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Introduction
Croatia is a unitary country with a single system of local government. There are 428 rural and 128 urban municipalities (towns) at the first and 20 counties at the second level. At the beginning of the 21st century, Croatia commenced a wave of decentralization policies which resulted in asymmetric municipal policy scope. Bigger urban municipalities (>35.000) and municipalities that are county seats regardless of their size (altogether 24 units) were granted additional competences in the fields of education, social care, traffic infrastructure and land use. Despite decentralization measures, several functions that had been constitutionally entrusted to municipalities remained within the legal scope of the counties or national authorities (caring services, social assistance, primary healthcare, primary education). The City of Zagreb alone has a unique policy scope: as a capital it has a dual status of both a municipality and a county and is vested with all the functions and competences of both tiers. These differences will be presented in the following text with different scoring of certain variables. In fields with no (formal) differences among the categories, scoring and coding for all municipalities are unified. According to the official census from 2011 population size of different groups of municipalities categories is:
Zagreb (1): 779.251

Big towns (24): 1.228.251
Other municipalities (531): 2.277.493
Since 2015 there have been no major interventions or reforms in local government system that would change the coding/scoring of individual variables in different years, so the scores presented in this paper are equally applicable to every year in 2015-2020 period.
Self-rule
1. Institutional depth
According to the Constitution and the Law on Local and Regional Self-Government, municipalities have general (residual) competence – they are free to assume and to perform any public task which is not explicitly assigned to other authorities, national or regional. However, individual sectoral laws are rather exhaustive in enumerating municipal responsibilities and competences (mandatory and non-mandatory) in a way that does not leave much room for autonomous manoeuvring with their policy scope. Still, the formal possibility to take on new functions exists.
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2. Policy scope
EDUCATION

Pre-school – score 1: All municipalities are responsible for the delivery of this service and for financing of the pre-school facilities as well as for the staffing and salaries of their personnel. Although kindergartens may also be established by the national or regional government, as well as by private subjects, vast majority of them are municipally owned. Even private kindergartens are in most cases subsidized from municipal budgets.
Primary school – score 0.75 (Zagreb and big towns); score 0 (all other municipalities): Originally, primary education service had been an exclusive responsibility of national authorities, but it was decentralized to the counties and big towns in 2001. They are responsible for building and maintaining the school infrastructure and for staffing. They also cover some personal expenses of the personnel, but not their salaries, which are covered from the national budget.
Secondary school – score 0.75 (Zagreb); score 0 (other municipalities): Secondary education belongs to the policy scope of the counties, thus only the City of Zagreb is responsible for the delivery of the service in the same way as for the primary education service. The described distribution of competences in the field of education has been in place since 2001 and nothing significantly has changed since.
SOCIAL ASSISTANCE

CODING 0.5

Economic assistance – score 0.5: This function is shared among municipalities, counties and national authorities. According to the provisions of the Social Welfare Act basic financial relief for the poor (‘minimal compensation’) is funded from the national budget and administered by the regional offices of the ministry responsible for social policy (‘centres for social care’). Municipalities are obliged to provide additional financial assistance to the poor by covering their housing expenses, including those of basic utility services. Furthermore, municipalities are free to develop additional social programmes and compensations which would respond to specific needs of their population. 
Work training – score 0: This is not a municipal function, but a responsibility of national employment agency.
Integration of refugees – score 0: This is not a municipal function, but mostly a responsibility of the Ministry of Interior.
HEALTH

Primary health – score 0.75 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): Primary health services are the responsibility of the counties. They are responsible for the infrastructure, delivery and overall governance of these services, as well as for staffing but not for the salaries of the personnel which are covered from national budget.
Hospitals – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): Responsibilities for hospitals are shared between the national and regional (county) authorities. General (basic) hospitals are established and governed by the counties and clinical centres (big hospitals) by national authorities. Like with primary health services, counties are not responsible for the salaries of the personnel.
Dental services – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): Dental services in Croatia are a part of primary health services, which fall into the scope of counties, but in many cases are provided by private subjects.
LAND-USE

Building permits – score 1 (Zagreb and big towns); score 0 (all other municipalities): Administration of building permits has originally been an exclusive county function, but it was decentralized to big towns in 2005. Building permits for all other municipalities are administered and issued by county authorities.
Zoning – score 1: All municipalities are responsible for zoning and adopt their own zoning plans.
PUBLIC TRANSPORT

