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Abstract

The paper deals with the Hungarian regionalisation process which has been influenced by both, 
national needs for decentralisation of public administration and the requirements of European 
regional policy. The author will focus mainly on a new Hungarian region, South-Transdanu-
bia.

The region-building is a very contested process taking into account the centralised state tra-
ditions, missing regional identity, ambivalent ambitions of central governments. There is no 
doubt that the European regional policy has had a crucial influence on the Hungarian regional-
isation. The question is whether this latter is enough to complete decentralisation programmes 
started 15 years ago?

Hungary has been successful in the adaptation to the European Structural Funds but the re-
gions-building will take much longer period.

INTRODUCTION - INTERNATIONAL BACKGROUND

Changing picture at meso-level administration in Europe

The diversity of public administration is a marking feature of the European po-
litical circumstances, in spite of the dozens of administrative reforms carried out 
only in the 20th century. These changes – both in Eastern and in Western Europe 
– were bound partly with political transformations and partly with the social–eco-
nomic and political development within the national frameworks.

The countries of the European Union can be classed in different structural types 
from state theoretical aspect:

• In the federal state the meso-level bears several features of an independent 
state (legislation, provincial parliament, government) (Germany, Austria, 
and Belgium).
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• The regionalised state consists of constitutionally regulated meso-level 
units with wide autonomy and legislative competencies; although this au-
tonomy is not complete (Italy, Spain, according some classifications Portu-
gal as well).

• In the decentralised state the regulation stipulates the regional tier as a 
unit administered by elected bodies, fulfilling tasks – sometimes under the 
protection of constitution – independently. Similar to the previous type, 
the medium tier carries out its activities partially self–financing (France, 
Netherlands, Sweden, etc. belong to this group).

• The most characteristic feature of the unitary state is that the medium tier 
is under strong central control and its operation is financed mostly by the 
central budget (Denmark, the United Kingdom, Finland, Greece can be 
classed into this group).

Investigating the legal status and functions of the territorial medium tiers in the 
member states of the European Union, we found that during the 80’s in the major-
ity of unitary and in both decentralised states a shift of competencies proceeded to 
the benefit of the medium level. The strengthening of the meso-level, however, is 
not always decentralisation in the political sense. The central state often prefers 
the regionalisation of state provided services and public administration, the allo-
cation of deconcentrated organs in the regions (England, Greece, Portugal, etc.). 
Finland also passed reforms, but until now it has had no directly elected meso-
government. The Swedish counties have been still centralised, the only result of 
pilot programmes is the decision to continue them. 

Summarising we can say that the phenomenon of regionalism is not always identi-
cal with political decentralisation and not dependant on the physical scale, either. 
The national characteristics strongly differentiate the meso-level of administra-
tion, despite some factors that contribute to the strengthening of the sub-national 
tiers.

Special challenges of the management of regional development

Regional development is one of the responsibilities of the sub-national levels in 
every European country. The new economic paradigm of the previous decades 
had a significant impact on the development of regional policy: 

• The new regional policy could be defined as the innovation-oriented or 
regionally initiated development model. 

• The establishment of regional and local co-operation network of enterpris-
es.

• Institutionalisation of information, innovation and business-incentive 
transfers.
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• Organisation of the local-regional development coalitions of different in-
terest groups, harmonisation of rigid administrative hierarchies and the es-
tablishment of flexible decision-making procedures.

Transformation of the quality of the living space, supplying capital attracting fac-
tors.

The European regions, which were able to formulate, enforce and implement a de-
velopment strategy adapted to their own needs and demand, could stabilise their 
situation within a short period and soon the new structures started growing.

The new regional policy required a new management in general: 

• In several countries so called quasi-governmental or non-governmental 
tripartite/corporate organisations (councils, assemblies, chambers, forum 
etc.) were established, designed for the preparation and implementation of 
regional policy decisions and for linking up the interests of the central state 
and local governments, the employees and employers. 

• The most important and widely spread institutions are the development 
agencies mostly with a quango status. Development agencies were first 
established in the 50’s–60’s in Western–Europe. They have a number of 
different status types (therefore it is hard to define them in terms of or-
ganisational features) yet, their common characteristic is that they are not 
part of the hierarchic state administration and still financed from the cen-
tral budget. Their main distinctive function is the promotion of economy 
(Halkier, 1998).

Special impact of Structural Funds

The management of the EU Structural Funds had the biggest influence on the 
meso-level administration. The literature of the so called Europeanisation often 
states that European regional policy has a crucial role to the national public ad-
ministration (Bache, 1998, Bovaird et al 2002). The European regional policy is 
one of the few community policies which have a strict regulation on the manage-
ment of Structural Funds and this regulation requires the flexible adaptation of 
national structures. The invasive effect of the Structural Funds on the national 
administrations can be explained by the motivation of domestic actors to acquire 
development resources for various targets supporting the priorities of the Com-
munity as well. 

