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Local Autonomy Index 2.0 (2015-2020): Serbia (SRB)

Introduction
There are three “types” of local governments in Serbia: municipalities, cities and the City of Belgrade. Main difference between cities and municipalities was that only cities until 2020 were authorized to have the police in charge of enforcing the communal order. That option now exists for municipalities as well, but it is yet to be realized. City of Belgrade, on the other hand, has a set of responsibilities that distinguish it from other cities – in the areas or water management, roads, fire protection, inspections control in relation to the spatial and zoning plans and deciding in second instance on appeals related with inspections decisions.
Population by types of local governments
	 
	Municipalities
	Cities
	City of Belgrade
	Total

	2015
	2,489,935
	2,925,553
	1,679,895
	7,095,383

	2016
	2,462,444
	2,911,916
	1,683,962
	7,058,322

	2017
	2,435,690
	2,898,036
	1,687,132
	7,020,858

	2018
	2,408,810
	2,883,601
	1,690,193
	6,982,604

	2019
	2,382,301
	2,868,878
	1,694,056
	6,945,235

	2020
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A


Self-rule
1. Institutional depth
Level of local government autonomy in 2014 would be somewhere between marks 2 and 3 at the provided scale. The list of local government competences is rather long, and it is not exhaustive, meaning that local governments can engage in other responsibilities. However, short of what is required for the mark 3, there is no residual competence in the sense that local governments are free to engage in any activity if not constitutionally assigned to another level of government. Instead, the Law on Local Self-government, after listing some 38 responsibilities, stipulates in the Article 20, Paragraph 39), that local government “undertakes also other activities of direct interest for citizens, in accordance with the Constitution, laws and the city/municipal charter”. Again, rather than having a residual competence approach, the legislator opted for authorizing local governments to engage in other activities providing public interest and the issues being of local, not of a broader importance. That the Paragraph 39) is not just an empty stipulation proves the practice of local governments that engage in EU integration activities, university education, students’ scholarships etc. – meaning in the activities not stipulated as local government responsibilities.

This level of formal autonomy originated in 2002, when the 1999 Law on Local Self-government was replaced. Before 2002, scope of authorities was defined more narrowly, but the same provision, that local government “undertakes also other activities of direct interest for citizens, in accordance with the Constitution, laws and the city/municipal charter”, was present. Because of the narrower scope of responsibilities and the practice of the Republic-level budget control at the time to sanction budget spending on activities outside those pre-defined in the law, we assign a lower mark in the institutional depth indicator.  
CODING: 2
2. Policy scope
Education

CODING 2

Education is an example of shared responsibilities between the Republic and local governments (including also Province of Vojvodina for that part of Serbia). As the policy scope is concerned, in shortest terms, for preschools, local governments are responsible for both infrastructure (0.5) and staff’s pays (0.5). However, the State covers for cost of four hours per day program for students before they enrol to a primary school and for children with special needs.  For primary schools, local governments determine the network of schools, cover costs of schools’ construction and maintenance  (0.5), have a role in establishing their managing boards, pay for students transportation and teachers’ transportation costs and anniversary bonuses (which we deem does not warrant even 0.25 points on the personnel), while central government pays for teachers, which is by far biggest part of the primary education budget; for secondary education, rules are similar to those that apply to primary education.. Education accounts for about 15-20% of local governments' expenditures, depending on the type of local governments. Around 28% of education costs are covered by local governments, while the higher levels of government account for around 72%. 

Social Assistance

CODING 0.5

Social assistance accounts for about 6% of local governments' expenditures. These funds are used for local centers for social assistance (whose staff is paid by local governments) and for provision of social services. Most of the financial assistance is a responsibility of the central government (thus code 0.25 for organization and delivery), while local governments provide the one-off social assistance to persons in need. Additionally, local governments can provide subsidies for certain utility services. Given the fact that local governments fund local centers for social assistance, which are instrumental, among other functions, in delivery of economic assistance, we would tend to assign code 0.5 for policy scope’s personnel category regarding the economic assistance. However, given the legal ban on new hiring by local governments, imposed by the central government and effective between 2014 and 2020, we opt for the code 0.25. 