Bus transport services – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0.25 (all other municipalities): Municipalities are responsible only for intra-municipal public bus transport services, while inter-municipal transport is the responsibility of the counties. For the majority of municipalities inter-municipal transport services and connections with nearby towns are more important than intra-municipal connections.
Railway transport services – score 0: Railway transport services fall into the scope of central government.
HOUSING
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Housing and town development – score 0.25: As a rule, municipalities do not engage in housing projects as direct investors/constructors since housing in Croatia is predominantly undertaken by private sector organizations and entrepreneurs. However, town development is directly planned by municipal authorities as a part of their zoning function, but also by adopting decisions on construction rules and requirements.
Social housing – score 0.25: According to the relevant legislation (Law on publicly subsidized housing), this function may be completely municipal. However, in practice, responsibilities for social housing are shared between municipalities and national authorities (National agency for social housing). As a rule, local social housing projects are arranged as follows: municipalities are responsible for securing building parcels and to equip them with required infrastructure; they develop criteria for the eligibility for the future buyers/tenants and they administer requests and procedures. At the same time, national agency is the main investor, responsible for contracting the constructors and for selling/renting housing units.
POLICE

Public order – score 0: This is not a local government function, but a responsibility of national police (Ministry of Interior).
Traffic police – score 0.25: Generally, traffic policing is legally defined as a responsibility of national police forces (Ministry of Interior). However, by the virtue of the same legislation municipalities are allowed to assume some tasks, but with prior consent of the Ministry. These include: management and control of parking lots, including issuing tickets and removal of vehicles; direct traffic control on public roads etc. There are no official data on how many municipalities actually perform these tasks.
CARING FUNCTIONS
General caring services – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): General caring services in Croatia are regulated, administered and financed predominantly by national authorities who perform these tasks through ‘centres for social care’ (regional offices of the Ministry responsible for social policy). They are established by the Government; one or several in each county. They decide in individual cases to grant or not these services to the users, based on criteria set in legislation. Counties are legally obliged to co-finance material expenses of these organizations. On the other hand, direct provision of general caring services (accommodation, homes for elderly, home visitors and personal assistants) may be assumed by either municipal, county or national authorities or by private subjects (for-profit and non-profit). Municipalities assume these responsibilities very rarely (in cca. 10 cases), insufficiently to justify the score above 0. Nursing homes for elderly are either owned and governed by the counties or by private subjects (for-profit and non-profit). Also, services like home visitors and home assistants are either provided by organizations established by the counties, national authorities or non-profit associations).
Special groups – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): In a similar way to general caring services, services for special groups (disabled persons, children with specific needs etc.) are also primarily a responsibility of national authorities who regulate, administer and finance these services through ‘centres for social care’. Municipalities may establish immediate service-providing organizations, but they do it very rarely – they are usually established by national government or voluntary sector, except in case of Zagreb who established several public organizations providing care for special groups of users.
Child protection – score 0: These services are the responsibility of national authorities and completely administered by the ‘centres for social care’ in cooperation with the courts. Institutions for accommodation of the children without parental care are exclusively owned and governed by the national government.
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3. Effective political discretion

EDUCATION

Pre-school – score 1: Although the discretion of municipalities is somewhat limited by the extensive legal framework (pre-school curricula, standards of the service, status of the personnel), they have substantial decision-making powers regarding immediate service-delivery.
Primary school – score 0.5 (Zagreb and big towns); score 0 (all other municipalities): This is a function in which the decision-making is shared between big towns/counties and national authorities.
Secondary school – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): This is a function that is shared between the counties and national authorities.
SOCIAL ASSISTANCE
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Economic assistance – score 0.5: Since this is a shared function between among all the government tiers, political discretion of municipalities is only partial.
Work training – score 0: Not a municipal function.
Integration of refugees – score 0: Not a municipal function.
HEALTH

Primary health – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): Counties’ discretion in the provision of primary health services is substantially limited by the exhaustive legal framework, detailed supervision, and the fact that these services are predominantly financed by the conditional financial transfers from the national budget. Also, there is also a rather important role of national professional associations of edical personnel (chambers).
Hospitals – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): See explanation for primary health services.
Dental services – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): See explanation for primary health services.
LAND-USE

