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The European Commission’s URB-AL 

programme is a programme of institutional 
support for local communities such as cities, 
provinces and regions of Latin America (AL) 
and the European Union (EU). Since 1995 
and  until 2006, during which year it ended, 
the programme financed 14 thematic networks 
on urban policies and more than 180 specific 
projects on these different subjects.

Within the framework of this program-
me and following upon its intermediate exter-
nal evaluation, as well as the conference held 
in March 2004 in Valparaiso on “Appraisal and 
prospects for decentralised co-operation bet-
ween local communities of the European Union 
and Latin America in the field of urban policies” 
with the participation of many communities in 
both continents, the European Commission 
decided to create the European Union – La-
tin America Observatory on Decentralised Co-
operation with the general aim of consolidating 
local association between the two continents 
and expanding upon and multiplying its results, 
impacts and benefits regarding urban policy.

To attain this general objective, the Ob-
servatory is responsible for developing a sys-
tematic record of decentralised co-operation 
actions between local governments of Latin 
America and the EU, highlighting the impacts 
and scope of involvements through the cons-
truction and application of quantitative and 
qualitative indicators, disseminating its pool of 
resources, including training actions; producing 
capacities, knowledge and systematic and com-
parative reflection on operators, programmes, 
projects and their results, over and beyond the  
URB-AL framework.

In 2005 the work of the Observatory be-
gan, in a joint process on an unknown subject 
which had barely been researched. The publica-
tion of the first Decentralisation Co-operation 
Yearbook was, without a doubt, one of its first 
achievements. In this work we are currently 
researching it in greater depth and enhancing 
knowledge on decentralized co-operation. 

It is unquestionable that day by day lo-
cal authorities gain in legitimacy in all aspects 
of policy, in particular as regards co-operation 

P
rologue

European Commission Prologue

h

with development. It is a phenomenon that the 
URB-AL programme both supported and de-
veloped. In particular, the role of local commu-
nities to improve and promote social cohesion 
was always a central element of the programme 
and will continue to be one of the European 
Commission’s priorities for Latin America. 

In this sense, the Observatory must make 
available to local communities specific tools that 
allow innovative aspects to be identified that 
decentralised co-operation and its value added 
provide regarding other more classical forms 
of action in favour of the development of the 
countries and citizens of both continents. The 
Yearbook must be, precisely, a tool that makes 
defining decentralised co-operation possible, 
identifies its actors and its resources, but also 
its limits, in order to be able to choose the best 
urban development strategies. 

Given the specificities of decentralised 
co-operation, and particularly keeping in mind 
what global resources are available, it is clear 
that the former cannot solve all problems, and 
that therefore work must continue with various 

levels of power and national and international 
institutions.

To conclude, we consider Yearbook 
2006 to be a specific tool that provides data of 
all kinds on decentralised co-operation in order 
to directly help local communities.

Lastly, the European Commission con-
gratulates the Barcelona Provincial Council – 
the entity in charge of the Observatory – as well 
as its members and all participants for this se-
cond volume of the Yearbook that will certainly 
allow progress to continue as regards knowled-
ge of this broad area of decentralised co-opera-
tion between the EU and Latin America.

Riccardo Gambini 
    Chief of Unit

“Decentralised operations Latin America”
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The creation of the European Union–
Latin America Observatory on Decentralised 
Co-operation (OCD), arising from the agree-
ment of several Latin American and European 
public institutions, has meant the beginning of 
a new and fruitful stage in the way decentra-
lised co-operation for development is unders-
tood, as a phenomenon that mobilises a signi-
ficant and increasing amount of resources and 
commands an important place on the political 
agenda of many public administrations.

The appearance of this second Yearbo-
ok of the Observatory confirms how correct 
this proposal was that has led us to weave a 
sound municipal diplomacy. A singular diplo-
macy that arises with budding economic, te-
chnological and cultural globalisation is used 
to enhance public service to the population. 
In this context, the OCD has signified an im-
portant qualitative leap in the development of 
decentralized co-operation in the region, both 
because of the involvement of the many colla-
borating partners and the firm support recei-

reality of co-operation in the development of 
Latin America.

In the Barcelona Provincial Council we 
are convinced that the work of the Observa-
tory helps to intensify knowledge on decen-
tralised co-operation and also to increase the 
involvement in it of the territorial administra-
tions of the North. We must be more efficient 
in the use of funds applied to decentralized 
co-operation initiatives, something which is 
doubtlessly indispensable to increase confi-
dence in the validity of these policies. We are 
also overcoming the habit of specific grants, 
substituting it by processes of collaboration in 
which our Latin American partners participa-
te from the start as such, with results that are 
manifestly positive for the consolidation of the 
local fabric in their countries, the institutional 
strengthening of municipalities and the disse-
mination and application of good practices in 
the field of urban policies. Specifically, we are 
demonstrating that the lack of active partici-
pation by local authorities that are democratic 

and have been strengthened becomes inexcu-
sable if we are to obtain optimal and lasting 
results on the way to universalizing peace, wel-
fare, human rights, democracy and the quality 
of life for all people, regardless of where they 
live.

Celestino Corbacho
President of the Barcelona Provincial Council

ved from the European Union (EU)
Networking is helping to provide rapid 

dissemination of good practices and to uni-
versalise the advances that are arising along 
the way to strengthening economic develop-
ment, social cohesion and the sustainability of 
the environment in our societies. We network 
because our territorial administrations of the 
North and South share concerns and also poli-
tical methods and convictions. That is why we 
wish to take effective advantage of the direct 
relationship between citizenship and public 
authorities, not only to channel existing de-
mands adequately but also to facilitate unders-
tanding and solving of common problems.

We must continue to work, then, on the 
co-ordination of decentralised co-operation 
initiatives in order to enhance their efficacy. 
And this new issue of the Observatory Yearbo-
ok is an excellent contribution to the advance-
ment along these lines, since it brings together 
a rich collection of analyses, reflections and 
case exhibits that refer us to the most exciting 

P
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At the time of presentation of Yearbook 
2005 of the European Union-Latin America 
Observatory on Decentralised Co-operation, 
we asserted that this was a significant sign on 
the road to jointly building international inte-
ractions and new equilibriums from local spa-
ces. Likewise we believed that it was a space 
for reflection and submitting proposals that 
would allow us to progress towards social co-
hesion and     fight poverty, towards regio-
nal integration and the reinforcement of local 
capacities. In this regard, the presentation of 
Yearbook 2006 is an opportunity to view the 
way trodden and to provide some reflections 
on the subjects that have guided our agenda. 

2006 was doubtlessly a year of particu-
lar significance on the international agenda of 
local governments oriented towards the ob-
jectives of social cohesion. The First Ibero-
American Forum of Local Governments held 
in Montevideo in October marked the reas-
sertion of the commitment of cities and local 
areas to the great themes of the present and 
future. In this framework the subject of mi-
grations was addressed, as well as the issue of 
displacement of individuals and communities, 

our societies look into a broken mirror that 
returns multiple partial images from which it 
is difficult to reconstruct a harmonious and 
recognizable whole. Each fragment is incom-
plete and needs the others.

Modern society has lost the ancient 
walls that isolated and protected it, but today 
internal walls are put up that fragment the ci-
ties, isolating and segregating its inhabitants, 
generating new forms of marginalisation. The-
se are invisible barriers that gradually occupy 
areas in the city, which reduce the chances of 
relationships among its inhabitants, which re-
duce areas for inclusion and construction of 
cohesion in society.

A model of a city that is defined by in-
ternal walls, that places internal limits within 
its own territory, is a city that closes the way 
to hope. It is a city in which its inhabitants 
do not know themselves, do not know their 
capacities and limitations, a city in which the 
other is a stranger, and fear and danger are 
deposited in each other. Estranged from each 
other, separated, isolated, the inhabitants of 
cities perceive each other as a threat, and at 
the same time they do not develop their own 

capacities, whereby they perceive themselves 
as weak and vulnerable.

Today we find ourselves entering a new 
century, which demands that we continue 
building and forging our identities, in order 
to progress towards integrated societies, built 
on relations of greater equity, and towards 
new local, regional and international equili-
briums. The commitment taken on by local 
governments, decentralized co-operation and 
the efforts made to strengthen local and re-
gional integration processes are then tools 
with which to continue to build and conso-
lidate, in order to fully assume the challenges 
of the future. 

Ricardo Ehrlich
Mayor, Montevideo Municipal Government

its impact on cities and local spaces and the 
responsibilities of local governments. 

In the present context, marked pro-
foundly by globalisation processes, with a 
strong increase in the displacement of people 
and communities among diverse continents 
and countries and also of internal migrations 
within our countries, characterised by the ex-
pulsion of entire populations from the central 
areas to the periphery of our cities, addressing 
social integration acquires particular impor-
tance for cities and local areas. In the opposite 
sense efforts at social integration, the deepe-
ning  of differences between those who wish 
to or must move, between those who may or 
may not choose the place to develop their life 
projects, are accompanied by discrimination 
and loss of references, with singular impact 
on local areas. Exclusion and the formation of 
ghettos take on a new dimension as social pa-
thologies in the context of the intensification 
of the globalization process, which supposes a 
greater challenge for our local governments.

These changes have shaken the socie-
ties of all countries with diverse social, poli-
tical and also individual consequences. Today 

P
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It is my pleasure to present to you the 
Yearbook 2006, which gathers together the 
progress made by the European Union-Latin 
America Observatory on Decentralised Co-
operation in the analysis of relations between 
sub-national governments in both regions, as 
well as leading articles on this subject.

After two years of life the Observatory 
has succeeded in becoming an outstanding 
actor in the debate on new forms of co-
operation. Given the richness and complexity 
of decentralized co-operation, the expansion of 
knowledge on this phenomenon is a necessity, 
not only to gain awareness of the facts of the 
international action of local administrations, but 
also to improve co-operation in development 
in general.

In this regard, the appearance of Year-
book 2006 is a new tool in the hands of people 
who work day after day on decentralized co-
operation. Following the success of Yearbook 
2005, designed to provide an overall view of 
the phenomenon, this year our intention is to 
go into greater depth regarding some of the 
more specific aspects of decentralised co-op-
eration. 

The contents of Yearbook 2006 are 
many and very diverse, but they always revolve m

made by other government levels to reinforce 
decentralized co-operation. 

I would also like to point out that, de-
spite this being the principal publication of the 
Observatory, our efforts are not limited to an-
alyzing the present situation regarding decen-
tralized co-operation through its Yearbook: 
the rest of the efforts made by the Observa-
tory are the best indication of our commit-
ment to research in matters of decentralized 
co-operation.

The Observatory’s endeavours do not end 
with the analysis of the systematised data; much 
energy is devoted to disseminating the pool of 
resources of decentralised co-operation. Perhaps 
the best example is the appearance of our new 
resource centre in the Observatory’s web page, 
which helps to provide information on the main 
characteristics and limits of this type of co-oper-
ation in order to improve understanding of the 
reality of the co-operation initiatives promoted 
locally. Another clear indication of the Observa-
tory’s efforts to improve knowledge and practice 
in matters of decentralized co-operation has been 
the creation of an on-line training course, the first 
two issues of which have been a resounding suc-
cess.

The aim of these initiatives is, to a 

large extent, the creation of a community of 
knowledge in which elected positions, techni-
cal staff, experts and individuals interested in 
decentralised co-operation participate with the 
purpose of approaching the general objective 
of the Observatory, which is none other than 
to consolidate the European Union-Latin 
America local partnership through enhanced 
knowledge of the reality around us, in order 
to multiply the positive results of this kind of 
co-operation.

Finally, I would like to take advantage of 
the occasion to express my thanks to all mem-
bers of the antennas of the Observatory for 
their efforts devoted to these initiatives and to 
the institutions that have made publication of 
Yearbook 2006 possible, without whose col-
laboration the Observatory’s activities would 
have been very difficult to carry out.  

Agustí Fernández de Losada
General Co-ordinator of the European 

Union-Latin America Observatory
on Decentralised Co-operation

around co-operation for development of sub-
national governments. Important changes are 
still taking place in this field among which the 
creation of various Latin American local gov-
ernments for is to be highlighted. 

It has already been some time since States 
are no longer the main actors in the interna-
tional arena. Proof of that is the multiplication 
of decentralized co-operation initiatives, many 
of which are spontaneous. However, as this 
Yearbook shows, supra-national organizations 
and States increasingly make an effort to make 
participation of municipalities and regions ac-
tive at the international level.

Without a doubt, information exchange 
among the people who are aware of the facts of 
decentralised co-operation is a key factor to in-
fluence the constant evolution of this phenom-
enon, especially at a transcendental time such 
as when new programmes are being designed 
to reinforce decentralised co-operation.

In view of this development, it is relevant 
to recall the need for active participation by 
the main actors of decentralised co-operation, 
not only in the implementation of these pro-
grammes, but also in their design. This doubt-
lessly helps to improve these types of initiatives 
but also to increase the legitimacy of efforts 

Presentation of Yearbook 2006
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As, with the whole team at the Obser-
vatory, we begin the analysis of decentralised 
co-operation between the European Union 
(EU) and Latin America (AL), we gradua-
lly discover the wealth and diversity of this 
complex phenomenon. One of the main 
tasks of the Observatory is to make its full 
scope known, through its different publica-
tions and, especially, through the Yearbook 
that you are now holding in your hands.

The first issue (Yearbook 2005) focu-
sed mainly, as is logical, on the genesis of 
decentralised co-operation, on its conceptual 
delimitation and on the point of departure of 
the local governments in the different possi-
ble fields of incidence of said co-operation.

The intention of Yearbook 2006 is 
to follow the guidelines set out in the first 
publication, although placing stress, at this 
time, on the reality of decentralized co-ope-
ration and on the specific experiences that 
we begin to become aware of and to be able 
to study and disseminate. Along these lines, 
the present document has kept a very similar 
structure to that of the previous Yearbook,  

a division into five large sections: (1) Analy-
sis of decentralized co-operation; (2) social 
cohesion and poverty reduction; (3) gover-
nance and institutional strengthening; (4) 
regional integration processes; and (5) case 
studies1, although we have tried to provide 
analyses anchored to a larger extent in the 
knowledge of co-operation practices and to 
enrich each of the sections of the Yearbook 
with illustrations of real cases.

1. Analysis of decentralised co-operation

This section is centred on the analysis 
of the decentralised co-operation phenome-
non in general. It involves, together with the 
on-line Resource Centre offered by the Ob-
servatory (www.observ-ocd.org), one of the 
main displays of the Observatory to present 
the data detected and systematised as regards 
this phenomenon.

The first article, devoted to the analysis 
of the data gathered so far by the Observa-
tory, is an update of the information presen-
ted in the same section of  Yearbook 2005, 
since the number of decentralized co-opera-
tion initiatives on which conclusions have to 
be reached has practically doubled. This has 
allowed confirmation of trends already de-
tected and fortification of the analysis with 
new lines of research for the future. The arti-
cle, prepared by Santiago Sarraute and Her-
vé Théry and titled “Analysis of bilateral re-
lations among sub-national public adminis-
trations of Latin America and the European 
Union” also incorporates a presentation of 
charts that allow the complexity of the phe-
nomenon to be visualized.

Likewise, the section includes an analy-
sis of the co-operation networks between lo-
cal and regional governments, “Networks of 

cities as a privileged tool for decentralised 
co-operation management,” prepared by An-
tonio Cardarello with Jorge Rodríguez. Star-
ting from a contextualisation based on the 
internationalisation of local actors, the article 
delves deeply into the practice of networks by 
describing their origin, evolution, definition, 
topology and the advantages of this type of 
relationship. It then analyses participation in 
the networks identified by the Observatory 
that involve both Latin American and Euro-
pean participants, proving that the networks 
are a privileged tool for interaction between 
sub-national governments.

The article “URB-AL: A case of decen-
tralised co-operation,” prepared by Rómulo 
Caballeros, offers a review of the EU pro-
gramme after ten years of propitiating the 
exchange of experiences and practices. The 
programme has been very innovative in EU-
Latin America co-operation, because of the 
way it has stimulated participation of more 
cities and regions, as well as the creation of 
thematic networks and the preparation of 
common projects between local European 
and Latin American governments.

Finally, this section includes, as a no-
velty regarding Yearbook 2005, an agenda of 
prominent events in the world of decentrali-
zed co-operation during the year 2006. Said 
agenda intends to present the principal con-
ferences, seminars, encounters and training 
courses devoted to discussing or analyzing 
this phenomenon, in order to promote in-
formation exchange among academics, tech-
nicians, elected persons and individuals in-
terested in EU-Latin American decentralized 
co-operation.

 

2. Social cohesion and poverty reduction

Decentralised co-operation is an ins-
trument that can contribute to the enhance-
ment of local policies aimed at the reduction 

Structure of Yearbook 2006
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1 | These sections are in keeping with the strategic guide-
lines of the Observatory since they involve key spheres of 
decentralised co-operation.
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of poverty and – in a much broader manner 
– at the improvement of social cohesion. 
Municipalities and regions must face up to 
new challenges to build more integrated and 
cohesive local societies and have to overco-
me the difficulties that are born from what is 
still an insufficient recognition of their role, 
both in the area of competence and in the 
distribution of resources among the different 
levels of public administration.

From this point of view, although de-
centralised co-operation does not yield suffi-
cient resources to significantly lessen the 
pressure of citizens on government levels 
responsible for those tasks, it can be a tool 
to promote exchanges that facilitate drafting 
and implementing public policies and allow 
an improvement of the present situation at 
the local level.

The second section is focused preci-
sely on those subjects via an article prepa-
red by María Julia Reyna and Alicia Ziccar-
di, “Decentralised co-operation policies and 
programmes of social cohesion,” presenting 
the characteristics of social issues that affect 
the local world and influence social cohesion 
(migrations, employment, gender, youth, 
etc.), as well as the strategic role of decentra-
lised co-operation in this area.

One of the most important elements 
of social cohesion is the active promotion 
of truly integral gender policies. To ensure 
the constancy of the importance of the said 
policies and of the efforts already made by 
local governments in this regard, Yearbook 
2006 also echoes, in this section, the initia-
tive launched by the Council of European 
Municipalities and Regions (CEMR) that 
has drawn up a Charter to which European 
municipalities and regions may adhere, in 
the full understanding that by signing it each 
local government takes on a series of speci-
fic commitments in this area. This specific 
practice is offered as an element to be taken 
into account for possible decentralized co-

operation initiatives involving local gender 
policies.

Moreover, a more specific section on 
analyses of experiences with highly relevant 
decentralized co-operation and social cohe-
sion initiatives is included.

3. Governance and institutional strengthening

The third section of the Yearbook is de-
voted to an analysis of the extent to which 
decentralized co-operation has an impact on 
the management capacities of local and regio-
nal governments.

The article “Decentralised co-opera-
tion and institutional strengthening of local 
governments in the North and in the South,” 
prepared by Carlos Hernández and Carlos 
Illán, analyses the impact of this phenomenon 
on the institutional strengthening processes 
of local governments both in Latin America 
and in the EU. This last point deserves spe-
cial attention because the results of decentra-
lised co-operation are frequently visible in the 
South, but not as much in the North. 

Moreover, Miguel Azcueta’s article 
“Decentralised co-operation and citizen par-
ticipation” reflects on the capacity of decen-
tralised co-operation to incorporate new so-
cial actors into the political interaction and 
on the richness this type of exercise produces, 
by reinforcing citizen awareness and promo-
ting transparency. 

Finally, this section includes the presen-
tation of a series of initiatives that illustrate 
the efforts made in the sphere of local gover-
nance in Latin America.

 
4. Regional integration processes  

Regional integration of sub-national 
governments responds to diverse rationales. 
In the first place, globalisation means that 
municipalities and regions increasingly sha-

re common problems and that, therefore, 
there is more information exchanged. Mo-
reover, the will to internationalise (or even 
the need to do so) of cities and regions in 
many cases fosters the creation of trans-na-
tional structures of sub-national actors.

If the previous Yearbook explored the 
general progress made in regional integra-
tion and analysed what the place was for lo-
cal governments in institutions responsible 
for regional integration processes, Yearbook 
2006 is devoted to actions pertaining to re-
gional integration carried out by sub-natio-
nal governments.

Álvaro Padrón’s article titled “Re-
flections on integration processes in Latin 
America” examines the advances and limits 
of sub-national government integration 
processes, since with ever greater frequency 
local and regional governments create the-
matic networks and instruments that allow 
them to develop new strategies for common 
problems. 

Furthermore, the article “Trans-fron-
tier co-operation in Latin America and the 
European Union: Contributions to the re-
gional integration process,” prepared by 
Aurora Hernández, Alicia Jiménez and Juan 
Carlos Picón, analyses the reality of decen-
tralized transnational co-operation. More 
specifically, the article illustrates the need 
for local transnational governments of Latin 
America to co-operate in certain spheres, as 
well as their implications for regional inte-
gration agendas.

Finally, this section also includes a co-
llection of experiences in matters of decen-
tralised co-operation and regional integra-
tion.

5. Case studies

The last section of this publication is 
devoted to an analysis of the reality of decen-
tralised co-operation in countries that stand 

out because of their activity in this regard. 
Yearbook 2005 presented the situation 

of decentralised co-operation in France. For 
Yearbook 2006 the cases of Italy and Mexico 
were studied.

Indeed, sub-national governments in 
Italy are among the most dynamic in the 
European Union regarding decentralised co-
operation with Latin America. More specifi-
cally, as Marina Izzo and Andrea Stocchiero 
point out, decentralised co-operation in this 
country is characterised in large measure by 
the dynamism of the regions. 

Likewise, the case of Mexico is also 
paradigmatic. The changes occurring in the 
political system of this country have opened 
the door to decentralisation processes and 
therefore to the participation of sub-national 
governments in the international arena. Mo-
reover, as Leonardo Díaz states, these chan-
ges have allowed a series of changes to begin 
in the legal framework of this country that 
will allow emerging decentralized co-opera-
tion to improve.

To conclude, we, the Observatory team, 
hope that reading this Yearbook will be a frui-
tful experience and we hope that the opinion 
of readers and their suggestions will progres-
sively enhance this instrument of knowledge 
and spread decentralised co-operation.

Jean-Pierre Malé
Executive Director of the European

Latin America Observatory
on Decentralised Co-operationm

Structure
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The first section of the Yearbook focuses on an analysis of decentrali-
zed co-operation. To do so it relies on the search and systematization of data 
carried out by the Observatory’s team. This section is, in large measure, one 
of the main displays through which the Observatory presents the data gathe-
red on decentralized co-operation between the European Union and Latin 
America over the whole year.

If the efforts of Yearbook 2005 were focused on defining decentralised co-
operation and establishing its limits, this year its analysis gains in depth because 
of the accumulation of a greater degree of information. Obviously, given the com-
plexity of the subject, the results presented are not final. However, the information 
presented here does allow the process of approximation to EU-Latin America de-
centralized co-operation to be continued in order to achieve greater depth and 
knowledge of the realities of this type of co-operation.

Continuing the work initiated in Yearbook 2005, this section includes a 
study on the decentralised co-operation relations detected between both regions. 
The analysis done this year is based on a greater number of cases, beginning with 
which the trends detected earlier have been confirmed and new conclusions have 
been reached. As a novelty, this article incorporates maps based on existing infor-
mation, a fact which allows us to visualize the dimension of the phenomenon we 
are dealing with.

Moreover, a document has also been produced, on the basis of Obser-
vatory data, on the decentralized co-operation networks that exist between 
the European Union and Latin America. This type of instrument deserves 
special attention since it is based on a flexible model of co-operation based in 
turn on horizontal exchange that wants nothing to do with a North-South 
hand out approach. 

Part of the Observatory’s efforts have also been addressed at analysing the 
European Commission’s URB-AL programme, doubtlessly one of the principal 
programmes designed to step up the creation of networks. In April 2006 the last 
request for proposals of the URB-AL programme took place; for the ten years this 
programme has been in place it has played a central role in reinforcing relations 
between the sub-national governments of the European Union and Latin Ame-
rica via a direct exchange of experiences between territorial council members and 
technicians of both continents. For this reason, the article on this programme pre-
sents its results and impacts not only at the level of projects presented but also as 
contributions to the decentralized co-operation concept.

Finally, a brief agenda reviews the most outstanding events in the area of 
decentralised co-operation during the year 2006. Given the breadth and diversity 
of the phenomenon, we are dealing with a selection that illustrates the rich resour-
ces of this type of co-operation, especially the events devoted to the analysis of the 
phenomenon and training initiatives.

We hope you agree with us that these articles help to define more precisely 
the characteristics, capacities and limits of decentralised co-operation and that 
we must continue to work in the same direction to improve the results of this long 
process of analysis.

Introduction | o

Analysis of local 
decentralised 
co-operation
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This article analyses the complex network of bilateral relations 

among sub-national governments of Latin America and the European 
Union (EU) with the intention of pointing out their main trends and 
characteristics. The analysis relies on the data obtained by the European 
Union-Latin-America Observatory on Decentralised Co-operation 
which is constantly being expanded as the phenomenon of decentralised 
co-operation is gone into in greater depth. The article shows how these 
relations are unequally concentrated by countries, the most active of 
them being Spain, Italy, France, Germany and Portugal in the EU, 
and Argentina, Nicaragua, Brazil, Cuba, Mexico and Chile in Latin 
America. Furthermore, there is also a certain tendency to be detected 
of administrations to act with their opposite numbers, both at the 
administrative level and in terms of population size. The analysis done 
allows factors that motivate or facilitate the establishment of bilateral 
relations to be identified. Among the most important factors are historical 
ties, the fight against poverty, political solidarity or new trends in 
paradiplomacy such as public marketing, political lobbying alliances or 
strategic positioning of cities and regions which can be highlighted. Finally, 
the participation of governments in bilateral relations is compared to other 
types of co-operation such as sub-national government networks or projects 
arising from the URB-AL programme. When making these comparisons 
the enormous potential for generating close links in the other sub-national 
types of relations can be observed, the latter being privileged spaces for 
encountering other institutions that in the main still do not participate 
in bilateral relations. 

Analysis of local decentralised co-operation

Analysis of bilateral relations among 
sub-national public administrations of Latin 
America and the European Union
Santiago Sarraute Sainz*
Hervé Théry**
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Decentralised co-operation between 
sub-national administrations of Latin Ameri-
ca and the European Union (EU) is already 
a widespread issue of relations that translate 
into political, technical, financial, economic 
and cultural exchange. Among the different 
modalities or types, bilateral relations stand 
out regarding other multiple partnerships 
such as networks, for example, because they 
may lead to closer links between public admi-
nistrations. 

The aim of this article is, precisely, to 
show some features of bilateral relations in-
volving decentralised co-operation between 
the EU and Latin America, based on the cha-
racteristics of sub-national administrations 
participating in same. 

The article contains a methodological 
introduction in the second section in which 
it specifies the purpose of the study, the in-
formation-gathering strategy and the limita-
tions thereof. The third section provides data 
on the characteristics of the relations and of 
their participants. In the fourth some reasons 
for the establishment of bilateral relations are 
mentioned. The fifth compares participation 
in bilateral relations to that which occurs in 
networks and that generated in the URB-AL 
programme. Finally, a series of conclusions 
are reached derived from the analysis provi-
ded in the article. 

Based on the article in the previous 
Yearbook  “An approximation to decentrali-
zed co-operation in the EU and Latin Ame-
rica,” written by Arnau Gutiérrez, this article 
goes into greater depth regarding bilateral 
relations  and contributes new data gathered 
during the second year of operation of the 
EU-Latin America Observatory on Decen-
tralised Co-operation (OCD).vatorio de Co-
operación Descentralizada UE-AL (OCD). 

1.  Introduction

KEY WORDS

Decentralised co-operation  |
Paradiplomacy  |
International relations  |
Co-operation for development |

* Santiago Sarraute is in charge of data search 
and systematisation in the OCD.
** Hervé Théry is a research specialist with the 
CNRS-Credal (Paris) and guest professor of 
the Geography Department in the University of 
Sao Paulo (USP).

The decentralized co-operation bilate-
ral relations identified by the OCD are those 
in which there is a partnership agreement in 
place between two public administrations to 
initiate a process of collaboration and/or ex-
change. No distinctions in that identification 
have been made on the basis of the contents 
of the relations: those which are most focu-
sed on development co-operation actions in 
the classical sense are grouped together with 
cultural exchange or relations being included 
in the more generic phenomenon of the para-
diplomacy of sub-national governments (see 
Aldecoa and Keating, 1999). Neither have 
distinctions been made on the basis of the 
duration of the agreements. Therefore, it is 
possible to find herein, from permanent or 
quasi permanent links such as, for example, 
town-twinning, to actions limited in time 
such as projects. 

The initial strategy for identifying bi-
lateral relations has involved mainly locating 
sources of information that had already been 
gathered by sub-national government bila-
teral relations. .1 EIn a later phase internet 
information was searched regarding relations 
that had already been identified. One of the 
results of this second search has been the 
identification of new relations. 

The result obtained is a photograph of 
the bilateral relations among sub-national ad-
ministrations of Latin America and the EU 
that makes it easier to identify general trends. 
However, this photograph has some limits, 
mainly due to the difficulty of locating all 
the relations in place within so vast a terri-
tory and of maintaining the information up-
to-date. Anyway, we hope that reading this 
article will help to motivate your sending us 

2. Methodology

1 | See  more information in Gutiérrez Camps (2006).
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The OCD has identified 980 bilateral re-
lationships between sub-national governments 
in the EU and Latin America, involving a to-
tal of 1,136 public institutions or aggregates of 
same. The result is a dense and complex mesh 
(see Figure 1) that will be unwoven throughout 
this section.

3.1. Figures referring to relations
3.1.1. Geographical analysis

The geographical distribution of rela-
tionships is irregular with regard to groupings 

3. Description of bilateral 
relations in figures and maps
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information on this type of relations so that it 
may be included in future analyses. 

Finally, the article involved has cer-
tain particularities: (1) The analysis is 
based on geographical characteristics, 
populations and administrative levels (lo-
cal, metropolitan area, intermediate2 and 
regional) of sub-national governments. 
The characteristics of the populations are 
analyzed only in the case of municipali-
ties. (2) The information on the URB-AL 
programme is based on the systematisa-
tion done by the OCD on the basis of data 
supplied by the European Commission. 
(3) Graphs and tables supplied are all pro-
duced in-house. (4) The maps appearing 
throughout the text contain only relation-
ships between municipalities.

of countries by continental sub-regions.3 In ge-
neral terms, Graph 1 shows that the sub-region 
of Southern Europe and the sub-regions of the 
Southern Cone and Central America in Latin 
America concentrate the greater part of the re-
lations identified. The result is that the sum of 
relations between said continental sub-regions 
adds up to almost 70% of the 980 identified. At a 
second level of importance, Central Europe also 
stands out because of its relations with Central 
America and the Southern Cone, the Andean 
Area and Mexico with the countries of Southern 
Europe and, to a lesser extent, Northern Europe 
again with Central America

Distribution of relations by countries shows a 

high degree of concentration in some of them (see 
Table 1). This phenomenon is more pronounced 
in the EU where five countries (Spain, Italy, Fran-
ce, Germany and Portugal) concentrate 87% of the 
relations of the total of 25 that make up the EU (the 
majority from Southern Europe). In addition to 
this, participation is scarce or nil in the majority of its 
countries, particularly in the last ones incorporated 
into the Union and in those of Northern Europe. 
Specifically, the OCD has not detected any relations 
in the case of ten countries (Denmark, Cyprus, Slo-
venia, Estonia, Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, Lat-
via, Luxemburg and Malta) and scarcely any in five 
other countries (Czechia, Slovakia, Finland, Greece 
and Poland). 
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Gráph 1 | Matrix of bilateral relation

2 |All sub-national governments (or groups of them) are considered to be intermediate levels when the latter are 
between the municipal and regional levels excluding metropolitan areas. For example, provinces (in the case of 
Europe). commonwealths, districts, associations of municipalities, etc.).
3 |The countries taken into account in each continental sub-region are the following: Southern Cone: Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay; Andean Area: Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela; Central 
America + Cuba: Costa Rica, Cuba, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama; Southern 
Europe: Spain, France, Greece, Italy and Portugal; Central EU: Germany, Austria, Belgium, Luxemburg and 
Netherlands; Northern EU: Denmark, Finland, Ireland, United Kingdom and Sweden; New EU incorpora-
tions: Checkia, Cyprus, Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta and Poland.

Figure 1 | Network of bilateral relations between Latin America and EU sub-national governments
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UE/Latin America AL Municipalities 
  <100.000

AL Municipalities  
>100.000 <500.000

AL Municipalities
 > 500.000  

AL supra-municipal 
administrations

EU municipalities <100.000 71,69% 15,87% 2,38% 10,05%
EU municipalities>100.000 <500.000 59,29% 26,11% 5,31% 9,29%
EU municipalities > 500.000 24,72% 23,25% 31,73% 20,30%
Supra-municipal administrations UE 4,76% 3,81% 5,71% 85,71%
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In the case of Latin America, although the 
said phenomenon is less pronounced, a certain 
concentration of relations in some countries is to 
be observed. Specifically, five of the 18 countries 
studied (Argentina, Brazil, Nicaragua, Cuba and 
Mexico) concentrate 79% of relations identified. 
However, by contrast to the EU, relations have 
been identified for all countries and there are 
few cases in which they are scarce (Costa Rica, 
Honduras, Panama and Paraguay).

Table 1 also shows concentrations of 
linkages between countries that stand out becau-
se they are so numerous. Specifically, relations 
of Spain with Argentina, Nicaragua, Cuba and 
Mexico; Italy with Argentina; Brazil with France 
and Portugal and Nicaragua with Germany add 
up to more than half the total relations identi-
fied. 

The results obtained make it possible to 
visualise some major trends in the motivations 
that have led to the establishment of co-opera-
tion links between sub-national administrations 
of Latin America and the European Union. Spe-
cifically, historical links based on colonization 
periods and later emigrations from the EU to 
Latin America, as well as solidarity processes, 
initially in policies and later in the reduction of 
poverty indices, may be behind an important 
percentage of relations identified. These trends 
shall be analysed in greater depth in section 4 of 
this article.

Furthermore, the fact that the majority of 
EU countries maintain scarce or no relations with 
Latin America may be explained, fundamentally, 
by the few cultural links in place between tho-
se countries and Latin America. However, other 
factors have a minor influence, such as the lack 
of much tradition in the role of donors of co-
operation for development prevailing mainly in 
countries recently incorporated into the EU or 
the lack of resources and of regulatory framewor-
ks in other countries. 

3.1.2. Analysis of populations at the administrative level

Sub-national governments at the mu-
nicipal level are the administrations which are 
numerically the most active in bilateral relations 
since they take part in 91% of them (870 cases), 
of which 87% occur only between municipalities 
(761 cases). Regional governments appear below 
(including federated states), 12% of which parti-
cipate in the relations identified (121 cases).

Bilateral relations between sub-national 
governments of Latin America and the European 
Union are as a rule more frequent between oppo-
site numbers. If this tendency is analysed from 
the point of view of Latin American sub-national 
governments, it can clearly be seen (see Table 2a) 
that it is more often that municipalities of greater 
population size, of smaller population size and su-

EU/Latin America
Latin America 
municipalities    
<100.000

Latin America 
municipalities   

>100.000 <500.000

Latin America 
municipalities 
> 500.000  

Adm. Supra-municipales AL

Municipios UE <100.000 56,81% 32,26% 7,96% 18,63%
Municipios UE >100.000 <500.000 28,09% 31,72% 10,62% 10,29%
Municipios UE > 500.000 14,05% 33,87% 76,11% 26,96%
Adm. Supra-municipales UE 1,05% 2,15% 5,31% 44,12%

Source: Own elaboration

Table 2b  | Matrix of EU bilateral relations percentages by population segments/ administrative level

Source: Own elaboration
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TOTAL

Argentina 67 119 14 2 3 6 1 1 1 3  1 1 2  221
Brasil 18 26 54 50 1 8 1 1  1      160
Chile 18 2 15    1 2 1 1 1     41
Uruguay 20 6 1 2    1        30
Paraguay 6   1  1          8
Perú 8 3 13  1 1 2 1 1       30
Bolivia 4  6   1  5   1     17
Colombia 13 2 2             17
Venezuela 10 1 4 1            16
Ecuador 8 1 2     2   1     14
Nicaragua 81 8 7  1 37 21 5 12 17 7 1 6  2 205
Cuba 71 7 13 3    1  2      97
El Salvador 23 2 2             27
Guatemala 11 3 1   1  5        21
Honduras 6     1          7
Costa Rica 4  1             5
Panamá 4               4
México 33 1 14  2 6   1  1   2  60
TOTAL 405 181 149 59 8 62 26 24 16 24 11 2 7 4 2 980

Source: Own elaboration

Tabla 1  | Matrix of number of bilateral relations between countries

Table 2a | Matrix of Latin American bilateral relations percentages by population segments/administrative level
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pra-municipal administrations 4(to a lesser degree) 
relate to their European counterparts rather than 
to the remainder (76%. 57% and 44% respectively). 
If analysed from a European perspective (see Table 
2b), the same is clearly the case regarding supra-
municipal administrations, small municipalities and 
less frequent in the case of municipalities of greater 
population size (86%, 72% y 32%, respectively). 