The emerging new model of regional policy in the 1980-’90s meant a crucial chal-
lenge for the member states’ public administration in the following fields:

• The Commission introducing the NUTS system and different categories 
of development objectives pushed national governments to designate the 
eligible areas at the regional level. This phenomenon launched a series of 
reforms in the territorial structure at the medium tier governance and the 
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establishment of new administrative levels and the amalgamation of for-
mer ones. Therefore the Structural Funds were ones of the most important 
factors in encouraging regionalisation (Keating, 1998).

• Second, the development programmes became more complex, which ne-
cessitated the improvement of performance capacity and the introduction 
of new functional solutions in the management. The challenges were to 
prepare long run programmes instead of development projects, and co-or-
dination among different branches and sectors.

• The increasing public involvement in the economic development required 
a more flexible behaviour of the public administrative staff making them 
interested in the performance – market-oriented administration.

• The necessary involvement of external resources and the more and more 
comprehensive measures naturally strengthened the horizontal relation-
ships as opposed to vertical ones – partnership.

There are some differences in the adaptation of the accession countries comparing 
the former member states (Surazska et al 1997). The preparation for the EU acces-
sion and the reestablishment of the national power and administrative structures 
usually were parallel processes supporting each other in the Central-East Euro-
pean states, but they were not free from conflicts, either. 

• First the EU had a more direct effect on shaping the national administration 
in the Central-East European countries through financing them from vari-
ous pre-accession funds. 

• A further speciality of the adaptation process is that the CEE countries had 
to facilitate their management system parallel with the building of general 
public administration. Therefore the new, fragile national public adminis-
tration was less able to meet the professional requirements set by the Com-
munity.

The paper deals with the development of the management system of regional 
policy in Hungary. It presents the results and dilemmas concerning the creation 
of the territorial administration and the administrative meso- level, the special 
organs of regional policy and their interconnections with public administration. 
It also touches upon the emerging conflicts between the traditional institutions of 
democratic participation and publicity, and the new characteristics of the partner-
ship networks. The paper points out the decentralisation and modernisation chal-
lenges initiated by regional policy mostly in the new member states in the light of 
European regional development strategy.
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THE HUNGARIAN HISTORICAL AND ADMINISTRATIvE BACK-
GROUND

The Hungarian state has a very strong tradition of centralization. The systemic 
change in 1990 gave Hungary a chance to shape its own state and political system. 
However, the internal political relations and the needs of the state were not the only 
factors to determine the development of the new power structure. As an applicant 
for EU membership, Hungary has made serious efforts to adjust its institutional 
system to the requirements of the European Union. It is particularly interesting to 
examine how the model of territorial power division got transformed including 
the emergence of the regions and the development of the territorial decision-mak-
ing networks. These efforts have also been affected by the inner pressures for 
decentralization and outside pressure of adaptation on the part of the EU. 

Historical legacies

The county has been the traditional unit of the Hungarian local government sys-
tem ever since the state was founded in the eleventh century (although the number 
of counties has changed, the scale has not; presently the territory of Hungary is 
divided into 19 counties and the capital city, as demonstrated in Figure 1). The 
county organizations were designed to protect the interests of the king and later 
of the nobility. The county was a state within the state. This essentially feudal 
structure remained intact until the Civil Revolution and War of Independence in 
1848–1849. The relatively great power of the county was retained and acknowl-
edged by the 1870 Act on Municipal Authorities which was the first in our history 
to regulate the state administration in a comprehensive way. The counties and 
larger cities of county rank continued to be the two pillars of the local government 
system, even though the idea of a public administration reform and the elimina-
tion of the counties have been raised several times over the past centuries (Vass, 
2003).

In 1950 the Soviet type councils were introduced, but this system was also an 
essentially hierarchical and centralized one within the framework of a socialist 
unitary state. The prevailing professional and political view was that the “councils 
were not the organs of local power but the local organs of the (unitary) power” 
(Beér, 1951). The county continued to function as the basic unit of territorial or-
ganization. The elected bodies in the villages and towns were subordinated to the 
county councils. The counties played a substantial role in the redistribution of 
public resources. The structure of the state remained basically centralized until 
the change of regime. It is important to remark that although the role of exter-
nal pattern has always been visible in the development of the Hungarian public 
administration, centralisation was also supported by the belated socio-economic 
development.
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Changing territorial power structure after 1990

The Act on Local Governments, enacted in 1990, brought about a completely new 
situation in the spatial distribution of power. Autonomy and independence from 
state influence and hierarchy became the essence of the Hungarian model of self-
governance. Legislators preparing this law were motivated mainly by political 
considerations when choosing the dominant values of the Act. In the euphoria of 
the systemic change, political interests and aspects were seen by the Parliament as 
more important than professionalism. 