Work training / rehabilitation is mostly responsibility of the central government, performed through the National Employment Service (NES). Integration of refugees is primarily a central government responsibility. Thus codes 0 for these categories under the policy scope group. 

Health

CODING 0.75

To the extent that spending level in a sector is an indicator of the role a level of the government has in that sector, local governments’ role in the health sector is rather minor. This is the case as most of the costs of the health system are covered by the Republic-level Health Fund. However, local governments exercise the founding rights for walk in clinics. Additionally, cities hold founding rights for clinical centers, where there is one on their territories. This includes maintenance of health facilities, their medical and non-medical equipment and vehicles.  However, significant share of the infrastructure and delivery responsibilities for all three types of institutions in focus: primary health, hospitals and dental services remain with the central government.

Land use

CODING 2

Local governments are dominantly responsible for construction permitting on their territories. Here two points should be made: a) this is delegated (not original) responsibility and b) permitting for projects of national importance (airports, dams, major power plants etc.) is responsibility of the central government. Local governments can hold ownership on the construction land and have almost all responsibilities for managing the construction land, inclusive of adopting the zoning plans, providing infrastructure and setting the rates for property tax and land development charges. Local governments’ role in managing the agriculture and forest land is somewhat more limited. 

Public Transport

CODING 1

Public transport is another traditional responsibility of local governments. More precisely, public transportation within the territory of a local government is its responsibility. Local governments can decide whether they will provide this service, to what extent and in what form. This responsibility is featured by one of more developed practice of public private partnerships in Serbia. Local governments are also responsible for regulating taxis on their territories.

Subsidies for public transportation can be among most significant budget items, especially for cities. Given limited role of higher levels of government and great variations of local government involvement depending on their autonomous decisions, we code public transport in cities with maximum 0.5 in both categories – bus transportation and railway transport – with the emphasis that both refer to responsibilities of local governments for the transportation on their territories only. 

Housing

CODING 1

Local governments traditionally have broad scope of authorities in the housing sector when it comes to urban planning. Local governments also set lend development charges that influence the supply of new homes by increasing or decreasing administrative costs of new developments. Additionally, local governments influence housing development patterns with the investments in infrastructure such as pre-schools, parks etc. Local governments’ authorities in this sector were even increased in 2009, when the Law on Social Housing was adopted. That being said, housing is not widely recognized as an area of local governments’ intensive presence. The reason for that is that budgets for these activities are drastically reduced compared to their pre-1990-ies level, leaving this sector to the market. Additionally, local governments are not authorized to exercise the rent control nor to regulate housing standards, latter being the central government responsibility. 

Police

Cities are authorized to have their police services (called “communal militia”), tasked mainly with maintaining communal order. Not all cities have formed their police departments. Since the 2019 Law on Communal Militia, municipalities are authorized to form communal militia too. However, no municipality has done so yet, Actually, not even all cities did, although majority of cities now have their communal militia. 
Traffic police is responsibility of the central government. 

Caring Functions

CODING 3

Local governments have almost sole responsibility for children day-care function. Local governments also have significant autonomy managing services for elderly and handicapped persons – both in determining which forms of the caring function will they provide and how will they organize their provision. The main limiting factor, as in many other functions, is availability of funds and determination of priorities in the context of other competing needs. 
CODING: 3
3. Effective political discretion

Education

CODING 0.5

In terms of the effective political discretion, just as in the case of the policy scope, local governments exercise broader autonomy in the pre-school than in the primary and secondary education. However, between 2014 and 2020, local governments were facing effective ban on new hiring, including for the pre-school staff, thus we assign code 0.25 for this element. For the primary and especially secondary education, effective political discretion of cities and municipalities is rather limited, so we assign it code 0. 