In the case of medium-sized municipalities 
(between 100,000 and 500,000 inhabitants), the 
behaviour is different, both compared to previous 
cases and by comparing the Latin America and 
EU trend. In the case of Latin America, relations 
showed a similar frequency both in percentage of 
relations with small municipalities, and with large 
European municipalities. In the case of EU muni-
cipalities relations are clearly more frequent with 
small Latin American municipalities. (59,29%). 

The same trend mentioned in the previous 
paragraph repeats itself if relations are analysed 
between the different supra-municipal adminis-
trative levels. Indeed, in most cases relations with 
other levels are more frequent. The only case that 

partially escapes this trend is that of regions, which 
relate to their opposite number in 40% of cases in 
which they participate (46 relationships). 

 3.2. Figures referred to participants
As has been mentioned at the beginning of 

this section, 1,136 institutions are participating in 
the 980 relations that have been identified. This 
presumes an average participation of 1.7 relations 
per participant.

At the level of distribution by continen-
tal sub-regions and by countries, significant di-
fferences are not to be observed in comparison 
with the description provided in paragraph 3.1.1 
(see Table 3). The most important fact is that the 
distribution between the number of participants 
from Latin America and the EU is unequal, the 
Europeans being a larger percentage (56% of to-
tal institutions) than Latin Americans (44%). 

This situation may be due to the role 
adopted by European sub-national governments 
in most decentralised co-operation relationships 

Country Municipalities<100.000 Municipalities >100.000 <500.000 Municipalities > 500.000 Supra-municipal Administrat. Total

Costa Rica 0 1 0 0 1

Cuba 25 15 2 9 51

El Salvador 10 3 0 3 16

Guatemala 13 2 1 1 17

Honduras 1 1 2 1 5

Nicaragua 71 7 1 1 80

Panamá 0 1 1 1 3

Argentina 72 20 9 14 115

Brazil 30 28 18 9 85

Chile 11 9 2 6 28

Paraguay 2 1 1 0 4

Uruguay 0 2 1 0 3

México 9 8 13 4 34

Bolivia 3 3 3 0 9

Colombia 5 4 4 0 13

Ecuador 6 4 2 0 12

Perú 2 6 3 4 15

Venezuela 1 6 3 1 11

Germany 21 21 6 3 51

Austria 9 2 1 1 13

Belgium 17 1 0 1 19

Holland 11 12 2 0 25

Luxemburg 0 0 0 0 0

Denmark 0 0 0 0 0

Finland 1 1 0 0 2

Ireland 0 0 0 0 0

United Kingdom 2 16 2 0 20

Sweden 10 1 0 0 11

Spain 155 36 6 19 216

France 56 9 2 29 96

Greece 5 1 1 0 7

Italy 84 10 5 25 124

Portugal 25 11 1 1 38

Czechia 5 1 1 0 7

Cyprus 0 0 0 0 0

Slovakia 2 0 0 0 2

Slovenia 0 0 0 0 0

Estonia 0 0 0 0 0

Hungary 0 0 0 0 0

Latvia 0 0 0 0 0

Lithuania 0 0 0 0 0

Malta 0 0 0 0 0

Poland 0 0 3 0 3

Table 3 |Number of participants per country according to characteristics

Source: own elaboration

Figure 2 | Distribution of participants by countries
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4 | Supra-municipal administrations refers to all sub-national governments or groupings of same that are not munici-
palities: federated states, regions, provinces, metropolitan areas, regional governments, commonwealths, associations of 
municipalities  and other entities.

The participating municipalities

Source: EU-Latin America Observatory on Decentralised Co-operation CHT2006
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fundamentally to a lower ratio of population per 
municipality in the European Union while there 
is a greater number and variety of supra-municipal 
administrations in the said geographical area. But 
another reason is the fact that Latin American mu-
nicipalities have less resources and competencies 
available that allow them to participate in the in-
ternational arena, a factor that affects mainly sma-
ller municipalities.

The supra-municipal administrations most 
active in the relations identified are the regions, 
followed by the intermediate levels (see Table 4). 
Also to be highlighted is that while a certain pari-
ty can be observed between the number of Latin 
American and European Union participant re-
gions, there are significant differences in the num-
ber of administrations with intermediate levels.

Various factors, even for each relationship 
individually, may make possible or motivate the 
generation of links between Latin American and 
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being that of financier, whereas their limited re-
sources prevent them from being prodigal in their 
relations, a factor that does not affect the Latin 
American case. Another supplementary cause 
is that some sub-national governments in Latin 
America have gained much experience in the field 
of international relations, a fact that makes it easier 
for them to multiply their contact possibilities. 

Another important fact is that the territories 
of sub-national governments active in bilateral re-
lations are concentrated in some regions or areas 
of their respective countries. This fact can be seen 
clearly in the United Kingdom, Italy, Brazil, Ar-
gentina, Chile and Mexico, inter alia.

As for population characteristics and the 
administrative level of the participants, Graph 2 
shows that their number diminishes when the size 
of the municipalities increases as well as the ad-
ministrative level of sub-national governments as 
a whole. Furthermore, if Latin America and the 
European Union are compared, it can be obser-
ved that the European participating municipali-
ties are in general smaller and on the contrary a 
greater number of European supra-municipal 
administrations participate. This fact may be due 

European Union sub-national governments. De-
tailed knowledge on this could be obtained on 
the basis of the aggregate analysis of the contents 
of each relationship, an area of study that is not 
within the scope of this article. However, partici-
pation characteristics of bilateral relations facilitate 
grouping them according to some common mo-
tivations, which are the subject of this section.

 

4.1. Historical and human ties: colonisation and 
emigration of EU to Latin America

There is no doubt that the factor that most 
helps to generate decentralized co-operation links 

Graph 2 | Percentage distribution by population segments/administrative level
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are the historical ties between both geographical 
areas, which come from the era of European co-
lonization in Latin America, and to a lesser ex-
tent, from the existence of more recent cultural 
ties, the result mainly of migratory flows from 
Italy and Spain. 

The period of colonisation left as one of 
its most important consequences the Portuguese 
language in Brazil and Spanish in the remainder 
of Latin America, a fact that enormously aids re-
lations with Portugal and Spain, respectively. The 
importance of the existence of a history, language 
and culture in common is clearly to be observed in 
the case of Spain, the sub-national governments 
of which are more discretely present in Brazil 

Table 4  | Distribution of supra-municipal administrations by geographical area
Supra-municipal administration typologies LA Nº participants Latin America EU Nº Total
Metropolitan areas 2 9 11
Intermediate levels 14 31 45
Regions 33 38 71
National  municipal associations 5 1 6
Total 54 79 133

Source: Own elaboration

Figure 3   | Relations between Portugal and Latin America
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4. Factors that facilitate or motivate 
bilateral relations
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(11% regarding total relations of Brazil) and in 
large part in the rest of Latin America (more than 
40% regarding total relations identified):

The same also happens in Portugal in which 
the large majority of its relations are concentra-
ted in Brazil (see Fig.3). The second country in 
Europe with most relations with Latin America 
is Italy. These relations are mainly concentrated 

in Argentina and to a lesser extent in Brazil (see 
Figure 4), precisely where a very significant volu-
me of Italian emigrants were concentrated. This 
fact underlines the great importance that the ties 
caused by migrations also have in the promotion 
of relations among sub-national governments.

What is described in the case of Italy is also 
true in the case of some areas of Spain such as 

Galicia or the Canary Islands, with large move-
ments of emigrants towards Argentina and Cuba, 
respectively (see Figure 5). They could even ex-
plain in part the important concentration of re-
lations between Mexico and Spain, the ties of 
which could have been influenced considerably 
by Spanish emigration after the end of the civil 
war (1936-1939).

Finally, the importance of the historical 
factor as facilitator and promoter of relations bet-
ween sub-national governments explains, save 
for the cases of France and Germany, the great 
disproportion in the number of participations 
among countries of the EU to be observed in the 
third section of this article. 

4.2. Solidarity: political resemblances 
and reduction of inequalities

Solidarity is another of the factors that mo-
tivate the establishment of relations between sub-
national governments of Latin America and the Eu-
ropean Union. Specifically, solidarity with the most 
disadvantaged is perhaps the most frequent trend to 

Figure 4  | Relations between Italy and Latin America

Figure 5 | Relations between Galicia and Canary Is.in Spain with Latin America
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boost the involvement of municipalities and other 
European administrative levels in relations of de-
centralized co-operation because a large part of the 
population of Latin America lives in conditions of 
poverty. However, it is difficult to visualise that phe-
nomenon concentrated in some area of Latin Ame-
rica since poverty affects most of its countries to a 
greater or lesser extent. 

The solidarity phenomenon may indeed be 
defined in countries where there has been political 
solidarity extended from Europe with revolutionary 
movements in the seventies and eighties of the 20th 
century. The Latin American country that has most 
capitalised that phenomenon has been Nicaragua 
followed at a distance by Cuba and El Salvador. 

Much of the town-twinning in Nicaragua 
began with European support for the Sandinista 
Movement and, later, continued partly because of 
the poverty conditions in which the Nicaraguan po-
pulation lived and also of solidarity to palliate natural 
catastrophes, especially those caused by hurricane 
Mitch (1998). The distribution of European parti-
cipation in relations with Nicaragua has the pecu-
liarity that it concentrates the greater part by far of 
the relations of counties not located in Southern 
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Figure 6 | Ralations between Nicaragua and EU
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Europe (see Figure 6). In particular, it concentrates 
a large majority of the relations of Germany, Austria, 
Czechia, Slovakia, Holland, United Kingdom and 
Sweden (see Table 1). It also concentrates the grea-
test number of Spanish relations in comparison with 
the rest of the countries of Latin America, although 
there have been no close historical ties recently bet-
ween Spain and Nicaragua other than a common 
language. Therefore, Nicaragua is the best example 
of the solidarity phenomenon, concentrating 21% of 
total bilateral relations. 

4.3. The internationalisation 
of regions and large cities
 

Entry into the international arena of large ci-
ties and of other supra-municipal governments such 
as regions, provinces or metropolitan areas, is parti-
cularly important due to the volume of relations in 

which they are immersed (see Figure 7). In the spe-
cific case of bilateral relations identified by the OCD 
the said institutions are the most active if compared 
to small municipalities (see Graph 3).

The motivations of such great international 
activity are diverse and in all probability are not cir-
cumscribed solely to cultural relations which are in 
many cases the product of historical ties, or to ac-
tions linked to solidarity with political movements 
or with the most disadvantaged. Other factors such 
as urban marketing, corporate strategies of trans-
national enterprises and their impact on local mat-
ters, or the alliances between cities as strategies to 
exercise world lobbies, appear on the international 
agendas of sub-national governments 5, mainly tho-
se of greater size. 

Relations between large cities are distributed 
throughout Latin America and the EU and are the-
refore difficult to focus on territorially (see Figure 
7) This is not the case in regions that are concen-
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Figure 7 | Relations of cities with populations of more than  500,000 in habitants
trated in specific countries. In Latin America the fe-
deral states of Argentina, Brazil or Mexico and the 
Chilean regions are notably active in co-operation 
relations. In the case of the EU the most active are 
once again Spain, France and Italy, in this case hand 
in hand with their regions. 

4.4. Relations induced 
by programmes or encounters

Since the middle nineties decentralised co-
operation programmes have been emerging that 
facilitate encounters between sub-national gover-
nments. In the case of Latin America the most 
prominent are the URB-AL programme6  and 
the Local Human Development Programmes 
(widely known as PDHL for the Spanish initials) 
implemented in Cuba and Colombia.7   One of 

the results of those programmes are the relations 
fostered between sub-national governments.

The URB-AL programme has been, wi-
thout a doubt, the programme that has facilita-
ted the most relations between sub-national go-
vernments. The OCD has still not studied the 
impact in terms of bilateral relations promoted. 
In any case the type of programme presumes 
that not all relations generated will allow identi-
fication. This occurs because relations between 
institutions have been circumscribed in many 
cases to exchanges between technicians or per-
sons in charge of sector departments interested 
in the different themes promoted by sector 
networks. Said relations do not always reach 
the persons responsible for establishing institu-
tional agreements, and remain in a framework 
of technical contacts. Therefore, the impact of 
URB-AL on the fostering of relations cannot 
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5 | Javier Sánchez (2006): “La acción internacional de las autoridades locales” (“International actions by local au-
thorities”), Module 1 of on-line training, Barcelona: OCD
6 | For more information see Rómulo Caballeros’ in this publication
7 | For more information see  UNOPS  document (2004): Report on multilateral human development programmes.
Roma: UNOPS

Source: EU-Latin America Observatory on Decentralised Cooperation CHT2006
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be measured easily in terms of formalized insti-
tutional relations between governments, which 
are what the OCD mainly addresses.

In the case of the PDHL mentioned abo-
ve, the OCD still has no systematised informa-
tion available. In any case, they have also been the 
source of initiatives with a widespread potential to 
generate relations, especially between Cuba and 
sub-national governments of Italy and Spain..

Another international programme that in a 
minor way has linked European and Latin Ameri-
ca municipalities is the NEWS (North East West 
South)  programme.  This programme fostered 
the establishment of triangular exchange rela-
tions at the beginning of the nineties between 
municipalities of Nicaragua, Holland and former 
Czechoslovakia. This fact caused the occurrence 
of the majority of links identified between Czech 
and Slovak municipalities, and some Dutch with 
Nicaraguan opposite numbers. 

Besides international programmes, initia-
tives are arising in national frameworks which 
can potentially generate relations. Among them 
are programmes (for example, “French-Mexican 
Programme of Municipal Co-operation” or “100 
Città per 100 Progetti per il Brasile” between 
Italy and Brazil), and encounters of sub-national 
governments such as the “Seminar between inter-
municipal structures of France and the Southern 
Cone” or the “French-Brazilian Decentralised 
Co-operation Encounter” held in Montevideo 
and Marseille, respectively, in 2006..

5. Comparison with 
other decentralised co-operation actions

As has been mentioned in the introduc-
tion to this article, bilateral relations are one of 
the possible ways to establish relations between 
sub-national governments of Latin America 
and the EU. The OCD has also systematized 
participation in URB-AL networks,  participa-
tion in networks arising outside that program-
me  and that of the projects financed within the 
framework of URB-AL. It is precisely in this 
section that participation in bilateral relations 
with those of the rest of systematized actions is 
compared in order to analyse their differences 
and similarities.

5.1. Comparison between number of participants
Overall figures for participation of each 

type (see Table 5) show that bilateral rela-
tions are not only important because of the 
strength of the links that they may potentially 
generate, but also because of the fact that a 
considerable number of sub-national govern-
ments are mobilized. This mobilization may 
even be more important if possible because 
of the greater complexity and effort required 
to establish and maintain bilateral relations in 
comparison with other forms of participation 
such as networks.

1 | The conclusions reached on the basis of this table must be tempered by the fact that all existing networks have not been 
systematized (see note 13).

Type of relationship Nº of participants 2

Bilateral relations 1136
URB-AL networks 909
Non URB-AL networks 706
URB-AL projects 500

Source: Own elaboration

Graph  4a | Distribution of percentage of participants from continental sub-regions of Latin America 
according to different types of DC
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 Graph 4b | Distribution of percentage of participants from EU
 continental sub-regions according to the different DC activities

So
urc

e: 
Ow

n e
lab

ora
tio

n

76%

69%
75%

83%

5%
11% 10%

6%

17%

10%
15%

10%

2%

10%

0% 0%
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

Participantes
Relaciones
Bilaterales

Participantes
Redes NO

URB-AL

Participantes
Redes URB-AL 

Participantes
Proyectos
URB-ALPorcentajes de participantes con respecto al 

total de cada modalidad

Sur de Europa Norte de Europa

Centro de Europa Nuevos Países de la UE

8 | For more information see http://www.trnava.sk/old/news/en_01.html
9 | Those registered in the networks of Phase II and those of Phase 6 (Urban Environment and 9 (Mobility Control) of 
Phase I have been systematised.
10 | Participation in all networks identified arising outside URB-AL have been systematised, where sub-national EU and 
Latin America governments are registered simultaneously.. The only exceptions are the “Ibero-american network of digi-
tal cities” and “Mayors for Peace.” For more information see Cardanello’s article published in this same Yearbook.

Table 5  | Comparison between volume of participants by types
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5.2. Comparison of types 
by continental sub-regions

The distribution of the number of partici-
pants of the different types of decentralized co-
operation by continental sub-regions shows that 
some of them are heterogeneous (see Graphs 4a 
and 4b). In the case of Latin America, Southern 
Cone participants are the most numerous in all 
types with no significant variations among them. 
In the remainder of the sub-regions variations 
are detected among which the widespread Cen-
tral American participation in bilateral relations 
stands out with regard to the rest of the types. 
This fact contrasts with the low participation in 
sub-national  bilateral relations of the Andean 
area, the sub-national governments of which 
seem to have found in the networks and the 
URB-AL programme another entrance to de-
centralized co-operation with the EU.

In the case of the EU the general keynote 
among the different types of decentralised co-

operation is that Southern Europe is quite by far 
the sub-region that shows the greatest number 
of participants in each type (see Graph 4b). The 
most striking difference between types is to be 
found in the case of the networks that do NOT 
arise from the URB-AL in which the participants 
of Northern Europe, Central Europe and the 
new incorporations into the EU add up to more 
than in the remainder (31% regarding the total), 
and also participations are more equal among 
them. The explanation of this latter fact may be 
related to the circumstance that the motivation 
of sub-national governments to participate in 
international networks is not circumscribed so 
much to factors linked to cultural, political and 
economic proximity to Latin America.

5.3. Comparison of types according to population 
and administrative level characteristics

The analysis according to population 
and administrative level characteristics of par-

ticipants shows significant differences among 
types (see Graph 5a and 5b). In the case of 
Latin America the non URB-AL networks 
are the type in which there is most partici-
pation of municipalities of greater size. The 
participants in bilateral relations and those 
registered in URB-AL networks have, on the 
contrary, increased the participation of small 
and medium-sized municipalities, and the 
percentage of participation of large munici-
palities is low.

In the case of the EU, bilateral relations 
are also a type in which a greater number of 
small municipalities participate. However, it 
is the non URB-AL networks that most faci-
litate the participation of small municipalities 
while the URB-AL activities have had grea-
ter indices of participation of large cities and 
supra-municipal administrations than in the 
case of Latin America.

5.4. Analysis of participants 
involved in various types of participation

Some participants identified partici-
pate in more than one type. In this section 
those that participate in bilateral relations at 
the same time as they participate in another 
of the types studied are analysed. 

Data by continental sub-regions show 
(see Table 6) that there are no significant 
differences between them, not even when 
comparing Latin America and the EU. The 
only exception to this general tendency are 
the participants of the countries most re-
cently incorporated into the EU in which 
there are no coincidences of institutions 
between types. In any case, the low parti-
cipation in this sub-region almost does not 
affect the overall EU percentage.

Graph  5a | Percentage of participants related to each type
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Gráph  5b | Percentage of participants related to the total of each type
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Source: Own elaboration

Latin American sub-regions
Percentage of coinciding participation 

in bilateral relations and in other  types 
regarding each sub-region

EU sub-regions
Percentage of coinciding participation 
in bilateral relations and in other types 

regarding each sub-region
México 23% Southern Europe 15%

Central America +  Cuba 16% Northern Europe 11%
Andean  Area 12% Central Europe 14%
Southern Cone 19% New EU countries 0%
TOTAL  L. America 16% TOTAL EU 14%

Regardless, if the phenomenon is analy-
sed from the viewpoint of population charac-
teristics and the administrative level of insti-
tutions, significant differences between them 
are to be observed (see Graph 6). What most 
stands out is that there are few small muni-
cipalities (less than 100,000 inhabitants) that 
participate in bilateral relations and that also 
participate in another type of collaboration, 
and that, moreover, the percentage of the said 
double participation increases, as the size of 
municipalities increases. This trend is more 
pronounced in Latin America where the per-
centage of large municipalities that participa-
te in several types of collaboration is greater 
(69%). That can be explained by the greater 
capacity of the municipalities, as they increa-
se in size and therefore in resources, both to 
access information on the supply of activities 
and their ability to take part in same.

6.Conclusions

The analysis of bilateral relations 
of sub-national public administrations 
of Latin America and the European 
Union shows some constants that do 
not deplete the richness of the pheno-
menon

The relations are motivated or fos-
tered by various factors among which 
are the fight against poverty, political 
solidarity, historical ties or new trends in 
public marketing, political lobby allian-
ces, or strategic positioning of cities and 
regions. In brief, both past and present 
feed the mutual will to collaborate.

The relations analysed present sig-
nificant dif ferences according to admi-
nistrative level characteristics or popu-
lation size in the case of municipalities. 
Those dif ferences tend to give shape to 
spaces for collaboration in partnerships, 
the members of which have similar gene-
ral characteristics (as, e.g., size and ad-
ministrative level) or common concerns. 

Other types of collaboration such 
as networks are making more dynamic 
the participation of institutions not pre-
sent in bilateral relations. Those types 
of collaboration constitute privileged 
spaces of encounter with great potential 
to generate close links between admi-
nistrations. For this reason, inter alia, it 
can be expected that decentralized ties 
between Latin America and the EU will 
increase in the medium term. 

The diversity of types of collabora-
tion that this brief analysis has outlined 

Gráph 6 | Percentage of simultaneous participation in bilateral relations 
and other types of relations by population characteristics and administrative level
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shows a phenomenon of relations that 
is increasingly consolidated. Although 
data available still does not reflect all the 
relations in place, the richness of typo-
logies of relations detected presupposes 
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This article intends to describe and analyse 
the international action of sub-state governments,1 
by focusing on the networks phenomenon, a 
type of horizontal relationship between local ac-
tors that is an important dimension of decentrali-
sed co-operation between Latin America and the 
European Union (EU). There are two parts to 
this article: in the first part we shall provide an 
outline of the importance in today’s world of the 
international participation of cities. In addition, a 
brief introduction to the concept of networks of 
cities is provided, their history and objectives, the 
benefits of belonging to a network, thus propo-
sing a typology for organizing its analysis. In the 
second part, we are planning to study the pheno-
menon of networks of cities via examples which 
incorporate, at the same time, Latin American 
and European institutions. The study, therefore, 
will be empirical and its central feature will be 
the description of the participation of networks 
already in place. To do this, the analysis will use 
as its input data obtained by the EU-Latin Ame-
rica Observatory on Decentralised Co-operation 
(OCD), which is in charge of a data base that is 
constantly growing which  provides information 
on the different phenomena involved in decen-
tralised co-operation. The purpose of the analy-
sis is to visualise the degree to which networks 
perform as an excellent tool for relationships and 
interaction among cities, in order to aid decen-
tralised co-operation between sub-state gover-
nments, or the development and strengthening 
of the objectives that these local actors have set 
themselves for the development of their policies 
at the regional, inter-regional and world levels.
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Networks of cities as a privileged tool 
for decentralised co-operation management
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This article describes and analyses a specific type of international ac-
tion of the sub-state governments in Latin America and the European Union, 
which has fostered and strengthened decentralised co-operation between the 
two continents – the networks of cities. The article first describes the origin and 
evolution of the process of internationalisation of local actors, which emerges 
as an increasingly important dimension of local policy. Moreover, a defini-
tion is proposed of the concept of networks as well as a typology for the analysis 
of these based on their characteristics and objectives. The second part of the 
article studies the phenomenon of networks of cities through examples of insti-
tutions in Latin America and the European Union. The empirical emphasis 
is based on the description of participation in the networks identified by the 
EU-Latin America Observatory on Decentralised Co-operation that include 
both Latin American and European participants. The analysis demonstrates 
that the networks are an excellent tool of interaction between sub-state gov-
ernments, that favours decentralised co-operation and the objectives that the 
local actors propose for the development of their policies. 
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Analysis of local decentralised co-operation
1. Introduction 2. Cities in the international arena

We can place the consolidation of the role 
played by local actors in the international arena 
in the last two decades, as the phenomenon of 
paradiplomacy called by some authors (Godinez 
and Romero, 2004).There are many and very 
varied reasons why the cities and other sub-state 
circles of government appear on the international 
scene, playing in a scenario traditionally reserved 
for States. Specifically in this regard, Chasquetti 
(2006: 12) points out that “local governments 
have acquired an important protagonist role in 
the international scenario in the last few years. 
This phenomenon reached its maximum ex-
pression when Joan Clos, Mayor of Barcelona, 
took part – on behalf of the local governors of 
the world – in the United Nations Assembly held 
in June 2001, and when, in Paris in May 2004, 
a world organisation was formed, United Cities 
and Local Governments, from the merger of two 
large associations of cities (IULA and UTO) to 
promote co-operation and integration of local 
governments.”

Although this is not a final analysis of the 
reasons which result in this phenomenon, we 
shall look at three to begin our approximation 
to same. They are: 1) the Nation-State crisis; 2) 
how different parties governing at different le-
vels, national and sub-state, live side by side; and 
3) regional integration.

In the first place, in an attempt to explain 
this explosion of the local world in the internatio-
nal scenario, Castells’ hypothesis (2003) blames 
the crisis of the Nation-State and the neo-libe-
ral collapse for the appearance of the “network 
State”,2  and in that framework of things local 

1 | By sub-state governments we mean those that act one level below the national administration, such as municipalities, 
states, provinces, regions, metropolitan areas, etc. 

2 |“A State that shares authority (i.e., ultimately the capacity to impose legitimate violence) all along a network. A 
network, by definition, has nodes and not a centre. Nodes can be of different sizes and may be linked together by asymme-
trical  relations in the network, in such a way that the network State does not prevent the existence of political inequalities 
among its members.” (Castells 1998: 365).
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ganizations that group cities and associations of 
local governments of the European Union and 
Latin America, or Eurocities and Mercocities to 
mention two which operate territorially in the 
framework of European and South American 
integration.

When we observe the strategies imple-
mented by sub-state units for their international 
access, we shall see that participation in networks 
has become an excellent instrument for attaining 
that goal. Here it is necessary to remember that 
the URB-AL Programme was a stimulus for net-
working between the cities of the EU and Latin 
America, and that doubtless there is a before and 
an after involved. Although some networks of ci-
ties were already in place before the execution of 
this programme, one can say that the existence of 
the latter contributed favourably to the further 
development of networks of cities and to the ca-
pacity of local governments to increase their par-
ticipation in decentralized co-operation.

The formation of networks of cities is 
not a phenomenon of our age. Indeed, we 
can trace their existence to antiquity, from 
the Greek city-states, passing through Me-
dieval Europe, experiences such as the Han-
seatic League, and also at the very origin of 
the Spanish empire in America, the ideal or-
ganisation of which was visualised as an inte-
rrelated network of cities (Meneghetti Netto 
2005).

In the twentieth century a first attempt 
was made to create a network of cities, in the 
present meaning of the term, in Belgium in 
1913 when representatives of more than 20 
countries created the International Union of 
Local Authorities (IULA). This first attempt 
was interrupted by the advent of the First 
World War. During the period between the 
two world wars the idea of grouping a net-
work of cities lay stagnant and would only 

gather force again after the end of the Se-
cond World War. In this sense the creation of 
the Council of European Municipalities and 
Regions (CEMR), founded in 1951, is the 
reflection of the need to make joint efforts 
to overcome the difficulties in which Euro-
pe was immersed following the war. Without 
a doubt, this process, as the one which was 
being carried out at the same time to fortify 
town-twinning between French and German 
cities, would become a key background fea-
ture that, reinforced by the creation of the 
UTO, was one of the bases of European inte-
gration (Batista 2006, Chasquetti 2006 and 
Meneghetti 2005).

In this sense Chasquetti (2006: 12) 
states that the “experience of the European 
Union shows that the construction of net-
works of regional and local governments 
helps to strengthen the integration process, 
makes decisions more legitimate and adds an 
actor to the development of community po-
licies.” The author also stresses how we can 
now see in Europe “many networks of cities 
and regions, where the local dimension is re-
presented institutionally at a very high level: 
the Committee of the Regions, made up of 
regional and municipal governments.”

In the case of Latin America it was ne-
cessary to wait for the winds of change that 
began to be felt as from the re-democratisa-
tion in which the continent was submerged 
in the eighties. Among the changes detected 
there was not only a wave of reforms of the 
State and of reforms of the political systems; 
one of the most highlighted characteristics 
was the search for greater autonomy and de-
centralisation at the sub-state level. In this 
sense one can observe how, in this period, 
there was a simultaneous process of creation 
of new municipalities together with a greater 
emancipation of them, which carried with it 
the need for cities to insert into networks as a 
way to obtain resources and insert successfu-
lly into the region and the world.

[
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take on new significance, increasing their power. 
This demands new forms of management and 
performance on the part of sub-state gover-
nments. The author analyses how, all over the 
world, States are trying to become legitimate in 
two ways: 1) decentralising their structures by 
transferring functions to local governments (be 
they municipal, provincial and/or regional) and 
reinforcing their autonomy; and 2) by active 
participation of citizens, not only allowing lo-
cal governments to be elected directly, thus de-
mocratising and legitimizing their election, but 
also promoting citizen participation in different 
decision-making activities.

Added to this, in second place, are the 
political motives, perhaps complementary to 
the above, and generally associated with the 
co-existence of different parties in national and 
sub-state governments. The fact that different 
parties govern at different levels may involve 
problems of cohabitation, which translate into 
relationship problems between both spheres and 
may, in some cases, lead the central government 
to make resources scarce for sub-state govern-
ments for which it feels less affinity. That would 
lead cities to try to obtain additional resources 
through international relations.

 Thirdly, the commitment of cities to re-
gional integration shows up as a factor genera-
ting networks of cities. Among other examples, 
for instance, we have Mercocities and the Andean 
Network of Cities in Latin America and Euroci-
ties in the European Union. In this regard one 
could see how “regional integration would inevi-
tably alter the relationship between cities and 
their previous areas of influence, and the cities 
would remain subjected to a series of challenges 
difficult to overcome. Tasks like the renewal and 
reconversion of the productive base of cities, the 
generation and maintenance of the urban infras-
tructure, the development of acceptable levels 
of quality of life and the interrelation of feasible 
social integration mechanisms were considered 
goals that the cities could not meet in isolation. 
There were more than enough reasons why cities 

should associate in a network that would defend 
their interests and points of view and prompt 
them to develop and grow “(Mercocities Perma-
nent Technical Secretariat 2004.) 

Finally, a fourth element should be added 
which is frequently not highlighted as it should 
be: interest in specific themes. This can become 
a real stimulus to participate in the international 
scenario. Thus we can see how cities specialize 
in a particular theme, as for example, Sao Paulo 
regarding urban poverty or Porto Alegre regar-
ding the participatory budget, which provides 
them with expertise and prestige in their modus 
operandi, that differentiates them from others 
and projects them into the world crowned by a 
seal of quality or capability in that theme. 

The reasons that explain why cities parti-
cipate on the international scene mark some dis-
tinctive characteristics of that participation and 
also common or similar aspects in the strategies 
and tools used. Surely in local government ma-
nagement these motives cannot be disassociated 
and be confused with each other or all live side 
by side with each other. We see those distincti-
ve features when, for example, we think of the 
participation of cities such as Malaga, which re-
fers us to the environment theme, to Valparaiso 
which we immediately associate with a city in-
volved with the URB-AL Programme, and the 
same thing occurs when we refer to Montevideo 
and social policies, Rosario and Stuttgart or to 
Barcelona and urban development and to Porto 
Alegre and the participatory budget.

It seems clear that at present local gover-
nments, at the same time as they have become 
important actors in the international scene, have 
also sought different forms of association that 
have a greater influence on their area of action. 
In this sense networks have been an excellent 
form adopted by cities. Examples of this are the 
United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), 
the Ibero-American Centre for Urban Strategic 
Development (CIDEU), The Union of Ibero-
american Capital Cities (UCCI) and the Portu-
guese Language Capitals Union (UCCLA), or-

[
3. Origin and evolution of networks of cities



44 45

Territorial or  geographical With a common specific profile Thematic

Strategic orientation 
/ Lobby

Andean Network of Cities (linked 
to ACN, Andean Community of 
Nations)
Mercocities (linked to Mercosur)
FLACMA (Latin American Federation 
of Cities, Municipalities and 
Associations)
FEMICA (Federation of 
Municipalities of the Central 
American Isthmus)

ICLEI (Internacional Council for  
Local Environmental Initiatives) to 
the United Nations

Practical orientation /
Technical exchange

Metropolis (cities of more than 
a million inhabitants)
UCCI (Union of Ibero-American 
Capitals)
UCCLA (Union of Luso-African-
American-Asiatic Capital Cities)

URB-AL Networks: drugs and 
city, preservation of historical 
contexts, local democracy, economic 
development, urban social policies, 
urban environment, urban 
development, transport, local 
financing, fight against poverty, 
political women, information 
society, citizen safety
CIDEU (Ibero-American Centre for 
Strategic Urban Development)

and allows the flow of international co-opera-
tion to be increased so as to improve commu-
nication among different peoples.

When thinking of a classification, 
Batista’s (2006: 31) comment is pertinent: 
“besides its scope, that may be international 
or regional, cities establish networks to work 
on the basis of specific profiles (urban conglo-
merations, capital cities, etc.) or with a clear 
thematic approach. On the basis of this allian-
ce, the orientation may be more strategic and 
the network may exercise lobby functions, or 
more practical emphasising technical exchan-
ge.” That is to say, to help make systems of 
networks of cities we can group them into di-
fferent categories according to a common de-
nominator they share – geographical, profile 

s
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In order to address the definition of 
networks as a concept, we take as our starting 
point Scheid’s (2005) definition, cited by Gu-
tiérrez Camps (2005: 104) in the OCD Year-
book 2005: “structures in which actors take 
part joined by the fact that they share some 
characteristic that allows them to create links 
with the purpose of attaining common objec-
tives. Regarding their goals, the networks are 
willing to undertake common actions which 
would be difficult to do if the entities that give 
shape to the network were to work separately.” 
A similar definition is provided by Batista et 
al (s/f: 4), who define networks as “a way to 
organise entities, institutions, social groups or 
individuals, that relate to each other according 
to an interconnection based on the principle of 
horizontality, - without a central line of com-
mand – seeking to reach jointly common ob-
jectives that they determine for themselves”.3  

As regards their characteristics, Gutiérrez 
Camps (2006: 104), following Scheid (2005), 
understands that among the main characteris-
tics what stand out are “flexibility, which makes 
them dynamic and highly adaptable; co-opera-
tion among equals, because what are involved 
are actors of many kinds that interact without 
establishing hierarchies (only the figure of the 
co-ordinator is on a higher plane in order to 
be able to make the flows of information more 
dynamic among members), and the existence 
of a common objective.”

When referring to the objectives of net-
works, Gutiérrez Camps (2006: 105) quotes 
Borja and Castells (1997), stressing  “the con-
solidation of territorial, economic, political, 
demographic, etc. spaces to create economies 
of scale, generate value added or develop in-

frastructures; structuring a lobby system; in-
serting in an international system that allows 
access to and use of an increasing volume of 
information, exchanging experiences and te-
chnologies; obtaining leadership functions 
and inserting participants in higher spaces of 
action.”

