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Local Autonomy Index for the European countries (1990-2014): Poland (POL)

Poland has three tiers of subnational governments: regional (województwo), county (powiat) and municipal (gmina). The present document refers to the municipal tier, consisting of 2480 units (including 66 cities of county status). As it is shown on a figure below, the gmina (municipal) tier is functionally the strongest sub-national tier, spending over 70% of all decentralized budgets.

Fig. 1.
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In our scoring system we distinguish between “ordinary” municipalities and large cities. In 1994-1998 periods there were over 40 largest cities (usually with population over 100,0002), which had wider set of functions they were responsible for. In 1998 (effective of January 1999) the second stage of local government reform was implemented in Poland, introducing two upper tiers of subnational governments (municipality was the only tier in 1990-1998 period). Since 1999 there has been 65-66 the largest cities, which got a status of counties – i.e. they provide both municipal and county functions, and they’re financing varies from smaller municipalities accordingly. They have also distinct electoral system. The large cities are inhabited by roughly 1/3 of total Polish population.
Self-rule
1. Institutional depth
Polish municipalities are protected by 1997 Constitution, as well as by the European Charter of Local Government, which was ratified by Poland in 1992, and by the 1990 Municipal Government Act declaring subsidiarity principle and granted power of general competence. However, in practice the general competence power is limited by other legislations, especially by the 1998 Public Finance Law (and following mutations of public finance regulation), which stipulates that local governments can spend money only on functions, which have been assigned by other laws. Therefore in practice the scope of discretion on dealing with various local public uses is subject of interpretations, and sometimes even court cases. Consequently the score is 3 for 1990-1998 period and 2 for remaining time.
CODING

Poland scores 2-3.
2. Policy scope
Education – municipalities are responsible for pre-school education, and primary education The latter function was transferred to all municipalities in 1996, while it was possible to take schools over on a voluntary basis before 1996. Large cities have been also responsible for secondary education. Local governments pay teacher’s salaries (although they are decided on a central level, but local governments have a small margin of discretion to pay extra supplements) and decide upon the school network. They also appoint school headmasters. 

Health – in 1994 big cities took over responsibility for local hospitals and primary health centers. However, separate health insurance system was introduced in 1999. Currently local governments maintain the hard infrastructure, decide upon organizational issues and nominate director of the hospital, but are not involved in current financing which goes through the health insurance system.

Social assistance, caring functions – municipality are responsible for benefits for people in need, especially those who are not eligible to receive unemployment benefits, and have some margin to decide upon the sums to be paid and detail criteria of allocation. Large cities are also responsible for running local employment offices. Municipalities are also responsible for at home caring functions, while most of stationary care is allocated to county level (so also to big cities, who have the county status). 

Municipalities are also responsible for local public transport, communal housing and local land use planning. However building permissions are on a county (or big cities) level. 

Police – all municipalities can organize their own municipal police, with limited rights to act within traffic control and protecting general public safety on streets. Police administered on the central keeps criminal investigations level, with an exception for 1999-2001 periods, when part of criminal police was administered by counties (and big cities consequently). 

The scores for policy scope (before rounding up) are: 

For “normal municipalities” 2,5 for 1990-1995 and 3 for 1996-2014 period

For big cities 3,83 for 1994-1998, 3,67 for 1999-2001 and 3,5 for 2002-2014 period. 

For effective policy discretion the scores are:

For “normal municipalities” 2,33 for 1990-1995 period and 2,5 for 1996-2014 period. 

For big cities 3 for 1994-1998 and 2002-2014 periods, and 3,18 for 1999-2001.
3. Effective political discretion

See policy scope
4. Fiscal autonomy

There have been no major changes in 1990-2014 in this respect. Municipalities have limited discretion to set rates, exemptions, releases etc. of local taxes providing ca. 20% of total revenues (or ca. 2% of GDP). By far the most important of those taxes is property tax, which tax yield, is over 1% of GDP. Local governments have also “shares allocated by origin” in CIT and PIT, however they have no discretion to decide upon those taxes.
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Poland scores 2.
5. Financial transfer system
In some years the share of general-purpose grants was very close to the 80% of all transfers, but it has never passed the threshold. Therefore the score is 2 throughout the whole analyzed period.
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Poland scores 2.
6. Financial self-reliance

Classified as part of own source revenues. The actual share of own source revenues in local budgets has been varying from one year to another (and was on a decreasing slope as regards to general trend) but it has been within brackets of “score 2” throughout the whole analyzed period.
CODING

Poland scores 2.
7. Borrowing autonomy

Borrowing regulations have been evolving. Until 2013 the total size of the debt was limited as well as the size of allowed annual debt service. Later the limits have changed to individual limits calculated on the basis of the size of operating surplus in last three years. The golden rule has been imposed in 2010 only. But in none of analyzed years the a priori approval for borrowing was required. The score is 2 throughout the whole period. 
CODING

Poland cores 2.
8. Organisational autonomy

All requirements enumerated in the coding book have been met throughout the whole analyzed period, and therefore the score is 4. In terms of electoral system local governments decide upon the shape and size of electoral districts, and until 2011 in the small municipalities (up to 20,000 residents) they could also decide whether elections would be held in first past the post system or in plurality vote in multi-member districts (block vote system).
CODING

Poland scores 4.
Interactive rule
9. Legal protection

Municipalities are protected by the Constitution; they have a right to appeal to the courts (and even to Constitutional Court). However, they are not listed in the constitution, and central government has a right to change their borders after non-conclusive local consultations (even if in practice it happens extremely rarely). Therefore the score is 2.
CODING

Poland scores 2.
10. Administrative supervision

Administrative supervision is limited to the compliance with law. It is exercised by regional governors (wojewoda) and – in the financial issues – by specialized Regional Chambers of Accountancy. The score is perhaps 2, although one might consider also 3 (or 2.5). 
CODING

Poland scores 2.
11. Central or regional access

Immediately after 1990 local government reform the new local government associations with an aim of representing local interests in the negotiations with central level were created. Since 1993 the mainstream negotiations have been channeled through the Join Central and Local Government Committee in which all major local governments associations are represented. The Join Committee is a forum allowing to discuss draft laws and other legal regulations before they are formally adopted. Currently the Joint Committee status is regulated by the May 2005 Law. Even if consultations in the Committee are not binding, they happen to have an impact on final decisions. In addition to that individual local governments may have a direct access to influential central level politicians, as in the “South European” model described by Page & Goldsmith. Since 1993 the score should be somewhere between 2 and 3 (the score in the excel file is 2 for 1990-1992 and 3 for 1993-2014 period).
CODING

Poland scores 2-3.
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