• The first important change in effect until the present day was the extension 
of the right to local governance to all municipalities, regardless of size. 
The number of local decision-making units was doubled: the former local 
councils were replaced by more than three thousand municipalities. Due 
to the fragmentation and the lack of willingness to form associations, the 
system is horribly expensive and in many cases operates with a very low 
efficiency. 

• The second very important change was the radical decreasing of the role 
of the counties from the territorial structure of public administration. The 
lack of competencies, means and resources, the almost total elimination of 
the counties from the system of territorial administration led to the strong 
centralization of the whole of the administrative system.

• The third structural feature of the Hungarian public administration is the 
strong centralization or nationalization of the medium level. The central 
government and the ministries in particular established their own “bridge-
head” positions at the county and regional levels. 

In conclusion it can be stated that the structure of the local government model has 
not proved to be suitable and sustainable for the decentralization of state power. 
The weakening of the democratically elected medium-level governments (coun-
ties) has contributed to an increase in the influence of the central government. 

Experts identified the problem relatively early, but the solution has not been found 
yet. The debate about the status of the counties or the meso- level governance has 
been going on since 1990. The arguments used in the debate are mainly of politi-
cal rather than professional character and the purpose is not always to perform a 
real reform but rather to postpone the stabilization of power at the medium tier. 
It is very important to emphasise that the subnational level concerns the macro-
political relations, and actually no government is interested in the limitation of 
their own power.

The 1990s were actually spent with the correction of the structural problems 
caused by the Act on Local Governments, without any real success. In the inte-
gration of the system and the strengthening of the meso-tier it was not always the 
administration reform measures that brought results. The Act on Local Govern-
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ments was amended in 1994, but the actual reinforcement of the county govern-
ments did not take place, primarily because of the resistance of the municipalities 
and the ruling political elite. The reform of regional policy, born in the spirit of 
the accession of Hungary to the European Union, resulted in more success. The 
impact of regional policy as a relatively new public policy on the administrative 
and power structure was significantly stronger in the previous decade compared 
to other public policies. 

NEW CHALLENGES OF THE REGIONAL POLICY 

The law about regional policy in 1996

From the point of subnational power, besides the Act on Local Governments and 
the reform of the system of state administration, the most important and maybe 
most ambiguous step was the passing of the Act on Regional Development in 
1996. The act had been shaped during a long preparatory process and sharp de-
bates, as everybody had expected this act to solve the spatial development and 
structural problems of state administration.

The act was passed based on principle of regionalism without previously clarify-
ing the future picture of the administrative division of Hungary. The legislator 
tried to eliminate this contradiction by introducing a special institution: the so-
called development councils, at several spatial scales.

According to the Hungarian regulation, the development councils establishing at 
national, regional, county and micro-regional level were created by delegations. A 
great dilemma was whether the micro-regional (NUTS4, county (NUTS3) or the 
regional (NUTS2) level should be the scenario of the regional political interven-
tion and institutional system. The question was not decided based on professional 
considerations, or by the national or European priorities of regional policy but by 
fairly pragmatic arguments. If we can call this solution a decision at all, the legis-
lator decided to integrate all three territorial tiers into the system of regional polit-
ical institutions. Without going into details, I believe it is important to emphasize 
that the over-fragmented institutional system, the conglomeration of development 
councils operating at three territorial tiers contributed to the fragmentation of the 
development resources, the competition of the tiers among each other and con-
flicts evolving due to the lack of clear division of labour.

The act made the counties the dominant units of regional development and al-
though it provided a possibility for the creation of macro regions but it was not 
compulsory. The fundamental reason for the hesitation about the regions was the 
fact that there was no consensus about their number geographical borders. The 
county development councils decided upon the development concepts and were 
entitled to distribute state supports. By these competences we can state that the 
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development councils of the counties became more powerful organs than the di-
rectly elected county general assemblies.