Other objectives that may be mentioned 
refer to a better level of living for persons li-
ving in those cities, promoting the exchange 
of experiences and better practices among lo-
cal government officers involved, promoting 
integration in one country or region, assisting 
economic development and aiding the internal 
political projection of cities. To that may be 
added that belonging to a network facilitates 
the implementation of transnational projects 

[

4. Definition of the concept

5.Types of networks 

1. Absence of a central line of command in networks of cities; the 
relationship is horizontal, with no ranking.

2. Global or macro-regional geographical coverage:  networks of 
cities act in the international scenario on a scope that in another 
time would have been unimaginable: its principal network, CGLU, 
has become an accepted actor dealing with the international 
community. In the same way, the macro-regional actions of 
networks have influenced regional integration processes.

3. Agility: both because of their horizontal structure and of the use 
of new communications technologies, the networks are extremely 
agile, both in decision-making and regarding exchange of 
information and experiences. 

4. Richness of actors: networks gather together and insert in the 
international scenario many political actors, either governmental 
or not, whose presence would otherwise be much more fragile.

5. Democratisation of knowledge: networks simplify knowledge 
sharing which is, in fact, democratisation for fighting against 
some specific common problems of their members. It is important 
to point out that, through networks, the smaller cities with less 
experience in the international area can take part in international 
co-operation activities, thus benefiting from a wealth of exchange 
of experiences which, otherwise, would be unavailable to them. 

Source: Batista (2006: 33). 

Box 1 | Main features of networks

or thematic –, or according to the common 
objective they propose as a goal. Thus a dis-
tinction may be made between thematic net-
works, networks with specific profiles and geo-
graphical networks (regional or global) and 
between those that pursue a political objective 
such as, for example, to influence integration 
processes, and those that promote technical 
exchange. 

However, as every attempt to classify a 
reality that includes a multiplicity of forms of 
relating between cities, it is sometimes not so 
simple to locate the networks clearly in one 
category or another. As Batista (2006: 32) po-
ints out, geographical networks have tended 
to “combine the political pressure they exert 
with technical exchange and, in some cases, 
such as Eurocities and Mercocities, they have 
been endowed with thematic units or groups 
to carry out said exchange. Likewise, networks 
in which the exchange component predomi-

Table  1 |  Types of networks

3 | Horizontal organisation assumes a division of respon-
sibilities following an interrelation between network mem-
bers, which is opposed to a vertical and hierarchical orga-
nisation. Source: Own elaboration based on Batista (2006) and Keiner and Kim (2007).
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nates, if they specialise, may adopt positions 
regarding the themes that concern them.”

It is also true that there are other possi-
ble criteria or forms of addressing classification 
that we will only point out here. One would 
refer to the characteristics of the co-ordinator. 
For example, to compare Latin American ver-
sus EU co-ordinators or distinguish between 
co-ordinators that are public administrations 
versus those who are not (international insti-
tutions, NGOs and even companies). Another 
way networks may be classified would be ac-
cording to their origin or to the factors that 
influenced their creation.

Below we provide a brief description of 
the classification criteria selected for purposes 
of our analysis, by means of certain examples 
that refer to some of their basic features.

Territorial networks may be defined as 
groups of cities within the same geographical 
area,4 that decide to work jointly on themes 
of common interest. Each network establishes 
its organization and operation according to 
statutes on which they have agreed. In most 
cases one of the member cities plays the role 
of co-ordinator of the network: this role is 
usually only temporary and held in rotation. 
The main objective of international network 
organisation  is to expand and tighten the links 
between the participating local governments, 
by generating spaces of co-operation that ex-
ceed the local and national area in common 
themes. Active participation in international 
networks allows generation of specific actions 
designed to bring about an increase in the ex-

5.1. Territorial or geographical network

change of experiences between localities that 
share similar problems, in order to work on 
solutions jointly, which doubtlessly leads to a 
fruitful exchange.

Regional networks often include diver-
se topics that interest the community belon-
ging to a single territory. Batista et al. (s/f: 
11) highlight that “the networks of cities that 
act in the area of regional integration, such as 
networks of Mercocities and Eurocities, have 
played an important role in strengthening and 
democratising regional integration processes.” 
As examples of international networks of a re-
gional nature mention can be made of the Latin 
American Federation of Cities, Municipalities 
and Associations (FLACMA), the Federation 
of Municipalities of the Central American Is-
thmus (FEMICA), the network of cities of the 
MERCOSUR (Mercocities), the network of 
cities of the European Union (Eurocities) and 
the Andean Network of Cities (RAC).

The main objective of the global net-
works is to empower their members, on the 
one hand by increasing the flow of commu-
nications among local governments and, on 
the other hand, by strengthening their weight 
as spokesmen to national governments or in-
ternational organisations.  They also seek to 
facilitate access to national and international 
sources of financing, as well as all the infor-
mation available, and also to become effective 
disseminators of their own activities. Regar-
ding exchange, international networks would 
contribute to deepening experiences that allow 
their participants to promote local and regio-
nal socio-economic development and, lastly, to 
distinguish the factors that contribute to the 
implementation of successful experiences, so 
as to help to replicate them in other local go-

vernments. In this field the creation of United 
Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), the 
greatest network of cities at present, the pro-
duct of the merger in May 2004 of the Inter-
national Union of Local Authorities (IULA), 
the World Federation of United Cities (UTO) 
and Metropolis, deserves to be highlighted.

Some networks of cities have in common 
that they are based on their diverse characte-
ristics, either because of the facts that identify 
them or because of their size. Metropolis, for 
example, connects large cities and capitals, pro-
moting exchanges of experience in areas such 
as urban planning, economic development, en-
vironment and transport, to find solutions to 
common challenges of large cities. Moreover, 
there are networks which have a common de-
nominator are made up of capital cities. Such is 
the case of the Union of Ibero-american Capi-
tal Cities (UCCI) or the Union of Portuguese 
spaking-African-American-Asiatic Capital Ci-
ties (UCCLA), whose principal objective is to 
promote co-operation among local authorities 
of the capitals of Portuguese speaking coun-
tries. The latter operate both through cultural, 
scientific and technological exchange and the 
creation of encounter possibilities, in order to 
promote progress and welfare of its inhabitants.  
Another example of this type of network would 
be the Forum of Local Authorities of the Pe-
riphery (FALP), created by the need to insti-
tute spaces to continue the debates on urban 
intrinsic characteristic that the peripheral cities 
share and to widen the universe of protagonists 
involved.

To summarise, in each of these cases cer-
tain specific characteristics of the cities allow 
them to share a certain reality that in turn may 
generate common needs and experiences, the 
addressing of which is sought through exchange 
by means of the use of  networking as a tool.

The main objective of these networks is 
to define and develop a dimension within a 
specific area of study, or in relation to other 
subjects of common interest, by means of di-
fferent types of co-operation.

The purpose of thematic networks is 
work in common, exchange and collaboration 
between cities centred on well-defined sub-
jects. These subjects may be proposed by the 
organization or by their co-ordinator or by ci-
ties that wish to form groups for this purpose. 
This type of network (as it own name indica-
tes) is specifically concerned with one, at the 
most two related themes.  

Their composition includes cities of di-
fferent geographical areas that seek to asso-
ciate with each other in order to focus on the 
exchange of experiences in various aspects of 
local activity, such as communications, emplo-
yment, energy, the environment, transport, 
tourism, city planning, etc.

This type of network is generally made 
up by committees or working groups that are 
highly specialised and whose objective is to un-
dertake studies on themes of specific interest. 
The activity of these networks is carried out via 
international conferences and encounters, co-
lloquiums, on-line debates, seminars, etc.

Within thematic networks we may men-
tion some as prominent as the International 
Council of Local Environment Initiatives 
(ICLEI) or the members of the URB-AL pro-
gramme

Networks make an excellent co-opera-
tion between member cities possible; the very 
interaction among their members, whose re-
lationship is horizontal, creates a series of po-

5.2.Networks with common specific profiles

5.3. Thematic networks

6.Networks: an effective way to empower 
decentralised co-operation.

4  | Batista et al. (s/f: 20) point out that although “cities and local authorities have associated and organised in networks at 
the international level, it has been established that there has also been similar movement at the national level. This associative 
movement of cities and other forms of local government has occurred in various countries with the purpose of strengthening local 
powers and facilitating the exchange of experiences between cities.” However, we leave aside in this study an analysis of the logics 
of relationships and operation of municipalities at the national level, which without a doubt will have characteristics in common 
with those of the international networks, but will also have their own intrinsic characteristics, which are outside the scope of our 
analysis. 
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sitive externalities. We may even assert that 
there is an immediate return that is the result 
of the mere fact of participation. This may 
be more clearly manifested when we think of 
small cities or medium-sized ones that attain 
greater presence, not only abroad but insi-
de their own countries. In this sense good 
examples are cities like Porto Alegre or Ro-
sario, which when they became members of 
networks attained greater standing in their 
respective countries. Among other advan-
tages derived from belonging to a network 
one can highlight the possibility of accessing 
knowledge, the opportunity to generate spe-
cific spaces (zones) of influence, the emer-
gence of conditions favourable to develop-
ment, the advantage taken of the experience 
in practice of other cities, important gains 
in terms of governance and citizen participa-
tion, increasing the depth of local manage-
ment autonomy, etc.

Regarding the relationship we are dea-
ling with, we find that belonging to a net-
work is often an excellent instrument for 
decentralised co-operation. In this sense, 
Batista et al. (s/f: 10) highlighted how the 
international networks of cities “have been a 
means for greater international insertion of 
local governments, for increasing decentra-
lised international co-operation – co-opera-
tion between cities – as well as a channel of 
greater international resonance for discus-
sing and making public the problems facing 
local governments.”

When we, particularly in the EU, think 
that an institution is contemplating the pos-
sibility of some type of co-operation with 
Latin America, at first we generally imagi-
ne a direct transfer of economic, material or 
technical resources. We believe that in this 
sense the networks can turn that idea into a 
new, more positive and profitable logic. Co-
operation based on a network may alter the 
traditional way in which it is perceived and 
can thus be thought of in a different way, 

via different modes, such as the possibility of 
sharing information, practices or objectives 
in common, in order to achieve or attain ob-
jectives or goals that are also shared.

By way of example, in his analysis of 
the Mercocities network, Chasquetti obser-
ved how the existence of that network “acti-
vely promoted horizontal co-operation bet-
ween cities by developing Thematic Units 
that, with the passage of time, became real 
sub-networks of cities. In their method the-
se entities worked very autonomously on the 
analysis of specific problems, the transfer of 
‘good practices’ and the formulation of com-
mon projects. Proof of the latter is the joint 
participation of several cities in areas such as 
the URB-AL Programme of the European 
Union or the Educating  Cities Program-
me” (2006: 14). The author also highlights 
that it “evolved as a horizontal network of 
cities with a clear sense of co-operation and 
exchange between its partners based on the 
work of its Thematic Units” (2006: 15).

As we mentioned above, the very exis-
tence of a network presumes a series of bene-
fits and of resources that occur by the mere 
fact that it is kept active. It presumes interests 
that are generally beneficial (to all the cities 
involved) as well as determining a particular 
return for those who fulfil the role of co-or-
dinating it. With the purpose of establishing 
or determining what the benefits of exerci-
sing its co-ordination are we can highlight 
the organizing of seminars, congresses, etc., 
all of which are activities that make a city and 
its capacity to influence its visible at regional 
or even at the global level visible.

The analysis shown in this section 
focuses on the characteristics of network 

participants that include among their mem-
bers sub-state public administrations both 
of Latin America and the European Union. 

7. An analysis of active networks between Latin 
America and the European Union

Specifically the networks identified by OCD 
that fulfil that criterion are shown in Table 
2. 5

Name of network Registered EU Registered LA Total registered
International Association of Educating Cities 279 40 319
Forum of Local Authorities of the Periphery (FALP) 20 11 31
Global City Dialog 98 26 124
Local Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI) 122 30 152
Metropolis 11 16 27
Organisation of World Heritage Cities (OWHC) 102 33 135
Ibero-American Centre for Strategic Urban Development (CIDEU) 9 56 65
INTERLOCAL Network of Ibero-american Cities for Culture 4 27 31
Union of Portuguese Language Capital Cities (UCCLA) 2 6 8
Union of Ibero-American Capitals (UCCI) 3 20 23
Urban Environment (network 6 of the URB-AL programme) 68 109 177
Cities for Mobility (network 8 of URB-AL programme) 82 107 189
Women and City (network 12 of  URB-AL programme) 95 179 274
Total 895 660 1555

Graph   1  |  Participants and participations by geographical area

5 | The Ibero-american Network of Digital Cities and Mayors for Peace have not been taken into account in this study 
since no complete information was available. In the case of networks arising from the URB-AL programme only those that 
remain active have been considered.

Table  2 |  Registered in European and Latin American networks
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Total sub-state government registra-
tions of all networks analysed add up to a 
total of 1555 participations, in which a total 
of 1041 public institutions are involved.

The geographical distribution of relations 
is markedly irregular regarding groups of coun-
tries by continental regions (see Graph 1).

We can see from the graph above that 
although the EU surpasses Latin America both 
in number of participants and of participations, 
the difference in the number of participations is 
smaller. This leads to a ratio between the num-
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7.1. Participation in networks 
by region and sub-region

bers of participations over participants which 
for Latin America is on average higher at 1.7, 
compared to 1.4 in the case of the EU. That is 
to say, although less Latin American sub-state 
units participate in networks than their Euro-
pean peers, the rate of participation in Latin 
America participating municipalities is greater.  

Now we shall see what happens if we 
break down participation in networks by sub-
regions (see Graph 2).  We can see an irregula-
rity once again in the participation between the 
different sub-regions that is notoriously more 
marked in the case of European sub-regions.

From the graph we can see that both the 
sub-state units participating in networks and their 
participations are concentrated to a large extent in 
the Southern sub-region of the EU (42.5% and 
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40.6%) and in the sub-regions of the Southern 
Cone (14.9% and 17.7%) and the Andean Area 
(12.4% and 13.7%) of Latin America. The total of 
these three sub-regions adds up to almost 69.7% 
of the units identified as participants and 72% of 
participations. On a second level of importance 

we find Central and Northern Europe as well as 
Central America. Finally, in a more modest po-
sition than the previous countries, we have the 
new EU member countries and Mexico. 

If we examine the participation of sub-
regions by continent we see that in Latin Ame-
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6 | The countries considered in each continental sub-region are as follows: Southern Cone: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, 
Paraguay and Uruguay; Andean Area: Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela; Central America and Cuba: 
Costa Rica, Cuba, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama; Southern Europe: Spain, France, Greece, 
Italy and Portugal; Central EU: Germany, Austria,  Belgium, and Netherlands; Northern EU: Denmark, Finland, Ire-
land, United Kingdom and Sweden; New EU countries: Czechia, Cyprus, Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Malta and Poland..

Graph 2  |  Participants and participations by sub-regions
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Graph 3  |  Participants and participations in Latin America
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Graph 4  |  Participants and participations in EU
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rica (see Graph 3) the sub-regions stand out in 
the following order according to quantity of 
participants: Southern Cone (39.4%), Andean 
Area (32.8%), Central America (18.3%) and 
lastly Mexico (9.4%). This relationship is also 
valid for participations: 41%, 7%, 32.3%, 15.8% 
and 10.3%, respectively.

In this graph when we see the ratio of 
participations over the number of participant 
units we find that Mexico shows the highest 
average (1.84), followed by the Southern Cone 
(1.77), the Andean  Area (1.65) and Central 
America (1.44).

In the EU (see Graph 4), the list is hea-
ded by the South of the continent, followed by 
the Central area, the North and lastly the new 
EU countries. This is also valid for participant 
units: 68.2%, 12.2%, 11.1% and 8.5% and parti-
cipations: 70.5%, 11.6%, 10.8% and 7%.

When we examine the ratio we find the 
situation remains the  same in that the South 
has the highest rate (1.43), but there is a change 

in the second place, which is occupied here by 
the North (1.35) displacing the Centre (1.32) 
to third place, while the new members remain 
in last place (1.15).

When we look at the data by countries, if 
we take the first ten in the order they appear in we 
find five from the EU and five from Latin America 
(see Graph 5). In the case of the EU we have Spain, 
Italy, France, Germany and the United Kingdom, 
while in the case of Latin America we have Brazil, 
Peru, Argentina, Mexico and Colombia. These 
ten countries concentrate 70.3% of participating 
units. There is, however, a large imbalance in fa-
vour of EU members that almost double those of 
Latin America, when 46% is added up and com-
pared to 24.3% from Latin America. Those that 
clearly stand out are those of the South of the EU, 
particularly Spain (22.2%) that alone almost equals 
the five Latin American countries.

When we look at each region individually 
we see that the five countries of Latin America 
with the greatest number of participating units re-
present 64.4% of the total of their area, while the 
best positioned five of the EU concentrate 73.9% 
of the continent.

In the case of Spain it seems clear that its 
strong presence is explained because it was the 
principal colonial power in the region (by far the 
greatest presence when compared to Britain or 
France), and also because of its common herita-
ge and language. This is added to the important 
flow of immigrant Spaniards at the end of the 19th 
century and beginning of the twentieth and after 
the Spanish civil war of 1936-9. In the case of Italy 
we could trace, as in the case of Spain, the impor-
tant migratory flow at the end of the 19th century 
and beginnings of and even mid-twenties to Latin 
America, with a particularly strong presence in the 
Southern Cone, in which region – it may be stres-
sed – a high percentage of Italian citizens living 
outside Italy are to be found.

Germany, France and the United King-
dom (although with a lesser presence than those 
already referred to) also had immigrants to Latin 
America, and they are three of the main powers 
involved in the Second World War. The experien-
ce of having participated in this war was the start 
of the practice of town-twinning between French 
and German cities and led to the conviction that 
there was a need for integration and exchange 
between different peoples. In the case of the 
countries of Latin America, the presence of the 
strong colonies of immigrants from Spain and 
Italy influenced very significantly the formation 
of national identities and it was natural for La-
tin America to turn to these countries when see-
king an exchange. The fact that in Latin America 
participation was located mainly in the Southern 
Cone may be explained in two ways: the existen-
ce of the Mercocities network and the presence 

of Argentina and Brazil. These two giants, due 
to their size, possess a large number of participa-
ting sub-state units. Those two countries toge-
ther with Mexico are the largest countries, with 
the most developed economies and the largest 
amount of cities, and that fact alone may  be one 
of the advantages of participation.

We may even trace reasons of a political na-
ture, such as the anti-imperialist feeling against the 
United States (U.S.) which leads people naturally 
to turn towards Europe. Or even the fact that the 
U.S. does not look towards Latin America with an 
interest in establishing ties (beyond economic ties) 
may leave the initiative to establish more producti-
ve contact in other areas of the EU.

Besides the differences in participation 
by region or sub-region, it is also interesting 
to find out what types of cities participate in 
the networks, to see whether there is any iden-
tifiable pattern regarding who are accessing this 
tool for decentralised co-operation and who are 
outside the international circuit of cities.

The data gathered by the Observatory 
show that 90.9% of network participants are 
concentrated in municipalities. This shows a 
scarce participation of supra-municipal autho-
rities,  such as regions, provinces, etc. This 
phenomenon is a bit stronger in Latin America 
(92.4%) compared to the EU (90%). In Latin 
America, the Andean Area (10.9%) and Mexi-
co (10.8%) almost double the Southern Cone 
(5.2%) and Central America (5.6%) in the par-
ticipation of supra-municipal authorities. In the 
Southern EU (11.5%) and in the Northern EU 
(11.1%) they are ahead of the Centre (7.6%), 
while the new EU countries have no cases of 
supra-municipal participating authorities.

It is worth mentioning that not all coun-
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7.2.Participation in networks by country
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7.3. Characteristics of network participants

7| Here the term supra-municipal authorities refers to any level of public administration above the municipality and 
below the national State..

8| Although Uruguayan Municipal Mayors are more than a mayor, they are halfway in fact between a mayor and a 
governor.

Graph 5  |  Participants by country over total

Countries
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tries possess supra-municipal authorities. Uru-
guay, for example, goes from the national go-
vernment to local governments without any 
other regional instances, such as provinces, 
states or even regions.  Indeed, in Latin Ame-
rica we only have four countries organized as 
federated states (Argentina, Brazil, Mexico 
and Venezuela).

The same phenomenon is to be found 
in Europe where, except for the southern and 
northern areas of the continent, in which the-
re is a distinct involvement of supra-municipal 
authorities in network participation, in the 
remaining countries it is less so – the case of 
Central Europe – or inexistent, as in the new 
EU countries.

Now we shall see what happens if we 
break down network participation by popula-
tion size of the participant cities (see Graph 
6).

It can be inferred from Graph 6 that in 
the EU participating units are strongly concen-
trated in cities of less than 100,000 inhabitants 
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(57%), while little more than a quarter (27%) 
are cities of between 100,000 to 500,000 in-
habitants, 6% are cities greater than  500,000 
and 10% are supra-municipal authorities.

In Latin America relationships are di-
fferent: although participation in networks is 
also concentrated by and large in cities of less 
than 100.000 inhabitants, it does not amount 
to half and totals 44%., while cities of between 
100,000 and 500,000 inhabitants make up 
almost a third (32%). But doubtlessly what 
most stands out is the strong presence of ci-
ties of over 500,000 inhabitants that make up 
almost one fifth (17%), while the participation 
of supra-municipal authorities is more reduced 
(8%).

As was pointed out above, the URB-AL 
Programme was a landmark in the history of de-
centralised co-operation, while its objective was 

8. URB-AL and non-URB-AL networks

precisely to develop networks of decentralised co-
operation among local communities of the EU 
and Latin America on specific themes and pro-
blems. In order somehow to measure the impact 
of URB-AL, we consider it pertinent to make a 
comparison between the participation of cities in 
URB-AL networks and the participation in net-
works originating outside the URB-AL progra-
mme  

A first aggregate comparison of partici-
pations in non URB-AL networks with those in 
URB-AL networks shows that of a total of 2452 
participations both of EU and Latin America, 
915 (37.3%) are non URB-AL and 1537 are 
URB-AL (62.7%). Among participants of a to-
tal of 1615, we have that 706 (43.7 %) are non 
URB-AL and 909 (56.3%) are URB-AL.

By continent, of the 915 non URB-AL 
participations 265 (29%) are from Latin America 
and 650 (71%) are from the EU. Of the URB-
AL, 1000, (65.1%) correspond to Latin America 
and 537 (34.9%) to the EU. If we look at the 
participants we find that in the non URB-AL 
171 (24.2 %) are from Latin America while 535 
(75.8%) are from the EU. While there are 580 
URB-AL participating units (63.8%) belonging 
to Latin America, 329 (36.2%) are members of 
the EU. It is likely that these marked differences 
between participation rates of both continents 
are due to two factors. On the one hand, the spe-
cific objective of the URB-AL Programme was 
to promote the participation of the local Latin 
American authorities in particular. On the other 
hand, non URB-AL networks, the geographical 
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9  |URB-AL networks the participation of which is analysed are those that remain active both in Phase I and in Phase II:: 
URB-AL 6 (Urban Environment); URB-AL 8 (Cities For Mobility); and URB-AL 12 (Women and city). The non URB-
AL that are analysed are those appearing in Table 2 with the exception of networks originating in the said programme.

Graph 6  | Distribution by segments of population
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scope of which is not limited to these two con-
tinents, are in the main co-ordinated by Eu-
ropean territorial governments, which means 
that they are more disseminated in this region 
through the regional and national networks of 
European sub-state governments.

If we look at how the participant units 
are distributed by sub-region we see that in 
Latin America the Southern Cone amounts to 
close to 50% both in quantity of non URB-AL 
participants and of URB-AL participants, in 
both cases with 44% (see Graph 7).

 The Andean Area accounts for one 
third of URB-AL participants and little more 
than a quarter of non URB-AL participants. 
Central America on its part is located with 
15% and 13% of URB-AL and non URB-AL 
participants, respectively, while Mexico is the 
only case in which non URB-AL participants 
exceed URB-AL participants and even double 
them at 16% compared to 8%.

When we go on to observe the EU (see 

Graph 8) we find that the Southern region of 
the continent concentrates an immense majo-
rity of the participants of both categories, it 
being a bit higher in URB-AL networks – 75% 
compared to 69% of non URB-AL networks.

The North in turn is almost equal (11% 
of non URB-AL compared to 10% of URB-
AL), Central Europe localities account for 
15% of URB-AL and 10% of non URB-AL 
while finally the new EU countries account for 
10% of non URB-AL and there is no incidence 
of URB-AL.

We shall now observe the behaviour of 
the sub-state units according to their partici-
pations in various networks (see Table 3).

Among the 25 localities with the grea-
test amount of participations Barcelona, Belo 
Horizonte and Quito stand out with 13. Mon-
tevideo has one less, followed by Buenos Aires, 
Lima and Rio de Janeiro with 11. With ten par-
ticipations we find Malaga, Porto Alegre and 
Sao Paulo. Of these ten cities, eight are South 

Table 3 | Amount of participations by locality

Institution Country Area of action Geographical area Participations Non URB-AL 
participations

URB-AL 
participations

Barcelona City Council Spain Municipal Europe 13 6 7

Quito Municipality Ecuador Municipal South America 13 8 5

Belo Horizonte Municipal 
Prefecture Brazil Municipal South America 13 6 7

Montevideo Municipal Council Uruguay Municipal South America 12 5 7

Lima Municipality Peru Municipal South America 11 5 6

Rio de Janeiro Municipal 
Prefecture Brazil Municipal South America 11 6 5

Municipality of the Autonomous 
City of Buenos Aires Argentina Municipal South America 11 6 5

Malaga City Council Spain Municipal Europe 10 3 7

Porto Alegre Municipal Prefecture Brazil Municipal South America 10 5 5

 São Paulo Municipal Prefecture Brazil Municipal South America 10 4 6

Illustrious Municipality of Valparaiso Chile Municipal South America 9 2 7

La Paz Municipal Mayor’s Office Bolivia Municipal South America 9 4 5

Madrid City Council Spain Municipal Europe 9 3 6

Medellín Mayor’s Office Colombia Municipal South America 9 2 7

Bogota Mayor’s Office Colombia Municipal South America 9 4 5

Rosario Municipality Argentina Municipal South America 9 3 6

Rome Commune Italy Municipal Europe 9 4 5

Guadalajara Municipality Mexico Municipal Central America and 
Caribbean 8 4 4

Queretaro Municipality Mexico Municipal Central America and 
Caribbean 8 3 5

Donostia-San Sebastián City 
Council Spain Municipal Europe 8 2 6

Santo André Municipal Prefecture Brazil Municipal South America 8 2 6

Ilustrious Municipality of Viña 
del Mar Chile Municipal South America 8 2 6

Municipality of Mexico City Mexico Municipal Central America and 
Caribbean 8 3 5

San Salvador Mayor’s Office El Salvador Municipal Central America and 
Caribbean 8 2 6

Manizales Mayor’s Office Colombia Municipal South America 8 3 5

Source: Own elaboration based on OCD Data Bank information.So
urc

e: 
Ow

n e
lab

ora
tio

n b
ase

d o
n O

CD
 Da

tab
ase

  in
for

ma
tio

n

Graph 8  | Non-URB-AL and URB-AL  Participants in  the EU
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American (four Brazilian, one Argentine, one 
Ecuadorian, one Peruvian and one Uruguayan) 
and two European (both Spanish).

This first squad is followed by Bogota, 
La Paz, Madrid, Medellín, Rome, Rosario and 
Valparaíso with nine, while with eight we have 
Donostia-San Sebastián, Guadalajara, Mani-
zales, Mexico City, Querétaro, San Salvador, 
Santo André and Viña del Mar. Here we also 
observe a majority of Latin American cities that 
add up to a total of 12 – including this time two 
Mexican cities and two Central American cities 
– compared to only three participating localities 
of their European peers.

Another observation to be made is that 
of these 25 units which show a greater number 
of participations all are municipalities; the first 
supra-municipal authority to be highlighted is 
the province of Treviso (Italy) that has seven 
participations. There is also a clear predomi-
nance of capital cities, ten of them, and/or lar-
ge metropolis – 18 of these municipalities have 
a population of more than one million inhabi-
tants.

Finally, if we compare participation in 
URB-AL and non URB-AL networks of the-
se cities that show the highest participation ra-
tes, we see, firstly, that all the cities participate 
in both types of networks. In ten cases there 
is an absolute or almost balanced participation 
in URB-AL and non URB-AL networks – Bar-
celona, Belo Horizonte, Lima, Rio de Janeiro, 
Buenos Aires, Porto Alegre, La Paz, Bogota, 
Rome, Guadalajara. Of the remainder, in only 
one city – Quito – is the participation rate 
greater in non URB-AL networks. These data 
demonstrate that there are links between the 
URB-AL and non URB-AL networks through 
parallel participations, but there is also a clear 
predominance of participation in the former 
over the latter

To take the analysis of the links gene-
rated between URB-AL and non URB-AL 
networks into greater depth, we shall now 
examine the participation of cities of a Latin 
American network – Mercocities - in Net-
work 12 of the URB-AL Programme.  We 
feel that this analysis is interesting because 
it addresses a cross-sectional axis such as the 
gender theme and shows the greater partici-
pation of cities in decentralized co-operation 
promoted through the URB-AL Program-
me, based on participation in a spontaneous 
network.

Mercocities was founded in 1995 and 
is the association that groups the cities of 
MERCOSUR (Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, 
and Uruguay) plus Chile, Bolivia and Peru. 
Among its objectives it favours the participa-
tion of cities in the MERCOSUR structure, 
pursuing joint decision-making in areas of 
its competence and developing co-operation 
among the cities of the region regarding pro-
grammes and projects of common interest. 
Mercocities is made up of 180 cities distri-
buted as follows: 64 in Brazil (35.5%), 59 in 
Argentina (32.8%), 20 in Paraguay (11.1%), 
16 in Uruguay (8.9%), 12 in Chile (6.6%), 
four in Bolivia (2.2%), three in Venezuela 
(1.7%) and two in Peru (1.1%).  Mercocities 
possesses 14 Thematic Units that address the 
study of diverse subjects, such as social deve-
lopment, local economic development, cul-
ture, financial management and autonomy, 
environment, citizen security, tourism, ur-
ban development, gender, youth, education, 
strategic planning, science and technology 
and international co-operation.

8.1. Synergy between Mercocities 
and Network 12 of the URB-AL Programme 

Network 12, entitled “Promotion of 
women in local decision-making” but better 
known as Women and the City, was laun-
ched in April, 2003. The general objective 
of Network 12 is to share experiences and 
promote common projects among local en-
tities of EU and Latin American countries, 
with the aim of proposing new models of ci-
ties through the cross-sectional implemen-
tation of policies involving equal opportuni-
ties and the promotion of active citizenship 
of women. 

Table 4 shows a strong link between 
both networks and the great participation of 
cities of the one in the other. Overall, 30 of 
the 106 cities that are partners of Network 
12 of URB-AL are members of Mercocities, 
which amounts to almost 30%.

Furthermore, if we only examine par-
ticipation in Network 12 of the cities that 
are more active in the integration process, 
i.e., those that belong to the countries that 

are full members of MERCOSUR, the rate 
of participating cities is even higher. Of the 
51 Network 12 partner cities of these four 
countries, almost 60%, i.e., 30 cities are 
members of Mercocities. Only Argentina 
has a rate of participation of Mercocities’ 
partner cities in Network 12 below 50% and 
in the case of Uruguay it is 80%. 

This data points to the existence of 
a synergy of participation in these spaces. 
However, to fully understand the links ge-
nerated between one network and another, 
it is necessary to research several dimensions 
of the relationship between both, which ex-
ceeds the scope of this analysis. A future 
task, for example, to incorporate into the 
analysis done by the Observatory, shall be to 
explore specific factors that strengthen the 
links between one network and the other – 
which may address who the co-ordinators 
are or the mechanism and channels of dis-
semination of their activities, for example. 

Country Total URB-AL 12 (No.) partner cities

URB-AL 12 partner cities and members of Mercocities 

No. Percentage

Argentina 18 8 44,4

Brasil 26 13 50,0

Paraguay 2 1 50,0

Uruguay 5 4 80,0

SUB-TOTAL 51 26 58,9

Bolivia 7 0 0,0

Chile 8 3 37,5

Perú 40 1 2,5

TOTAL 106 30 28,3

Source: Own elaboration based on OCD Data Bank information. 

10  | Web: www.mercociudades.org y Web: www.diba.es/urbal12  
11  | The cities of Venezuela joined Mercocities in the  Twelfth Summit Meeting, held on December 1, 2006, in the city of 

Morón, Argentina

Table 4 |   URB-AL 12 participant cities and Mercocities
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Likewise, it would be interesting to evalua-
te to what extent the presence of the same 
actors in the diverse spaces of decentralized 
co-operation that are generated through the 
networks acts as an obstacle to entry of new 
partners, with less experience in performing 
at an international level. 

The analysis of networks of sub-state 
units of Latin America and the European Union 
allows some conclusions to be drawn that do not 
presume to put an end to the subject but which, 
on the contrary, attempt to become a point of 
departure to be able to analyse the phenomenon 
in full.

We can glimpse diverse motivations for 
the establishment of networks of cities, from 
those that aim at specific themes such as the fight 
against urban poverty, to those whose principal 
objective is to facilitate regional integration, 
passing by those that seek to reposition their 
members both in the national and international 
spheres.

The networks have played a leading role as 
a singular instrument capable of promoting the 
participation of sub-state units that previously 
did not intervene in any type of decentralised co-
operation. In this sense the networks have become 
an area disposed to forge or establish close links 
between the units that constitute them, with the 
consequent transfer of information, resources 

and experiences that result in the development 
of participating sub-state units.

The promotion of horizontality among 
participating cities generates in and of 
itself a positive impact on relationships and 
consequently on exchange and the advantage 
taken of experiences.

Participation in networks has revealed 
itself to be a basically municipal phenomenon, 
relegating supra-municipal localities to a second 
plane.

Belonging to a network generates the 
possibility of getting closer to other cities that 
face similar challenges and to share information 
on important subjects for the management of 
those problems. It can thus be expected that 
participation of sub-state units in networks 
shall continue to increase, which in turn leads 
to stimulating exchange in diverse forms of 
decentralised co-operation.

The experience detected in networks in 
place thus allows us to predict a promising a 
future for them, where they play an increasingly 
important role in the increase of relations and 
co-operation between local institutions of the 
EU and Latin America. 

Lastly and taking as a reference point 
the case of Europe, where networks of cities 
played and do play a fundamental role in the 
integration process, the existence of a network 
like Mercocities may lead to results of vital 
importance at times when the integration 
process has received much questioning by 
some actors.
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the decentralised co-operation programmes of 
Europe targeting America and, to the extent 
that any generalisation is possible, also for de-
centralised co-operation programmes in other 
regions.

In a first section a statement is made 
on the evolution of the new decentralized co-
operation scheme, to locate the URB-AL di-
mension in that process. There follows a  brief 
description of the URB-AL Programme, of its 
beginnings, scope and objectives, as well as the 
organization and dynamics of its development, 
in order to define the concepts and terms used 
in the document. Under a fourth heading the 
main results obtained are shown as well as the 
obstacles and limitations faced in developing 
the activities of the Programme. The impact of 
the programme on the dynamics of decentra-
lised co-operation is then evaluated as well as 
the effects produced in local participating go-
vernments. Finally, by way of conclusion, some 
of the achievements and lessons learned during 
the execution of URB-AL are described.

During latter years, the classical schemes 
of international co-operation have been looked 
at again on the basis of the increasing complexi-
ty of international relations, the emergence of 
new and very diverse actors, the dissemination 
of democratic processes and the urgency of bo-
osting decentralization. One of those changes is 
expressed in decentralised co-operation criteria. 
(Romero 2004).

Because of these changes, the new re-
sources and programmes have been aimed at 
fostering and empowering the capacities of the 
receivers of co-operation, by means of a more 
participatory process, reinforcing both the plu-
rality of actors and their direct commitment to 
actions of co-operation. That was how decen-

This study describes the characteristics 
and analyses the most outstanding results of 
the URB-AL Programme that is a specific case 
of decentralised co-operation, financed by the 
European Commission and developed by lo-
cal governments of the European Union (EU) 
and Latin America. 