Social Assistance

CODING 1

As far as the effective political discretion in concerned, local governments regularly have their own funds for assistance to persons in distress, thus code 0.5 for economic assistance. Although not tasked with the work training / rehabilitation, local governments sometimes co-fund projects in this segment as a part of the local economic development responsibility, often in partnerships with the National Employment Service and/or other actors, such as prospective employers and NGOs. Thus, we assign code 0.25 for the effective political decision, though one could argue that this code is on a more generous side). Similarly, local governments fairly frequently provide one-off support to refugees and internally displaced persons, which might justify code 0.25 in this category).

In summary, local governments are not responsible for majority of social assistance functions in focus here, but they do effectively assign resources for elements of these responsibilities, so we suggested higher codes for effective discretion than for the policy scope.  

Health

CODING 0

In terms of effective political discretion, local governments exercise almost none of it – most of their budget spending and service standards in the health sector are guided by the central government legislation and regulations and only a fraction of local government funding is used on locally designed and implemented programs.  

Land use

CODING 2

Even with some limitations in the land use segment (e.g. local governments cannot determine on expropriation of private land for public purposes), we deem that maximum codes for both policy scope and effective political discretion quite warranted. 

Public Transport

CODING 1

Given the fact that local railway transportation is mostly limited to streetcars that do not run in municipalities, but in few cities only, we scored lower municipalities on that category of the effective discretion segment.

Housing

CODING 1

Local governments are involved mainly in providing replacement housing when the land in expropriated for realization of local government projects. More as an exception than a rule, local governments have housing funds that provide zero-interest loans for energy efficiency improvements and repairs and on-lends funds from the central government housing agency to private home purchasers. In addition to that, local governments sometimes engage in housing projects that benefit internally displaced persons, marginalized groups, persons with special needs etc. Notwithstanding stated limitations, we assign highest scores for the housing segment for both the policy scope and effective discretion categories. 

Police

CODING 0.5

In the sense of the policy scope, since 2020 we assign points for municipalities as well, but for effective discretion, we assign points to cities only.
Caring Functions

CODING 3

Although there are some caring functions organized by the central government (such as centers for children without parental care), we deem warranted to assign maximum codes for all the caring functions in focus here. 
CODING: 3
4. Fiscal autonomy

Since the adoption of the 2006 Law on Local Government Finance, cities and municipalities control rate of the property tax. Property tax made about 0.46% of GDP and 7.8% of local government revenues in 2013, but together with the land use charge, which was fully controlled by local governments, it made app. 0.9% of GDP and almost 15% of all local government revenues. Since 2014, land use charge is merged with the property tax, so the yields of that tax have increased considerably, to the level of 15.8% of local government revenues, or 0.79% of GDP in 2019.  Local governments are limited in terms of the rate of this tax by the national-level legislation – there is a cap of 0.4% of the market value of the real estate.

Local governments have control of few more revenues that are taxes by their economic nature, but not called that way: land development charge (4.5% of local government revenues) and firm-display charge (sort of a business tax, accounting for 1.3% of local government revenues). Together with the property tax, these two revenues, which are essentially local taxes, make 21.6% of local government revenues, or 1.08% of GDP. There are other locally controlled revenues that are not taxes by their economic nature: proceeds from renting or selling municipal property, local administrative fees etc. 

