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Local Autonomy Index 2.0 (2015-2020): Moldova (MDV)

Introduction
Self-rule
1. Institutional depth
CODING: 3
Overall local authorities (LA) are entitled to take on board any tasks they are capable or willing to perform. This does not contradict to the legislation. Even though sectorial competencies of LAs are being contoured in the Law on Administrative Decentralization, there is no explicit prohibition in legislation to employ any competencies LAs deem necessary or which they are capable to deliver including based on financial possibilities. In real terms there are no notable prohibitive practices for LAs to take on board competencies including on behalf of the administrative control even though some cases of this nature might emerge from time to time especially during the times of abusive pressures and intimidations against mayors or against LAs, which do not happen often. In reality taking on board any additional competencies mostly happens in the social sector where LAs are normally driven to provide more extensive list of competencies and services to local population than the one required by legislation    

2. Policy scope
CODING: 2
Both formal and informal involvement of LAs in particular competencies is fully reflected in the coding and does not require much of an explanation additionally to the figures in the table. Pre-school education, land use and public transportation are the competencies most often addressed by the LAs regardless of size. Pre-school education is a full-fledged competence of local authorities with little interference from central level (apart from the general regulatory framework and standards). Land use as well, however for land use local authorities both small and big ones rarely have adequate resources including human and financial. Public transportation and roads are in a rather close attention of local governments both inside the localities and inter-urban. Cooperation with private sector in this field is sufficiently advanced. For local roads and streets local authorities receive funds with special destination from the shared road tax. What concerns primary schooling, the competence was taken away from local authorities back in time and now mostly infrastructure remains in purview and in property of local authorities. At one point in time central government tried to motivate and even to force local authorities to transfer school buildings to regions (raions or 2nd tier) though without much of a success. Apart from those local governments are very much involved in water, sanitation, street lighting (though for sanitation financial resources available are extremely scarce.) Caring functions to an extent are being addressed by separate LAs, but rather fragmentary and very much depending on the concrete LAs so that the overall picture can be assessed more intuitively rather than based on concrete indicators. The scoring on caring indicators is reflecting such statement of things and particularly fragmentary and case by case support on behalf of LAs for such groups of population as children, vulnerable families, elder people and women. Children caring functions are addressed to a somewhat larger extent as they are officially in the purview of the local authorities. Though funding is a chronic, continuous problem and is sufficiently limiting and often making unpredictable addressing of the caring functions  

3. Effective political discretion

CODING: 2
Again pre-school education, land use and public transportation are the fields were LAs are focused with both formal and informal competencies. These competencies are quite clearly prescribed by law and major decisions rest with local authorities without interference of central or regional (rational) authorities. On few occasions interference of the controlling bodies surpasses the legality check embarking on opportunity checks. However, later such practices are fewer and fewer in numbers. In not so recent past (before 2019) controlling bodies quite often were abusing their competencies in verification of local authorities aiming at twisting their arm in the political purposes in terms of political and electoral influence. Today the most important factor which separates policy scope and effective local governments’ decisions and actions represents the available funding. Very many competencies both own and delegated are experiencing an extremely negative influence of this factor. Particularly under strain are such competencies are as sanitation, lighting, water and maintenance and reparation of schools infrastructure. Those are being carried out almost exclusively from international or national funding and even those funds are extremely scarce. A bit better situation is with the funding of kindergartens as well as with the financing of the streets and roads infrastructure after sharing of road tax. Caring functions scoring reflects the fact that even though LAs are not prohibited to undertake such functions, they are not being attributed to them explicitly (apart from very few and less explicitly) and at least to an extent they would be cautious to exercise these functions based on the financial resources available and possible administrative repercussions upon them coming from funding of the discretionary competencies on account of obligatory ones. But again the financial considerations play much more significant prohibitive role here. This prohibitive factor is being counteracted only by the important needs and demands of population for these services and only to an extent.   