Several conceptual definitions have arisen 
in present international discussion with a view 
to capture the specific nature of decentralised 
co-operation. From a complex and broad pers-
pective, a re-definition of the concept already 
established on co-operation for development is 
sought, by means of a growing questioning of 
traditional, vertical and centralist forms of con-
centrating power, decisions and resources in 
national governments. In a more concise me-
aning it is understood to be the group of co-
operation activities among local governments 
that focus on sharing experiences, a meaning 
that is adopted in this document.

After ten years of execution of the URB-
AL Programme, it seems timely to reflect on 
its history and the lessons it has yielded. This 
article is based fundamentally on the reports 
produced by two evaluation missions, carried 
out at the end of 2003 (European Commis-
sion 2004) and of 2005 (European Commis-
sion 2006), documents, a letter of information, 
guides and materials made public by Europe 
Aid – Office of Co-operation, the Bureau for 
Latin America, the European Commission 
(EC) and on the author’s personal experience 
derived from several activities carried out as a 
programme consultant.

Without exhausting the subject, we refer 
below to some broad features of what URB-
AL has meant, on the one hand regarding the 
performance of local governments on the basis 
of Programme inputs and, on the other hand, 
regarding experiences to improve the result of 
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that seeks to establish direct relations with lo-
cal organs of representation and to stimulate its 
own capacities to project and carry out initia-
tives […] taking into account its interests and 
its points of view on development” (European 
Commission 1992). In fact, to the extent that 
this expression of international co-operation 
has been taking shape, various interpretations 
have been formulated on the meaning and 
characteristics of decentralised co-operation. 
In that regard there have been interesting and 
very extensive conceptual discussions on the 
subject (see Romero 2004, Gutiérrez Camps 
2006). In this article we do not presume to 
elucidate this subject; however, it is considered 
important to make reference to the significan-
ce that this type of co-operation is acquiring, 
since URB-AL is, in the case of Latin America, 
one of the representative programmes in the 
matter.

3.1.Description of the URB-AL Programme

 URB-AL began in 1995 with the pur-
pose of favouring exchange of experiences and 
good practices between local governments 
and communities of the EU and Latin Ame-
rica, by means of an instrument of decentrali-
sed horizontal co-operation. The Programme, 
developed in two phases, fully responds to the 
political priorities of co-operation between 
EU and Latin America, contained in several 
European Commission (EC) communications 
(EC 1995, 1999, 2000).

The first phase occurred between 1995 
y 2000, within the 1996-2000 regional pro-
gramming period, with an allocation of 14 mi-
llion euros. The second phase corresponds to 
the period 2001-2006, with a budget of 50 
million euros. In this phase all projects were i

type “A”, involving activities aimed at promo-
ting the exchange of experiences and of good 
practices of governments, by means of staff 
internships, training seminars or presenta-
tions of experiences among experts or officials 
of local governments, production of training 
programmes designed for staff of local gover-
nments, development of methodological gui-
des, among other mechanisms. Seventy per-
cent of the initial budget to be financed was 
contributed by the EC up to a maximum of 
100,000 euros per project and each planned 
to last up to three years.  

On the basis of the experience obtained 
in the first phase of the Programme, changes 
were introduced in the second phase that im-
proved the operation of the system, among 
which the changes in the nature of the projects 
stand out. In the first place, type “B” projects 
were added, that would contain proposals of 
specific actions, as for example the start-up of 
a service, implementation of a pilot project 
that could be replicated in other communi-
ties that participated in the common project, 
restoration of cultural goods that had a com-
mon heritage value, undertaking joint activi-
ties, transferring management systems, etc. In 
the second place, the co-financing percentage 
was kept at 70% by the EC but the maximum 
amount to be financed increased to 250,000 
euros for type “A” projects; a maximum of 
800,000 euros for type “B” projects was es-
tablished, and the maximum duration of the 
projects was reduced to two years. This second 
phase ended formally in July 2006, at the sta-
ge of selection of common project proposals 
presented at last call, although it will still take 
some time to conclude the projects in execu-
tion.

URB-AL started as a response to a de-
mand manifested by numerous Latin Ameri-
can entities to consider a collaboration progra-
mme that would address the urban problem 
as a whole. It was a response to the growing 
importance of cities both in Latin America and 

Europe. From that perspective it seemed ad-
visable to choose a decentralised approach, so 
that the stakeholders themselves would take 
part directly in the definition and development 
of activities. At the regulatory level, the EC 
already had a framework to define and execute 
decentralised initiatives in Latin America.

 
3.2. The components of the URB-AL Programme

The URB-AL was basically the dyna-
mic interaction of three components: biennial 
encounters of municipal authorities of both 
regions,  operation of the Thematic Networ-
ks (TN) and execution of Common Projects 
(CP). A fourth secondary component was the 
action of External Partners.

 The biennial encounters of municipal 
authorities devoted themselves to evaluating 
the pace and dynamics of the programme, as 
well as to reflect on the new themes that had 
to be addressed in the TNs in place or in other 
new ones.

The TNs were a group of participants 
from local governments of both regions (bet-
ween 125 and up to 200) and a co-ordinating 
cell (the local government of a city) that as-
sumed a contractual relationship with the EC 
and became responsible for developing con-
ceptually the central theme of the network, 
holding annual meetings with all the members 
and boosting the generation of CPs among 
members.

The Common Projects were executed 
by groups of municipalities from both regions, 
by a limited number (no more than 15 and 
not less than five) chosen according to geogra-
phical diversity criteria in a ratio of three from 
Latin America and two from the EU. Project 
activities were co-ordinated by a city that also 
had a contractual relationship with the EC and 
that was in charge of administering the resour-
ces assigned and of providing impetus to the 
planned activities in the project.

Finally, the group of External Partners 
[tralised co-operation was born as a new type 

of international co-operation, conceiving de-
velopment as focused on promoting human 
rights and reinforcing the active participation 
of multiple actors, instituting a practice of so-
lidarity and co-responsibility in international 
relations. 

Decentralised co-operation settles into 
local and regional dimensions and its action 
is directly related to structural change and de-
mocratisation, in order to expand the spaces 
of intervention and commitment of the di-
fferent actors of the civil society. In a gene-
ral context, in which centralised and vertical 
power structures are questioned, decentralised 
co-operation strengthens the local structures 
of government and citizen participation, at 
the same time as it makes government actions 
more transparent and effective. Their specific 
difference lies in that it makes participation of 
beneficiaries in the complete cycle of co-ope-
ration more extensive, from their design and 
execution up to their monitoring and evalua-
tion. In a broad sense decentralised co-opera-
tion is a process of collective action that pre-
sumes the commitment and responsibility of 
the various agents on the basis of well defined 
sector objectives.  

The decentralised co-operation appro-
ach in the EU was translated into the start-
up of a series of specialized programmes and 
of initiatives addressing specific actors.  For 
Latin America it materialized in the URB-AL 
Programme, the objective of which is to de-
velop direct, lasting and sustainable linkages 
between local European and Latin American 
entities through the dissemination, acquisition 
and application of best practices in the field of 
urban policies. That programme was concei-
ved as a response to the increasing importance 
of cities and their decisive role in the enhan-
cement of socio-economic conditions and the 
quality of life of the population.

The EU, as a pioneer in this type of co-
operation, defines it as “a new approach  […] 

[
3. The URB-AL Programme
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was made up of academic, scientific or research 
participants specialising in the core subject of 
a certain network, that do not participate as 
partners with full rights, so that they cannot 
co-ordinate networks or projects, but who as 
external members take part in the development 
of substantive activities, contributing their 
knowledge and experience on the matter.

3.3. URB-AL Programme dynamics

The preparatory work of the TN co-or-
dinating cell involved drafting the substantive 
documents of the theme and convening the 
meeting to define the group of partners. Once 
this process had concluded a dynamic relation-
ship got under way within the annual meeting. 
In that meeting the partners were stimulated to 
reflect and debate on the central theme and on 
various aspects of their particular interest that 
were related to the matter under discussion. 
From there common project initiatives arose that 
were related to the central question, a number 
of partners who would participate in the project 
were appointed, who committed themselves to 
develop activities and execute specific tasks as-
signed to each one of them, and a decision was 
made on the co-ordinating city for the project, 
which would be in charge of administering the 
budget and of direct relations with the partici-
pant partners.

After the annual meeting a technical re-
lationship was established between the TN and 
the project co-ordinators, via which the EC pro-
vided the guidelines, orientations, calendar of 
events and the material needed to draft the basic 
document that would contain the description of 
the project that the partners were planning to 
implement.

Once the EC had approved a project 
and assigned the respective funds, a sustained 
process of interaction began between the co-
ordinator of the project and the partners/be-
neficiaries in the case of type “A” projects and 
the beneficiaries/users in the case of type “B” 

projects. The most intense and direct relations 
between the co-ordinators and the beneficiaries 
of the actions were generated at this stage.

In type “A” projects these were direct re-
lations with local government officials and were 
brought about in a training exercise or one of 
exchange of experiences However, in type “B” 
projects, although direct relations were maintai-
ned with government officials in charge of ta-
king specific action or carrying out the works, 
a link was also established with the population, 
trade unions, associations or specific population 
groups (teachers, youth, women, senior citi-
zens, the disabled and others) that would be-
nefit from these actions, particularly as regards 
improvements in daily living conditions.

The EC supervised the use of the funds 
and subsequently ensured that the activities and 
actions had been carried out as agreed, through 
evaluations and auditing.

3.4. The relevance of the URB-AL Programme

It is well-known that the URB-AL 
Programme pursued general and specific ob-
jectives consistent with the needs and pro-
blems from which local governments had 
been suffering since the mid-nineties 

Medium-sized and small EU cities 
were facing a challenge because of the in-
creasing weight the problems of great urban 
areas had been acquiring, areas that concen-
trated an increasing use of public resources. 
They are stable populations, but with a need 
to consolidate participatory processes and 
above all with a need to affirm their cultures 
or, in other cases, to expand social services 
or generate productive activities that would 
provide a response to the demand for em-
ployment. Finally, some of these European 
cities have been losing their stability to the 
extent that they had been affected by a mi-
gratory flow, particularly crucial within the 
last few years.

From the Latin American perspective 

in general it is necessary to keep in mind that 
in the mid-nineties people were still living in 
the aftermath of a contradictory period, of 
political and social tensions, some of them 
not exempt from violent confrontations.

Moreover, it was difficult to provide a 
response to the expectations of the demo-
cratisation process, in the midst of a pro-
longed economic crisis that began in the 
early eighties, with debt problems and the 
challenges posed by indispensable economic 
reforms to adapt to the rapid and transcen-
dent changes set off by globalization.

As democratic processes in the region 
advanced, it became increasingly evident that 
responsibilities regarding matters connected 
with the quality of life should fall to the au-
thorities closest to the population receiving 
the services or government interventions. 

Consequently, addressing areas such 
as health, education, citizen security, the 
environment, gender issues, senior citizens, 
persons with different capacities, youth, at-
tention to vulnerable groups, inter alia, as 
well as matters of productivity and entrepre-
neurial competitiveness, equity and income 
distribution, among many aspects, became 
a concern also of local governments, both 
because of the very strength of the growing 
democratic process and because of the de-
mand of the civil society that favoured the 
possibility of “social controllership” in ac-
tors that were closer than national authori-
ties.

Within this cumulus of contradictions, 
there was a surge of non governmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) as an expression of the 
vertebrated civil society, which in many ca-
ses promoted transparency in the handling 
of State issues and the civil society’s capacity 
to supervise or audit the performance of ba-
sic services.

The problems brought to the attention 

of local governments in Latin America, par-
ticularly in countries where the decentralisa-
tion process was manifested in greater dep-
th, were precisely these problems of how to 
deal with those subjects, without sufficient 
experience, without any background infor-
mation on their nature and without officials 
prepared for those delicate tasks. The real 
needs of local governments to face the new 
demands went from budget structuring, in-
cluding public funds for the performance of 
services that were previously provided by 
the central government, to how to confront 
problems of community development rela-
ted to a large diversity of areas.

Conclusively, the proposal to initiate 
the process of relating cities and of exchan-
ging experiences that URB-AL encouraged 
provided an opportunity to find a solution 
to brand new problems, mainly regarding 
the exchange of experiences through the 
execution of common projects.

Likewise, URB-AL is consistent with 
EU strategy in the region since it is an im-
portant economic and political partner for 
Latin America, it is the principal donor of 
the region and the first source of direct 
foreign investment. EU relations with La-
tin America have been built up in a per-
manent bi-regional dimension and several 
specialized dialogues are under way with 
sub-regions, such as the Southern Common 
Market (MERCOSUR), the Andean Com-
munity and Central America.

In each of those levels, and on other 
national levels, a complete range of co-ope-
ration agreements have been concluded ba-
sed on three pillars: economic co-operation, 
institutionalisation of political dialogue and 
consolidation of trade relations. In that sen-
se, URB-AL responds mainly to two lines 
of action that are contained in the EC re-
gulations: technical and financial assistance 

1  See EC regulation 443/92
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for social development and economic co-
operation for financing institutional training 
actions of economic sectors in beneficiary 
countries.1

Besides these political priorities, in which 
the URB-AL is consistent, changes have oc-
curred in the way external co-operation is im-
plemented by the EU. In May 2000 there was 
an important development when the decision 
was made to create EuropeAid, to return to the 
Commission the activities undertaken regarding 
external services and to deconcentrate towards 
the delegations the management of project 
co-operation, in order to provide a more local 
service, as well as a greater consistency in pro-
gramming via the production of national and 
regional strategic reports. Later, in 2002, the 
Commission increased its efforts to strengthen 
civil society networks as a first priority.2 

At the 3rd Latin America and the 
Caribbean-European Union Summit held 
in 2004 in Guadalajara, Mexico, the com-
mitment to consolidate the strategic associa-
tion between the two regions was reiterated 
and the EU established as basic co-opera-
tion objectives with Latin America and the 
Caribbean, to strengthen the regional inte-
gration process and boost co-operation in 
all areas of science and technology, as well 
as to fight against social exclusion. Lastly, 
the Fourth Summit held in Vienna, Austria 
in May 2006 ratified the objectives of ear-
lier summits, including an explicit reference 
to support programmes related to the lo-
cal partnership between the EU and Latin 
America.

The results obtained by TN activities are 
particularly important. In their implementa-
tion strong personal relations were generated 

that tend to be permanent and to become a 
vehicle for consultation and exchange of ex-
periences. In fact, among the results obtained 
those doubtlessly worthy of mention include 
the multiple and vigorous relations of officials 
and authorities of municipal governments of 
EU and Latin America, of large, medium-sized 
and small cities, immersed in a variety of cir-
cumstances. Indeed, in both evaluations made 
it has been detected that even when activities 
of a TN or of a specific project concluded, per-
sonal communications among partners conti-
nued for specific consultations on themes or 
on aspects very different from the main theme 
of the TN or the project that had generated 
the contact.

Among the most important results plan-
ned the large amount of actions by the local 
authorities of the EU and Latin America are 
taken into account, as a consequence of the 
work of the TN meetings or the results of the 
projects. In the research done at the time of 
one of the two evaluations undertaken, almost 
half the actors stated that “policy orientation 
was modified” or “new municipal or local ser-
vices were generated;” two thirds stated that 
“new policies were designed,” and a large ma-
jority were of the opinion that “new action was 
taken” (European Commission 2004). These 
results not only go beyond what was originally 
planned but they reveal an especially impor-
tant impact of the said actions on a considera-
bly large population group,

Another important effect has been the 
production of a large amount of substantive 
material, in terms of background, realities and 
actions of good local government, confron-
ting a large variety of problems that are being 
“municipalized.” This is a new reality, at least 
for Latin America, where the origin of the 
municipality occurred when the nation state 
arose and where decentralization has taken a 

different route to that of European entities, 
in which the municipality preceded the nation 
state.

European partners, on their part, ack-
nowledge an authentic enrichment as a result 
of contact with other experiences and levels of 
urban conflict. The common projects genera-
ted an important amount of valuable docu-
ments that analyse, develop or systematise the 
central concerns of the TNs or are collections 
of practices of good governance, regulations, 
regulatory frameworks, institutional structu-
res, and others.

Teamwork was also dynamic, with dis-
cipline and a sense of community, which for 
some cities has been very beneficial. The in-
ternationalisation of relations has allowed 
cities that exerted leadership to be placed in 
a dimension which they had not previously 
enjoyed. Knowledge and direct contact with 
new and previously distant realities is without 
a doubt a result that had already been foreseen 
when the Programme was designed. Learning 
how to work as a team and the sense of partici-
pation in the dynamics of networks have been 
a valuable experience for many local govern-
ment officials in both continents.

4.1. Thematic Networks

TNs in general fulfilled efficiently the 
functions they were assigned. On the one 
hand, they fostered access by many local go-
vernments to the international scenario. When 
analysing the information available from the 
EU-Latin America Observatory on Decentra-
lised Co-operation (OCD) we find that 62% of 
the partners registered in Phase II of the URB-
AL TNs do not participate in any of the 980 
decentralised co-operation bilateral relations 
identified among sub-national governments of 
Latin America and the EU. This implies that 
for most of those countries their main external 
connection is this Programme.

On the other hand, TNs helped to ex-

change experiences and knowledge, promo-
ting the organisation of multinational working 
teams for the development and execution of 
projects of common interest. At the same time, 
network co-ordinators acquired experience in 
handling instruments and standards.

Except for Network 1 (Drugs in the 
city), in all other TNs the co-ordinating cell 
carried out its activities at a satisfactory level as 
planned.  As can be expected, as new networ-
ks were organized the result of the last ones 
was an improvement on the first due to the 
learning process provided by the earlier ones. 
Moreover, one of the main reasons why ac-
tions were weakened in the first TN and the 
cell ended by discontinuing operations, despi-
te the fact that all its projects were concluded 
satisfactorily, was because there was not yet 
enough experience in working according to 
the dynamics envisaged by the Programme.

The co-ordinating units (cells) provided 
in a timely manner the guides and forms prepa-
red by the EC and the documents containing 
guidelines for the formulation of common 
projects. In some cases they also contributed 
with a review of consistency between activities, 
schedules and resources, before formal sub-
mittal of the project document to the Com-
mission. Thus the approval of an increasing 
amount of projects was ensured in the most 
recent TNs. 

URB-AL II benefited from accumula-
ted experience and both its organizational and 
technical structures were able to increase effi-
ciency in the fulfilment of assigned responsibi-
lities. The duties of the EC as well as those of 
TNs and those of project co-ordinators were 
fulfilled in keeping with pragmatic and trans-
parent criteria,

Both programme evaluations reques-
ted by the EC show that the mechanisms and 
structures worked efficiently and complied 
with precision in the different phases of the 
Programme cycle, from the identification of 
needs and beneficiaries up to the definition of 

4. Main results
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Network Co-ordinating city No. of projects % of total % of geo-graphical area
1: Drugs and city Santiago de Chile 9 4.8 10.8
5: Urban social policies Montevideo, Uruguay 19 10.1 22.9
7: Urban development management and control Rosario, Argentina 12 6.4 14.5
9: Local financing and the participatory budget Porto Alegre, Brazil 11 5.9 13.3
10: Fight against rural poverty Sao Paulo, Brazil 20 10.6 24.1
14: Citizen security in the city Valparaíso, Chile 12 6.4 14.5
Total Latin America  83 44.1 100.0
2: Preservation of urban historical contexts Vicenza, Italy 14 7.4 13.3
3: Democracy in the city Moulineaux, France 13 6.9 12.4
4: The city as promoter of economic development Madrid, Spain 23 12.2 21.9
6: Urban environment Málaga, Spain 14 7.4 13.3
8: Control of urban mobility Stuttgart, Germany 10 5.3 9.5
12: Promotion of women in local decision-making Barcelona, Spain 18 9.6 17.1
13: The city and the information society Bremen, Germany 13 6.9 12.4
Total European Union  105 55.9 100.0
Total all networks  188 100.0  

Source: Own elaboration based on OCD figures. j
[
[

instruments. Technical Network start-up, ope-
rational features shown in the yearly meetings, 
awareness of the concepts by the partners and 
the improvement in the quality of the projects 
submitted, as well as the practice acquired in 
selecting the projects, are indicators that wit-
ness to the structural and operational efficiency 
of URB-AL. This is corroborated by the sur-
veys carried out, in which the great majority of 
the interviewees value the work done by URB-
AL positively (European Commission 2006).

The absence of disputes or the fact that so 
far 98% of the projects have been concluded, re-
flects, in turn, good organisation, management 
and interpretation of standards and procedures. 
The timely preparation of information material, 
guides on standards, project and budget ma-
nuals and the preparation of cases supplied the 
programme with instruments of support that 
influenced positively on its efficiency.

Programme operation, based on net-
work operation, allowed the traditional model 
of regional co-operation centralised in natio-
nal governments to be surmounted, because it 
was possible to identify interests with greater 
precision on a local plane, thus defining cities 
and regions as actors of new spaces of integra-
tion and exchange, Moreover, the TNs were 
built up as a very useful instrument to boost 
regional integration. The approach and con-
nectivity that made them function show that 
there are important thematic and operational 
links to establish relations and associations 
between the participants that are closer and 
more enduring.

The actions carried out were reflected in 
the organisation of meetings of the 13 The-
matic Networks that gathered together 2,493 
members and held a total of 40 meetings. This 
means that, starting from an assumption that 

the meetings of the TNs lasted three days, the-
re was an approximate total of 22,000 oppor-
tunities for encounter/days or contact/days, 
either bilateral or as a group.

This increase of relations and contact 
opportunities between officials and technicians 
of local governments and external partners 
also reflected the set of training actions desig-
ned for officials to improve their possibilities 
of responding when faced with specific pro-
blems and the central themes of the respective 
networks or projects. To achieve such oppor-
tunities in traditional co-operation would have 
required a much greater budget.

As can be observed in Table 1, the 13 
Thematic Networks in operation were able to 
generate 188 projects that dealt with a multi-
plicity of subjects. It can also be seen that as ex-
perience was accumulated in the operation of 
the system, a greater number of projects were 
being approved. Thus, while in the “Drugs 
and city” TN, that was the first, and “Preser-
vation of the urban historical contexts”, the 
second, only 9 and 12 projects were approved 
respectively, in the last ones to operate, espe-
cially from Phase II on, such as the TNs on 
“Promotion of women in decision-making” 
or “Fight against poverty,” 18 and 20 projects 
were approved respectively.

Moreover, it can be observed that both 
the experience and the greater availability of 
resources of the European co-ordinators in 
TNs were important factors, among others, 
to obtain greater approval of projects (55.9%), 
compared to the 44.1% achieved by American 
co-ordinators. This occurred in spite of the 
proportion of three to two in favour of Latin 
American partner participation which was dee-
med desirable.

As for the number of cities registered in 
each of the TNs, 2.493 cities were convened 
(see Table 2).3 Within this total, some acted 

at least once in the annual meetings, most did 
so on the three occasions there were mee-
tings. The most active partners registered in 
more than one of the Networks. Therefore 
the number of registrations amounted to little 
more than 3,100.

The three subjects that drew the most 
participants belong to Phase II and of them 
two were co-ordinated by Latin America and 
one by the EU. 

At the global level the desirable propor-
tion of three to two in favour of Latin Ame-
rica was achieved. It can be seen in Table 2 
that 62.2% of cities registered in all TNs were 
American, while 37.8% were European cities. 
It may be pointed out, however, that in three 
of the TNs the proportion was the reverse, 
probably because those themes were more im-
portant for EU cities.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that the 
first eight TNs that were included in Phase I 
registered on average 165 partners, while in 
the last five of Phase II 234 cities registered 
on average. That fact, together with a greater 
amount of projects per Network, that resulted 
in greater resources used, shows that as expe-
rience was gained efficiency increased in the 
organisation of TNs and in general in the ope-
ration of the system.

4.2. Common projects

The projects were practically defined in 
the workshops that were held during the an-
nual meeting of the TNs, where the central 
theme of the initiative submitted was discus-
sed. However, the availability of resources was 
very important as well as the political backing 
of the community representative who was to 
co-ordinate the project, since in the first place 
he had to assign resources for drawing up the 
relevant document before funds for the grant 

3 | Own preparation based on information provided by the OCD for the Networks of Phase II, of Networks 6, 8 and of the 
information contained in the Mission Evaluation Report for 2004. 

Table 1  |   Networks, co-ordinators and projects approved  
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TOTALS
Total 

registered1

LATIN AMERICA EUROPEAN UNION  
Drugs in the 

city
%  in total 
net-works

% in total of 
each network Registered

% in total net-
works

% in total of 
each net-work

Preservation of urban historical 
contexts 2493 1550 100.0 62.2 943 100.0 37.8
Democracy in the city 114 86 5.5 75.4 28 3.0 24.6
The city as promoter of economic 
development 195 76 4.9 39.0 119 12.6 61.0
Urban Social Policies 148 93 6.0 62.8 55 5.8 37.2
Urban environment 207 102 6.6 49.3 105 11.1 50.7
Urban development management 
and control 169 114 7.4 67.5 55 5.8 32.5
Control of  urban mobility 177 109 7.0 61.6 68 7.2 38.4
Local financing and participatory 
budget 122 79 5.1 64.8 43 4.6 35.2
Fight against poverty 189 107 6.9 56.6 82 8.7 43.4
Promotion of women in local 
decision-making 255 175 11.3 68.6 80 8.5 31.4
The city and the information society 275 189 12.2 68.7 86 9.1 31.3
Citizen security in the city 274 179 11.5 65.3 95 10.1 34.7
Ciudad y sociedad de la información 194 126 8.1 64.9 68 7.2 35.1
Seguridad ciudadana en la ciudad 174 115 7.4 66.1 59 6.3 33.9
1 Refers to number of cities registered in each network.
Source: Own elaboration. For Networks 6, 8 and those of Phase II, based on OCD figures, and for the rest of the networks of Phase I, based on 
European Commission figures (2004). 

a
[
[ rement of interest for all the cities involved in 

the project, as is the case of the Multinational 
School for Municipal Training, or a social ser-
vice in a municipal area specialized in atten-
ding and assisting vulnerable families; another 
example would be urban rehabilitation of a de-
graded area of a city. A type “B” project can be 
undertaken in a particular municipality of the 
group of partners, but anyway must generate 
benefits for the other participating cities, most 
often by transferring the experience generated 
by the project.

These projects pursue the goal of ob-
taining tangible results and their aim is, for 
example, to solve a social problem through the 
rehabilitation of a building or a facility of pu-
blic interest. The tangible aspect in these cases 
is not only the physical structure, but also the 
visibility of the benefits for the participating 
partners, when they share processes of politi-
cal learning and generate the mechanisms to 
convene the population and the civil society 
organised to accept and participate actively in 
obtaining the results. Two types of actors par-

Table 3  |  Participant cities, participations and co-ordinated projects, by sub-region

Groups of countries
             

Participants1 %
              

Participations2 %
          

Coefficient3           

Coordinate 
dprojects by 
countries4 %

Sub-regions        
Mexico 16 3.2 27 1.9 1.7 5 2.7
Central America and Cuba5 36 7.2 91 6.2 2.5 2 1.1
Andean Area6 96 19.2 272 18.7 2.8 19 10.1
Southern Cone7 135 27.0 535 36.7 4.0 54 28.7
Southern Europe8 181 36.2 471 32.3 2.6 92 48.9
Northern  Europe9 14 2.8 15 1.0 1.1 4 2.1
Central Europe10 22 4.4 46 3.2 2.1 12 6.4
TOTAL 500 100.0 1457 100.0 2.9 188 100.0
Geographical Area        
Latin America 283 56.6 925 63.5 3.3 80 42.6
European Union 217 43.4 532 36.5 2.5 108 57.4
1 Means number of participant partners.
2 Means number of participations by partners.
3 Means coefficient of participations related to number of participants.
4 Means number of projects co-ordinated by cities belonging to the different sub-regions.
5 Costa Rica, Cuba, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama.
6 Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela.
7 Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay.
8 Spain, France, Greece, Italy and Portugal.
9 Denmark, Finland, Ireland, United Kingdom and Sweden.
10 Germany, Austria, Belgium, Luxemburg and Netherlands.
Source: Own elaboration based on OCD figures..

would become available. In the second place, 
because finally it was often the co-ordinating 
body that contributed the larger part of the 
counterpart resources.  

The 188 projects executed involved a 
total of 500 partners, who in total had little 
more than 1,400 participations (see Table 3). 
If it is kept in mind that during its execution 
each project held on average two meetings, 
this means that a total of 375 meetings were 
held and on the whole around 8,700 oppor-
tunities for encounter/days were advanced 
among project partners. 

In the case of type “A” projects, their 
results were directly focused on promoting re-

lations between municipal or regional gover-
nment officials, in charge of a specific area of 
community service, municipal administration, 
planning or execution of activities to promo-
te local development. By means of a dynamic 
interaction event and exchange of experiences 
good practices in government and a reciprocal 
enrichment were fostered. 

The field of intervention of “B” type 
projects is at a higher level, due to the more 
significant financial resources the EC can make 
available and that they can embrace  dimen-
sions of territorial or institutional action . By 
way of illustration, we may mention the pro-
duction of collective services and the procu-

Table 2  |   Cities registered in each network, by region 
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Countries No. of participants No. of participations 

Percentages  

Ratio of participations to participants 
In total of 

region
In overall 

total 
America 283 925 100.0 64.9 3.3
Mexico 16 27 2.9 2.0 1.7
Costa Rica 8 26 2.8 1.9 3.3
Cuba 1 6 0.6 0.4 6.0
El Salvador 8 26 2.8 1.9 3.3
Guatemala 5 7 0.8 0.5 1.4
Honduras 4 8 0.9 0.6 2.0
Nicaragua 7 15 1.6 1.1 2.1
Panama 3 3 0.3 0.2 1.0
Bolivia 14 36 3.9 2.6 2.6
Colombia 26 46 5.0 3.3 1.8
Ecuador 13 67 7.2 4.9 5.2
Peru 35 105 11.4 7.4 3.0
Venezuela 8 18 1.9 1.3 2.3
Argentina 38 160 17.3 11.7 4.2
Brazil 49 178 19.2 12.8 3.6
Chile 38 139 15.0 10.1 3.7
Uruguay 7 52 5.6 3.8 7.4
Paraguay 3 6 0.6 0.4 2.0
Europe 217 532 100.0 35.1 2.5
Spain 85 253 47.6 18.3 3.0
France 17 38 7.1 2.8 2.2
Greece 5 8 1.5 0.6 1.6
Italy 56 132 24.8 9.6 2.4
Portugal 18 40 7.5 2.9 2.2
Denmark 4 5 0.9 0.4 1.3
Finland 1 1 0.2 0.1 1.0
U. Kingdom 5 5 0.9 0.4 1.0
Sweden 4 4 0.8 0.3 1.0
Germany 9 19 3.6 1.4 2.1
Austria 1 4 0.8 0.3 4.0
Belgium 9 19 3.6 1.4 2.1
Holland 3 4 0.8 0.3 1.3
Total 500 1457  100.0  
Source: Own elaboration based on OCD figures. n

[
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ticipate in type “B” projects: in the first place, 
the city that co-ordinates the project, that be-
nefits directly because it is generally there that 
the specific action is generated. The participa-
tion of the rest of the partners is then more re-
ceptive and results in receiving the experience 
of the direct beneficiary partner.

To summarise the diversity and great 
quantity of projects encouraged by the progra-
mme involves, on the one hand, the efficiency 
of the organisation to awaken the interest of 
new actors (the local governments), that they 
make take advantage of the options offered by 
international co-operation and, on the other 
hand, it is proven that the number of cities 
with experience has grown, that they seek to 
attend to particular aspects of problems which 
have already been worked on  in other projects 
or faced by other cities. This has lead to impor-
tant initiatives of type “B” common projects. 
It is also obvious that there is a mutual interest 
between Latin Americans and Europeans to 
establish connections of an institutional, cul-
tural and economic nature.

The wide range of activities and of sub-
jects which the  projects were able to access 
provided a great field of possibilities for muni-
cipalities and external partners to inquire into 
a series of aspects of the urban problem, from 
territorial, social, economic, even cultural di-
mensions, including aspects such as governan-
ce, democracy and human rights, increasingly 
related to municipal management. In this sen-
se, Phase II has incorporated new fundamen-
tally social themes, such as the fight against 
poverty, citizen security and the integration of 
women to local decision-making. In this way 
the programme has become more efficient to 
face today’s problems in America and in Euro-
pe, and that has allowed a reassertion of the 
lead taken by local entities in promoting and 

managing their own development and evalua-
tion.

The major part of activities involved the 
execution of common projects with palpable 
results. According to the two evaluations ca-
rried out, of 188 projects approved 98% have 
been concluded on time and it is expected that 
that percentage will not change in the case of 
those that are still being executed.

Also in the case of projects, the trend in 
the proportion desired regarding number of 
participants from Latin America and the EU 
was maintained, but with greater emphasis as 
regards participations. However, concerning 
the co-ordination of projects the proportion 
was the reverse, since EU cities co-ordinated 
57.4% (see Table 3).

The 500 partners involved in total pro-
jects undertook 1,457 participations, which 
means that each city acted in a different way 
and at a different time, on an average of three 
projects.

One can see from the same Table 3 that 
the cities of Latin America belonging to the 
sub-region of the Southern Cone had the 
greatest interest in and possibilities of partici-
pating and that they achieved the greatest ratio 
of participations. Therefore this was the sub-
region of Latin America which co-ordinated 
the most projects. Within the sub-region the 
intense activity of Brazil, Argentina and Chile 
stands out in that order: they executed 51% of 
Latin American participations (see Table 4).  

At the other extreme we find Mexico, 
with only 16 participants and the lowest co-
efficient of participations. In the sub-region of 
Central America,4 despite the fact that seven 
countries are included, only 36 local govern-
ments participated and only two projects were 
co-ordinated. The Andean Area, in turn, oc-
cupied an intermediate level (see again Table 

4 |  For purposes of this document and according to the OCD classifications of sub-regions, Central America included 
the following countries in the sub-region of Central America: Costa Rica, Cuba, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Ni-
caragua y Panama. 

Table 4  |  Participants and participations by country 
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3) and the participation of Peru was the most 
important (see Table 4),

.As regards the EU, what clearly stands 
out is the sub-region of Southern Europe 
which had the highest participation (181) 
and co-ordinated the largest number of pro-
jects (92) in the whole programme. This was 
especially due to, on the one hand, Spain, 
linked by a common language, and on the 
other hand, by the special interest taken by 
Italy in some subjects. In other sub-regions 
participation was more discrete, probably due 
to language barriers, according to the two 
evaluations mentioned (European Commis-
sion 2004 and 2006).  

Regarding project execution it should 
be scored that the countries of Latin America 
responded with particular enthusiasm to the 
dynamics of Decentralised Co-operation, sin-
ce the average participation coefficient (3.3) 
was much higher than that of the EU (2.5). 
This demonstrates the great interest that 
some American countries took in the progra-
mme, because they visualised the possibility 
of gaining spaces of action and autonomy 
regarding the tiresome hindrance of national 
authorities and the possibility of finding res-
ponses, on the part of EU partners, to the 
new challenges presented by decentralisation. 
On the other hand, the differences in parti-
cipations of the Latin American sub-region 
respond, in good part, to the late trend in 
the countries of Central America and Mexico, 
in comparison with the older expressions of 
decentralisation in Southern Cone countries. 
Conversely, the important differences in par-
ticipation by the EU countries are defined, to 
a large extent, by the difficulties in communi-
cation due to language barriers.  

From a different point of view, it seems 
important to refer to the impact that the pro-
gramme could have had on the population, 
which was the principal objective of URB-AL 
Programme. Table 5 shows that programme 
actions were carried out both in small cities 

of ten thousand people and in megalopolis 
of more than a million inhabitants. Based on 
the figures of Table 5 a conservative estimate 
(although an estimate of the population be-
nefited directly or indirectly by the Progra-
mme is impossible) is that URB-AL actions 
were carried out in a total of between 80 and 
100 million inhabitants.