Changes in the public administration due to regional policy

The principle of partnership meant a challenge for the public administrative sys-
tem. The regional development councils were created on the principle of part-
nership. Their members were mostly recruited from the representatives of local 
governments, chambers of commerce, employees and central ministries. Partner-
ship became typical not only among the sectors but also the different tiers. The 
vertically managed relationship system of both the sectoral (branch) departments 
and the deconcentrated organs took a new direction following the act on regional 
development and became rather horizontal. The motivation of the co-operation 
between the different self-governments is similarly important, since the municipal 
egoism dominating the fragmented municipal system was channelled into territo-
rial frameworks in terms of development programming and resource distribution. 
Important consequence of the partnership element is the preparation for the multi-
level governance approach in order to eliminate the hierarchical subordination 
and independence understood as a complete segregation. The principle of partner-
ship could not bring a real breakthrough in the Hungarian public administrative 
culture in one aspect, concretely in the field of co-operation with the civil, non-
profit sector. The reasons are the relative underdevelopment of the civil sector, the 
poor local public administrative resources, and the distrust or lack of willingness 
for co-operation of the local politicians and public servants involved in the public 
power. It is also unquestionable that in the field of co-operations currently the 
formal, protocol elements and ad hoc interest alliances are characteristic rather 
than a systematic collaboration or common implementation of programmes. The 
routine of the negotiations preparing the meetings of the development councils is 
rather characteristic for the mayors of the municipalities; the state administrative 
sector is more of a superficial than a convinced partner engaged in the everyday 
functioning of development policy.

The challenges of regional policy affected the flexibility and the acceleration of 
the reaction time of the operation of public administration. Usually the deadline 
of the elaboration of projects and applications is fairly strict, and the limitation 
of the implementation time contributed to the emergence of the so called “ad 
hocarism”, the formation occasional teams, the emergence of the group of civil 
servants working for success fee and the expansion of more flexible operational 
and organizational forms. The Hungarian experiences show that the traditional 
bureaucratic apparatuses both in the ministries and in the majority of self-govern-
ment units are unable to perform project management. The extra and the varying 
volume of work load, the interest in the performance and the extra payment con-
nected with that, the high significance of the field work, the necessity of network-
ing all generate conflicts in the traditionally functioning bureaucratic apparatuses. 



Region-Building in Hungary - The Case of South-Transdanubia

81

In order to avoid these they prefer to contract out those tasks. In Hungary we wit-
ness the flourishing and the expansion of the non profit organizations and the indi-
rect public administration. This phenomenon is characteristic not only in regional 
policy but it is inevitable that the applications, the acquirement of resources, the 
management of projects are such action fields of which the relatively flexibly op-
erating non profit or profit-oriented organizations (like the development agencies) 
connected with public administration are more adequate and proved themselves 
more successful. 

A very important change in the operation methods of public administration, pre-
liminarily generated by regional policy is the rehabilitation of planning. Follow-
ing the systemic change, as a result of the rigid refusing of the “socialistic planned 
economy”, planning itself was eliminated from among the tools of public admin-
istration. The act on regional development and physical planning passed in 1996, 
referring to the principle of programming used in the case of the European Struc-
tural Funds, set planning for the long term and with a comprehensive approach 
practically as the precondition of acquiring development resources. The actors of 
public administration, especially the self-governments have learned the lesson 
fairly quickly, and within a relatively short period all territorial unit types have 
prepared its development concepts and programmes. On the surface they were 
able to meet the requirements fairly quickly. However, if we take a closer look at 
the planning process and consider the later destiny of the planning documents we 
have to state that the approach of planning and its real integrating function was 
hardly enforced. The plans were mainly prepared by expert companies based on 
fairly formalized “EU conform” schemes and the involvement of the local society 
and economy was only formal. The real rehabilitation of planning is also hindered 
by the fairly loose and incomplete regulation. The legal nature of planning docu-
ments is unclear and in many aspects the procedural regulation, the circle of those 
involved in planning, and finally the planning itself is not connected to the execu-
tive institutional and tools system.

It is also important to emphasize that decentralization was fulfilled preliminarily 
in terms of the tasks, competencies but it hardly concerned the order of the central 
division of resources. Only an insignificant part of the budget showing a fairly 
high redistribution rate was utilized in a decentralized form. The development 
councils operating at too many tiers and involving too many ambitious actors can 
dispose of only a fragment of the development resources, which naturally caused 
frustration, local conflicts and finally disillusionment.

Besides the inevitably positive impacts of regional policy it is worthy to pay at-
tention to the phenomena which preliminarily concern the democracy and public-
ity of the decision-making and the opportunities for participation, therefore the 
quality and model of democracy. Currently the literature often cites the opinions, 
which indicate the negative effects and consequences of partnership, corporate 
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institutions, associations, ad hoc groupings and informal networks. The past 10- 
year history of the Hungarian regional policy reinforces these anxieties. At county 
level there is a directly elected county assembly with a strong political legitimi-
zation, but its power and influence is much less than that of the delegated type 
of development council, which bears the strategic decision-making competen-
cies and the development resources of the county. At territorial level new elite 
has been emerging, whose influence and internal system of relationships is based 
exactly on the power, influence and the division of development resources. The 
delegating organs do not control the activities of the leaders delegated to these 
organizations. The power of the emerging elite slowly transforms into a set of 
personal positions without having really contributed to the institutionalization of 
the relationships between the organizations.