4. Fiscal autonomy

CODING: 1
LAs mostly were setting up the rates of the local taxes in 2015-2020. However, already at the end of the 2020, were introduced tax ceilings on the vast majority of local taxes. This fact is not reflected in the scoring because of two reasons. First it was not effective in 2020. Second, there is a rather high probability that it will be removed real soon as tax ceilings were declared unconstitutional by the Constitutional Court yet in 2014. Besides, the government which promoted the introduction of the tax ceilings has fallen (resigned under pressures) at the end of 2020.   

5. Financial transfer system
CODING: 0
In fact there are almost no unconditional transfers in strict terms. The only part of local revenues which might be attributed to unconditional transfers is from equilibration fund – which is being formed from the leftovers of PIT after fixed in law pre-established quotas of PIT sharing with LAs and which is being distributed based on few criteria reflecting the size of population, vulnerability and economic development. Strictly speaking this is the same sharing of PIT only based on different criteria. In 2020 the equalization fund was also supplemented by the 10% share of CIT. However, in general terms this didn’t change the picture much    
6. Financial self-reliance

CODING: 0
Overall financial self-reliance according to the available estimates is around 7-8% of the overall local budgets. This is actually exhibiting the share of the local taxes. Most of the funding for LAs is coming from PIT, conditional transfers and road tax (shared with LAs on per capita basis starting from 2017 in the form of the conditional transfer).
7. Borrowing autonomy

CODING: 1
Borrowing autonomy straightforwardly reflects the coding instructions. LAs have the legal express right to borrow within the ceilings based on the Ministry of Finance authorization. The ceilings are established at the 20% of the local budget, which is a rather insufficient level considering that a large share of international aid funding is coming in the form of loans. Ministry of Finance is seized of the problem, however the discussions on this subject normally do not advance before particular government is leaving the office (governmental turnovers are happening too often in Moldova – for ex. 2019 have seen three governments, 2020 - two). Overall the procedure of the Ministry of Finance approval is rather streamlined, is impartial and actually is being strictly reduced to the mathematical formulas and calculations. Whenever possible Ministry of Finance is rather interpreting confusing situations in favour of LAs and is rather supportive to LAs in terms of borrowing     

8. Organisational autonomy

CODING: 2 
Local authorities are being elected directly by the people – both mayors and local councils. Mayors are being considered as an executive branch of local power, while Councils as a deliberative branch. Overall there is quite a proper balance between the prerogatives of mayor and those of the council. In fact Council is rather powerful and major decisions especially what concerns finance and property need a Council approval. Sometimes even appear blockages of mayors’ activities on behalf of the Council. These are being resolved either by negotiations or by an appeal to the general public (communication in local media). Overall local authorities can hire their staff within certain limits of typical organogram being approved by the central authorities. However, even apart of such limits local authorities can hire expertise though not with the statute and privileges of public servants. Key chronic problem is to find personnel, which represents a continuous challenge under the conditions of low remuneration and limited expertise generally available especially in rural areas. Local authorities are extensively using separate legal entities normally instituted by them for particular service provision, mostly in the form of municipal enterprises. However, such entities hardly represent a positive example but rather illustrate chronic problems in organization of public services. They are mostly inefficient (many of them if not majority are working with losses), underpaid, underfinanced, working with the significant waste of resources (for example water losses and thefts). Alternatively utilized models represent direct management of the services by local authorities and sub-contracting services to private entities. Both these latter options are having their straightforward limits. For example direct management is practicable only for smaller administrative-territorial units, otherwise it is rather complicated for local authorities in terms of required effort, time, human and financial resources. Sub-contracting to private entities so far is also being only practiced in small administrative-territorial units as economic agents are poorly interested in business with quite old and deteriorated public infrastructure requiring significant capital investments. In fact lack of capital investments both with central and local authorities as well as with international partners represents the major problem for all the public services both at the local and at the central level         