In general, for the most part partici-
pations occurred in the intermediate seg-
ments of the population, between ten and 
250 thousand inhabitants. Furthermore, one 
can see that in the first segment (of up to ten 
thousand inhabitants) participation was mo-
dest, particularly in Latin America, that of the 
EU being more important. At the other ex-
treme, participation of large cities (more than 
a million inhabitants) was 9.7% but Latin 
American cities tripled EU cities, although 
the greater participation, both in Latin Ame-
rica and the EU, was in the segment of 100 
to 200 thousand inhabitants. Nevertheless, 
regarding regional participations in the diffe-
rent strata, what stands out is that the greater 
proportion of Latin America was concentra-
ted in the 700 thousand to one million seg-
ment of the population, while the weight of 
the EU was greater in the ten to 50 thousand 
segment of inhabitants, reflecting the diffe-
rent dimensions of both regions in terms of 
population size.. Indeed both evaluations re-
flect that one of the benefits reported by EU 
participants was to have been able to exami-
ne how urban and municipal problems were 
handled by the great urban areas of Latin 
America.

4.3. Some lessons learned

Notwithstanding the positive nature 
of the overall review of the good things of 
the URB-AL Programme, some weaknesses 
have been identified in the evaluations ca-
rried out (European Commission 2004 and 
2006) which, if overcome, would increase 

Table 5  |  Percentage of participants and participations of regions by segments of population 

 
Ranking by 
thousand 

inhabitants 

Latin America  European Union

% of segment in 
total participants 

% of participants 
in segment 

% of participations 
in segment

% of segment 
in total 

participants 

% of participants 
in segment 

% of participations in 
segment

Up to 10 7.3 50.0 62.9 11.2 50.0 37.1
10 to 50 20.8 58.7 57.3 22.5 41.3 42.7
50 to 100 17.0 59.5 66.5 17.8 40.5 33.5
100 to 250 20.8 56.3 64.3 24.9 43.8 35.7
250 to 500 16.6 69.4 70.9 11.2 30.6 29.1
500 to 750 5.0 54.2 58.2 6.5 45.8 41.8
750 to 1000 2.7 63.6 74.5 2.4 36.4 25.5
More than 1000 9.7 80.6 83.5 3.6 19.4 16.5
TOTAL 100.0 60.5 68.4 100.0 39.5 31.6

Source: Own elaboration based on OCD figures

significantly the potential results of other 
programmes of this kind. Precisely, favoura-
ble results were achieved despite the fact that 
during the first two years implementation of 
the programme suffered the consequences of 
the weakness of the initial formulation (Euro-
pean Commission 2004). Besides, the chan-
ges in the entities managing the programme, 
as well as those of  the Commission’s external 
aid structure, did not make things easier.

Another of the weaknesses, especially 
for a decentralised programme, was the lack 
of tools for monitoring and divulging activi-
ties, because of which the URB-AL Progra-
mme results were not adequately established. 
In this sense, it would seem advisable that TN 
work or activities should continue while the 
projects were being executed. The fact that 
the period of execution of the last projects 
is longer causes some difficulties, particularly 
regarding dissemination of the results obtai-
ned when they are put in practice. Therefore, 
it would have been desirable that the con-
tractual relationship of the TN cell should 

include the responsibility to close down the 
activities of all its projects and draw up the co-
rresponding institutional report. An attempt 
is being made to remedy this deficiency with 
the present specific project, URB-AL Progra-
mme Documentation Centre (CDPU), that 
is being developed by the Malaga-Valparaiso 
consortium.

It may also be scored that the articu-
lation of the different urban scenarios – lar-
ge and small cities of America and Europe -. 
with dissimilar institutional frameworks and 
operative contradictions, makes management 
complex in certain areas. This diversity has 
exerted an influence on the circumstance that 
the main beneficiaries of the TN are cities or 
municipalities, well endowed financially and 
more active on the international scene, which 
in some cases may have increased asymme-
tries (see Table 3). 

Moreover, no mechanism was planned 
to enable co-ordinating units to monitor 
project activities more continuously before 
annual meetings. Because of this it was not 
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possible to correct some of the problems that 
arose during project execution, such as delays 
in the presentation of source documents or 
holding project meetings, weakness in their 
content or lack of communication between 
project co-ordination and partners.

In the two evaluations mentioned it 
was possible to establish that during the enti-
re execution of the programme the difficulties 
in getting some countries and minor munici-
palities in Latin America to participate persis-
ted. Participation criteria were unfavourable 
for some of the Andean countries and espe-
cially for those of Central America. Likewise 
in Europe participation was concentrated in 
the Southern sub-region, whereas that of 
other sub-regions was lower (see Table 5).

One of the weaknesses of the system, 
especially regarding Latin America, was the 
lack of prior familiarity on the part of part-
ners with EC procedures and requirements. 
In this sense it would have been useful to 
have some technical support to be able to 
advance more rapidly in the production of 
project documents, mainly in cases in which 
prior experience was lacking. This subject 
seems important in a decentralized co-ope-
ration programme since the units that have 
experience in preparation of projects and pro-
cedures often present sound documents that 
are generally selected. 

Conversely, participants with greater li-
mitations, precisely those that should obtain 
the greater benefits from the programme, do 
not obtain approval of their proposals becau-
se these are clearly weak in terms of technical 
consistency. Therefore, the need to co-ordi-
nate projects inclines the asymmetry towards 
entities with greater resources and experien-
ce. That can explain why the networks co-or-
dinated by European cities have achieved the 
majority of projects, even when the two to 
three relationship in favour of Latin America 
participations was sought, in Networks and in 
Projects (see Table 3). 

In operational terms, the lack of admi-
nistrative training of the beneficiaries regar-
ding the application of contractual conditions, 
in some cases prevented the streamlining of 
disbursements to finance activities in a timely 
manner. Finally, greater precision seems to be 
needed in the description of functions both of 
TN co-ordinators and of projects, in order to 
homogenize the conditions in which they act 
and the results they obtain, so as  to avoid the 
translation of a different level of access to in-
formation or greater initiative into a greater 
access to resources of a certain TN or Project.

The principle of decentralised co-ope-
ration was very relevant for the development 
of the URB-AL Programme because it was 
based on the mobilisation of a target group 
of local actors through TNs and was instru-
mented horizontally, through transfer and 
exchange of experience activities. The activi-
ties were proposed by the actors themselves, 
they were all based on co-financing by the 
beneficiaries and all participants (municipali-
ties) were eligible without any intervention 
by national governments or NGOs.

 With this guidance economies of scale 
and greater efficiency were achieved (when 
comparing with the unit cost of bilateral pro-
jects); decision making was much quicker, 
since once the scheme had been approved the 
procedures were shorter; direct beneficiaries 
were more involved in the implementation 
of actions; a multiplicity of actions and ex-
changes were introduced that made possible 
the mutual enrichment of participants; wi-
despread coverage of regions was achieved 
through networks specific to target groups; 
and multiplier effects were produced via net-
works.

Despite the obvious virtues of a decen-

tralised co-operation programme, as in the 
case of URB-AL, there are some elements 
that must be overcome in the future, as expe-
riences becomes more fruitful through practi-
ce. The following aspects may be highlighted 
at this time: multiple actions dilute the visi-
bility of their effects; the administration of a 
multiplicity of small projects implies a strong 
management team (internal or external of the 
EC) for the numerous administrative proce-
dures and intense technical monitoring invol-
ved; the co-financing principle in turn, and 
the level established in general, favour the 
most solid partners, with greater resources, at 
the same time as it limits the participation of 
weaker partners; and finally, account must be 
taken of how difficult it is for the EC to mea-
sure the impact and to structure a memory of 
those programmes which would make possi-
ble the re-use of project results. 

The EU  has decided to conclude the 
URB-AL Programme with the last few pro-
jects approved in the month of July, as had 
been planned, and there was no expectation 
envisioned to initiate a new phase of same. 
As time passed the themes withered away 
and procedures became routine and repeti-
tive as well as the contents of the projects. 
However, the mechanism of decentralised 
co-operation has demonstrated the good 
things both in this programme and in others 
that are being carried out and it is natural to 
expect that other initiatives of this kind will 
emerge gradually.

On the one hand, the amount of ac-
tivities that may be developed with limited 
resources signifies an encouragement for 
the donors to the extent that they presu-
me to extend the expected results to a large 
number of beneficiaries. On the other hand, 

the fact that the beneficiaries define their 
own targets and objectives leads to a clear 
appropriation of results on their part, which 
makes activities and outcome more sustai-
nable. Finally, the aim to boost democratic 
values and participation require converging 
procedures in which the solutions to pro-
blems arise from the exchange of experien-
ces, before they do in traditional welfare 
oriented mechanisms.

Consequently, it is to be expected that 
the EU will continue to use decentralised 
co-operation as an effective instrument in 
its objectives to stimulate economic and 
social development both in Latin America 
and in other regions. New priority themes 
for the European Union, such as social co-
hesion or the information society, together 
with others addressing the consolidation of 
the sustainability of democracy and equity, 
as well as the fight against exclusion or the 
stabilisation of migratory movements are 
doubtlessly areas in which decentralised co-
operation can play a determining role.   

In general, the evaluations have found 
evidence that the results of the programme are 
positive and that a reasonable level of effica-
cy and efficiency in the utilisation of assigned 
resources has been achieved. URB-AL has 
been shown to be a useful and very pertinent 
programme for the needs of participants and 
capable of adapting to and dealing with the 
subjects addressed in the EU – Latin America 
dialogue.

 Pertinent and valuable instruments have 
been developed to connect local communities 
of Latin America and the EU, making possi-
ble the definition of many projects specifically 
adapted to the needs expressed by local actors. 
The Networks have been able to adapt to the 

7. Main conclusions

6. Prospects

5. Characteristics of URB-AL 
decentralised co-operation
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needs of European and Latin American lo-
cal entities.  The accent has gradually shi-
fted from a predominance of themes that 
are specifically public, more traditional in 
municipal practice, to matters more linked 
to development, promotion of welfare and 
social participation.

A qualitative leap has been observed 
in the conception and application of URB:-
AL Programme that has made it possible 

to overcome the traditional scheme of co-
operation programmes, in which actions 
which can be of assistance in some way are 
prioritised. URB-AL exemplifies more di-
rect and more participatory co-operation 
alternatives through the exchange of ex-
periences and institutional support, for 
strengthening local and municipal entities, 
considered to be the new guideline in local 
development.
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The purpose of this article is to provi-
de an overview of actions of different kinds 
related to decentralised co-operation bet-
ween the European Union (EU) and Latin 
America that have taken place during the 
year 2006. To review a year of decentralised 
co-operation is not an easy task, since it is 
a dynamic phenomenon where information 
on meetings, training events, publications 
or agreements on co-operation is still not 
very systematised. Therefore the data pre-
sented here are a first attempt to gather in-
formation on such activities, and it is not 
exhaustive.1

In general the activities collected were 
publicised by electronic communications 
media, such as websites and electronic mail 
lists of the different co-operation actors – 
local and regional governments, and their 
networks or associations, ministries of fo-
reign affairs, co-operation agencies, and a 
few agencies or consulting firms that specia-
lise in decentralised co-operation. Likewise, 
to the extent that the Observatory has be-
come consolidated as a benchmark in the 
area of decentralised co-operation in the 
course of the last year, local actors have also 
approached us, generating direct flows of 
information towards the OCD that help to 
disseminate these activities. 

As regards the contents of the infor-
mation provided here, on the one hand the 
meetings on decentralised co-operation 
that took place both in Europe and in La-
tin America were surveyed. We left out the 
events that dealt with the decentralised co-
operation of one of the two regions with 

* OCD Antennas for Europe and Latin 
America in charge of gathering information, 
OCD Antenna for Latin America in charge of 
drafting. 

The overall objective of the European Union-Latin America 
Observatory on Decentralised Co-operation (OCD) is to consolidate the 
local partnership between these two regions, by going into further depth 
and multiplying its results, impacts and benefits as regards urban policy. 
An important dimension of this goal has to do with making visible and 
disseminating the activities carried out by the many actors in decentralised 
co-operation. Once the Observatory had been in place for one year and 
taking into account its positive value as a space for exchange and as a 
multiplier of information (as, for example, in the evaluations of the 1st 
Annual Conference), it was considered timely to  include in the Yearbook 
2006 a specific article that would bring together the greatest possible 
amount of activities that had to do with  decentralised co-operation 
between local governments of the European Union and Latin America in 
the course of this year.

[
bAnalysis of local decentralised co-operation

Decentralised Co-operation 
Agenda 2006 *

1.Introduction
other continents, as for example co-opera-
tion relations between European countries 
and those of Central Europe, Russia, Africa, 
the Middle East or Asia. On the other hand 
we highlighted training activities involving 
decentralised co-operation since these speak 
of the sustained interest of local actors in 
accessing the tools needed to promote the 
practice of decentralised co-operation in 
both continents. It also seemed to us rele-
vant to mention the web sites that provide 
information - either new or up-dated during 
the past year – on decentralised co-operation 
relations in Europe and Latin America, or 
that promote co-operation practices in the 
local area. Moreover we sought to include 
the main bibliographic materials published 
in 2006. 

The information presented is necessa-
rily succinct for reasons of space, although 
we have attempted to include as far as pos-
sible, besides the basic data for each item, 
a very brief summary of its contents and an 
internet address in order to allow those who 
are interested to access further information. 
Finally, the article includes some general re-
flections on what the agenda of decentrali-
sed co-operation in the year 2006 had been, 
highlighting some of the items we conside-
red of significant importance or interest for 
all the actors involved.

2005-2006
Oct. 2005 - Oct. 2006. San Sebastián 

(Spain). Master’s in Decentralised Internatio-
nal Co-operation: Peace and Development, 
Analysis and Management of the Global Agen-

1| Any information on decentralised co-operation activities to be publicised through OCD publications may be sent to the 
following electronic addresses: observatoriomontevideo@prodo.imm.gub.uy; ocd.bcn@diba.es

2. Decentralised  
Co-operation Agenda 2006
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da within the framework of the United Nations 
System. Universidad del País Vasco. www.zi.lp.
ehu.es.

Nov-2005 - Jun-2006. Paris (France). 
Higher studies diploma : L’Action Internatio-
nale des Collectivités Locales. (International 
Action of Local Communities.) Institut de Re-
lations Internationales et Stratégiques (IRIS, 
Institute of International and Strategic Rela-
tions). www.iris-france.org/fr/pages/ipris/
progs06/aicl.pdf. 

2006-2007
April 2006 - March 2007. Presential and 

distance. Diploma in Local Management and 
Development. Unión Iberoamericana de Mu-
nicipalistas (UIM). www.uimunicipalistas.org.

May 2006-Dec. 2007. Guayaquil (Ecua-
dor). Master’s in Governance and Political Ma-
nagement. Universidad Católica de Santiago 
de Guayaquil; George Washington University.  
www.ucsg.edu.ec/catolica/secundarias_ucsg/
html/sistemapostgrado/maestria_gobernabi-
lidad/maestriapensamiento.htm

JANUARY
14. Lille (France). Workshop: ‘Conce-

voir un micro-projet de solidarité internatio-
nale’ (‘Conceiving an international solidarity 
micro-project’). Lianes coopération. www.lia-
nescooperation.org

21. Lille (France). Workshop: 1, 2, 3... 
Ready, set, go ! Preparation for departure for 
and meeting with another culture’). Lianes co-
opération. www.lianescooperation.org

23-24. Caracas (Venezuela). Foro de 
Autoridades Locales para la Inclusión Social 
(Forum of local authorities for social inclu-
sion). Meeting of male and female mayors and 
representatives of local governments of the 
whole world, created in 2001 within the fra-
mework of the World Social Forum. Among 
subjects addressed are: social inclusion, public 
policies and services, peripheral cities, human 
rights in the city, decentralized co-operation, 

citizen and participatory democracy www.fal-
caracas2006.org

FEBRUARY
8-10. Washington (United States). 

Executive Bureau of United Cities and Local 
Governments (Bureau Ejecutivo de Ciudades 
y Gobiernos Locales Unidos) (CGLU). In a 
dialogue with the World Bank, the mayors of 
the world placed financing cities at the centre 
point of the debate on world governance www.
cities-localgovernments.org

13-15. Vienna (Austria). International 
Partnership Fair . The 2nd Meeting of the Lo-
cal Economic Development and Job Creation 
Programme of the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD/
LEED), a Forum on Partnerships and Local 
Governance. This meeting seeks to foster the 
exchange of experiences and the search for new 
local partnerships to improve local economic 
development and social inclusion. Organised 
by OECD-ZSI (Centre for Social Innovation). 
www.partnershipfair.zsi.at

20 Feb.-23 June. XV Programa de Pa-
santías para funcionarios públicos de la Comu-
nidad Andina. (15th Internship Programme 
for public employees of the Andean Commu-
nity. www.comunidadandina.org 

22. La Plaine Saint Denis (France). 
Training :  Intercommunalité et international 
(Inter-community and international.) Agence 
COOP DEC Conseil. www.coopdec.org 

23 Paris (France). Training : Les institu-
tions internationales etla coopération décentra-
lisée (International institutions and decentralised 
co-operation) . Agence COOP DEC Conseil. 
www.coopdec.org 

MARCH
2-3. Lisbon (Portugal). 1st High Level 

Conference EULARO-OBREAL (Observa-
torio de Relaciones Europa América Latina) 
Europe-Latin America Observatory on Rela-
tions. The Euro-Latin American Forum intends 

to establish an area for dialogue between poli-
tical, academic, entrepreneurial and diplomatic 
communities of the European Union and Latin 
America http://www.obreal.unibo.it/News.as
px?Action=Data&IdNews=115&Actual=False

6-8. Porto Alegre (Brazil). Seminar Net-
work 9 URB-AL: “Financiamiento Local y Pre-
supuesto Participativo” (Local Financing and 
Participatory Budget). The 153 participants 
from 16 countries addressed participatory bud-
get experiences, stressing two main topics: sus-
tainability and qualification/systematisation of 
participatory budgets. Organised by the Por-
to Alegre Prefecture. http://ec.europa.eu/
comm/europeaid/projects/urbal/infos/ur-
bal_info_23_es.pdf

7-9. Málaga (Spain). ‘Normas y procedi-
mientos para la ejecución de proyectos URB-AL’. 
(Standards and procedures for URB-AL project 
execution). Presential training on conceiving and 
managing URB-AL projects or other European 
decentralised co-operation projects. URB-AL 
Programme Documentation Centre –(Centro 
de Documentación del Programa URB-AL) 
(CDPU). www.centrourbal.com

9-10. Brussels (Belgiium). Internatio-
nal Co-ordinators in Europe: ‘Making con-
nections’ (Coordinadores Internacionales en 
Europa: ‘Haciendo conexiones’). This second 
meeting of people responsible for international 
and European regions and local governments 
addressed, among other subjects, the different 
types of decentralised co-operation.   Organised 
by SALAR, ANCI-IDEALI, Danish regions, 
AMF, AFLRA, LGLIB, Deutscher Städte-
tag, ARRICORD. http://www.ideali.be/en/
news316.html

10-11. Málaga (Spain). Seminar of in-
auguration of the URB-AL Programme Do-
cumentation Centre and the Observatory on 
Urban Environment. Organised by the Malaga 
City Council and the Valparaíso City Council. 
www.centrourbal.com

22-24. Seville (Spain). Workshop: ‘Iden-
tificación e intercambio de estrategias para me-

jorar la efectividad de los proyectos de coopera-
ción de ciudad a ciudad en apoyo a las metas del 
milenio’ ‘Identification and exchange of strate-
gies for improving the effectiveness of city-to-
city cooperation projects in support of the mi-
llennium development goals’. UN-Habitat Best 
Practices Seville Centre for C2C Cooperation. 
DLC@urbanismo-sevilla.org

27-28. Brussels (Belgium). EU-LAC 
High Level Conference on ‘Promoting social 
cohesion: the experiences of the EU and La-
tin America and the Caribbean’. About 200 
people of the civil society, the entrepreneurial 
world, academia, the trade union movement, 
international organisations and local govern-
ments gathered together jointly to promote so-
cial cohesion in both regions. Organised by the 
European Commission. http://ec.europa.eu/
world/lac-vienna/events/social_cohesion.htm

28-30. Montevideo (Uruguay). First 
Annual Conference of the Observatory on De-
centralised Co-operation. Experts and local au-
thorities of Europe and Latin America debated 
on the subject of local decentralised co-opera-
tion both on a theoretical plane and from the 
point of view of their own practice, regarding 
four themes: regional integration, social inclu-
sion and the fight against poverty; institutional 
strengthening and  governance; and gender 
themes. www.observ-ocd.org/

29-31. Valencia (Spain). Fifth Forum of 
the World Alliance of Cities against Poverty. (V 
Foro de la Alianza Mundial de Ciudades Con-
tra la Pobreza.) This meeting sought to create 
joint strategies at the local and regional level to 
achieve the Millennium Development Objecti-
ves. Organised by the United Nations Develo-
pment Programme (UNDP) 
www.ch.undp.org/wacap

APRIL

20. Mexico DF (Mexico). Taller Re-
gional Centroamérica, México y El Caribe de 
Lucha contra la Pobreza Urbana. (Regional 
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Workshop of Central America, Mexico and the 
Caribbean against urban poverty.) Brought to-
gether the mayors of the region and experts in 
urban policy, social policies and economic de-
velopment. Organised by the Ibero-American 
Union of Cities and Capitals  (UCCI), the Go-
vernment of the Federal District and the Frie-
drich Ebert-Mexico Foundation. www.muni-
madrid.es/ucci http://www.fondeso.df.gob.
mx/memoria/3er_taller/boletinPrensa.pdf

21. Mexico DF (Mexico). 21st Meeting 
of   Mayors of Central America, Mexico and the 
Caribbean UCCL www.munimadrid.es/ucci

24-26. Vienna (Austria). Seminario In-
ternacional REAL (Relaciones Europa-Amé-
rica Latina) 2006 (Europe-Latin America Re-
lations (REAL) International  Seminar). The 
relations between Europe and Latin America 
were addressed along two main thematic lines: 
social cohesion and regional integration. “Em-
powering local decentralised co-operation” was 
highlighted among the conclusions and propo-
sals of the Seminar. www.real2006.net

26. Paris (France). Training event: ‘Les 
institutions internationales et la coopération 
décentralisée’ (‘International institutions and 
decentralised co-operation’). Agence COOP 
DEC Conseil. www.coopdec.org 

MAY

1. Quito (Ecuador). Congress of the La-
tin American Federation of Cities, Municipali-
ties and Associations  (Congreso de la Federa-
ción Latinoamericana de Ciudades, Municipios 
y Asociaciones) (FLACMA). One of the FLA-
CMA objectives is to promote Latin American 
integration in municipal terms, by promoting 
co-operation, twinning and inter-municipal so-
lidarity. www.flacma.org

3-5. Stockholm (Sweden). Urban Futu-
res 2.0. The aims of the European conference 
on urban governance and partnerships are to 
address future challenges for cities, to promo-
te new institutions and tools for dialogue and 

partnership. This was organised by the city of 
Stockholm, Ministry of Justice of Sweden, Eu-
ropean Commission. www.urbanfutures.se

9 May-8 June. Madrid (Spain). Pasantías 
en Relaciones Internacionales. UCCI. (Intern-
ships in International Relations.) www.muni-
madrid.es/ucci

10-12. Innsbruck (Austria). 23rd Ge-
neral Assembly of the Council of European 
Municipalities and Regions (Asamblea Gene-
ral del Consejo de Municipios y Regiones de 
Europa) (CEMR). The CEMR joins together 
about 100,000 cities and regions of Europe. It 
publicises local and regional autonomy within 
the EU, influences European policies and fos-
ters the exchange of information, at the local, 
regional and international level. Organised by 
the CEMR and the Committee of the Regions 
of Europe (CCRE). www.ccre.org  

12. Vienna (Austria). Fourth Summit of 
Heads of State and Government of the EU and 
Latin America/Caribbean. (4ª Cumbre de Je-
fes de Estado y de Gobierno de la UE y América 
Latina / Caribe.) The Summit made it possible 
to make progress in terms of relations between 
the parties including  the start of discussions 
on the possibility of an association with the 
Central American countries and possibly with 
the Andean Community. www.eu2006.at/en/
The_Council_Presidency/EU_LAC_Summit_
Vienna/UEALCespagnol/index.html

15. Paris (France). Training event: ‘Les 
institutions internationales et la coopération 
décentralisée’ (‘International institutions and 
decentralised co-operation’). Agence COOP 
DEC Conseil. www.coopdec.org 

16-17. Paris (France). Colloquium: ‘Vi-
lle et mondialisation: Réseaux de ville et politi-
ques publiques dans le cadre des programmes 
européens’ (Cities and globalisation: City net-
works and public policies within the framework 
of European programmes). Organised by  Uni-
versité Paris VIII.

16-19. Bahía Blanca (Argentina). IX 
Seminario Internacional de la Red Iberoame-

ricana de Investigadores sobre Globalización 
y Territorio (9th International Seminar of the 
Ibero-american Network of researchers on 
globalisation and territory). In this seminar 
territorial problems arising from ongoing glo-
balisation were analysed through an exchange 
between European and Latin American resear-
chers. Organised by the Departments of the 
Economy and of Geography and Tourism of 
the National University of the South http://
www.uns.edu.ar/congresos/ixrii/index.asp

17-18. Lyon (France). GLOBAL CITY: 
International forum for city actors. Building 
a sustainable city.  This forum brought toge-
ther more than a thousand participants, city 
planners, chambers of commerce and entre-
preneurs, to exchange strategies, methods and 
solutions as an input to the development of a 
sustainable view of cities. Organised by www.
globalcityforum.com

21-30. Brazil.  Seventh International 
Training Tour for Authorities on Local Develo-
pment: “Generating tools for the development 
of cities’. (7ª Gira Internacional de Capacita-
ción para Autoridades sobre Desarrollo Local: 
‘Generando herramientas para el desarrollo 
desde las ciudades’. ONWARD, Organización 
para el Desarrollo de América Latina y el Cari-
be (Organisation for the Development of Latin 
America and the Caribbean) www.onward.org.
br/programacion_esp.php

22-24. Marseilles (France). First French-
Brazilian decentralised co-operation meeting.  
In order take stock of co-operation between 
the two countries, the specificity of the co-
operation was analysed, and a dialogue in grea-
ter depth was sought as well as agreements 
between both regions. Organised by PACA 
(Region of France) and Cités Unies France. 
http://www.cites-unies-france.org/html/re-
gions/ameriquelat/ameriquelat_index.html

22 May-2 June. Madrid (Spain). XXV 
Programa Iberoamericano de Formación Mu-
nicipal. (25th Ibero-american programme of 
Municipal Training). Includes modules on 

international co-operation, social policy, mu-
nicipal emergency services). UCCI. www.mu-
nimadrid.es/ucci

26. Udine (Italy). Seminar: ‘Come pos-
sono gli enti locali essere attori di coopera-
zione?’ (¿How can local entities become co-
operation actors?). The seminar, designed for 
public officials of the region, analysed decen-
tralised co-operation and its input to the deve-
lopment of territories. Regione FVG (Italia). 
http://www.provincia.udine.it/p2k/Home/
Ente/Uffici/Politiche%20Sociali,%20Lavo-
ro%20e%20Collocamento/Politiche%20Socia-
li/Osservatorio%20per%20le%20politiche%20
sociali%20e%20le%20politiche%20di%20part/
Immigrazione/Eventi/26maggio2006_coop_
ud.pdf

JUNE
1-2. Rosario (Argentina). Agencias 

de Cooperación Internacional con líneas en 
desarrollo económico local. (International 
Co-operation Agencies with guidelines in lo-
cal economic development.) Organised by 
Mercociudades-UTDEL (Local Development 
Thematic Unit). http://www.mercociudades.
org/index.php?module=PostWrap&page=/
descargas/paginas/desarrolloeconomico.htm 

6-8. Paris (France). Workshop: ‘Coopé-
ration décentralisée et développement durable’ 
(‘Decentralised co-operation and lasting de-
velopment‘’). Cités Unies France. www.cites-
unies-france.org/html/formations/index.
html 

7. Paris (France). Training event : ‘Les 
institutions internationales et la coopération 
décentralisée’ (‘International institutions and 
decentralised co-operation’). Agence COOP 
DEC Conseil. www.coopdec.org 

8-9. Mexico DF (Mexico). Primer Foro 
Nacional sobre Asuntos Internacionales de los 
Gobiernos Locales. (First National Forum on 
International Affairs of Local Governments) 
National debate on Federative Diplomacy brin-
ging together academia, representatives of co-
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operation agencies and international organisa-
tions and local officials, by sharing successful 
experiences of international activism as a tool to 
strengthen local development. Ministry of Fo-
reign Affairs. http://www.sre.gob.mx/even-
tos/forogoblocales/programa.htm

12-14. Montevideo (Uruguay). Interna-
tional meeting: ‘Desarrollo Local y Cooperación 
Descentralizada para las Metas del Milenio’. 
(‘Local development and decentralised co-ope-
ration for the goals of the millenium.’) Brought 
together local governments of the country and 
international co-operation agencies. Special 
stress was laid on the inputs of decentralised 
co-operation for local development. Organised 
by UNDP, ART, UNFPA, AECI, Presidency 
Uruguay. http://www.ilsleda.nazioniunite.it/
eventi/details.php?ev_id=26&lang=es

14-16. Gijón (Spain). XII Seminar on: 
‘Gestión Pública Local: La cooperación de los 
gobiernos locales al desarrollo’. (‘Local Public 
Management: Co-operation of local govern-
ments to development.’) Organised by the Gi-
jón City Council and the University of Ovie-
do. http://www.xixon.izquierdaxunida.com/
iu.php?id_tipo_comunicado=11

16. Turin (Italy). ACEL Torino Loca-
lworld Seminar: ‘La valorizzazione delle com-
petenze locali nei programmi internazionali’ 
(‘Evaluation of local competencies in interna-
tional programmes’). The Agenzia di Coope-
razione degli Enti Locali (ACEL, Local Entity 
Co-operation Agency), created by the Province 
of Turin and 35 local governments of the pro-
vince, provides training, transfer of knowledge 
and assistance to local governments in their 
international co-operation activities. http://
www.acel.to.it/index.php?p=nw

19-23. Vancouver (Canada). Third 
World Urban Forum. Among other subjects 
addressed by this event that brought together 
more than 10,000 participants, we can mention 
innovation and local action in the fight against 
poverty, inclusion and social cohesion in cities, 
urban planning and citizen participation, the 

development of partnerships and the exchan-
ge of experiences. Organised by UN-Habitat, 
Government of Canada, Globe Foundation. 
http://www.wuf3-fum3.ca/

JULY
5-7. Lyon (France). Codatu XII: ‘De-

centralised cooperation for urban transports: 
Experiencing direct cooperation between local 
governments worldwide’  Decentralised co-
operation and urban transport was a  subject 
addressed, emphasising the need for associa-
tions between public and private sectors to im-
prove transport systems. It was organised by 
CODATU (Co-operation for urban mobility 
in the developing world), an association that 
fosters the exchange of experiences regarding 
urban and peri-urban transport systems since 
1980. http://www.codatu.org/english/con-
ferences/lyon06.htm

13-14. San José (Costa Rica). XII Asam-
blea Plenaria de la Unión de Ciudades Capi-
tales Iberoamericanas (UCCI) (12th Plenary 
Assembly of the Union of Ibero-American Ca-
pital Cities ) . www.munimadrid.es/ucci

13-15. Washington (U.S.) Sister Cities 
International Conference.  1.200 delegates 
from 39 countries gathered together to cele-
brate the 50th anniversary of this North Ame-
rican organisation. Organised by Sister Cities 
International. www.sister-cities.org/sci/sci-
programs/Conference

14. Rome (Italy). Seminar: ‘Il contri-
buto delle autonomie locali e della società 
civile italiana nei rapporti con l’America La-
tina’ (The contribution of local autonomies 
and the Italian civil society in relations with 
Latin America). The seminar analysed territo-
rial partnerships as a type of co-operation bet-
ween both regions, and the support provided 
to trans-frontier co-operation as a way to su-
pport local development, as well as proposals 
for social inclusion in the continent. Finally 
the relationship between local autonomy and 
the Italian civil society was analysed. Organi-

sed by the Centro de Studi di Politica Inter-
nazionale (CESPI, Centre for International 
Policy Studies) and the Istituto Italo-Latino 
Americano. (Italian-Latin American Institute) 
http://www.cespi.it/PROG-CONVEGNI/
Cespi-IILA14luglio06.pdf

25-26. Llançà (Spain). Events on De-
centralised Co-operation and Municipal 
Diplomacy for Peace: ‘La Cooperació des 
d’Administracions Sotsestatals’ (‘Co-opera-
tion of sub-state administrations’). Organised 
by the Centre Català d’Anàlisi i Informació 
Internacional (CCAII, Catalan Centre for In-
ternational Information and Analysis). www.
ccaii.net/epi

25-28. Belo Horizonte (Brazil). II Fo-
rum della cooperazione decentrata

Italia-Brasile (2nd Forum of Italy-Bra-
zil decentralised co-operation). This seminar 
sought to foster decentralised co-operation 
projects between the two countries regarding 
the themes of women’s rights, housing poli-
cy, infancy and youth, urban mobility, mana-
gement of water resources and waste. It was 
organised within the framework of the 100 Ci-
ties Project, the objective of which is to create 
a network of cities active in decentralised co-
operation between Brazil and Italy, in support 
of the decentralisation and participatory de-
mocracy process in Brazil. www.progetto100-
citta.it

27-29. Calí (Colombia). Second Latin 
American Congress of Local Governments 
and Cities: Experienciamerica (The American 
experience) – Transferring information to the 
world.’ The main objective of the Congress 
was to identify themes that would make it pos-
sible to take municipalities out of their envi-
ronment and make them aware of the world 
in general, in such a way that by following pa-
rameters of an international type, they would 
be better placed to obtain credit in the areas 
of co-management, production, tourism and 
trading. Organised by FLACMA. www.flac-
macongreso.com

AUGUST
10 aug.-11 sept. Santo Andre (Brazil).  

2nd Course on Regional Integration, Local 
Governments and Civil Society. (2º Curso 
sobre Integración Regional, Gobiernos Locales 
y Sociedad Civil.) Mercocities. mercocidades@
santoandre.sp.gov.br r  

SEPTEMBER
Sep.- Dec. On-line. On line training 

course: ‘Especialista en Cooperación Des-
centralizada UE-AL’. (Specialist in EU-Latin 
America Decentralised Co-operation.) OCD. 
http://www.observ-ocd.org/act_formacio.
php

4-5. Sao Paulo (Brazil). Seminar: ‘Las 
nuevas realidades y potencial de cooperación 
entre UE-AL’ (The new realities of and poten-
tial for co-operation between the EU and Latin 
America). The aim of the seminar is to promote 
debate between the co-ordinators of the papers 
and prominent members of the academic and 
intellectual community, in order to better in-
tegrate the final product. OBREAL-EULARO 
–EU-Latin American Relations Observatory. 
http://www.obreal.unibo.it/News.aspx?IdNe
ws=147&IdPerson=3410&IdNewsletter=38

6-8. Montevideo & Canelones (Uru-
guay). France-Southern Cone Seminar: Inter-
municipality and decentralised co-operation.’ 
(Seminario Francia-Cono Sur ‘Intermunicipa-
lidad y cooperación descentralizada’.) Expe-
riences of associations between municipalities 
that respond to the problems of waste mana-
gement, transport and local development were 
analysed. Montevideo Municipal Government, 
Canelones (Uruguay) Municipal Government, 
Cités Unies France, Local (France).