As a result of the lack of time occurring so often in regional policy and the fairly 
short application deadlines, the aspect of handing in the application enjoys pri-
ority against the involvement of those concerned. The tasks of the consultative 
bodies, civil organizations are often only the subsequent confirmation of the de-
cisions. Regional policy is a special public policy in which the professional po-
litical, technocratic, efficiency and the non-professional, equity and participation 
elements are fairly mixed, anyway. The sensitive balance of those was until now 
hardly achieved in Hungary.

The main contradiction is to be detected between the decentralization demands of 
regional policy and the centralization efforts of the central government. While the 
new institutional system of regional development was established at three levels, 
most of the decision-making competencies and development resources remained 
under the authority of the central government and the ministries. The narrow ac-
tion space of the territorial organs and the strict rule of resource division led to a 
kind of disillusionment among the local actors.

REGION-BUILDING IN HUNGARY

To sum up the effect of the act on regional development, we can say that despite 
the many positive changes it brought about, it has not contributed to the strength-
ening of the development (NUTS 2 level) regions. No political and professional 
compromise has been achieved as regards the territorial level of public adminis-
tration, either (region or county). Nevertheless the process of region-building has 
started, but still not finished to date. Below we take a look at the phases of this 
process.

Development (NUTS 2) regions

In 1996 the government did not designate the borders of the macro-regions. Re-
gional development councils could be established by the associations of the coun-
ties. Some of the voluntary regional development councils did not even follow 
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the later NUTS2 breakdown. As evaluating the developments in the period of 
1996–1999, we can conclude that the region was the weakest point in the original 
institutional model. This was mainly due to the fact that the establishment of re-
gional development councils was not compulsory and accordingly they were not 
due to competencies and resources.

The National Regional Development Concept of Hungary, passed by the Parlia-
ment in 1998, defined the number and the borders of the NUTS 2 regions (Fig-
ure1).

Alongside the amendment, in 1999 the conditions of region building changed es-
sentially, unfortunately partially in a negative way. The compulsory establishment 
of the regional development councils in the NUTS2 regions is definitely a positive 
and inevitable development, yet at the same time some of the changes worsened 
the conditions of strengthening cohesion. Especially questionable was the modi-
fication of the composition of regional councils. The membership of economic 
chambers was eliminated and the number of governmental representatives was 
increased, providing them with a dominant position in decision-making.

Figure 1. The counties and the NUTS 2 regions in Hungary since 1998

Key: 1. Central Hungary - 2. North Hungary - 3. North Great Plain - 4. South Great Plain -         
5. South Transdanubia - 6. West Transdanubia - 7. Middle Transdanubia
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In 2004 the act was amended again. On the one hand, the consultancy right of the 
non-governmental organisations, as opposed to the councils, was regulated; on 
the other hand, the regional development agencies operating besides the regional 
development councils were strengthened. Their existence has been guaranteed by 
the law since 2004; they are not operating by just the favour of the development 
councils. At the same time, the administrative limitations have increased too, and 
the issue of the financing of the agencies has remained unsolved.

The accession in 2004 caused a shock and disappointment. Referring to the “weak 
regional capacity”, the European Commission insisted on the centralised manage-
ment of Structural Funds, therefore the regional institutions (regional develop-
ment councils) have almost completely lost their former influence on regional 
policy. The management authorities were built out in the central government, the 
regional actors were only given co-operating function. We have to face the fact 
that the EU does not insist on the active role of the regions, it does not want to take 
risks with the decentralised structures.

The second national development plan for the 2007–2013 period is just before 
finalisation. Although the government placed a heavy emphasis on the role of 
the regions during the planning process, in fact, they promised the creation of 
independent regional operational programmes, the prospects of the regions are 
not very promising by the end of the series of negotiations with Brussels. The 
government makes a recommendation for a very much centralised management, 
the regional development agencies will be given a contributing role again, as in 
2004–2006, and the regional development council will not be more than consult-
ing partners in the planning.

On the whole we can say that the process of the region building is a contradictory 
one. Although the network was at last built out in Hungary, partnership has not 
been established to the required degree, there are no strong decentralised profes-
sional apparatuses behind the decision makers, and, what is the biggest problem, 
the macro-regions do not dispose of considerable resources and competencies. 
The main reason for that is the over-fragmentation of the institutional system of 
regional development, at three territorial levels. The regional institutions altogeth-
er have much less power and resources than the central government alone. The 
biggest obstacle of region building is thus the centralising attitude of the govern-
ment, irrespective of their ideological approach. In the light of this it is especially 
interesting to take a look at the process of political regionalisation.