Interactive-rule
9. Legal protection

CODING: 1.5
Legal protection of local governance is mostly there in nominal or formal terms and much less in real terms. Constitution is including the clauses on local autonomy and the European Charter of local self-governance, which was approved integrally entering in force in 1998. In 2016 local authorities received access to Constitutional Court. However, judicial system including Constitutional Court is being rather poorly used by local authorities, Constitutional Court in fact not even once until now. Local governments go to Courts not in order to be pro-active and to contest governmental acts, but vice-a-versa to be reactive in their disputes with businesses, government and private interests. Lack of proper funds and resources for legal recourse so far is the main reason for that. Cases of abuse, pressures and intimidations against local governments were quite widespread since Moldova independence and became particularly widespread during 2017-2019 - the most difficult years for local governments and for local democracy. In fact during 2019 Moldova was rather close to establishing of the direct authoritarian ruling. Pressures and intimidations against many parts of the population – media, business, local governments, civil society – were growing yet starting from 2017. The ruling coalition was utilizing rather aggressive and uncivilized methods to twist the arms of main public opinion makers in their quest for authoritarian ruling up to the imprisoning mayors and local governments’ representatives. Moldova was heavily criticized by major international institutions including Council of Europe, European Union, Governments of the partner countries, etc. Foreign funding and aid were frozen and international relations with major partners have deteriorated enormously. It is not yet quite clear how and why this situation was resolved after the parliamentarian elections in 2019 when the danger was removed and leaders of the ruling coalition have left the country. Many of them were announced in international pursuit, and they still are until these very days. After that the situation of local governments has improved significantly. Local elections of 2019 were probably the most civilized and democratic elections in the latest history of the country with very few and very minor pressures and intimidations
10. Administrative supervision

CODING: 0
Even though administrative supervision has somewhat improved in recent years particularly in the sense that it is becoming less abusive and less involving pressures and intimidations against mayors which was significantly the case yet in recent past, quite often administrative supervision still involves the expediency and opportunities checks. Quite often this happens on account of central authorities imagining their superiority in the issues of local policies. The number of verifications is still excessive, may be only in the last couple of years (starting from 2019) checks and verifications became less controversial and less hostile.              

11. Central or regional access

CODING: 3
Central level dialogue, access and consultations were significantly improving starting from 2016 (apart from the period 2017-2018 mentioned above) when CALM was granted by the Government and Prime-Minister an opportunity to participate at the weekly Cabinet of Ministers meetings in 2016 and granted by Parliament access to appeal to Constitutional Court also in 2016. Afterwards in 2021 CALM has signed the Cooperation Agreement with the Moldovan Presidency, which among other things provides for extensive cooperation in the field of international relations. In 2019 was tabled in the Parliament draft legislation about cooperation/involvement of CALM in the work of Parliament and Parliamentary Commissions, which is still undergoing consultative procedures. Particularly the CALM continuous presence at the weekly meetings of the Government brought some significant results in terms of the reform measures approved. Rather promising is Cooperation Agreement signed with the Moldovan Presidency which envisages the inclusion of CALM representatives in national delegations and in bilateral meetings with the high-level officials during their visits in Moldova as well as in the bilateral aid discussions at the national level.
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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


CODING: 0
Main downturn on local autonomy in the aftermath of the pandemic crisis is being represented by the governmental decision to introduce ceilings for local taxes and to eliminate few local taxes all together materialized within the Fiscal policy 2021 approved by Parliament. This was one of the major infringements on local autonomy, even though attempts to introduce the local tax ceilings were tried by several governments during the last ten years. At the end in 2014 Constitutional Court has declared such attempts non-constitutional while they were removed and now again regardless of such decision of Constitutional Court they were approved by Parliament. It must be noted though that the political balance in 2021 was changed completely after the Presidential elections in the country and after the government which opted for the tax ceilings resigned for many reasons. The matter is already in the Constitutional Court and there is quite a significant probability that local tax ceilings will be declared unconstitutional all together. To mention that the Government was under such a significant pressure for many aspects of the Fiscal Policy 2021 that it substantially reduced the final reading and in fact obtained many opposite effects comparatively with the intended ones what concerns local tax ceilings. For example - introducing much higher ceilings than the tax rates currently utilized by vast majority of local governments. In many cases this decision has motivated local governments to approve much higher local tax rates than initially envisaged based on the “opportunity” provided by the central government   