The central government legislation sets the ceiling to this rate, prompting us to code this indicator with 2. 
CODING: 2
5. Financial transfer system
Non-earmarked taxes make nearly all transfers from central to local governments (and certainly more than 80% of total transfers). Thus the code 3 here.
CODING: 3
6. Financial self-reliance

Own source revenues of local governments are second biggest revenue category, after the shared taxes. They generally make more than 30% of total revenues. Hence the code 2.  City of Belgrade and other cities tend to have higher share of own source revenues. For example, property tax revenues make almost 18% of total revenues in Belgrade (as opposed to less than 16% on the level of all local governments), while land development charge make 7.5% (as opposed 4.5% on the level of all local governments). However, not even Belgrade achieves more than 50% of own source revenues – mostly given the importance of the shared taxes, notably the wage tax. 
CODING: 2
7. Borrowing autonomy

Central government sets the ceilings for local debt in terms of total outstanding debt and annual debt service and in some other aspects. Local governments are not required to obtain approval by the central government for borrowing, although they need to obtain opinion of the Ministry of Finance before incurring debt. Therefore, the code 2. However, given the fact that positive opinion of the Ministry of Finance is seen as binding, one could argue that code here should be 1. Since the approach is to base codes based on regulatory provisions, we opt for the code 1.5. 
CODING: 1.5
8. Organisational autonomy

In Serbia, local executives (members of the municipal council and secretary of the municipality – sort of the city manager for legal and administrative matters) are elected by the municipal assembly (consisted of delegates elected by citizens at large), so 1 point for that criterion. Municipalities cannot decide on important elements of the electoral system, except in terms of the number of members of the municipal/city assembly (elections must be proportional, with whole municipality being a single district), thus 0.25 points here.  For the City of Belgrade number of members of the city assembly is set in the Law on Capital City (110) so Belgrade gets 0 points on this indicator. Local governments do hire their own staff (0.5 points), chose their organizational structure and their status – in the sense that some can be full employees while others can be temporary workers (0.5 points), establish legal entities and municipal enterprises (0.5 points), while the salaries of their employees are to large degree determined on the central government level (0.25 points), adding-up to the composite code of 3. 
CODING: 3
Interactive-rule
9. Legal protection

There are constitutional clauses and statutory regulations that protect local self-government (1 point). In addition to that, local authorities have recourse to the judicial system to settle disputes with higher authorities, although there is no widespread practice of using that recourse through the constitutional court (1 point). Additionally, local governments can use the Administrative Court as a legal recourse. There is no protection for local governments from central government decisions on merging. Although that option by the central government has not been exercised as far as the memory goes, so local governments do not feel it as an implicit treat, we assign the code 0.5 for this indicator. 
CODING: 2.5
10. Administrative supervision

Administrative supervision only aims at ensuring legality of local decisions. Entities established by local governments are also subject of inspection controls by central governments as well. However, there is the State Audit Institution authorized to audit local governments and entities they establish. Although mostly concerned with legality of the local governments spending, the State Audit Institution can and sometimes does audit purposefulness of local governments’ activities, which is an opportunity to second-guess local governments’ policy decisions. However, no instances of the use of this authority to limit local governments’ operational autonomy have been recorded. Since there is legal possibility to question local governments policy decisions, we assign the code 1.5 for this indicator. 
CODING: 1.5
11. Central or regional access

Local governments make their voice heard in the policy making process either through their associations Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities, which enlists most or all local governments, and National Alliance for Local Economic Development, which has most of local governments among its membership through formal consultations, participation in working groups and so on (1 point). Moreover, Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities has been given a consultative role by the national legislation within the Local Government Finance Commission – unfortunately an institutional mechanism that has been completely marginalized in the last several years (0.25 points). Informal channels of influence are not very elaborate – as mayors cannot be members of the National Parliament nor other central-government executive bodies, informal channels of influence are mostly confined to internal political-parties processes    (0.5).  City of Belgrade has attained a higher level of representation and informal influence lately, mostly through participation in the policy-making forums on the national level and through political influence of its leadership (codes 1, 0.75 and 1 respectively). 
CODING: 1.75
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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: 1

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: 1
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: 2
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: 2
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

	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

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: 2
	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: 1
� 49.21% on 2020. election for council members. 


� Turnout on parliamentary elections in June 2020 was 48.93%. Parliamentary and local elections very often take place simultaneously, which contributes to the turnout on both levels generally being very much the same. 
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