Attempts to create political regions

It is often argued that political regionalization is the only way to renew and decen-
tralize the currently centralized politics and state of Hungary (Ágh, 2003). This ar-
gument is not concerned with the scale or the outdated and non efficient character 
of the county system in the first place, but emphasizes the political aspects seeing 
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a chance for decentralisation in the election of political regions. In 2002 the gov-
ernment announced the reform programme, by planning the creation of directly 
elected regional self-governments by the year 2006. The objective of the reform 
was to settle the decade-long debate over the counties by transferring territorial 
power to the regions, eliminating the self-governance status of the counties. 

At that time I was not very optimistic and satisfied with this intention, because it 
is a well known fact that regions are artificial formations in Hungary, the regional 
identity of the Hungarian society is obviously very weak. The civil society and 
the political institutional system have not yet been built out at the regional level. 
Consequently, the democratic control over the regional bodies, as well as the rela-
tions of these bodies to the electors and the social or political institutions would be 
rather weak. It is an extremely important question then whether a top-down initi-
ated regionalisation, together with a weak and not integrated local society, could 
lead to an actually decentralised power structure? There is a danger that a forced 
regionalisation will become a tool of not the local but of the central power. Fears 
proved to be unjustified, but not because of their reality; because the reform of re-
gional self-governance was dropped. The government in power in 2002–2006 did 
not prepare laws for the regional reform. It is an excuse, although, that the reform 
probably would not have gained the supported of the opposition in the Parliament. 
Considering that regionalisation requires the amendment of the Constitution in 
Hungary, the necessary two-thirds support in the Parliament is only possible if a 
consensus with the opposition is reached.

However, the establishment and instalment of new administrative tiers is thus not 
only a matter of legal regulation. The model of the tiers outlined in public law and 
the way in which they are institutionalized are not sufficient for the description 
of the comprehensive model of governance any more. Modern works of political 
and organisational theory make a clear distinction between the legal category of 
governing and the category of governance including different levels and sectors. 
In addition to the democratic character, good governance also requires rational-
ity (efficiency) and reacting capacity (flexibility and embeddedness, Kooiman, 
2002). The simple transfer of the place of the elections from the county level 
to the regional one cannot be seen a systematic region building. The question is 
whether the civil society and the economy are strong enough in Hungary now to 
go on with the process of decentralisation?

Summary

The Hungarian “regional” policy before the accession can be evaluated as an ex-
ample of quasi adaptation and learning. This period was the first phase of region-
alism, which in effect was a subordinate, reactive behaviour of a transition coun-
try joining the Union, without the real decentralisation of the centralised power 
model of the Hungarian state.
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A new phase of regionalisation can start if the government, being free form the 
“external pressure”, decides on decentralisation on the basis of its own interests, 
own values and own recognition. This phase seems to be much more difficult 
but also much more promising, inasmuch as its ultimate goal is not an imitated 
adaptation and the fabrication of quasi regions but the creation of an effective and 
democratic power model that is able to counterbalance the central power.

How much is it probable that in the new, “bottom up” phase/stage of regionalism 
the local actors will be capable of region building and maintain a regional cohe-
sion? In order to answer this question I am going to demonstrate the findings of 
an empirical research carried out in a Hungarian NUTS 2 region. This region is 
an ideal example because it has a “past” and after a recent government decision 
also a “future”, since the government has started a pilot program in order to create 
new political, administrative institutions and functions at regional level. South 
Transdanubia has been nominated as the first pilot region in 2005. So the story of 
the region building is to be continued.

SHAPING OF THE SOUTH TRANSDANUBIAN REGION

As I have already mentioned, regions are artificial formations in Hungary, in 
which no power or political organs have been operating. This means that region 
building requires the creation of new institutions with regional authority, on the 
one hand, and the organisation of the existing institutions into regional networks, 
on the other. While it is relatively easy to establish institutions with regional au-
thority, the creation of a regional network among the already existing and the new 
institutional systems is much more problematic.

South Transdanubia is considered a region of medium size having 975 000 in-
habitants. South Transdanubia is one of the less developed regions in Hungary, 
although relatively rich in experience of regional policy. It was the first region in 
Hungary to create voluntarily the institutions of co-operation at regional level in 
1992. South Transdanubia was in relatively close touch with European regional 
policy as a pilot region supported by Phare programme. 

The most important regional actors and their networks

In South Transdanubia, development institutions compatible with the national 
regulation have been born, of which only the most important ones are mentioned 
here.