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


CODING: 2
Overall the trust in local governments during last 10-20 years was always the highest among the tiers of public administration in a range above 50%. For comparison the trust in central authorities – in Presidency, government and parliament almost never reaches more than 10%. In 2017-2019 such trust was at the level of 4-6%. An opposite side of the coin is that for such a high trust local governments are implementing very many competencies for which they do not have time and human resources including general counselling and psychological support for the population. Another part of this opposite side is that local authorities being the most trusted authorities in the country always make elections for central level politicians and because of that always experience pressures and intimidations on behalf of the central authorities and political parties, which do not benefit from the required trust to win the elections. Specialized opinion polls for particular local services or for particular local governments basically confirm the same trend in terms of trust, though those are quite rare    

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


CODING: 3
Local government is being considered by the population as a main or even a single recourse in case of difficulties, non-clarity or simply as a source of consolation. This particularly refers to the rural areas. A bit different is the situation in the bigger municipalities, which are rather few in fact. Even Moldovan towns are quite small in size, often being smaller than Moldovan villages. Localities with more than 20 000 population are very few – not more than 1-2% of the total. Apart from local services, local governments in smaller municipalities represent the major source of information for population as well as the main source of counselling and advice.       
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


CODING: 3
Overall there are no many objections or even no any significant complaints about the local democracy apart may be for the cases of high social unrest similar to what happened in 2019 when the country was close to the authoritarian ruling. Such extraordinary and uncivilized cases probably represent the major source of citizens discord with the local democracy. Perfectly understandable is that all such cases are being attributed by population to the central level mismanagement, misrepresentation and abuse. Not to the local governance. Overall during the years people learned to distinguish between local and central problems related to the local democracy even though in reference to particular competencies of local authorities this is not always the case. Outcry in national media against attempts on local democracy and local governance normally are also quite substantial and directed in major part against the central level politicians

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 %


CODING: 2
Lately local elections turnout is a bit lower than 50%. This figure is rather unstable and inconclusive as there were periods of higher turnout beyond 50%. Probably the trend is not self-explicative and is very much bound on concrete specific elections and their political and social circumstances. Also the time period of elections to an extent is important (summer, fall, etc.). Generally turnout at the local elections does not provide basis for any conclusions      

	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


CODING: 1
Overall people perfectly understand the role of central level interference in local elections and local affairs. At the same time people are too much being agitated by the national level politics and realities. They probably have a somewhat exaggerated sentiment of the central level politics’ influence upon their lives and often blame excessively the central level politics, while doing little on their own in order to improve their personal circumstances. However, even under such an agitation the participation in national elections normally is not higher than in the local elections.
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


CODING: 4
Local politicians are very much trustworthy based on many considerations and according to all opinion polls. Few factors are playing role here. First is that communities are quite small and contact with local officials is being maintained on the daily basis. Second, is that local governments due to such proximity to population have acquired competencies of the general counselling and of excessive (lacking resources) involvement with the population. Third, local governments’ activities are rather visible, transparent and participatory. Fourth, limited resources in the country generally do not allow for too distant governance or moreover so for authoritarian regimes. The latter consideration was probably the major cause why authoritarian attempt in 2019 did not materialize      
	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


CODING: 2
Local level politicians are significantly more trustworthy than the national level politicians as it was mentioned above. Overall trust in national politics is extremely low and general appreciation is that it represents somehow a systemic failure. Symbolically is that this leads to people looking for public recipes and influences outside of the country – either in European Union, or in the influence of Russia or in the reunification with Romania. Generally speaking such sentiments are having solid grounds as it is rather difficult to recollect a single period in the new history of the country when national governance was more or less satisfactory to an impartial observer. On the other hand, searching the external ruling and involvement from outside is both naïve and unreal as insufficient percentage of the population is ready to support any particular option among mentioned above. Besides all external options are being presented in somewhat excessively idealistic forms in terms of their role in Moldova appealing to the relevant militant groups. Those rather can be attributed to the forms of social protest than to real politics.       
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