11-27 Sep. Paris. Intensive training 
course: ‘L’action internationale des collectivi-
tés locales’ (‘The international action of local 
communities.’) Three modules designed for 
people in charge of international relations in 
local governments. The objectives of the mo-
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dules are: acquiring knowledge on the regu-
latory framework and on action regarding the 
international relations of a local community; 
developing capabilities regarding planning, 
management and financing of an internatio-
nal action project; building a first network of 
contacts linked to decentralised co-operation. 
Agence COOP DEC Conseil. www.coopdec.
org 

14-17. Lyon (France). Congress of the 
International Association of Educating Cities. 
(Congreso de la Asociación Internacional de 
Ciudades Educadoras.) One of the four topics 
addressed at the Congress on co-operation 
between cities, with a workshop devoted to co-
operation between public services. Ciudades 
Educadoras. www.aice2006.lyon.fr

28-29. Perpignan (France). Seminar: 
‘L’évolution du champ d’action internationale 
des collectivités locales de 1992 à 2006’ (‘Evo-
lution of the field of international action by lo-
cal communities from 1992 to 2006’). In the 
5th edition of the Summer University the net-
works of co-operation between local govern-
ments were addressed: actors and implications 
for co-operation. Association of people res-
ponsible for international relations and decen-
tralised co-operation. (ARRICOD) in France. 
http://arricod.free.fr/p4.htm

OCTOBER
-3. San José (Costa Rica). Training semi-

nar: ‘Impulsar un nuevo modelo de cooperación 
descentralizada en Centroamérica’. (‘Boosting 
a new model of decentralised co-operation in 
Central America.’) OCD.  http://www.observ-
ocd.org/act_formacio.php 

2-6. Lisbon (Portugal). 11th Internatio-
nal Metropolis Conference (11ª Conferencia 
Internacional de Metrópolis.)  The conference 
focused on the subject of migrations, and on ci-
ties as places of arrival or departure of migrants. 
Metrópolis. www.ceg.ul.pt/metropolis2006/
index.html 

4-6. San José (Costa Rica). VI CON-

FEDELCA (Central American Conference for 
Decentralising the State and Local  Develop-
ment).  Decentralisation, citizen participation 
and local development in the region were analy-
sed. CONFEDELCA is a space for exchange 
and debate, for generating proposals among 
different actors in Central America. www.con-
fedelca.org 

4-8. Perugia (Italy). International Con-
ference of Local Authorities for Peace and Hu-
man Rights. Founded in 1986, the national co-
ordination of local entities for peace and human 
rights brings together local Italian governments 
that promote peace, human rights, internatio-
nal solidarity and co-operation. Organised by 
Enti Locale Pace. http://www.entilocalipace.
it/agenda.asp

5-6. Viedma (Argentina). 8th Natio-
nal Seminar of the MUNI Network (National 
Network of Academic Centres devoted to the 
Study of Management in Local Governments). 
Presentation of experiences and case studies on 
three topics - local government and public poli-
cies; management by consensus and citizenship; 
territory and development – in order to link the 
results of research with local government tra-
ining and management processes. www.cedet.
edu.ar/sitio/agenda/SeminarioRedMunima-
yo2006.pdf#search=%22Red%20Muni%22

6-7. Biarritz (France). 7º Foro de Bia-
rritz ‘Identités, Intégrations’ ’) (Seventh Bia-
rritz Forum: ‘Identities, integrations’). This 
focused on the situation of relations between 
Europe and Latin America, the migrations, in 
which local governments were able to present 
their own views. Organised by CMEAL. www.
cmeal.org

10. Paris (France). ‘Les institutions inter-
nationales et la coopération décentralisée’. (‘In-
ternational institutions and decentralised co-
operation’). Organised by the  Agence COOP 
DEC Conseil. www.coopdec.org 

12-13. Lisbon (Portugal). Lisbon Confe-
rence on the Millennium Development Goals: 
‘8 Ways to Change the World! The Contribu-

tion of Local and Regional Governments to the 
Achievement of the MDGs’. As a contribution 
of local governments to the MDGs, decentra-
lised co-operation and twinning of cities was 
scored. CEMR – Council of European Muni-
cipalities and Regions www.ccre.org/docs/de-
claration_finale_omd_lisbonne_en.doc  

16-20. Morón (Argentina). ILPES  trai-
ning courses. Mercocities Local Economic De-
velopment  Thematic Unit 

17-21. Turku (Finland). WHO Assem-
bly on the European Network of ‘Healthy Ci-
ties’.  The following topics were addressed in 
its annual meeting: Progress and innovation 
in healthy and inclusive urban policies, espe-
cially in response to specific demands of the 
more vulnerable communities. The European 
network of healthy cities brings together more 
than 1200 cities in 30 countries. The WHO 
‘Healthy Cities’ programme addresses local go-
vernments to influence urban policies that take 
into account inequalities in access to health and 
the needs of the more vulnerable groups.. www.
euro.who.int/healthy-cities

18-20. La Romana (Dominican Repu-
blic). III Reunión Anual de la Organización 
Latinoamericana de Gobiernos Intermedios 
(OLAGI). (Third Annual Meeting of the La-
tin American Organisation of Intermediate 
Goverments.) OLAGI was created in Decem-
ber 2004 by 14 countries with more than 150 
representations that exercised administration at 
the intermediate level of government in Latin 
American countries. www.olagi.org/

23-26. Valparaíso (Chile). Training cour-
se:  ‘Normas y procedimientos para la ejecución 
de proyectos comunes (A y B) del programa 
URB-AL’. (Standard and procedures for the 
execution of common projects (A and B) of the 
URB-AL programme.) Centro de Documen-
tación del Programa URBAL (CDPU). www.
centrourbal.com

25-28. Lyon (France) International eco-
nomic and social forum ‘For a responsible glo-
balisation’. One of the goals of this meeting 

had to do with making cities and territories 
the actors of globalisation, considering terri-
tories to be a place for greater learning about 
co-operation between those who have a leader-
ship role to play in the intersection of networks 
that spread out on a planetary scale. Organised 
by Ville de Lyon, Grand Lyon, Rhônes Alpes. 
www.forum-lyon.com

26-27. Montevideo (Uruguay). 1º Foro 
Iberoamericano de Gobiernos Locales.  (First 
Ibero-American Forum of Local Govern-
ments.) The theme of migrations was central to 
this meeting in which the OCD participated by 
presenting the first yearbook on decentralised 
co-operation. Organised by the Barcelona City 
Council, Montevideo Municipal Government, 
the Santa Tecla City Council, UCCI. www.fo-
roiberoamericanolocal.org

31. Marrakech (Marruecos). UCLG World 
Council. www.cities-localgovernments.org

NOVEMBER
9-10. Santa Lucía de Tirajana (Spain). 

Training actions: ‘La evolución de la coopera-
ción internacional de los entes locales. Code-
sarrollo.’ (‘The evolution of international co-
operation of local entities. Co-development’) 
FEMP. http://www.femp.es/index.php/
femp/formaci_n/acciones_formativas/
cooperaci_n_internacional

17. Valencia (Spain). IV Jornadas de 
Municipalistas por la Cooperación Interna-
cional para el Desarrollo: ‘La gestión de la 
cooperación, la homologación de bases y pro-
cedimientos’. (Fourth Municipalist Events for 
International Co-operation for Development: 
‘Management of co-operation, homologation 
of bases and procedures.  There was debate on 
all those aspects that may improve the quality 
and transparency of the way local entities mana-
ge resources designed for co-operation, as well 
the way they exchange experiences. Organised 
by Municipalistas por la Solidaridad y el For-
talecimiento Institucional (MUSOL). http://
www.musol.org/index2.php
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22-23. Paris (France). Colloquium: ‘La 
coopération décentralisée change-t-elle de 
sens?’ (‘Does decentralised co-operation chan-
ge direction?’). The seminar convened around 
200 participants, theoreticians and practicing 
stakeholders. Organised by Cités Unies Fran-
ce and Centre de Recherches Internationales 
(CRIS) of the Sorbonne University, Paris. Paris. 
www.cites-unies-france.org 

22-25. Manchester (United Kingdom) 
Twenty-first Annual General Assembly of 
Eurocities. ‘Knowledge Cities: Villes du Fu-
tur’. The debate focused on the opportunities 
provided by the knowledge economy and how 
European cities can take advantage of this to 
face problems such as competitiveness, durabi-
lity and social inclusion. Eurocities, since 1986, 
brings together the main European cities in a 
platform for the exchange of experiences and 
a joint search for innovative solutions.http://
www.eurocities.org 

24. Paris. Training event: ‘Les institutions 
internationales et la coopération décentralisée’ 
(‘International institutions and decentralised 
co-operation’). Agence COOP DEC Conseil. 
www.coopdec.org

29 Nov.-3 Dec. Morón (Argentina). XII 
Cumbre de la Red Mercociudades. (Twelf-
th Summit of the Mercocities Network). This 
event brought together around 500 municipal 
governors, mayors and representatives of close 
to 200 cities of Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Pa-
raguay, Bolivia, Chile, Peru and Venezuela, to 
evaluate what had been done during the year 
2006 and project the work for the next year. 
Mercocities is the main network of municipali-
ties of the Mercosur founded in 1995 with the 
aim of fostering participation by municipalities 
in the regional integration process, promoting 
the creation of an institutional area for the ci-
ties within the MERCOSUR and developing 
exchange and horizontal co-operation among 
the municipalities of the region. www.merco-
ciudades.org

30 Nov.-1 Dec. Córdoba (Spain). II Foro 

Andalucía Solidaria. (Second Andalusia Solida-
rity Forum).  The purpose of this forum was to 
consolidate the event (space) for multidiscipli-
nary discussion which has been held biannually 
since its first edition in 2004, to deal with the 
problems, guidelines and characteristics of An-
dalusian co-operation with development. Orga-
nised by the Andalusian Fund of Municipalities 
for International Solidarity  (Fondo Andaluz de 
Municipios para la Solidaridad Internacional) 
(FAMSI). http://www.andaluciasolidaria.org/
index.php?option=com_content&task=view&i
d=45&Itemid=118 

DECEMBER
4. Bonn (Germany). International 

Workshop: ‘Europe-Latin America Co-ope-
ration: Concepts, actors, dynamics’. A re-
flection was undertaken on the challenges of 
co-operation in a post-developmental agen-
da; co-operation and gender; democracy and 
multi-culturalism; the environment and cha-
llenges to the concept of national sovereignty. 
Organised by EULARO and the Deutsches 
Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE, Ger-
many). http://www.obreal.unibo.it/News.
aspx?Action=Data&IdNews=146

7-8. Oxford (United Kingdom). Four-
th Annual Meeting on ‘Democracy and the 
Fight Against Inequality’. REDGOB & BID. 
http://ocaribe.org/red/info_02.htm

The above data establishes that the de-
centralised co-operation theme was clearly 
installed in the international agenda both 
in Europe and in Latin America in the year 
2006, with a total of almost 60 meetings 
recorded. The events are distributed qui-
te equally between the American continent 
(27) and Europe (30). Of the countries with 

the greatest activity, Spain, France and Italy 
stand out in Europe and Uruguay, Mexico 
and Brazil in Latin America. Many of these 
meetings were held for the first time while 
others, already established, were repeated, 
thus making their position secure in the in-
ternational co-operation agenda as spaces for 
meetings and debate.

Besides events expressly devoted to 
decentralised co-operation among local go-
vernments of Europe and Latin America, the 
subject was addressed in events of a more ge-
neral nature, where decentralised co-opera-
tion emerges as a new dimension of debates. 
For example, one of the themes of the Inter-
national Economic and Social Forum on ‘For 
a responsible globalisation,’ that took place 
in Lyon (October), was ‘Cities and territo-
ries – actors of globalisation.’ Moreover, the 
Seventh Forum of Biarritz (October), devo-
ted to relations between Europe and Latin 
America, included a master’s conference on 
the role of mayors in Europe and Latin Ame-
rica. The final statement of the annual mee-
ting of the World Alliance of Cities Against 
Poverty (WACAP), (March) also highlighted 
the important role played by co-operation 
between the territories in the fight against 
poverty, and put forth a series of demands 
addressed to central governments for the 
latter to facilitate the development of such 
policies. Finally, the World Urban Forum 
(June) is worthy of mention: it addressed, 
among other subjects, innovation and local 
action in the fight against poverty, inclusion 
and social cohesion in cities, urban planning 
and citizen participation, the development 
of partnerships and the exchange of expe-
riences.

In Europe,  the 21st General Assem-
bly of Eurocities (November), that brought 
together the main cities of the continent, 
as well as the 23rd General Assembly of 
the Council of Municipalities and Regions 
of Europe (May) reflect the long history of 

interrelations between cities and territorial 
governments in this region. On the other 
hand, the Second Meeting of People Res-
ponsible for International Relations in Euro-
pe (March) demonstrates the most recent 
trend that makes this interrelation appear to 
represent a broader strategy for the interna-
tionalisation of these local actors. This Mee-
ting brought together more than 380 pro-
fessionals responsible for the international 
relations of territorial governments all over 
Europe, and shows, in particular, the increa-
sing participation of local governments of 
the new European states.  The main concern 
of these participants is the need to provide 
guidance for the external action of local go-
vernments over and beyond the mere search 
for European grants.

 In Latin America, the First Annual 
Conference of the Observatory on Decentra-
lised Co-operation was held in Montevideo 
(March), at which prominent experts and lo-
cal authorities of Europe and Latin America 
were present and debated on the subject of 
local decentralised co-operation both on the 
theoretical plane, and from their own practi-
ce. The sixth edition of CONFEDELCA was 
held in Central America in October and con-
firmed its nature as a space to boost decen-
tralised co-operation for local governments 
in the region. The meetings of local gover-
nments that are members of the Mercocities 
Network have also been incorporating the 
subject of local decentralised co-operation 
as an important factor for the promotion 
of local development. At its twelfth Sum-
mit, that was held in the Argentine city of 
Morón (29 November to 1 December), re-
presentatives of more than 160 cities of the 
region were present, among which Vene-
zuelan cities were to be found for the first 
time, following the recent incorporation of 
Venezuela to MERCOSÜR. Also increasin-
gly important were the numerous meetings 
of local authorities of the continent, such 

3. Some reflections on the Agenda
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as the Twenty-first Meeting of Mayors of 
Central America, Mexico and the Caribbean 
(January), the Congress of the Latin Ameri-
can Federation of Cities, Municipalities and 
Associations (FLACMA) that met in the city 
of Quito, Ecuador, in April and again in June 
in the city of Cali (Colombia). Finally, the 
first Ibero-American Forum of Local Gover-
nments met in 2006 within the framework 
of the Ibero-American Summit of Heads of 
State and Government, with the purpose of 
supporting and complementing that Summit 
from a local vantage point. These meetings 
have allowed links to be tightened between 
local governments, both North-South and 
South-South, and ideas and experiences to 
be disseminated and exchanged regarding 
decentralised co-operation.

It is also worth mentioning some na-
tional meetings organised to co-ordinate 
the external action of local governments. 
Seminars were organised in Mexico, Chile 
and Uruguay with the purpose of building 
up the awareness of local governments re-
garding the challenges posed by internatio-
nalization of cities and the types of access 
to decentralised co-operation. In these three 
countries the role of central government ins-
titutions is noteworthy, such as ministries of 
foreign affairs or planning, that have organi-
sed these seminars on the basis of their own 
experience in international co-operation and 
together with the presence of local European 
governments, or co-operation agencies. Mo-
reover, bi-national meetings stand out, such 
as the French-Brazilian decentralised co-
operation meeting, or meetings between Ita-
lian and Chilean regions. Among the most 
active countries the strong leadership role of 
Brazil must be recognized, which country 
organised bi-national meetings with France 
and Italy.

Some preferences may also be detec-
ted by countries regarding specific types of 
decentralised co-operation on which atten-

tion is focused. Thus it can be noticed that 
in Chile trans-frontier and triangular co-
operation are assigned priority, while Mexi-
co, through its foreign office, is promoting 
twinning. In the case of France, co-opera-
tion is given priority regarding types of mu-
nicipal and territorial management, such as 
inter-municipality,  and in Italy, the Centre 
for International Policy Studies (CESPI) in 
the RISTIS project prioritises regional inte-
gration and trans-frontier co-operation. 

A trend is also established towards 
thematic focusing of the seminars in which 
the subject of decentralised co-operation is 
dealt with, key themes of the meetings in the 
year 2006 being transport, social cohesion 
and water. This would seem to indicate that 
decentralised co-operation is not addressed 
only as a practice, but also as one more type 
of co-operation at the service of the solution 
of specific problems.

The need for training and skills deve-
lopment is a constant for the local govern-
ments that participate in the decentralised 
co-operation meetings. This applies to the 
smallest local governments in particular, 
which lack knowledge on possible sources of 
financing and the way to undertake decen-
tralised co-operation projects.

Twenty-six instances of decentralised 
cooperation training were detected during 
the year 2006, but it is to be expected that 
a similar amount must have escaped our at-
tention. Among the more active countries in 
terms of training opportunities for decentra-
lised co-operation, France, Italy and Spain 
show up in Europe. Mexico and Chile in 
Latin America developed training program-
mes this year addressed to local government 
officials, with the purpose of stimulating the 
establishment of international linkages and 
local project planning, with input from de-
centralised co-operation. In the organisation 
of these events the importance of interrela-
tionships between the different national go-

vernment agencies is to be noted – as in the 
case of Chile, where a course was provided 
jointly by the Chilean Co-operation Agency, 
Subdere (the Assistant Secretary for Regio-
nal Development’s Office) and the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs – or among these and 
other actors, such as academia in the case of 
Mexico.

The training instances that took place 
during 2006 were aimed at improving the 
co-ordination of international co-operation 
activities of local entities, boosting direct co-
operation between them, and familiarizing 
local technicians and elected parties in co-
operation policies for development connec-
ted with migratory movements. Also sought 
was the optimisation of resources through 
the lines of international co-operation of 
municipalities. The public for these courses 
and workshops are mostly local government 
and central government officials.  

The response for these training cour-
ses offered by the Observatory on Decen-
tralised Co-operation in 2006 clearly reflec-
ted the present interest, in Latin America in 
particular, in accumulating knowledge and 
practical tools on this type of co-operation. 
Both for the attendance of training works-
hop on decentralised co-operation organised 
within the framework of VII CONFEDEL-
CA (October), and for the first edition of 
the on-line training course of OCD (Octo-
ber 06-January 07) registration far exceeded 
expectations as could already be seen at the 
time of pre-registration. 

 

We end this article with some referen-
ces to bibliographic and electronic materials 
produced in 2006 that provide an analysis, 
reflection, data and new knowledge on de-
centralised co-operation.

The electronic magazine PARINAS, “Re-
vista de Cooperación Descentralizada, Inter-
nacionalización de las Regiones y Paradiplo-
macia”. Creada por el Instituto de Estudios 
Internacionales (INTE) de la Universidad 
Arturo Prat, a petición de la Subsecretaría de 
Desarrollo Regional (SUBDERE). http://
www.inteunap.cl/parinas2006/

•	Boletín	de	asuntos	internacionales	de	
los gobiernos locales. Publicado por el Mi-
nisterio de Asuntos Exteriores de México. 
Proporciona informaciones sobre la acción 
exterior de los gobiernos locales. http://
portal.sre.gob.mx/enlacepolitico/images/
boletin5.htm 

•	Boletín	 Electrónico	 del	 Observato-
rio de Cooperación Descentralizada UE-AL. 
http://www.observ-ocd.org/novetats.php 

•	Revista	 Observa	 del	 Observatorio	
de Cooperación Descentralizada UE-AL. 
http://www.observ-ocd.org

•	Anuario	 de	 la	 Cooperación	 Des-
centralizada Unión Europa-América Latina 
2005. Publicado por el Observatorio de Co-
operación Descentralizada Unión Europea-
América Latina. Montevideo, 2006.

•	Guide	de	la	Coopération	Décentrali-
sée. Echanges et partenariats internationaux 
des collectivités territoriales. Publicado por 
la Commission Nationale de la Coopération 
Décentralisée (Comisión Nacional de la Co-
operación Descentralizada) del Ministerio de 
Asuntos Exteriores de Francia. Paris, 2006, 
segunda edición.

•	Pierre	 Laye.	 La	 coopération	 décen-
tralisée des collectivités territoriales. Publi-
cado por Territorial en la colección Dos-
siers d’Experts, número 454, octubre 2005, 
ISBN: 2-84130-579-1; 200 págs.

•	Guía	Práctica	de	Normas	y	procedi-
mientos para la Ejecución de Proyectos Co-
munes (A y B) del Programa URB-AL. Pu-

4. Sources and information resources 

4.1. Bibliographic materials
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blicado por CIDOB. Disponible en http://
centrourbal.com/portal/index.php?id=162

All portals included in this section have 
been created or up-dated during the year 
2006. Faced with the diversity and mobility 
of data available on the web, this presentation 
does not presume to be exhaustive.

  
•	Portal	 of	 the	 Office	 of	 the	 Assistant	

Secretary for Regional Development of Chile 
(Subdere) devoted to promoting co-operation 
between Chilean regions and the world and 
that proposes an integral system for managing 
the external action of local governments. 
The Integrated System is a common space 
for institutional collaboration in public 
services, oriented towards fostering exchange 
between the regions of Chile and of other 
countries on the following subjects: scientific-
technological, development and territorial 
management, cultural development, political-
institutional and others that may signify an 
input to territorial development http://www.
cooperaciondescentralizada.gov.cl/1511/
channel.html

•	Portal	 of	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Foreign	
Affairs of the Government of Mexico. With 
linkages to the main portals devoted to the 
external action of local governments. Also 
publish Boletín de asuntos internacionales 
de los gobiernos locales (see above). http://
portal.sre.gob.mx/enlacepolitico 

•	The	 objective	 of	 the	 URB-AL	
Programme Documentation Centre (CDPU) 
is to recover, centralise, systematise and 
disseminate all common projects developed 
in the networks of the European URB-
AL programme of co-operation with Latin 
America. It has available, accessible by means 
of a multivariable search engine, an excellent 
data base on good practices in the solution of 
common urban problems on social cohesion, 

urban configuration, local development, 
tourism, natural resources, waste, governance, 
safety, information society, etc. http://www.
centrourbal.com/

•	AFCCRE,	 web	 site	 of	 the	 French	
section of the Council of Municipalities 
and Regions of Europe. What stands out in 
particular is a Yearbook showing the twinning 
of local governments. www.afccre.org 

•	Italian	 site	 devoted	 to	 international	
co-operation focusing especially on 
decentralised co-operation. http://
piazzadellacooperazione.oics.it/

•	The	Centre	 for	Studies,	Training	and	
Information on Latin America-European 
Co-operation (CEFICALE) is a non-profit 
association created in response to the interest 
awakened in 2005 by the publication of the 
Guide on co-operation between Latin America 
and the European Union. The objective of 
CEFICALE is to encourage the development 
of relations between Europe and Latin America. 
It is addressed mainly to teaching institutions 
in both continents. http://www.ceficale.org/

•	The	 European	 Urban	 Knowledge	
Network (EUKN) is an initiative in which 15 
member states of the EU and two city networks 
take part. The main objective of this network 
is to promote the exchange of knowledge and 
experiences related to the urban environment. 
It has a library of resources on urban policy 
(economics, employment, environment, 
transport, inclusion and social integration, 
etc.) http://www.eukn.org/espana/

•	The	Andalusian	Fund	of	Municipalities	
for International Solidarity (FAMSI ) has a 
new website where current facts can be found, 
publications, articles and interviews, projects 
and campaigns carried out by Andalusian 
municipalities. It has one page of links to social 
organisations that collaborate with FAMSI, 
social research centres, NGOs, other co-
operation funds and Spanish, European 
and international organisations. www.
andaluciasolidaria.org

4.2. Portals on decentralised co-operation 
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Social cohesion represents a core dimension in the strategic associa-
tion between the European Union and Latin America, which requires ex-
periences to be exchanged between the two regions within a multi-sectorial, 
participative and decentralized focus, with the integration of the different 
government levels. Although in general instruments used for fighting in-
equalities and social exclusion are found at national level, every day local 
and regional governments are the ones facing problems connected to these 
issues. In spite of their budget limitations and sometimes scarcely consolida-
ted institutional capacities, decentralization processes force local authorities 
to assume an increasingly major role in the fight for social cohesion.

In the face of this reality, one of the Observatory’s core objectives is 
linked to accurately defining and disseminating the role which decentra-
lised cooperation between local and regional European governments might 
have in order to strengthen these actors’ capacities for promoting social co-
hesion through local public policies. Therefore, this section of the Yearbook 
offers information and analysis on the tools at government level which are 
closest to the people, in order to promote social cohesion and the ways in 
which decentralised cooperation helps strengthen these tools. A key aspect of 
social cohesion for the Observatory is gender equality, which is understood as 
a fundamental right for all people and a key value for democracy at local 
level, which not only must be acknowledged by the law but must be effectively 
exercised in all the areas of life, not only political and economic, but social 
and cultural as well.

The first article in this section analyses the new challenges presented 
by the current “social issue” –particularly those concerning migration and 
labour market transformations- and the capacities of sub-national Latin 
American governments for facing the same through promotion of local social 
cohesion policies. It then examines the strategic role of decentralised coopera-
tion for opening areas allowing local governments to reflect on and identify 
strategies for reverting socio-economic recession processes within their terri-
tories by means of encouraging the development of social programmes based 
on partnership and exchange of experiences, which aids the redesigning of 
social behaviour of local governments around new areas.

This section then reproduces the “European Charter for Equality of 
Men and Women in Local Life” prepared by the Council of European Mu-
nicipalities and Regions in May of the current year. This document is based 
on the idea that European local and regional governments must play an 
essential role in the application of women’s and men’s right to equality, in 
all areas falling under their responsibility. This charter therefore represents 
an important statement of the collective commitment made by European 
territorial governments towards an unavoidable target which aids social 
cohesion, the deepening of democracy and the possibility of sustainable de-
velopment.

Lastly, a brief summary of three decentralised cooperation EU-Latin 
American experiences as regard social cohesion and gender equality is offered.v

Social Cohesion
and Poverty 
Reduction

Introduction |
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During recent years great efforts 
have been made as regards decentralised 
cooperation between the European Union 
(EU) and Latin America in order to boost 
programmes and projects aimed at facing 
poverty, inequality and social exclusion so 
as to produce more social cohesion. With-
in the deep changes we may note in the 
economic and social life of both regions, 
governments of the twenty-first century 
cities are currently sharing experiences, 
taking part in inter-regional networks for 
knowledge transfers, deepening debates 
and proposals in international meetings 
and even jointly designing innovative and 
democratic social policies which allow 
for social cohesion to be restored and/or 
strengthened in local societies.

In this article the main features of 
the so called “social issue” are shown, 
among which two stand out: the intense 
international migration processes and the 
deep transformations observed in the la-
bour market such as: unemployment, job 
instability and informal trade. In view of 
the effects caused by these processes the 
concept of social cohesion becomes more 
significant if, added to social policies 
which promote decentralised cooperation 
between local and regional governments 
of Europe and Latin America. The differ-
ential capacities of local governments for 
promoting social cohesion in public poli-
cies are also analysed. Within this frame-
work the strategic role of decentralised 
cooperation for encouraging the creation 
and development of social projects and 
programmes in local environment is in-

troduced, which aids in the redesign of 
the social actions of local governments in 
new areas such as: overcoming poverty, 
inequality and exclusion, the new local 
governance and the promotion of citizen 
participation.  Finally, a set of observa-
tions and suggestions for strengthening 
inter-regional relationships connected to 
social policies in the local environment is 
also presented.

Within the context of economic globaliza-
tion, the application of neo-liberal policies, the 
weakening of the blue-collar workers and the re-
structuring of the welfare systems, the social issue 
in twenty-first century cities is marked by a set 
of economic, social and institutional processes, 
among which the most relevant for this paper’s 
aims are: 1) immigration and 2) the prevailing 
conditions in the international labour market: 
unemployment, low wages and informal trade.

2.1. Immigration  

At the beginning of the Twenty-first 
Century the extent and characteristics of in-
ternational migrations are factors affecting so-
cial cohesion, in view of the increased demand 
for new jobs and a whole set of public services 
(health care, education, housing) in the cit-
ies taking in this population. When faced with 
such demands local governments must design 
and implement new social policies in order to 
achieve more social cohesion in their cities, and 
undoubtedly this issue shall be one of the main 
areas around which decentralised cooperation 
in coming years shall revolve.

KEY WORDS:

Decentralised Cooperation |
Social Cohesion |
Exclusion |
Local Governments  |
Poverty |
Social Policies |

Social Cohesion and Poverty Reduction 
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Rosario (National University of Rosario), 
Argentina.
** Researcher at the Instituto de Investiga-
ciones Sociales (Institute of Social Research) 
and Professor of the Postgraduate Studies on 
Social and Political Science and Urbanism at 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
(National Autonomous University of Mexico) .

This article aims at exploring the challenges that local and 
regional European and Latin American governments face due 
to the serious social and urban problems deriving from the main 
features of the current “social issue”, in particular international 
migration and transformations in the labour market.. The re-
levance of the concept of social cohesion behind the social policies 
promoted by decentralised cooperation between these two regions is 
assessed and the differential capacities of these two regions’ local 
governments for promoting such policies are analysed. Likewise, an 
approach to the strategic role played by decentralised cooperation 
is presented, since it boosts social projects and programmes at local 
level, which helps to redesign social actions of local governments in 
new areas  such as overcoming poverty, inequality and exclusion, 
the new local governance and the promotion of citizen partici-
pation. Finally, some observations and suggestions are offered in 
order to strengthen inter-regional decentralised relationships as 
regards social policies.

b
Decentralised Cooperation Policies and 
Programmes on Social Cohesion
María Julia Reyna*
Alicia Ziccardi**

1.Introduction 1

2. The Social Issue and the 
Twenty-first Century Cities

1 | The authors would like to thank Oscar Torres and Cecilia Nieto for their support in the compilation and analysis of  the 
information contained in this paper.
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viewpoint their presence of these immigrants is 
indeed a problem, since not only the demand 
for basic goods and services is increased but 
their multicultural origin thereof sets new chal-
lenges for social coexistence. In order to face 
this situation local governments design new 
public policies, particularly social policies so 
that cities may comply with their duty of being 
a platform for social and territorial integration 
(among others, see Cachón 2004).

2.2.The Crisis of the Blue-Collar Workers: 
Unemployment, Job Instability and Urban Poverty

Within the framework of globalization, 
the application of neo-liberal policies and the 
weakening of trade unions European and 
Latin American societies face deep changes.  
One of them is the crisis of the blue-collar 
workers and the different types of social wel-
fare systems which were established after 
the war (Castel 1997). Thus, job instability 
and informality are prevailing trends in the 
urban labour market, as well as high unem-
ployment rates. Therefore, one of the main 
consequences of these structural transforma-
tions is the increase of urban poverty and the 
appearance of new forms of social exclusion 
mainly affecting women and young people in 
our cities. 

During the first years of the Twenty-
first Century the regional unemployment rate 
was between 8% and 9%, but in twenty-five 
regions it amounted to 18%, it was twofold. 
If we consider gender we may note that the 
unemployment rate for women is higher 
than for men in two thirds of the regions, 
although there are great disparities (2004 
European Union Newsletter 2004). On the 
other hand, in the case of European cities this 
employment situation affects the lifestyle of 
citizens since it prevents the proper operation 
of the mechanisms of unemployment insur-
ance, which was originally designed for ex-

ceptional unemployment situations and pro-
vided temporarily unemployed workers with 
minimum income that guarantees survival of 
the worker and his or her family. These eco-
nomic, social and demographic phenomena 
gave rise to crises in different social welfare 
systems which were established in Europe af-
ter the war, which were not fully developed 
in Latin America making the situation more 
critical there. 

In the case of Latin America, estimates 
state that in the year 2004 a total of 9.4 mil-
lion women in urban areas were unemployed 
(UN 2006). This situation also affects young 
people who currently experience more diffi-
culties than in the past for gaining access to a 
remunerated activity and/or extending their 
stay in the educational system. The unem-
ployment rate among young people in the re-
gion amounts to 15.7%, which is double that 
for adults, and also, among young people the 
unemployment rate for women is higher than 
for men by more than 50%. In 2002 it was es-
timated that a third of   urban young people 
were poor (ECLAC 2004). In this sense, al-
though the gender perspective which defends 
women’s equality rights is now an incorpo-
rated feature in social policies, in the case of 
young people, as stated below, it was in 2006 
when their issue began to be considered as 
a priority for social policies to be developed 
within the framework of decentralised coop-
eration. 

Undoubtedly, the job instability pre-
vailing in the urban labour market and the 
exclusion practices in both regions are the 
main cause of urban poverty. Particularly in 
Latin American cities the spatial expression 
of such processes is the massive existence of 
informal activities in city streets, creating the 
need for local governments to act in order 
to try and solve the increasing strain between 
the right to work and the right to the city that 
these processes produce. Pursuant to ECLAC 
(2004), in the year 2002, from a total of 221 

The American continent is undergoing 
intense migratory processes and the Economic 
Commission for Latin America (ECLAC 2004) 
estimated that there are 15 million Latin Amer-
ican immigrants in the United States (USA), 
most of them Mexican and Central American, 
which amounts to half the total number of im-
migrants in the USA. These immigrants, who 
are mainly men, are in a situation of great per-
sonal instability and most of them lack docu-
mentation, which makes them illegal aliens and 
unable to access the labour market, therefore 
forcing them to accept low paid jobs and a set 
of personally unsafe situations in exchange for 
an income to guarantee their survival which 
allows them to send money to their families 
residing in their countries of origin. We must 
also point out that the strong presence of Latin 
Americans, mainly Mexicans, in US cities has 
added new traditions, values and cultural prac-
tices to this country’s society 

On the other hand, this Latin Ameri-
can immigration, unlike the one which took 
place in previous decades caused by political 
factors, is now caused mainly economic and 
is moving not only to the North and even to 
Europe, but to countries in the same region as 
well. Some Latin American countries such as 
Argentina, Costa Rica, Mexico and Venezuela 
have the largest number of immigrants coming 
in general from bordering or nearby countries. 
These workers must also accept low paid jobs 
and an face extremely difficult situations since 
besides the personal risk they assume when mi-
grating in illegal conditions and without the 
required documentations there are adverse ef-
fects caused by the family’s disintegration, in-
creased responsibility for women who become 
heads of the family and lack of a father figure 
which is vital for the education of children and 
young people. Nevertheless, we must point 

out that a feature of the most recent migration 
from Latin America to Europe is the increased 
number of women who leave their country of 
origin in the search for a job or solve families 
splitting up.2 

In the case of EU countries, migratory 
movements due to economic factors are associ-
ated to countries such as Turkey, Tunisia, Mo-
rocco and Algeria. Domestic migration from 
counties within the community itself, is added 
to the above. Such is the case of Greece, Spain, 
Italy, Portugal and Ireland, whose citizens mi-
grate to Germany, France, the Netherlands, 
Belgium and the United Kingdom, since these 
countries have more economic development 
and/or better employment opportunities, al-
though it has been stated that as from the nine-
ties such process has been more moderate than 
in previous decades (Albuquerque, 1993). 
There is also intense migration of caused by 
political factors, due to conflicts which led 
to the disintegration of some national states, 
such as the former Yugoslavia, whose dissolu-
tion gave rise to an armed conflict in Croatia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. The political and 
economic conditions of the last decades of the 
Twentieth Century in Latin America led to mi-
gration becoming more intense, in particular 
migration to Spain, and in a lesser extent to 
Italy. Undoubtedly, one of the main problems 
these immigrants face is learning another lan-
guage and integrating into another culture and 
at the same time trying to preserve their own 
identity. In many cases they are descendants of 
immigrants who arrived massively in America 
at different times during the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, which allows them to ob-
tain European citizenship and the possibility of 
moving through the European Union.

For the authorities of cities receiving 
these immigrants, from the social responsibility [

[
2 |  The United Nations (UN 2006) has made an estimate according to which from the 180 million immigrants in the 

world, 50% are women; in Latin America, according to ECLAC, three quarters of the immigrant women in the area are 
mostly young women in employment age, many of them family heads, whose final destinations are the USA, Spain, Japan, 
Canada and the United Kingdom.
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instruments playing an important redistri-
bution role and cause significant impact in 
competitiveness of the regions, assisting in 
the improvement of its citizens’ lifestyles.