At regional level the South Transdanubian Regional Development Council counts 
as the most important actor. South Transdanubia as a NUTS 2 region consists of 
three counties. In the 1996–1999 periods the regional development council was 
a voluntary organisation with no competence or resources. However, after South 
Transdanubia was declared a Phare “pilot region” and the regional development 
council was given its own tasks and resources. Then, from 1999, when the estab-
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lishment of regional councils became compulsory, regional councils were provid-
ed by law with both authority and resources. The regional development councils’ 
duties are to create a development plan for the region, to initiate and implement 
development programmes and to distribute the allocated development resources. 
On the basis of this particular authorisation we can claim that the regional devel-
opment council has become the most influential actor in regional development 
policy. This situation was fundamentally – and negatively – changed in 2004 by 
the accession to the European Union. The council actually lost all of its functions, 
as the use of the n d resources was coordinated to the distribution of the EU re-
sources, because of the requirement of additionality. It is interesting, though ,that 
the council does not have significant competencies in the EU-related development 
planning, as the government decided in the establishment of an ad hoc task force 
for the regional preparation of the national development plan in each region.  

The work of the regional development council is assisted by a non-profit regional 
development agency, operating as a public utility (non profit) company. Agency 
experts have a dominant influence in the activities of the council. They acquired 
professional experience and elaborated their network of connections primarily 
during the management of the Phare pilot programme. The fate of the develop-
ment agency after the approval of the act on regional development is interesting. 
The regional development council was rather distrustful against the agency. The 
members representing the respective counties achieved that in all three counties 
of the region a department of the agency was created. The mistrustfulness could 
also be seen in the contradictory way of financing. The budget based on the con-
tributions of the members was of course not enough for the operation, so the 
agency has been depended on external resources from the beginning. This situa-
tion proved to be a blessing for the staff of agency in the long run, as they gained 
a routine in tendering and the management of resources, and also built out their re-
lationships in the European Union. After the EU accession the role of the agencies 
has continuously strengthened, their staffs have increased and the agencies have 
become more and more independent of the development councils financially. The 
regional development agencies act as so-called intermediary bodies in the use of 
the Structural Funds, which means that they have a significant informal role. The 
agency was given an assignment from the government for the contribution to the 
preparation of the national development plans. Today the actual situation is that 
the regional development agencies are more attached to the national government 
and the market than the regional development councils. Coming from their size 
(approximately forty well-trained experts) and local and EU contacts, they have 
become the most important regional actors of development policy by now.

Of course at the description of the regional institutional system we cannot omit 
the assessment of the networks, i.e. how the above-mentioned two institutions are 
able to integrate the different actors. An empirical survey done in 2002–2004 as 
part of a 5th framework programme targeted at this, among other things (Paraskev-
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opoulos et al, 2004). In the course of our study we also endeavoured to interpret 
the nature and shaping of the networks both inside and outside the region. The 
analyses showed that the partnership organisations and the elected municipalities 
have the most integrating role in regional policy. On the whole, the network has 
a strongly public character, the civil and the economic actors are on the periphery 
of the networks. The special feature of the network is the geographical cohesion. 
Actors within the same counties have stronger connections with each other than 
with those in other counties. Another conflict among the spatial units is the lack of 
decision concerning the regional centres, as the government did not regulate the 
issue of where the seats of the NUTS 2 regions should be. The competition of the 
candidate towns definitely loosens internal cohesion. These elements suggest that 
the inner cohesion of the artificially created macro regions is weak, and the coun-
ties and micro-regions within the regions have more organic and denser networks 
than the regions, which are poorer both in institutions and social capital. The 
participation in development councils significantly increases the influence of the 
leaders of certain organisations. For example, the chairmen of the county general 
assemblies are the chairmen of the county development councils (as required by 
law) as well as members or chairmen of the regional development council, and 
they may at the same time be members of the National Development Council and 
sometimes in the National Parliament. In addition to these there are even more 
collective forums offering them membership. Such “cumulative mandates” cre-
ate key individuals, whose influence is significantly stronger than that of the or-
ganisation from which the mandate originates. The delegating organisations often 
have difficulty in controlling the actions of individuals with multi-membership in 
each decision-making forum.

Regardless of these negative phenomena the region as a whole can be charac-
terised by significant changes from the point of view of Europeanization and re-
gionalisation. Ever-widening group of politicians and experts now obtain direct 
information and knowledge about the EU. The region, especially owing to the de-
centralised institutions and resources of regional development policy, has shown 
an increasing degree of cohesion and networks of both an occasional and perma-
nent and of an informal and institutionalised nature are being constructed.