Building permits – score 1 (Zagreb and big towns); score 0 (all other municipalities): Municipalities that administer building permits have full discretion. Supervision from higher authorities covers only the legality of procedures and permits.
Zoning – score 0.5: Discretion of municipalities is limited by the zoning plans of higher authorities which municipal plans must comply with. Municipal plans cannot enter into force without prior approval of both the county administration and a competent ministry.
PUBLIC TRANSPORT
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Bus transport services – score 0.5: As was previously discussed, municipalities have full discretion over bus services within their borders.
Railway transport services – score 0: Not a municipal function.
HOUSING
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Housing and town development – score 0.5: Despite not being much directly involved in housing and development projects, municipal authorities enjoy comprehensive discretion in this functional area.
Social housing – score 0.25: This function is shared between national and municipal authorities which limits each other’s full discretion.
POLICE
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Public order – score 0: Not a municipal function.
Traffic police – score 0.25: As municipalities may assume very limited scope of tasks in this area, the score is 0.25. Furthermore, they perform their tasks under extensive regulatory framework and intensive supervision of national authorities.
CARING FUNCTIONS

General caring services – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): Counties (Zagreb included) have a certain decision-making power in governing service-providing organizations, but criteria for users and service standards are in great detail set by national authorities.
Special groups – score 0.5 (Zagreb); score 0 (all other municipalities): Same as above.
Child protection – score 0: This is not a municipal function.
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4. Fiscal autonomy

The most important source of municipal revenue is personal income tax which is collected centrally but distributed completely among municipalities and counties. All its aspects are decided centrally by respective legal provisions, so municipalities do not set the base or the rate of this tax. Revenue from personal income tax represents 87-88% of all municipal tax revenue and between 48% (in 2015) and 53% (in 2019) of all their revenue. Revenue from other major taxes (corporate, added value) belongs to the central budget. Local taxes that may be introduced by municipalities are surtax on personal income tax, tax on beverage consumption, tax on vacation homes and tax on usage of public spaces. However, municipal autonomy is restrained regarding these taxes - although they may decide to introduce them or not, their base and rate are in most cases defined by the relevant legislation. The exception is the tax on usage of public space over which municipalities have complete authority in defining its base and setting its rate. Altogether, these municipal taxes rarely yield more than 6-7% of all revenue. Perhaps the most accurate score for this variable would be 0.5, but since half scores are not allowed for this variable, score is 1. The City of Zagreb is little bit more autonomous since it might also introduce specific county taxes (inheritance tax, tax on vehicles tax on water vessels), but even in this case, all municipal and county taxes yield less than 5% of the budget revenue.
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5. Financial transfer system
This explanation follows the reasoning that revenue from personal income tax is regarded as financial transfer as well. Since this source of revenue is not destined for specific purpose, it is understood as unconditional financial transfer. Mostly because of this, unconditional transfers are overwhelmingly dominant, representing more than 80% of all transfers in all categories of municipalities: in the City of Zagreb unconditional transfers make up 95 and 99% of all transfers, depending on the year; in big towns between 80 and 85 and in other municipalities between 82 and 94% of all transfers in 2015-2020 period. Besides PIT, other unconditional transfers include current transfers from national and county budgets. In recent years, proportion of conditional transfers has been slowly, but steadily increasing while still being under 20%. This is mostly due to the increased amount of the EU financial assistance for municipal projects that are (co)financed through the ESI funds.
CODING: 3
6. Financial self-reliance

When revenue stemming form personal income tax is accounted as financial transfer, due to municipalities having no influence on its base or rate, own sources yield between 25 and 50% of total municipal budgets’ revenues. Own sources include local taxes (discussed in previous paragraph), administrative fees and charges and revenue from municipal property. Proportion of own sources varies in different categories of municipalities, the lowest being in the City of Zagreb (25-30% due to the biggest share of personal income tax) and the highest being in smaller municipalities (40-50%). However, they all fall within the range for which the coding is envisaged as 2.
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7. Borrowing autonomy

