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Local Autonomy Index for the European countries (1990-2014): Serbia (SRB)

Difference in the scope of responsibilities between different types of local governments. 
There are three “types” of local governments in Serbia: municipalities, cities and the City of Belgrade. Main difference between cities and municipalities is that cities are authorized to have the police in charge of enforcing the communal order. 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
	Type of local government
	Before 1998
	Since 1998

	
	Number of units
	Share of population
	Number of units
	Share of population

	Municipalities
	141
	66%
	122
	39%

	Cities
	3
	11%
	22
	38%

	City of Belgrade
	1
	23%
	1
	23%


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 other levels 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.

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

Serbia scores 1-2.
2. Policy scope
Education

Education is an example of shared responsibilities between the Republic and local governments (including also Province of Vojvodina for that part of Serbia). In shortest terms, for primary schools, they determine the network of schools and have a role in establishing their managing boards, cover costs of schools’ maintenance, pay for students transportation and teachers’ anniversary bonuses, while central government pays for teachers, which is by far biggest part of the primary education budget; for secondary education, local governments have a role in establishing their managing boards and cover costs of schools’ maintenance. Education accounts for about 15-20% of local governments' expenditures, depending on the type of local governments. 

As for the policy scope, code 1 seem well deserved, based on complete responsibility for pre-school education, and limited scope of responsibilities for primary and secondary education. For the effective political discretion aspect, the code is barely 1, as there are very few decisions that local governments make to exert real influence over the sector, except related in relation to the pre-school education. 

Social Assistance

Social assistance accounts for about 6% of local governments' expenditures. These funds are used for support of local canters for social assistance and mostly directed for provision of social services. Most of the financial assistance is responsibility of the central government, with the exception of the one-off social assistance to persons in the need, which is a competence of local governments. Additionally, local governments can provide subsidies for certain utility services.

The code 1 for the policy scope is based on the fact that local governments are not responsible for financial social benefits. The code 2 for the effective political discretion aspect is based on the fact that local governments are rather autonomous in determining how large their social assistance budget will be and will it be used.

Health

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 the Republic-level Health Fund covers most of the costs of the health system. 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. Therefore, code for the policy scope is 1 (barely) and for the effective political discretion aspect is 0.
Land use

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. Even with some limitations in the land use segment (e.g. local governments cannot determine on expropriation of private land for public purposes), codes 2 for both policy scope and effective political discretion seem quite warranted. 

Public Transport

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 with 1 in both categories.

Housing

Local governments traditionally have broad scope of authorities in the housing sector. That level of authorities remains to date, and was 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. 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. We code housing for both categories with 1.
Police

Cities are authorized to have their police services (called communal policy), tasked mainly with maintaining communal order. Not all cities have formed their police departments. Actually, only the minority did. 

Caring Functions

Local governments have almost sole responsibility for pre-school education. 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 organizing 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. 
3. Effective political discretion

See Policy scope
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 its yields should have increased, but probably it is still not 1% of GDP. Local governments have control of few more tax-like revenues: land development charge and firm-display charge (sort of a business tax), making additional 7% or so of their revenues.
The central government legislation sets the ceiling to this rate, prompting us to code this indicator with 2.
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Serbia scores 1-2.
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

Serbia scores 2-3.
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.

CODING
Serbia scores 1-2.
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.
CODING

Serbia scores 1-2.
8. Organisational autonomy

In Serbia, the municipal council elects executives. Municipalities cannot decide on important elements of the electoral system, except in terms of the number of members of the municipal/city councils. Thus code 1. Local governments do hire their own staff, chose their organizational structure, establish legal entities and municipal enterprises, while the salaries of their employees are to large degree determined on the central government level, adding to the composite code of 2.5 (1+3*0.5). Since the cells here are protected against entering non-whole numbers, we rounded it to code 3.
CODING

Serbia scores 3.
Interactive rule
9. Legal protection

There are constitutional clauses and statutory regulations that protect local self-government. 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. There is no protection for local governments from central government decisions on merging. However, 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 code this indicator as 2.
CODING

Serbia scores 2.
10. Administrative supervision

Administrative supervision only aims at ensuring legality of local decisions. Thus the code 2. We note here that local governments are subject to central government administrative and budgetary inspections. Entities established by local governments are also subject of inspection controls by central governments as well.
CODING

Serbia scores 1-2.
11. Central or regional access

Local governments make their voice heard in the policy making process either through their associations (formal and informal consultations, participation in working groups and so on) or directly – mostly by biggest cities who are sometimes consulted directly and by politically influential local leaders. Moreover, Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities has been given a consultative role by the national legislation – unfortunately in an institutional mechanism that has been largely marginalized in the last several years. The overall influence varies and can be rather limited or quite significant. We code this indicator with 2, but note that this mark can be questioned.
CODING

Serbia scores 0-2.
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