Pilot programme in South Transdanubia

As I have mentioned the programme of the political regionalisation of Hunga-
ry has been cancelled from the agenda, but in 2005 South Transdanubia as the 
“cradle of regionalism” in Hungary was given an opportunity to host a new pilot 
regional programme. The essence of this concept is that the local governments of 
the three counties making the region and the county seat towns make a munici-
pal association. The body consisting of the representatives of the member local 
governments can decide in issues where the member local governments transfer 
their competencies to the association. The logic of this model is evident in the 
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budgeting, too, the contributions of the members make the financial means of the 
association. An undeniable advantage of the model is bottom-up building and the 
fact that it is definitely built on the co-operation of the partners, contributing this 
way to the development of the co-operative culture and to regional cohesion itself. 
On the other hand, it is a serious disadvantage that is only bottom-up building, i.e. 
the associate body has competencies transferred by its members, only. This means 
that the pilot region can only model how efficiently the local and county level 
responsibilities and resources concentrate and cooperate at a regional level. It is 
not suitable, on the other hand, for simulating a situation where competencies and 
resources are transferred from above, from the government to the regional level. 
The model experiment thus does not allow the simulation of an actual decentrali-
sation! This fact projects the failure of the experiment. The partners – probably 
– will not share much of their competencies and resources. The motivation is 
actually missing and the expected advantages are only virtual. The experiences of 
the operation are not very good after approximately one year. Three poor counties 
without competencies will not make a rich region!

SETTING THE AGENDA

Considerations on the future

The second phase or regionalisation does not allow us to be very optimistic, then. 
The intentions of the government are contradictory, the political elite is divided, 
the co-operative willingness and the local networks of the local actors do not seem 
to be strong, and the local society seems to be rather indifferent as regards the 
topic of regional decentralisation.

What can drive regionalism then?

In Hungary, but probably also in the other transitory states, decentralisation and 
region building can only accelerate if motivated and accelerated bottom-up and 
top-down at the same time. Also, this is the only way for Hungary to leave the re-
active phase and enter the phase of recognised and conscious reforms. We remark 
that this is exactly what British researchers found when contemplating the future 
of regionalism in England (Bond-Mc Crone, 2004).

It seems that the success of regional institution building forced from above and 
from the Union will be strongly connected to the motivation of resource acquisi-
tion, without being able to reach a real social and economic imbeddedness.

The bottom-up regions on the basis of co-operations and local networks seem to 
be unfeasible because in an over-centralised country the mere concentration of 
local power and resources cannot lead to the establishment of strong regions.

As regards the step out of the deadlock, it is of basic importance what impulses 
the new accession countries get from the European Union. It is not an accident 
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that the professionals dealing with regional policy in Hungary attribute a real-
ly great significance to what decision is made on the management model of the 
Structural Funds after 2007. Unfortunately there are signs suggesting that the re-
gions, similarly to the present situation, will be not given a meaningful role in the 
management of the regional programmes, and it will lead to the loss of their inter-
est and the emptying of the former institutional system. Without real functions 
and resources it is probably impossible to persuade the regional politicians of the 
advantages of regional co-operation.

On the basis of all this it is difficult to predict the future of regionalism in Hun-
gary. It is certain that the regional policy of the EU in itself will not establish the 
creation of elected self-governance regions in Hungary. Another certain things 
that it is not the regional scale that brings about the possibility of regionalisation, 
it is actually the real will of the government and the real capacity of the regions.

Seemingly the will of the government is there, as the re-elected government initi-
ated in the Parliament, right after the elections, the plan of the creation of regional 
self-governments. The opposition, however, did not support the amendment of 
the act on local governments and the parallel amendment of the Constitution. For 
the time being, regionalisation with a political content is not on the agenda. The 
future of the development regions is uncertain, but the signs are not too promis-
ing, as we have already mentioned.

CONCLUSIONS

At the beginning of the 21st century, regionalism has become one of the most 
promising slogans, usually connected with the notions of “Europeanization” and 
modernization. Behind the slogan of regionalism, however, it is possible to de-
tect rather varied intentions, values and even concepts of geographical configura-
tions. Generally the slogan of regionalism has been used as a tool rather than a 
target in Hungarian politics. It has become a tool of centralization, the resource 
distribution alongside clique interests, bypassing the directly elected self-govern-
ment bodies and the publicity. The regional resources of the Union as the main 
motivations of regionalisation can be absorbed without having strong regions. We 
have to acknowledge that regionalisation forced from “top down” and “from the 
outside” has failed.

The original logic of regionalism has been violated, the old, centralized, antidem-
ocratic political attitudes have survived within the framework of new geographi-
cal boundaries and organizational forms.

In-depth analyses of public policy are necessary to make sure that it is the regional 
scale at which the Hungarian public administration should be reorganised. Even 
more time is needed to persuade the political elite and the local society that re-
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gionalisation is not a political toy but the optimal spatial framework of the more 
democratic and efficient governance.
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