National rules for local government borrowing are uniform for all local government units and there have been no changes in this regard since 2015. Borrowing is allowed but under restrictive national rules. Long-term loans are possible only for investments and not current expenses and only when such an investment is completely financed from a municipal budget. These loans require prior authorisation of the Ministry of Finance and from the Government as a whole. Only short-term loans (up to 12 months) are allowed for covering/bridging current deficits and without prior authorisation of national institutions. Total annual commitment of a single municipality for all possible loans must not exceed 20% of its annual revenue (not counting transfers received from the international, central and regional authorities).
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8. Organisational autonomy

Local executives (mayors) are directly elected by the citizens. All elements of the local political system are laid down by the law and in this regard, municipalities have no autonomy at all. Same applies to electoral rules. Municipalities hire their own staff and fix salaries of their employees within the broad range prescribed by the Law. However, there is a legal provision that stipulates that annual expenses for salaries must not exceed 20% of the annual municipal revenue. They are autonomous in determining internal organisational structure (number of departments, their internal organisation), but the status of the staff is pretty much determined by national legal provisions. Municipalities are free to establish separate legal entities and enterprises, by the decision of their council. Final score reflects a non-existing autonomy in deciding the elements of local political and electoral system (0) and limited autonomy in determining the status of the staff (0.25) and in fixing their salaries (0.25). These remarks are applicable to all municipalities and in this regard, there have been no significant changes since 2015.
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Interactive-rule
9. Legal protection

There are several constitutional provisions that protect local self-government and guarantee the respective right. Article 4 envisages local self-government as a mean of vertical division of political authority and articles 128-131 broadly define municipalities and counties as building blocks of local government system, provide guarantees for their policy scope in a number of areas and stipulate their autonomy regarding their internal organization, means of supervision and proportionality between their tasks and revenues. Municipalities have recourse to the Constitutional Court as they may request the review of constitutionality of the laws that regulate the issues regarding local government’s constitutional position. Regarding other laws and bylaws, they have access to the Constitutional Court as any other legal subjects – they may file a proposal (not a request!) for the review of the legality of a certain law or regulation. This poses the problem because many regulations and decrees of Government interfere in municipal policy scope, despite the constitutional provision that local government functions are to be regulated only by laws and not by regulations of lesser importance. Municipalities have recourse to administrative courts to settle disputes with higher authorities basically without any restriction in all cases when higher authorities officially intervene in local government institutions and decisions. Other means of protection of the local autonomy suggested in the codebook do not exist – individual municipalities are not listed in the Constitution, but in the Law and they can be forced to merge.
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10. Administrative supervision

According to the relevant constitutional provision (art. 130) municipalities’ decisions can be supervised only in terms of their legality and constitutionality. Basic legislation on local government follows this setup and, in this regard, higher (national) authorities can suspend municipal decisions (bylaws and individual decisions) and even dissolve local councils in some cases when they don’t comply with legal provisions. According to this, the score for this variable would be 2. However, there are two important circumstances that need to be mentioned although when combined they do not change the final coding: 1. Legal texts regulating local government functions have become pretty extensive and cover municipal functions in great detail, this being the case especially in legislation that transposes EU acquis in areas of waste management, water services etc. Issues that previously had been a matter of municipal expediency have become a matter of legality. More and more municipalities are obliged to apply the law (do as prescribed) rather than autonomously provide services within the framework of the law (respecting the law); 2. At the same time, monitoring and supervising capacity of central authorities has traditionally been rather weak so the procedures of supervision are not performed systematically or even regularly. Formal rules on supervision, in combination with these developments justify the score of 2.
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11. Central or regional access

There are no formal institutions for municipal representation at the higher levels of government. In a similar way, there are no formal consultation mechanisms. Associations of municipalities and counties are consulted only sporadically during legislative process as there is no formal obligation for central policy makers to include them in preparation of such decisions. Even when consulted, their influence is of moderate impact. Therefore, only informal channels of influence and consultation remain as an instrument of municipal participation in higher-level decision-making. These channels are quite important and are not to be neglected. The most important channel of influence are dual mandates since mayors and local councillors are allowed to simultaneously hold both the local and the parliamentary mandate. They usually occupy approximately 20-25% of parliamentary seats and their voice is rather strong and usually uniform in matters affecting local government, regardless of their partisan affiliations. Another channel of influence is built through the work of associations of municipalities. The existence and the nature of these channels have been stable lately and have not changed since 2015.
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Additional questions (2020 only)
With these additional questions on the potential causal mechanisms and effects of local autonomy, we want to collect a current perception. More concretely, it means that it would be great if you could give us your answers to these questions directly here (i.e. no coding sheet), without considering any possible asymmetries in your country (i.e. national level only) or any changes over time (i.e. 2020 only). Any interesting (legal) indication may be also mentioned/added.
To better understand how an external shock may cause a change in local autonomy in a given country, a question is asked about the implication of Covid-19 pandemic.
The effects of local autonomy concern the satisfaction with local government service delivery, the importance of local government for citizens, the satisfaction with local democracy, the turnout at local elections and the trustworthiness of local politicians.
Implication of Covid-19 Pandemic