 
3.2. Original Proposals 
of Decentralised Cooperation

Within the field of Decentralised co-
operation between the European Union and 
Latin America social cohesion has been a 
concern during the last decades and as from 
1995 the Commission disseminated a set of 
actions for strengthening such cooperation 
relationships in order to fight against poverty 
and social exclusion. Four years later, 
during the Rio de Janeiro Summit, the 
Commission  stated its concern regarding the 
prevailing situation in Latin   America, which 
is considered the most unequal region in the 
world, and pointed out the need for actions for 
counteracting this situation. But it was during 
the Inter-Ministerial Institutionalized 
Meeting between the Río Group and the 
EU held in March 2003 that the economic, 
political and social limitations which cause the 
destitution and social exclusion conditions 
prevailing in both regions were exposed.5 

A shared diagnosis by both regions 
is included in the Guadalajara Summit 
Declaration (Mexico), May 2004, where 
social cohesion became one of the priority 
issues since it is deemed that poverty, exclusion 
and inequality are an insult against human 

dignity which weaken democracy and threaten 
peace and stability. This declaration states 
the need for measures to be taken as regards 
xenophobia and discrimination, especially 
those due to gender, race or beliefs, fighting 
against all types of violence, especially violence 
against women and within families, and for 
respect for cultural diversity to be guarantied. 
Both regions also coincided in stating that 
such common concern should be turned into 
specific commitments by designing policies 
enabling poverty, exclusion and inequality to 
be fought in an efficient manner. 

Areas included within these decentralised 
cooperation policies and programmes for more 
social cohesion to be achieved are: education, 
nutrition, health, housing, fresh drinking water, 
sewage systems, infrastructure development, 
intensive and decent employment. At the 
same time, a set of instruments which must 
be activated in order to achieve more social 
cohesion are identified: increase of public 
investment, development of innovative multi-
lateral financial mechanisms, adequate level of 
public expenditure for social sectors, creation 
of a basic infrastructure, national solidarity 
funds, better access to social services and other 
activities which benefit the poor and marginal 
groups, avoiding excessive dependence on 
external financing  for such policies. Likewise, 
economic policies are needed which encourage 
investment and a better distribution of 
income in order to reduce the existing gaps of 
inequality and lack of fairness, as well as fiscal 
policies enabling a better distribution of riches 

3 | The Structural Funds are: European Fund for Regional Development (ERDF), European Social Fund (ESF), Euro-
pean Fund for Agricultural Guarantee and Orientation – Orientation Section (EAGGF) – and the Financial Instrument 
for Fishing Orientation (FIFG). The structural funds catering for the social cohesion policy aim at the development and 
structural adjustment of the less developed regions (below 75% of the average per capita income for the EU). Almost 70% of 
the funds are allocated to this purpose. The first two have as explicit objective the economic and social reconversion of the areas 
with structural handicaps, while the European Social Fund aims at adapting and modernising education, training and 
employment policies and systems.

  4 | The Social Cohesion Fund is targeted for those member States which have a per capita GNP lower than 90% of the 
community average. It concentrates its actions in environmental and common interest projects in the field of transport 
infrastructure.

  5 | See the speech given by Commissioner Patten in Vouliagmeni, on March 28, 2003.

equality in the cities may be similar in Latin 
America and Europe, the intensity and extent 
of these processes in Latin America is much 
deeper and is one of the main challenges and 
focuses which have been assumed by decentr-
alised cooperation, in order to work together 
and achieve more social cohesion. 

 
3.1. The European Union’s Strategies 
and Instruments of the EU

Since poverty, exclusion and inequality 
are complex processes which produce nega-
tive effects on society, provoking situations 
of extreme fragmentation and/or segmenta-
tion, social actions and policies aim at creat-
ing more equal conditions and thus achieve 
fairer societies, with the necessary mecha-
nisms for obtaining more social cohesion. In 
this sense, social cohesion which has been 
included in the European Union’s policies 
for several decades, has been revised by the 
European Council of Lisbon, which took 
place in the year 2000, where a global strat-
egy for fighting social exclusion and poverty, 
for reducing the deep economic and social 
inequalities existing in the member states 
and/or regions was established. Such strate-
gy defined three areas for action: creation of 
stable and high quality jobs, modernization 
of economic structures and reinforcement of 
social cohesion. 

Currently, social cohesion is a regional 
policy aimed at reducing the differences be-
tween the development levels of the various 
regions and the backwardness of the less fa-
voured regions of the EU. The main instru-
ments used for achieving the same are the so 
called Structural Funds3,  and the Cohe-
sion Fund4,  which are financial solidarity 

million poor persons, 66% lived in cities. This 
situation has led to the statement that an ur-
banization of poverty is taking place in the 
region. Nevertheless, the same source states 
that between 2003 and 2006 Latin America 
“has shown a significant economic and social 
performance”. This period has been the best 
in 25 years in terms of progress as regards 
poverty reduction, improvements in income 
distribution in some countries, decrease of 
unemployment and increase in the number 
of employment positions” (ECLAC 2006). 
But both in Latin American and European 
cities different forms of social exclusion may 
be perceived, such as discriminatory practices 
due to gender or ethnic reasons affecting dif-
ferent social groups, as well as obstacles for 
gaining access to justice, loans, basic services 
or a housing which constitute sources of so-
cial inequality. This has led the UN to state in 
recent years that the world is trapped within 
the inequality dilemma, since although eco-
nomic growth is taking place in many re-
gions, it is more unequal than ten years ago. 
Inequality is widely and diversely evidenced 
by economic and social differences existing 
between the countryside and the cities, be-
tween rich and poor regions, between the 
opulent lifestyles enjoyed by some sectors of 
the population and the destitution of most. 
In Latin America, the most unequal region 
in the world, certain social communities –na-
tives, women family heads, senior citizens, 
disabled persons, young people from popular 
classes- pile up a set of economic, social and 
institutional disadvantages. 

All these processes rupture the social 
fabric and cause negative effects on social co-
hesion. Thus, while in European cities it is 
accepted that there is certain social upheaval, 
in Latin American cities the situation is so se-
rious that it is prone to insecurity and crimi-
nality, reaching previously unknown levels. 
Due to this, in spite of the type of problems 
which are linked to poverty, exclusion and in-
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lised Cooperation Observatory was held in 
the City of Montevideo. In their final dec-
laration the participants agreed to submit a 
set of recommendations before the Summit 
of Heads of State and Government of Latin 
America and the Caribbean and the European 
Union, which was held in Vienna, on May 
12, 2006, among which are those concern-
ing social cohesion policies. The third item 
of the Declaration states that “during the 
last years several decentralised cooperation 
programmes, projects and actions between 
local entities from the European Union and 
Latin America –promoted by local institutions 
such as the European Commission itself- have 
made important contributions to urban de-
velopment. We highlight the importance of 
continuing to support this kind of initiative, 
guiding the actions in particular towards rein-
forcement of the actions carried out by local 
governments within the scope of social cohe-
sion, democratic governance and regional in-
tegration”.

Likewise, the issues of poverty, in-
equality and social exclusion are consid-
ered as the most urgent issues to be faced 
by local and regional governments and it 
has been stated that initiatives aiming at 
European and Latin American local and re-
gional governments play a major role in the 
promotion of social cohesion, and try to 
achieve a direct impact in Latin America. It 
is of particular relevance to promote those 
policies which aim at the integration of im-
migrants and promotion of equal opportu-
nities between men and women, reinforcing 
the gender perspective in the various lo-
cal public policies and in the promotion of 
women’s active citizenship.

Such prior international debates 
contributed to the development of the 
dialogue at a the IV Summit Meeting in 
Vienna, Austria, 2006 during which the 
issues of poverty, exclusion and inequality 
were analyzed in depth and proposals were 

made in order to achieve more social cohesion 
within the framework of cooperation.

3.3.3.The European Union-Latin America
 and Caribbean Summit, Vienna

In May 2006, during the IV European 
Union –Latin America and Caribbean 
Summit which took place in Vienna, for the 
purpose of facing poverty, inequality and social 
exclusion was reasserted, in order to achieve 
more integrated societies with more social 
cohesion; social diagnosis was deepened and 
new strategies as regards public policies were 
defined: encouraging the  social responsibility 
of companies, boosting social dialogue and 
the participation of the civil society, as well as 
the respect for ethnical diversity. 

In the Declaration of Vienna made on May 
12, 2006 the Heads of State and Government 
of the European Union and Latin America and 
the Caribbean reaffirmed their commitment 
to the promotion of equitable and sustained 
growth, in order to create more and better 
jobs and fight poverty, inequality and social 
exclusion, and they likewise acknowledged the 
need to promote responsible public policies 
–fiscal and social protection policies- leading 
to a better distribution of wealth and of the 
benefits of economic growth. Likewise, 
the creation of decent jobs is regarded as 
a key element for sustaining economic and 
social development, special attention being 
paid to the issue of employment for young 
people, through –inter alia- the creation of 
technical capacities by means of education and 
professional training policies. Among the tools 
they mention the need for adopting general 
and integrated strategies and public policies 
for guaranteeing equality of opportunities 
and better life and working conditions for 
everyone, as well as better access to education, 
health care and employment, integrating the 
gender perspective therein and priority being 

and which guarantee adequate levels of social 
expenditure. 

During the Guadalajara Summit, 
Mexico, 2004, social cohesion was declared 
to be a shared objective and a fundamental 
element in the relationships between the EU, 
Latin America and the Caribbean (LACA) and 
the EUROsociAL Programme was created with 
the aim of promoting exchange of experiences, 
specialized knowledge and good practices in the 
social field between both regions, in particular 
in the education and health sectors, which are 
considered as essential for increasing social 
cohesion. A call was also made to the European 
Commission, the Inter American Development 
Bank, the Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean, the United Nations 
Programme for Development, the International 
Monetary Fund, the European Investment 
Bank and the World Bank for assistance so that 
these aims could be met.

3.3.New Proposals 
on Social Cohesion (2006)

3.3.1. The High Level Summit of Brussels 

On March 27 and 28, 2006, follow-
ing the European Union’s initiative, a High 
Level Conference was held in Brussels on 
the fight against social inequalities, poverty 
and exclusion, in which not only members of 
the Commission and ministers from different 
countries from both continents took part, but 
also representatives of civil society, business-
men, trade unions, social organizations and 
universities. On this occasion, Vladimir Spidia, 
a Commissioner from the European Union in 
charge of employment issues, Social Affairs and 
Equal Opportunities stated as follows: “No 
European or Latin American country may face 
by itself all the challenges posed by globaliza-
tion, sustainable development and social cohe-
sion. We must find original regional coopera-

tion formulas entailing collective support to 
the amendments, respecting the diversity of 
the countries. Latin America is taking the first 
steps in this direction and the EU may contrib-
ute its experience, -which has already been de-
layed- based on an integrated strategy aimed at 
growth and employment, as well as diverse in-
struments, from the definition of   fundamental 
rights to an ambitious cohesion policy.”

It was stated that the objective of such 
integrated policies should be equal opportuni-
ties, universal access to education and health 
care and promoting decent employment. They 
should also aim at eliminating discrimination 
and poverty. Governmental actions should be 
accompanied by a more extensive participa-
tion of all the economic, social and civil society 
stakeholders in order to build “a modern gov-
ernance, capable of creating shared consensus 
as regards the necessary reforms for promot-
ing sustainable development”. The proposed 
strategic intervention lines are: 1) respect for   
fundamental rights and promotion of equality 
and social inclusion, 2) development of human 
resources, 3) productive employment and de-
cent jobs, 4) regional integration and its finan-
cial instruments and encouragement of social 
dialogue. 

It is also worth mentioning that during 
the meeting in Brussels in 2006, in acknowl-
edgement of these issues, the European Em-
ployment, Social Affairs and Equality of Op-
portunities Commission proposed the creation 
of a Social Cohesion Forum as an excellent 
place where to address the major issues of social 
and human development, where public stake-
holders and authorities, the civil society, the 
private sector and international, European and 
Latin American organizations would meet.

3.3.2.The Annual Conference on decentralised Cooperation 
EU-Latin America, Montevideo, Uruguay

From March 28 to March 30, 2006 the 
First Annual Conference of the decentra-
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the creation of spaces for participation for 
citizens and instruments (Ziccardi 2003) and to 
boost its empowerment of local public actions 
(conf. Declaration of the OCD, Montevideo, 
2006).

Several of the actions included in this 
set of ideas are fostered by decentralised 
cooperation; actions which ever since 
the creation of the Network 5 of URB-
AL whose headquarters are located in the 
city of Montevideo, almost a decade ago, 
have called attention to the importance 
of designing and applying, within integral 
criteria, socio-economic and environmental 
policies for the local scope (conf. Bodemer, 
Coraggio and Ziccardi 1999). At the same 
time, it was stated that with such purpose 
local governments would have to introduce 
substantial innovations to their institutional 
structure and organization, as well as to the 
contents of public policies aimed at catering 
for social needs and demands. 

It is exactly this aspect in which 
decentralised cooperation may play a strategic 
role, as local governments in Latin American 
cities may benefit from experiences which have 
already been developed by European ones. 
But we must point out that the institutional 
situation of local governments in Europe and 
Latin America are substantially different. In the 
old world local  governments are governments 
with specific competences and which coincide 
with the other –central and middle- areas,  and 
which above all exercise their governmental 
and administration functions governing the life 
of its societies and territories. Nevertheless, in 
Latin American countries, there are differential 
institutional development situations among 
the cities in the region, since the best capacities 
and resources are concentrated in capital cities 
(human, technological and financial resources), 
while most local governments face strong 
limitations mainly as regards issues such as: 
institutional designs reproducing the structure 
and operation of the central government; 

dependence on the income deriving from 
central government and limitations for creating 
their own resources; personnel lacking proper 
professional qualification, and recruitment of 
workers according to their personal or group 
belonging; sectorial local public policies with 
scarce institutional coordination; restricted 
policies for the  promotion of local economic 
development even when one of the major 
issues is urban unemployment; formal ways of 
citizen participation and in many cases apathy 
and lack of interest of most of the citizens for 
taking part in  institutionalized spaces. All of 
the above does not favour the effectiveness of 
local governmental actions in order to achieve 
more social cohesion in local societies.

Due to these facts, decentralised 
cooperation is currently regarded as one 
of the ways in which to strengthen Latin 
America’s local capacities through transfer 
of knowledge between local governments, 
without requiring that another government 
ti act as intermediaries. Progress along this 
line was made at the IV Forum of Local 
Authorities for Social Inclusion, in Barcelona 
in May 2004, which was held following the 
establishment of a new organization of “Local 
United Cities and Governments”, within 
which a Commission on Social Inclusion and 
Participative Democracy was created. In the 
Declaration, in which more than 300 cities 
from 44 countries took part, the establishment 
of a process for formalizing  the Network of 
Local Authorities for Social Inclusion was 
established, wherein the different networks, 
forums and expressions from the local entities 
and the civil society may participate. 

More recently, as stated above, the 
Declaration of Montevideo made at the 
First Meeting of the Observatory on 
Decentralised Cooperation in the year 
2006, explicitly acknowledged this differential 
institutional development between local 
governments from both regions and proposed 
the creation of initiatives for the promotion 

granted to the most vulnerable population 
groups, including the disabled. On the other 
hand, they acknowledged the need for creating 
specific public policies for protecting children 
and young people in order to prevent the 
spreading of poverty. 

But as well as reaffirming the 
government’s commitment, the importance 
of encouraging the social responsibility of 
companies, stimulating social dialogue 
and the participation of all the relevant 
interlocutors is encouraged, including the 
civil society, as well as respect for ethnic 
diversity, in order to build more cohesive 
societies. Within the context, the exchange 
of experiences between European and Latin 
American countries and regions constitute 
valuable opportunities in the search for social 
cohesion policies for the social upheaval typical 
of Twenty-first Century cities which serve to 
overcome.

Faced with these difficult economic and 
social situations we must ask ourselves what 
the role of local (municipal) governments is as 
regards urban social policies at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century, so as to achieve 
more equitable and inclusive societies with 
authentic social cohesion. This is undoubtedly 
a hard question due to the different situations 
prevailing in European and Latin American 
cities. In Latin America, social policies have 
been generally concentrated in central and/
or state (provincial) governments and only 
recently they began to be delegated in some 
countries, where authority and resources were 
granted for the development of public actions 
for the local government. Conversely, Europe 
has a tradition of social action carried out 
by local governments, in particular those of 
cities.

4.1. Differential Institutional Capacities 
There exists a certain consensus as 

regards the idea that local governments of 
twenty-first century cities must perform a set 
of duties with different scopes, among which 
the most important ones are:

a) Economic duties: promoting 
the development of sustainable economic 
development, creating suitable conditions 
for attracting investment and creating decent 
jobs, facilitating the initiatives deriving from 
social economy and investing in the care for 
the environment and natural resources as well 
as the preservation and use of the historical 
heritage 

b) Social and cultural duties: guarantee-
ing the full exercise of the citizens’ rights to 
health care, education, employment, housing 
and culture, acting pursuant to quality and eq-
uity criteria as regards gender, ethnic origin, 
country or place of residence, acknowledging 
the existence of multiple cultures and the pro-
tection of the ethnic-cultural identity.

c) Institutional duties: acknowledging 
that the new responsibilities exert pressures 
on institutional and financial capacities 
(Declaration of the OCD, Montevideo, 2006), 
require a new local governance guaranteeing 
an efficient institutional redesign in order to 
cater for the citizens’ demands and operating 
with transparency and accountability criteria 
with the authorities, and which in the design 
and management of public policies includes  
the different economic, social and civil 
stakeholders involved in these public affairs. 

d) Political duties: consolidating and 
strengthening local democracy by extending 
the forms of political and social representation. 
Promoting the citizens’ participation in public 
decision in order to combine and strengthen 
representative democracy with participative 
democracy practices. To achieve such aims it 
is essential for the local government to design 
and promote the citizens’ inclusion, through 

[
[
[
[

4. Institutional Capacities of 
 Local Governments 



110 111
j

of social cohesion aimed them, but intending 
to create a direct impact on Latin America. 
Likewise, integrating immigrants, reinforcing 
gender perspective in diverse local public 
policies and promoting women’s active 
citizenship were identified for top priority.

4.2. Local Policies and 
Relationships between Governments 

Public policies constitute ways of 
governance in certain areas of economic, social 
and political life in which active participation 
of the State is required. Nevertheless, it has 
been recently accepted that the public arena 
is a broader space for action, which may 
not be confined to the governmental scope 
but must include different economic, social 
and political stakeholders who are directly 
involved in the agenda of the nation’s issues 
and affairs. Anyway, the areas of the central 
or federal, state or provincial, and municipal 
or local government are the main parties 
responsible for implementing public policies 
and these imply different stages which are 
necessarily consecutive: design, operation 
or management, follow up and assessment, 
in which other stakeholders may also take 
part.

Within the whole set of public policies, 
those called social policies are the ones 
whose main objective is creating conditions 
of social equity, as well as promoting  and 
guaranteeing the exercise of citizenship 
rights. Among these we might mention 
policies on health care, education, housing, 
recreation, which are aimed at the whole 
population adopting a universal criterion 
because they are part of the State’s social 
responsibility. Although the contents 
thereof vary from time to time according to 
the different social contexts, the common 
feature of all social policies is that they 
provide general guidelines for guaranteeing 
the whole population access to basic goods 

and services which are considered part of the 
social rights, and are usually established in 
major laws of the states (Constitution of the 
Republic). But current governmental social 
actions tend to simultaneously combine and 
apply universal and focused policies (Cardoso 
and de Oliveira 2000).

A specific type of social policies are 
those called social policies for attending, 
reducing or fighting poverty, which have 
been designed and implemented in different 
cities in Latin America, and which tend to 
guarantee survival conditions by financial aid 
and in some cases creating basic capacities 
(health care, education). These policies as 
regards poverty, together with other social 
policies aimed at precarious or impoverished 
urban regions or zones and vulnerable social 
groups (single mothers, women family 
heads, senior citizens lacking resources, 
the disabled, persons with HIV, etc.) are 
generally policies in which different focusing 
criteria are applied and which imply a form 
of social intervention by the State which is 
essential for overcoming social inequalities. 
Therefore, these policies are also usually 
called positive discrimination policies or 
affirmative action policies. 

Likewise, social policies –on education, 
health care and even those on housing and 
urban policies- were originally part of the 
national government’s jurisdiction, but the 
decentralization processes of the last decades 
tended to transfer their operation and in a 
lesser way their design and assessment, to 
the middle governments (state or provincial 
governments) or local (municipal) ones. 
Therefore, according to Brugué and Gomá 
(1998), the main challenge faced by social 
policies, which in Europe were originally 
based on   the welfare state which is currently 
undergoing radical retrenchment in order to 
guarantee its existence, is the construction 
of a complex agenda in which three acting 
areas are identified a) local economic 
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Chart1  | From simple social policies to complex socioeconomic policies
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promotion policies; b) social welfare 
local policies, and c) urban and territorial 
policies. Thus, it is a question of promoting 
innovative public actions, which implies 
starting off from a simple agenda, carrying 
out a relational redesign of social policies, 
creating new relationships between the local 
public arena and society and applying new 
personal, community and entrepreneurial 
participation instruments. On the basis of 
the concepts developed by the mentioned 
authors and on the analytical framework 

included in the base document of Network 
5 of URB-AL the main elements included 
in simple social policies are shown in Chart 
1, as well as their further step into complex 
socio-economic policies.

Indeed, within the framework of 
economic globalization processes there are 
more concurrences in the need to reaffirm 
the role which might be played by local 
governments in the design and implementation 
of public policies, particularly urban social 
policies. But they are public actions implying 
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moving from a simple agenda to a complex 
one and redesigning the social policies and 
programmes with equality criteria, stating the 
intention of building citizenship, strengthening 
the social capital and/or establishing the bases 
for the exercise of joint responsibility between 
the government and the citizens. This is also 
about establishing links between different 
public actions carried out by government 
institutions of the different government sectors 
(federal, state and municipal), proposing new 
personal, community and entrepreneurial 
participation instruments, which are tasks in 
which decentralised cooperation may have a 
key role to play.

The major and most recent actions 
of knowledge transfers and decentralised 
cooperation experiences for social cohesion 
shared between the European Union and Latin 
America show that a new path is being followed 
due to the introduction of substantial changes 
in the decentralised cooperation paradigm. In 
the following section we have tried to place 
these changes in a historical context.

5.1. Changes in the 
Decentralised Cooperation Paradigm

The style of decentralised cooperation 
which is being followed in Europe and Latin 
America is closely linked to the development of 
paradigms which occur in each age and which 
affect the scope of the cooperation and the 
orientation of the exchange which take place. 
Starting out as from the model of assistance or 
aid essentially based on a centralist and state-
centred conception, as per which the “tool 
of this classical model is the resource transfer 
made as subvention for lost funds or donations 

without any consideration” from state to state 
(González-Badía Fraga and Ruiz Seisdedos 
2003), a new one which is centred on “human 
development” is steadily being created 
and which demands, according to Romero 
(2006), a restatement of the terms in which 
cooperation was conceived and managed 
when the role of institutional strengthening 
and good governance were incorporated to 
the development processes, in the creation of 
conditions which allow for social cohesion to 
be achieved or re-established. Thus, it is widely 
acknowledged that the path to development 
entails much more than economic growth; it 
implies the progress of people, societies and 
territories. It is an integral process in which 
“a society maximises its benefits, making good 
use of the opportunities appearing within 
the institutional framework, as it would do 
with scientific and technologic state of the 
art in order to use human, natural, cognitive, 
economic and political resources in an 
effective way, and thus achieve the physical 
and emotional welfare of the majority of its 
members” (Brito 2002).

Within this global world, which is 
marked by severe inequalities, cities and 
regions have assumed a key role in this sense. 
Such local and regional initiatives are the 
ones which   though not widely implemented 
throughout Latin America- facilitate and 
invigorate the development process positioning 
cities/regions in terms of competitiveness, 
productivity and solidarity. Therefore, the 
proposal made by Bodemer, Prats and 
Whitehead (2004) is relevant since they state 
that Europe should support a “Latin American 
network of local and regional powers” for the 
production of a favourable climate aimed at 
sharing governmental and local development 
strategies. 

The new decentralised cooperation 
focus has overcome the donor- receiver model 
and is based on the so called “partnership 
relationship”, actions based on the exchange 

[
[between peers. We agree with Romero (2006: 

53) when he defines local decentralised 
cooperation as the “set of official cooperation 
initiatives for development which, under 
the leadership of local authorities strives 
to stimulate the capacities of stakeholders 
within their territories and encourage more 
participative development [… and which] 
is basically supported by the principles 
of multilaterality, mutual interest and 
partnership”. It is an exchange system in which 
a plurality of diverse (public-private) actors 
takes part and concurs whenever an initiative 
which is advantageous for all is to be carried 
out. This is a type of voluntary agreement in 
which knowledge is exchanged and capacities 
connected to technical assistance, training of 
human resources and technological transfers 
are strengthened and financial resources are 
mobilized.

5.2. Horizontal Cooperation for overcoming 
Poverty, Exclusion and Social Inequality  

It might be said that local decentralised 
cooperation has played a relevant role in the 
field of social cohesion in Latin America, 
since as from the nineties a set of initiatives 
(networks, observatories, seminars, databases) 
were carried out which evidence the interest 
in approaching complex situations not only 
in Europe, but in  Latin America as well. 
In this way, meetings as regards the ways in 
which cities faced the issues of poverty and 
exclusion were held, as well as for sharing 
innovative practices cater for these social 
issues. All along these years local spaces 
have been finding occasions for reflection 
and identification of strategies for reverting 
processes of evident socio-economic recession 
within their territories.

In order to provide examples of the 
scope and contents these new decentralised 
or horizontal cooperation relationships have 
acquired, two experiences are described below, 

whose main commitment is improving social 
cohesion in cities: the network made up by 
the International Association of Educational 
Cities and the URB-AL Programme.

5.2.1. International Association of Educational Cities (IAEC)

This network, which is a pioneer in the 
exchange between both regions and of which 
currently more than 353 European and Latin 
American cities are members, is committed to 
extending educational spaces in the cities. 
The principles stated in its Letter (1990) may 
be established within an integral perspective 
of human beings, local governments being 
in charge of responsibly assuming the 
commitment of training and promoting the 
lifestyle of their inhabitants. They should 
boost integral and participative public 
policies which clearly integrate its educational 
features, and which extend the formal learning 
and integration spaces. They should start off 
from assuming that traditional socialization 
institutions –schools and families- have been 
depleted, the potential of educators within 
the urban space being identified. Thus, from 
this point of view cities may become multiple 
scenarios for learning and strengthening of 
the civic culture. 

The network was promoted by the 
government of the City of Barcelona and 
offers a set of services among which we 
highlight the following:

The International Database •	
of Educational Cities (BIDCE) which 
collects educational experiences from 
both regions as well as relevant documents 
in this topic.

Thematic networks for •	
exchanging “ideas and good practices” 
regarding issues such as: failure at school, 
schoolwork transition; education in 
values; information and communication 
technologies.

Territorial networks which •	

5.Decentralised Cooperation 
for Social Cohesion 
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establish common work agendas, having 
organized seven of which two operate in 
Latin America and five in Europe.

Other tools for meetings •	
which are promoted by the Network are 
the World Conferences which are held 
bi-annually and which operate as a place 
for acknowledgment and more closeness 
between the members which present 
innovative educational initiatives in local 
spaces.

This type of association is of mutual 
interest since it demands an explicit political will 
at the executive government level (municipal 
governors, prefeitos, mayors) and at legislative 
level as well (councils, chamber of representatives 
or vereadores). They try to achieve some kind of 
agreement which may extend beyond government 
periods since initiatives –aimed at working with 
educational components- demand integral and 
sustained actions. 

The IAEC’s agenda has evolved, 
which fact may be noted when revising the 
experiences incorporated to the BIDCE or 
the topics of its Conferences, among which 
a marked concern for recovering initiatives 
for the articulation between school and 
the labour market and production, may 
be noted, with the youth collectives as 
the focal concern; failure at school and 
the development of cooperation platforms 
between agencies involved in this issue; 
citizenship and citizen participation; gender, 
inter-culturality, diminishing of  digital gaps 
as a means of fighting against exclusion. 

In its recent political statement 
of Lyon-France, in September 2006, it 
was proposed: 1) to prioritize childhood 
and youth in education, together with 
the promotion of continuous education 
throughout a person’s life; 2) to reinforce 
participative democracy, and 3) to reinforce 
cooperation between the educational cities 
and other networks of cities. 

Two initiatives stand out: one 
concerning youth, which was a project 
of the IAEC -Latin America Office and 
another one of the General Secretariat 
connected to the use of public space for 
social participation and integration. The first 
of them systematized 17 local experiences 
of youth policies regarding issues such as 
health care, sports, recreation, education 
and participation. This was proposed as 
an initiative which might serve as an input 
for achieving future approaches of a more 
integral nature which consider young people 
as strategic stakeholders of development. The 
proposal established a selectivity criterion 
for identifying innovative practices which 
may stimulate new forms of relationship 
between the state, civil society organizations 
and youth. 

The other initiative is linked to the 
participative management of public areas 
and gathers 21 experiences systematised in 
2006. It recovered the way in which they 
have been designed for appropriation by the 
citizens, their civic use and the community’s 
participation in their conservation, the 
visualization of new uses, as well as the 
coexistence of the different collectives. In 
this sense, public areas are understood as 
places for common things, for universal 
things, visualizing them as facilitators of 
increasing levels of social integration, as 
they allow for deeper links and associations 
between their members which are valuable 
when the incidence thereof is measured 
in the incorporation of dimensions for 
approaching poverty situations. 

In such sense, we may state that Bar-
celona has always been a model for many 
Latin American cities as regards decentral-
ization, citizen participation, strategic man-
agement of its territory, urban renewal, as 
well as in the organization of its social ser-
vices. But currently many Latin American 
cities evidence interesting and innovative 

citizen inclusion practices in public deci-
sions or participative management of public 
budgets.s.

5.2.2. The URB-AL Programme 

Ever since its beginning, this programme 
has been oriented to local development 
topics. Since its creation in 1995, more 
than 430 cities have been added, articulated 
through projects connected to issues such 
as: urban social policies, drugs, preservation 
of historical texts, participation, control of 
urbanization, democratization of cities, etc. 
European and Latin American cities and the 
civil society organizations which are part 
thereof find opportunities for exchange in 
the international seminars or meetings and 
in the participation in the networks through 
common projects (Gutiérrez Camps 2006). 

The aims of the different Networks 
of the URB-AL include concerns regarding 
the need to create a more complex strategy 
as regards the fight against poverty. But in 
spite of acknowledging that the inclusion/ 
exclusion processes in the cities are due to 
several causes, initiatives granting a privileged 
relevance to an integral focus are not present 
in the approved projects. Acting strategically 
in this field demands a global outlook 
integrating the largest possible amount of 
components acting in coordination, using 
the multiple available resources and making 
good use of the synergistic potentials of the 
territory. 

Nevertheless, the qualitative leap 
implied by the transit of type “A” to type 
“B” projects is worth pointing out, as well as 
their favourable impact on the stakeholders 
involved. Type “A” projects add features for 
reflection, knowledge and diagnosis as regards 
certain issues, which allow for base lines to be 
established for comparing the achievement 
of the set objectives. This creates capacities 
which may be used in Type “B” projects, since 

their problems have already been identified, 
measured and good progress has been made 
in the configuration of local situation charts. 
They are important milestones for expanding 
and deepening urban issues, as well as 
theoretical interest and practical levels of 
action by the municipalities. Said diagnoses 
were extremely useful for both regions, as 
well as the base documents created by the 
experts as input in order to achieve better 
understanding of the complex and dynamic 
social web.

One of the first decentralised 
cooperation experiences as regards social 
policies was the establishment of Network 
5 on “Urban Social Policies”, coordinated 
by the city of Montevideo. The contribution 
made by the base document (Bodemer, 
Coraggio and Ziccardi 1999) helped to 
define social policy “as the set of measures 
and institutions which aim at the population’s 
welfare”. While economic policies aim at 
growth, profits and accumulation of capital, 
social policies concern social balances. But it 
is essential to point out that such difference 
is not clear since economic processes and 
policies produce social effects and structures 
as they transform or develop organizations, 
classes and social relationships. They even 
affect the appearance of new sets of values, 
views of the world and rights.

In the case of Network 7 on 
“Management and Control of Urbanization”, 
which was coordinated by Rosario, Argentina, 
there are two type “B” “SUMMARY” 
actions. An urban solution from an alternative 
outlook” and another one on “Urban 
Planning and Re-qualification Interventions: 
the multi-disciplinarian and integrated focus 
in the region of Tuscany, Italy which are 
within a more integral strategy.

Within this URB-AL Programme 
projects connected to gender issues are 
extremely relevant. Network 12 on the 
“Promotion of women in local decision 
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Diputation of Barcelona, adopted a transversal 
gender perspective and promotion of 
women’s active citizenship. It includes 13 type 
“A” projects on issues connected to topics 
concerning women’s insertion in the labour 
market, self-determination,   processes for 
empowering women, women’s training and 
political education, among others. It only 
deals with the problems of immigrant women, 
coordinated by the region of l’Alt Empordá, 
Spain. The relevance of these initiatives within 
decentralised cooperation issues is connected 
to the organization capacities which women’s 
organizations have historically achieved, 
imposing the issue of gender equality in 
government agendas, as well as the professional 
level in their technical charts when submitting 
their projects for assessment and approval.

Only one project is currently being 
executed on the “Integration of immigrants 
in the city as a means of fighting poverty” 
coordinated by Granada, Spain, belonging 
to the Network 10 “Fight Against Urban 
Poverty”, coordinated by Sao Paulo, Brazil. In 
this sense, both the IAEC and the URB-AL 
Programme have not focused on international 
immigrants other than in terms of serious 
social and political situations which has given 
rise to these processes and demands on local 
governments to provide answers on health 
care, housing, education, social promotion, 
respect for ethnic and cultural identity, in 
order to achieve basic living conditions for the 
integration of these new social groups in the 
society in which they live.

As regards interventions concerning 
childhood, the IAEC has a Thematic Network 
for Infancy coordinated together with Lyon, 
France. We must mention that there is a set of 

resources concerning this topic stemming from 
other organizations and different government 
areas, but which do not occupy a central focus 
in the decentralised cooperation agendas; this 
is similar to what has happened with projects 
concerning senior citizens.

Within the URB-AL Programme Net-
work 10 on the Fight Against Urban Poverty, 
strives to develop exchanges in order to im-
prove the quality of social policies. Their aims 
establish the need for long term actions, since 
the erradication of poverty demands sustain-
ability and commitments by the stakeholders 
involved. This network proposes knowledge 
and systematized information exchange in or-
der to make decisions, supporting the work of 
many local administrations which implement 
new designs for their information systems. It 
is worth mentioning the Proyecto Ciudad y 
ciudadanos/as por la inclusión social (City 
and Citizens for Social Inclusion Project), 
coordinated by the Municipal Government 
of Montevideo, Uruguay, a type “B” project 
which arose from a type “A” project called 
“Methodologies and Tools for the Creation 
of Social Inclusion Observatories” in cities, 
which was coordinated by the Municipality of 
Saint-Denis during the years 2003 and 2004. 
Both initiatives kept the same partners in the 
different stages thereof.6

The following recommendations were 
taken into account: technical support for 
establishing observatories which are capable of 
managing geo-referenced social information 
systems; gaining access to joint discussion 
on the design of indicators showing the 
multiple-cause of local exclusion; carrying 
out comparative readings on aspects arising 
from the  exclusion processes; promoting 
mutual and horizontal exchange between 

stakeholders from academic sectors and, lastly, 
creating mechanisms for acknowledgment of 
the civil society organizations which carry out 
successful actions concerning poverty in local 
areas. Such recommendations have already 
been incorporated and show the partners’ 
interest in the need to make good use of the 
developed resources and to propose a task 
whose challenge is to place information at 
the service of local governments and the civil 
society. Within the objectives established for the 
second stage of the project, it was specifically 
proposed to “contribute a better approach by 
local governments and society at large, to the 
phenomena related to the issue of exclusion / 
inclusion both in Europe and Latin America” 
(see URB-AL 2005: 8).

