explanatory framework because of
the weakness of political party structures
and programmes. The loose, decentralised
structure of the dominant parties in Prague