	Implication of Covid-19 pandemic
	The extent to which the autonomy of local government has been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic
	0-3
	0 local government autonomy has generally decreased with the Covid-19 pandemic

1 local government autonomy has not been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic

2 local government autonomy in health has increased with the Covid-19 pandemic

3 local government autonomy in health and in other fields related to the Covid-19 pandemic has increased


Covid-19 pandemic has affected local autonomy in a predominantly negative way. All local services must abide regulations and recommendations issued by national authorities regarding prevention of infections and disease.
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Satisfaction with local government service delivery

	Satisfaction with local government service delivery
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local government service delivery
	0-3
	0 citizens are generally not satisfied at all with local government service delivery

1 citizens are generally moderately satisfied with local government service delivery

2 citizens are generally mostly satisfied with local government service delivery
3 citizens are generally entirely satisfied with local government service delivery


As far as I know, there are no official or privately undertaken surveys about citizen satisfaction with local government service delivery in Croatia. This score is based on very palpable public perception present in media, social networks and academic community which depicts municipalities as bureaucratic, non-responsive and lacking capacity for local service modernization. However, there are numerous notable exceptions because of which the final score is not the lowest possible.
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Importance of local government for citizens

	Importance of local government
	The extent to which local government has an important role in the daily life of citizens
	0-3
	0 local government is not important at all in the daily life of citizens

1 local government is somewhat important in the daily life of citizens

2 local government is important in the daily life of citizens

3 local government is very important in the daily life of citizens


This is a rather subjective estimation: Croatia is centralized country and national authorities decide on many issues pertaining to daily life of the citizens. Also, counties have assumed many functions that should have been municipal. Because of this, local government is generally of moderate importance to the daily life of the citizens, but this varies across municipalities – bigger ones have more immediate and more important impact due to wider policy scope.
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Satisfaction with local democracy

	Satisfaction with local democracy
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local democracy
	0-4
	0 citizens are not at all satisfied with local democracy

1 citizens are rather not satisfied with local democracy

2 citizens are neither dissatisfied nor satisfied with local democracy

3 citizens are rather satisfied with local democracy

4 citizens are entirely satisfied with local democracy


Based on local elections turnout, very low frequency of instruments of direct democracy and increasing number of local independent lists one could make an argument for citizens’ satisfaction but also for dissatisfaction with local democracy. The truth is somewhere in between.
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Turnout at local elections

	Turnout at local elections
	Electoral turnout at local elections (approximately, last general elections)
	0-4
	0 no elections

1 between 1 and 25 %

2 between 26 and 50 %

3 between 51 and 75 %

4 between 76 and 100 %


At the last three cycles of local elections the turnout was identical – 47%.
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	Electoral participation on local level compared to electoral participation on national level
	The extent to which electoral participation on local level is higher than on national level 
	0-2
	0 electoral participation on local level is generally lower than electoral participation on national level

1 electoral participation on local and on national level are very much the same

2 electoral participation on local level is generally higher than electoral participation on national level


Since 1990, electoral participation on local level has always been lower than in national (parliamentary or presidential) elections.
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Trustworthiness of local politicians

	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians
	The extent to which local politicians are trustworthy
	0-4
	0 local politicians are not at all trustworthy

1 local politicians are rather not trustworthy

2 local politicians moderately trustworthy

3 local politicians are rather trustworthy

4 local politicians are very much trustworthy
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	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians compared to national politicians
	Whether local politicians are more trustworthy than national politicians
	0-2
	0 local level politicians are generally less trustworthy than national politicians

1 local and national politicians are similar in terms of trustworthiness

2 local level politicians are generally more trustworthy than national politicians
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