The working proposal establishes 
three clear lines of action to be developed 
in a joint and complementary way based on 
working in a network of the municipalities 
involved: 1) “Increase of knowledge and 
understanding of current social inclusion and 
exclusion phenomena, allowing for a more 
effective definition and implementation of   
local public policies aimed at overcoming 
social issues connected to exclusion, 2) The 
operation of Social Inclusion Observatories 
as proper tools  for systematization, processing 
and dissemination of relevant and updated 
information and which may be used by the 
various actors which are directly involved in its 
area of intervention, and  3) Providing support 
to the civil society in its efforts to improve 
living conditions in excluded population 
sectors. This implies providing opportunities 
for consolidation and development of initiatives 
currently in operation which are considered 
sustainable and innovative in the field of social 
inclusion” (Idem.).

The Inclusion/ Exclusion Observato-
ries emphasize a style of monitoring and as-
sessing the results of policies for fighting ur-
ban poverty with strong participative content. 
This initiative establishes the incorporation 

of social stakeholders throughout the work-
ing cycle, both for defining and assessing the 
complex nature of poverty and for taking part 
in the interventions promoted concerning this 
issue. The implementation of an instrument to 
be used by organizations of the civil society 
for developing information by processing and 
visibilizing innovative social projects is specifi-
cally intended. 

One of the first activities proposed, at-
tuned to the creation of participation channels 
for the civil society, is the Call for Submis-
sion of Social Inclusion Initiatives aimed at 
strengthening participation through support 
to local civil society practices making contri-
butions regarding issues such as social inclu-
sion, coexistence in cities and public safety. 
One of the eligibility criteria deposited with 
the municipalities belonging to the Mercociu-
dades network. This initiative is in the execu-
tion stage and the first actions which had been 
proposed are being carried out.

5.2.3. The New Local Governance 
and the Promotion of Citizen Participation

Horizontal cooperation promotes a 
management style in common projects which 
involves multiple agencies. The increasing 
complexity of our times not only demands 
the cognitive maps be renewed, but also the 
instruments   enabling more governability to 
be granted to the territory. Local governments 
which are committed to improving the 
urban lifestyle are trying to create processes 
for transforming and consolidating their 
government and citizenship capacities.

The key strategies required for 
development are at least two: one is 
connected to granting the territory more 
democratic governability and the second one 
is to promote a style of governance which 
incorporates the relevant actors in this process. 
According to Sen (1999), development may 
be conceived as a process of expansion of the 

6 | Involved actors: Coordinating Municipality: Intendencia Municipal de Montevideo (Montevideo Municipal Gover-
nment). Partner Municipalities: Gobierno de la Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires (Autonomous Government of Buenos 
Aires), Porto Alegre City Council, Sao Paulo City Council, Barcelona City Council, Saint Denis City Council  and the 
Andalusian Fund for International Solidarity (FAMSI).
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depend on other determining factors such 
as the social and economic institutions and 
those concerning political and human rights. 
From such finalist conception of development 
is established the need to eliminate the 
main sources of “loss of liberty”: poverty, 
authoritarian systems, scarce opportunities 
for employment, education, housing, low 
quality public services, unsafety, etc. Thus, 
the development process is attributed a set 
of standards which may foster and enable 
options for expanding social welfare.

Joan Prats’ contribution (2004) is 
relevant for the understanding between both 
terms. The notion of governability has to do 
with the transition from democracy and for 
democracy itself to be governable, not only 
for avoiding regression to authoritarism but 
for making progress with and consolidating 
democracy improving its economic, social 
and democratic performance. He thinks that 
“what is at stake in many countries is not 
good government but governability itself, 
since if a territory becomes impossible to 
govern it becomes threatened by anomia and 
social disintegration”. Following this line 
of analysis, governability and governance 
are interconnected concepts. Governance 
is connected to the institutions and rules 
which are capable of attracting relevant 
institutional agreements, of establishing more 
horizontal relationships between networks of 
stakeholders on the quality of which depends 
governability. This type of challenge is 
international.

In such sense, decentralised cooperation 
has promoted links which do away with a 
hierarchic model of development management, 
creating networks of stakeholders –state and 
non state-, such as trade unions, universities, 
civil society organizations, which contribute to 
the construction of a more democratic social 
order, based on higher levels of exchange and 
mutual assistance among the stakeholders.

The two Network experiences selected 
have granted a key position to citizen 
participation in the initiatives carried out by 
them. Article 18 of the IAEC Letter states 
that “the city shall stimulate associations 
as a form of participation and civic joint 
responsibility, in order to channel acting at 
the service of the community and obtain and 
disseminate information, materials and ideas 
for the persons’ social, moral and cultural 
development, which at the same time shall 
contribute to the training for participation in 
decision making, planning and management 
processes which the practice of associations 
leads to.”

Local governments- European and 
Latin American- which are committed 
to creating and recreating a favourable 
context for renewal of public practices, have 
undertaken  to modernize their institutions in 
order to have agile, transparent and effective 
governments. This strategy is supported by the 
capacities which the municipality has achieved 
in order to cause residents to participate in 
public affairs. A participation promoting 
social rights and citizen’ capacities, which is 
established as an area for collective learning, 
which makes local policies more effective and 
nurtures local politics with more democracy 
with the strong belief in the redistributive 
consequences of the government’s decisions.

As regards the URB-AL Programme, 
a key contribution in this area was made 
by Network 9 on “Local Financing 
and Participative Budget” which aimed 
at identifying good local financing and 
participative democracy practices, as well 
as focusing its interest in the mechanisms 
and tools for obtaining financing for local 
development and creating participative 
democracy networks. Being aware of the fact 
that fighting against poverty and achievement 
of higher social cohesion levels not only imply 
effective, efficient and transparent public 
administration, but also the concurrence of 

resources from the private sector and the civil 
society.

In line with the creation of a set of Ob-
servatories for covering gaps as regards sys-
tematized and reliable experiences enabling 
the design, comparability, assessment of qual-
ity policies, it is relevant to find out the impact 
caused by the International Observatory of 
Participative Democracy (IOPD) in social 
cohesion policies, coordinated by the city of 
Barcelona. This initiative was submitted and 
ratified in the year 2001 at the URB-AL Pro-
gramme Network 3 meeting which was held 
in Belo Horizonte (Brazil) and at Interna-
tional Conference at Saint Denis (France). It 
was officially incorporated in November 2001 
during the IOPD Conference, which took 
place in Barcelona from November 21 to 24, 
2001, where its operations regulations were 
approved. The IOPD works together with the 
new world organization of cities, Ciudades y 
Gobiernos Locales Unidos (United Cities 
and Local Goverments) (UCLG), and other 
networks of municipalities. Its main objec-
tives are:  

Fostering cooperation between •	
municipalities, based on the exchange 
of participative democracy within the 
municipality’s scope. For this purpose, a 
compendium of experiences was created.

Cooperating with •	
municipalities in the search for resources 
for the application and development of the 
experiences which are the objective of this 
Observatory. A resource bank was created 
for such purpose including economic, 
knowledge and any other type of resources 
which might be of interest.

Preparing an agenda of •	
activities for disseminating all the acts 
or programmes which might interest 
municipalities.

Establishing a news area where •	
all newsworthy features may be learnt.

Progressing in the studies •	

and reflection on participative democracy 
concepts and studies.

Extending the territory to •	
municipalities from throughout the world 
which are interested in cooperating in this 
process.

In the year 2006 the IOPD created the 
Award for Good Practices in Participative 
Democracy, which aims at encouraging the 
implementation of innovative experiences in the 
local scope and disseminating practices which 
favour citizens’ participation and implication 
in the preparation and implementation of 
public policies. The objective of this award is to 
acknowledge the new experiences in the field 
of participative democracy coordinated by the 
local governments, which may be replicated. 
On the other hand, one of the central 
issues addressed during the VI Conference 
organized by the IOPD and the City Council 
of Recife, which was held in November 2006, 
on “Strategic Participative Planning for the 
Democratic Construction of Cities”, were 
social inclusion and coexistence in cities.

 A useful initiative of the IOPD is the 
creation of a set of Observatories on Local 
Participative Democracy (LOPD) in nine 
European and Latin American cities, the 
mission of which is learning and assessing 
the quality of the development of forms of 
participative democracy and being able to 
guide the experiences which are taking place in 
the region. This project is also framed within 
the European Commission’s decentralised 
cooperation  URB-AL  Programme of which 
IOPD is also a part, the LOPD being a type 
“B” project.

In this way a new line of action is being 
carried out, enabling the establishment of Local 
Observatories in the cities which are partners 
in this project, without abandoning the aim of 
creating a space for exchanging and reflecting 
on innovative citizen participation experiences 
for interested cities. This implies a qualitative 
leap at the impact level, since cities are placed 
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in the midst of the scene with the appearance 
of the Local Observatories. On one hand, 
own resources may be used for generating 
information and gathering experiences to 
be assessed later on by each city, and on the 
other hand, the International Observatory 
is provided with better experiences with 
the establishment and start up of the Local 
Observatories, as from the socialization of 
efforts and information available to all the 
cities. Such articulation of an initiative in 
other broader ones will enable learning of 
and comparatively assessing the quality of 
the development of forms of participative 
democracy in the future, for which purpose 
a set of indicators has already been designed 
by the IOPD. Another interesting feature for 
observation is how cities which are members 
of this project have incorporated the Local 
Observatory’s activities to their management 
pursuant to the specific historical and social 
conditions and the progress made by public 
citizen participation policies. 

Local appropriations of this initiative, 
both in European and in Latin American cities, 
are synthesised in Chart 1.

The capacities of local governments 
for designing and implementing social 
policies allowing for more cohesion to be 
granted to social and community life have 
found strong boundaries within the complex 
government systems in the national arena 
and central governments (provinces, states, 
communities). Therefore, it is important 
for local governments to be able to boost 
their capacities through participation in 
networks, projects, decentralised or horizontal 
cooperation experiences striving to answer 

social issues which in daily life oppress local 
societies, learning to attract and combine 
knowledge and resources from different sources 
and extending the participation of actors from 
the civil society, so that social policies may be 
authentic public policies contributing to the 
strengthening of social cohesion. To a certain 
extent, and as has been noted in the last sections 
of this paper, it is clear that decentralised 
cooperation has fostered a set of projects and 
actions which are directly connected to the 
need for creating new conditions enabling 
social cohesion to be re-established, since they 
incorporate networks, projects, observatories 
and specific thematic actions directly linked 
to the fight against urban poverty and social 
exclusion, introducing equality and integral 
criteria, including the needs and demands 
of women, young people and children and 
citizen participation instruments which, alike 
the participative budget, establish new bases  
for democratic governance.

It is worth pointing out that the 
experience exchange between the EU, Latin 
America and the Caribbean constitutes a path 
to progress for social cohesion. The EU’s 
experiences for fostering social cohesion 
may be of great use for cooperation in Latin 
American and Caribbean countries, so that the 
countries in those regions may find their own 
methods of inequality, exclusion and poverty. 
Thus, the EU is able to offer its experience 
through dissemination of: 1) the multiple 
solution and positive experiences (different 
social protection systems, education, fight 
against discrimination and exclusion, etc) 
which are applied and carried out throughout 
its territory; 2) the coordination of practices 
and policies for fighting social exclusion and 
poverty between different member States and 
the benefits of cooperation at the European 
level, and 3) the proved methods in its regional 
policies for achieving the economic and social 
recovery of some  European regions which are 
less developed than others.

CHART 1: | Local Observatories on Citizen Participation in EU and Latin American Cities 

Local Observatory at Barcelona-Spain:
dedicated to monitoring the “Normas Reguladoras de Participación Ciudadana” (RFCP) (Regulatory Framework for Citizen Participation) recently 
passed by the Municipal Government, which are a legal instrument enabling the observation, analysis and assessment of the quality of the city’s 
participative processes. These Regulations resulted from a diagnosis of the situation, from the compilation of quantitative information for its latter 
qualitative assessment by incorporating citizen opinions and perceptions. Such participative diagnosis was articulated with the establishment of the 
LOPD for continuing with the follow up of the RFCP. 

Local Observatory of Barcelona Provincial Council, Spain: 
it provides a diagnosis of citizen participation and local democracy by observing the process carried out by city councils in the province of Barcelona. It 
aims at preparing a catalogue of good practices in participative democracy in order to encourage Citizen Participation Master Plans in other cities. This 
instrument may not only be replicated, but shall contribute to the professional training of the actors involved in the region’s participative democracy.

Local Observatory of the city of Buenos Aires, Argentina:
it was coordinated with the City’s government decentralization process aimed at all 16 neighbourhoods in the city, and was implemented through 
a local initiative called “Sueña tu barrio” (Dream your Neighbourhood), the main aim of which is to suggest that   neighbours carry out a future 
visualization exercise with the City’s Strategic Plan. The Observatory links those actors committed to local development, and it also makes use of and 
systematizes the already processed information.

Local Observatory of Donostia, Spain:
it is directly linked to the political will of carrying out a Municipal Participation Plan which fosters, from a relational perspective, complementarity and 
connections between actors, processes and areas for participation in San Sebastián. The Observatory provides a diagnosis of the way in which the 
San Sebastián City Council disseminates and promotes the right to participate. In this sense, participation is understood as a crosswise policy moving 
throughout the municipal organization.  

Local Observatory of La Paz, Bolivia:: 
this initiative arose by assuming the political representation crisis local society is undergoing, as well as the constant demands for increased citizen 
participation in public affairs. Within this context, the Observatory appears as an area for overcoming, a common area for interaction and exchange 
among the different actors taking part in the participation processes connected to municipal management of the City of La Paz.. 

Local Observatory of Porto Alegre, Brazil:
it aims at analysing the results of the population’s participation in the improvement of urban life quality levels, as well as their impact in the conforma-
tion of social capital which depends on the different neighbourhoods. It intends to expand the citizens’ level of knowledge on their local reality, through 
support materials, social, economic, infrastructure and environmental maps, as well as an inventory of citizen initiatives at territorial level.

Local Observatory of Saint Denis, Brazil:
it focuses on accompanying and promoting people’s participation in the Local Urbanism Plan which defines the developmental aims for the next ten 
years. The actors’ participation shall affect the definition of the great lines of action and the city’s planning. 

Local Observatory of San Pablo, Brazil:
it carries out a series of citizen participation policies through the Special Bureau of Participation and Partnership, and through this means supports the 
Observatory’s actions.

6.  Some Recommendations 
for Strengthening Decentralised Cooperation 
for Social Cohesion
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here are some recommendations for the future 
of the horizontal or decentralised cooperation 
relationships:

Training human resources for •	
working in decentralised cooperation man-
agement, introducing this topic in the train-
ing of international affairs professionals and 
offering refresher courses for graduates and 
actors who have been incorporated to the 
system.

Coordinating the agendas be-•	
tween the different cooperation agencies.

Preparing a set of basic and •	
common social indicators for the local gov-
ernments to be able to systematise infor-
mation, allowing for a comparative analysis 
within the region as well as out of it to be 
made in order to design innovative social 
policies for social cohesion.

Creating fair distributive criteria •	
for cooperation funds so all the cities from 
both regions may benefit, including small 
and middle size cities which are interna-
tionally well known but which may benefit 
by taking part in decentralised cooperation 
experiences.

Strengthening and if necessary •	
formalizing the joint actions which are cur-
rently taking place spontaneously between 
the networks, such as: IAEC-Latin Ameri-
ca  Delegation and the cooperation agree-
ment with the Thematic Educational Unit 
of Mercociudades or the joint initiatives of 
IAEC-Latin America and the Youth The-
matic Unit or the European Commission’s 
URB-AL Programme and the Thematic 
Units of Mercociudades and the Network 
of Ibero-American Cities Linked for Urban 
Strategic Planning (CIDEU), among oth-
ers.

Guaranteeing the presence and •	
availability of the initiatives which have en-
tailed progress in the area of compilation 
and systematization of information, as well 
as the necessary resources, since it is ex-
tremely costly for many cities to keep such 
systems. 

Favouring, through decentra-•	
lised cooperation initiatives, new interrela-
tions which imply acknowledgement, ac-
ceptance and integration of the “complex 
nature” as an intrinsic feature of the politi-
cal process.
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The European Charter for Equality of Women 
and Men in Local Life 
Council of European Municipalities and Regions *

During its 23rd General Assembly held in Innsbruck in May 2006, 
the Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR) presented its 
“European Charter for Equality of Women and Men in Local Life”. The aim 
of this Charter is for local and regional governments to commit themselves to 
use their powers and those of their partners to promote gender equality.

The Charter, which was published within the framework of a project 
carried out by the CEMR with the support of the  5th European Commission’s 
community action programme for the equality of  women and men, is addres-
sed to the local and regional European governments, inviting them to adopt 
a public stance as regards the principle of equality between women and men, 
and to implement the principles of the Charter in their territory. 

This Charter is especially interesting for the Observatory, since it de-
picts the deep impact the combined efforts of sub-state governments of several 
countries might have over social cohesion. It also depicts the increasing ack-
nowledgment of the fact that, in order to establish a society based on equali-
ty, it is essential for local and regional governments to fully implement the 
principles of gender equality in their policies, their organization and their 
practices.

Principles

E, who ratify this Charter for the equal-
ity of women and men in our local life, ac-
knowledge the fundamental principles behind 
our actions, as follows:

1. The equality of women and men is a 
fundamental right 

 This right must be applied by local and 
regional governments in all fields where their 
responsibilities are exercised, which includes 
the obligation to do away with all forms of 
discrimination, whether direct or indirect.

2. In order to ensure the equality of 
women and men, multiple discrimination and 
disadvantage must be taken into considera-
tion  

 Multiple discrimination and disad-
vantage, apart from the ones connected to 
gender, based on race, colour, ethnic and so-
cial origins, genetic features, mother tongue, 
religion or ideology, political opinions or 
any other opinion, belonging to a national 
minority, ownership, birth, disability, age, 
sexual orientation, sexual or economic level, 
are factors to be taken into consideration for 
addressing the equality of women and men.

3. Balanced participation of women 
and men in decision making is a requirement 
for a democratic society 

 The right women and men have to 
equality requires local and regional authori-

ties to take all the necessary measures and 
adopt all the corresponding strategies for 
promoting a balanced representation and 
participation of women and men in all deci-
sion making areas.

4. Elimination of gender stereotypes 
is essential for establishing equality between 
women and men

 Local and regional authorities must 
promote elimination of the stereotypes and 
obstacles in which unequal conditions and 
positions for women and men are based, and 
which lead to inequalities in the assessment 
of the roles performed by women and men 
in political, economic, social and cultural is-
sues.

5. In order to implement the principles 
of gender equality it is necessary to integrate 
them in all local and regional government ac-
tivities 

 These principles must be taken into 
account in the preparation of the policies, 
methods and instruments affecting daily 
life of the local population– for example by 
means of techniques for incorporation of the 
gender perspective in all policies,1 and by tak-
ing into consideration budget analysis.2 With 
this purpose, the experience of women’s lo-
cal lives, including their living and working 
conditions must be analysed and taken into 
consideration.

6. To implement equality between 
women and men, it is necessary to have ac-
tion plans and programmes with adequate 
resources.  

 Local and regional governments must 

b

[
[

l

 Part one
Social Cohesion and Poverty Reduction 

1 | Mainstreaming: In July 1997, the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) defined the concept of 
mainstreaming as follows: “Gender mainstreaming consists in assessing the implication women and men have in all planned 
actions, comprising legislation, procedures or programmes,  in all fields and at all levels. This strategy allows for integration 
of women’s and men’s concerns and experiences in the application, control and assessment of procedures and programmes in 
all political, economic and social fields, so that they may be equally benefited and inequality is not perpetuated.”

  2 | Gender budgeting: The integration of a gender perspective in the budgeting process is an application of the integra-
ted approximation of equality between women and men in the budgeting process. This implies an assessment of the gender 
perspective at all levels of the budgeting process, as well as a restructuring of the income and expenditure, in order to promote 
equality between men and women.
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prepare action plans and programmes with 
the means and resources –financial as well as 
human resources- for the application there-
of.

These principles are the basis of the arti-
cles set forth in the following Part Three.

Application of the charter and its commitments 

WE, the undersigned, commit ourselves 
to take the following specific measures in order 
to apply the provisions of this Charter:

1. Within a reasonable term (not exceed-
ing two years) after the signature, the local or 
regional government which signs this Char-
ter shall prepare and adopt an action plan for 
equality and its subsequent application.

2. The action plan for equality shall 
present the aims and priorities of the signatory 
government, the measures it intends to adopt 
and the resources used for the Charter and its 
commitments to be effective. The plan shall 
also present the proposed schedule for its ap-
plication. If the signatory has already prepared 
an action plan for equality, the same shall be re-
vised in order to ensure that all relevant issues 
included in the Charter are addressed.

3. Each signatory government shall make 
extensive consultations before adopting its ac-
tion plan for equality and shall disseminate the 
same after it has been adopted. It must also 
publicly and regularly of the progress made in 
the application of this plan.

4. Each signatory shall revise its action 
plan for equality, and should circumstances so 
determine it,  prepare a supplementary plan for 
each subsequent period.

5. Each signatory undertakes, as a prin-
ciple, to take part in the corresponding assess-
ment system, which shall be prepared in order 

to follow the progress made in the application 
of this Charter and for assisting European local 
and regional executive organizations in the mu-
tual exchange of knowledge on the most effec-
tive means of achieving more equality between 
women and men. For this purpose, action plans 
for equality must be readily available, as well as 
other relevant public documents.

6. Each signatory shall inform the Coun-
cil of European Municipalities and Regions in 
writing of the fact of having adopted the Char-
ter, the date in which it was ratified and the 
contact point designed for ensuring all future 
cooperation regarding the Charter.

DEMOCRATIC RESPONSIBILITY 

Article 1

1. The signatory government acknowl-
edges that the right to equality is an essential 
condition for democracy and that democratic 
society may not allow itself to ignore women’s 
capacities, knowledge, experience and creativ-
ity. For  this purpose, it must ensure, based 
on equality, the inclusion, representation and 
participation of women from other places and 
belonging to different age groups throughout 
political and public decision making process-
es.

2. The signatory, in its capacity as the 
democratically chosen responsible party for 
promoting the welfare of its population and 
territory, therefore undertakes to promote and 
favour the specific application of this right in 
all fields of activity – to the extent it is a demo-
cratic representative of the local community, 
a service supplier and silent partner, the one 
which plans and creates regulations, and an 
employer.

THE POLITICAL ROLE 

Article 2 .
Political Representation

1. The signatory government acknowl-
edges the equal right of women and men to 
vote, to be candidates and to be elected.

2. The signatory acknowledges the 
equal right of women and men to take part 
in design and implementation of policies, to 
hold public office and to occupy any position 
in all levels of the executive power.

3. The signatory acknowledges the 
principle of balanced representation in all the 
appointed institutions taking part in public 
decision making.

The signatory undertakes to take all 
the appropriate measures for defending and 
supporting the above mentioned rights and 
principles, including:

•Encouraging women to appear in 
electoral rolls, exercise their right to univer-
sal suffrage and to be candidates to elected 
positions and functions.

• Encouraging all political parties and 
groups to adopt and apply the principle 
of balanced representation of women and 
men.

• For such purpose, encouraging po-
litical parties and groups to take all lawful 
measures, including the adoption of quotas 
when these are considered insufficient, in or-
der to increase the number of women who 
are chosen as candidates and later on elect-
ed.

• Setting the rules of their own proce-
dures and behaviour rules, so that the elected 
candidates and representatives are not affect-
ed by stereotypes of behaviour or language, 
or any other means of harassment.

•Adopting measures which enable the 
persons elected as representatives to balance 
their private, professional and public lives, by 
ensuring, for example, that working sched-

ules and methods, as well as access to day 
care centres for their children and persons 
under their care, allow them to fully partici-
pate in their duties and functions.

5. The signatory undertakes to pro-
mote and apply the principle of balanced 
representation in its own decision making or 
consulting organizations as well as in its ap-
pointments to any external organ.

6. Nevertheless, where authority has 
not yet reached a balanced representation of 
women and men, it undertakes to apply the 
above mentioned principle in such a way that 
it may not be less favourable for the sex with 
minority representation, than in the current 
situation.

7. The signatory undertakes as well to 
ensure that no political or public position, 
for which it names or appoints a representa-
tive, shall be in principle reserved for a cer-
tain sex due to stereotyped attitudes.

Article 3
Participation in Political and Civic Life 

1. The signatory government acknowl-
edges that the citizens’ right to take part in 
public affairs is an essential democratic prin-
ciple and that women and men are entitled 
to participate equally in the government and 
public life of their region, municipality or lo-
cal community.

2. The signatory government acknowl-
edges that the citizens’ right to take part in 
public affairs is an essential democratic prin-
ciple and that women and men are entitled 
to participate equally in the government and 
public life of their region, municipality or lo-
cal community.  

3. The signatory shall be responsible 
for promoting active participation in the po-
litical and civic life of women and men be-
longing to all groups in the community, in 
particular that of women and men who are 
members of minority groups which might k[

[
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Article 9.
Gender Assessment 

1. The signatory shall be in charge of 
carrying out, within the scope of its rights 
and duties, a gender assessment as defined in 
this article.

2. For such purpose, the signatory shall 
establish a programme for applying its gen-
der assessments pursuant to its own priorities, 
resources and schedules, which shall be in-
cluded or taken into account within its action 
plan for equality.

3. Gender assessments shall take into 
consideration the following measures:

• Revision of policies, procedures, 
practices, models currently in use, in order 
to appreciate whether these include any dis-
crimination, whether they are based on gen-
der stereotypes, and if they consider in an ad-
equate way the specific needs of women and 
men.

• Revision of resource allocation –ei-
ther financial or otherwise- with the above 
mentioned aims. 

• Identification of priorities and aims 
so that they deal with the relevant issues aris-
ing from these revisions, and identifiable im-
provements may be contributed in service 
supply.

• Application, from the beginning of 
the process, of an analysis of any significant 
proposal for the new or modified policies for 
procedures and changes in the new allocation 
of resources, in order to identify their poten-
tial impact on women and men, and to make 
final decisions in view of such analysis.

• Taking into consideration the needs 
or interests of those suffering from multiple 
discrimination or difficulties.

Article 10
Multiple Discrimination and Obstacles 

1. The signatory government ac-

otherwise be excluded.

Article 4 
Public Commitment to Equality

1. The signatory, as democratic repre-
sentative of its municipality or territory, must 
accept the public and formal commitment of 
applying the principle of women’s and men’s 
equality in public life, including:

• announcing this Charter, upon de-
bate and ratification thereof by the highest 
representative institution;

• committing to apply the obligations 
contained in this Charter and publicly ac-
counting for progress achieved during the 
term of application of  the action plan for 
equality;

• the promise that the signatory and 
the persons chosen as authorities shall ad-
here to and maintain good behaviour as re-
gards gender equality.

2. The signatory shall use its demo-
cratic mandate to encourage other public 
and political institutions, as well as public 
organizations and civil society organiza-
tions, to take measures ensuring the exercise 
-in practice- of men’s and women’s right to 
equality.

Article 5 
Working with Associate Entities 
for Promoting Equality

1. The signatory shall be responsible 
for cooperating with all its associate enti-
ties from the public sector and the private 
sector, as well as those from civil society, in 
order to promote more equality between 
women and men in all aspects of life within 
its territory. For such purpose, it shall strive 
to cooperate with its associate social entities 
in particular.

2. The signatory shall refer to associ-

ate institutions and organizations, including 
associate social entities, for preparing and 
revising its equality plan, and other relevant 
issues regarding equality.

Article 6 
Avoidance of Stereotypes 

1. The signatory government under-
takes to avoid and prevent, as far as possible, 
all prejudice, practices, use of verbal expres-
sions and images based on the idea of supe-
riority or inferiority of one sex or the other, 
or as regards stereotyped female and male 
roles.

2. To such purpose, the signatory 
shall ensure that its own -public and inter-
nal- communications fully comply with this 
commitment and promote positive images of 
both sexes, as well as equally positive exam-
ples.

3. The signatory shall provide assist-
ance for its collaborators, by means of train-
ing or otherwise, so that they can identify 
and do away with stereotyped attitudes and 
behaviours and be guided accordingly.

4. The signatory shall carry out activi-
ties and campaigns aimed at raising aware-
ness   on the negative effect that gender 
stereotypes has on the fight for equality of 
women and men.

Article 7
Good Management and Consultation 

1. The signatory acknowledges the 
right of women and men to have their af-
fairs treated with equality, impartiality and 
justice, as well as within a reasonable term, 
including:

• The right to be heard before any indi-
vidual decision concerning them and which 
might have a negative implications;

• The authorities’ duty to provide 
grounds for their decisions;

• Their right to be informed regarding 
issues concerning them.

2. The signatory acknowledges that 
in all maters within its competence, the 
quality of its policies and its decision 
making would be surely improved if the 
persons affected by these policies and de-
cisions had the chance of expressing their 
opinion, and that it is of the utmost im-
portance for women and men to have -in 
practice- equal access to the relevant in-
formation and identical chances for act-
ing.

3. The signatory undertakes to regard 
the following measures as appropriate:

•To ensure that the forms of commu-
nication and information take into account 
the needs of women and men, including their 
personal access to information and commu-
nication technologies.

• To ensure that whenever consulta-
tions are made, the points of view which are 
less likely to be heard may be fully taken into 
account in the consultation process and that 
positive lawful actions are carried out in or-
der to ensure such participation.

• Where convenient, to carry out sepa-
rate consultations for women.

GENERAL FRAMEWORK FOR EQUALITY

Article 8
General Commitment

1. Within the scope of its duties and 
rights, the signatory shall acknowledge, re-
spect and promote the relevant rights and 
principles of equality of women and men and 
shall fight any gender obstacles and discrimi-
nation.

2. The commitments defined in this 
Charter shall apply to the signatory, wher-
ever they may be applied as regards its legal 
authority. d[
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knowledges that discrimination due to sex, 
race, social or ethnic origin, genetic features, 
mother tongue, religion or beliefs, political 
opinions or others, belonging to a national 
minority, ownership, birth, disability, age or 
sexual orientation, is forbidden.

2. The signatory also acknowledges 
that in spite of such prohibition, many wom-
en and men suffer from multiple discrimina-
tion and encounter obstacles, which include 
socio-economic disadvantages causing a di-
rect impact on their capacity to exercise the 
other rights which are defined and described 
in this Charter.

3. The signatory undertakes, within 
the scope if its rights and duties to take any 
appropriate measures for fighting the effects 
of the discrimination and obstacles, includ-
ing:

• Ensuring that multiple discrimina-
tion and obstacles, as well as their gender as-
sessments, shall be addressed in their action 
plan for equality;

• Ensuring that the issues created by 
the multiple discrimination and obstacles 
shall be taken into consideration in the ap-
plication of actions or measures which ap-
pear in the other articles in this Charter;

• Taking specific measures to cater for 
the specific needs of immigrant women and 
men.

THE EMPLOYER’S ROLE 

Article 11

1. In its capacity as employer, the signa-
tory government acknowledges the equality 
of women and men in all matters connected 
to employment, including organization of 
the work and working conditions.

2. The signatory acknowledges the 
right to reconcile the workers’ professional, 
social and private life, as well as the right to 
dignity and safety at work.

3.The signatory undertakes to take all 
necessary measures, including positive ac-
tions within the scope of its lawful authority, 
to establish the above mentioned rights.

Measures mentioned in point 3 com-
prise the following:

a) Revision of employment policies and 
procedures within its organization, as well as 
development of the “employment” area in its 
plan for equality, in order to address inequali-
ties within the corresponding term and cov-
ering, among other issues:

•Equality of salaries, including the 
same salary for an equivalent job;

• Provisions allowing for revision of 
salaries and remunerations, payment and re-
tirement terms;

• Measures to guarantee promotion 
and career opportunities in an equitable and 
transparent manner;

• Measures for ensuring a balanced rep-
resentation of women and men at all levels, 
especially for correcting any uneven situa-
tions at higher and management levels;

• Measures for abolishing gender based 
professional segregation and encouraging 
personnel to apply for and hold non tradi-
tional positions;

• Measures for ensuring equitable hir-
ing;

• Measures for ensuring appropriate 
working conditions, free from any health 
hazards and all kinds of safety measures;

• Carrying out surveys of employed 
persons and their unions, ensuring a balanced 
participation of women and men in the or-
ganizations which carry out surveys or nego-
tiation.

b) Prohibition of sexual harassment in 
work places by means of a public statement on 
the unacceptable quality of such behaviour, 
to which support for the victims, introduc-
tion and application of transparent policies as 
regards the way in which the guilty parties 
should be treated, and the efforts made for 

raising people’s awareness in connection to 
this issue, shall be added.

c) The search for a personal compo-
sition at all levels, according to the social, 
economic and cultural diversity of the local 
population. 

d) Assistance for reconciling profes-
sional, social and private life, through:

• Introduction of policies which enable, 
whenever convenient, working schedules be 
adapted and assistance provided to the em-
ployees’ dependants;

• Encouraging men to make use of their 
rights as regards leave due to causes connect-
ed to persons in their charge.

PUBLIC TENDERS AND CONTRACTS 

Article 12

1.The signatory government acknowl-
edges that in the performance of its duties in 
connection to provision of goods and serv-
ices, including product purchase contracts, 
service contracts and work contracts, the 
government shall be responsible for promot-
ing equality for women and men.

2. The signatory acknowledges that 
this responsibility acquires special signifi-
cance when it entails granting another legal 
entity the supply of a major public service, 
of which the signatory is responsible pursu-
ant to the law. In these cases, the signatory 
shall guarantee that the legal entity which is 
awarded the contract (regardless of its legal 
status) shall be bound to ensure promotion 
of equality of women and men equality as the 
signatory would have done if it had provided 
the service itself.

3. Likewise, the signatory shall be in 
charge of applying the following measures, 
once they are deemed appropriate:

a) For each significant contract, to take 
into account gender implications and the op-
portunities offered by the contract for pro-

motion of legal equality.
b) To guarantee that the contract pro-

visions take into consideration the objectives 
of equality for women and men. 

c) To ensure that the other terms and 
conditions of the contract consider and show 
such objectives.

d) To use the powers granted by the 
European laws on public tenders for defining 
the performance conditions as regards social 
considerations.

e) To raise the awareness of workers 
or advisory staff regarding their responsibil-
ity for dealing with public tenders and lease 
agreements with reference to the demands 
of their positions as regards gender equality, 
including ensuring equality of women and 
men.

f) To guaranty that the terms of the 
main contract include a provision stating that 
all subcontractors must abide by the relevant 
obligations for ensuring women’s and men’s 
equality.

 
THE SERVICE PROVIDER’S ROLE 

Article 13
 Education and Ongoing Training 

1.The signatory government acknowl-
edges the right to education of all persons, 
as well as the right to access professional and 
ongoing training. The signatory acknowledg-
es that the right to education plays an essen-
tial role in all stages of life, so that authentic 
equal opportunities may be guarantee, essen-
tial job and life skills are developed and new 
opportunities for professional development 
are opened.

2. The signatory shall be in charge 
–within its scope- of ensuring or promot-
ing equal access to professional and ongoing 
training for women, men, girls and boys.

3. The signatory acknowledges the need 
to do away with any stereotyped concept of i[
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the roles women and men roles in all forms 
of education. For such purpose, it shall be in 
charge of making or promoting the follow-
ing decisions, as deemed convenient:

• Revising educational material, 
school curricula and others, as well as teach-
ing methods, in order to guarantee that they 
all fight against stereotyped attitudes and 
practices.

• Applying specific actions for promot-
ing the choice of non conventional careers.

• Specific inclusion of items in civic 
education and citizenship courses which 
highlight the importance of an equal partici-
pation of women and men in the democratic 
process.

4.  The signatory acknowledges that 
the way in which schools and other educa-
tional centres are run is an important model 
for children and young people to follow. 
Therefore, it shall be in charge of promot-
ing a balanced participation of women and 
men at all management levels in educational 
centres.

Article 14 
Health

1. The signatory acknowledges the 
right of all women and men to benefit from 
a high level of physical and mental health, 
and states that their access to health care and 
quality medical treatment, as well as preven-
tion, is vitally important for establishing 
such right.

2. The signatory acknowledges that 
in order to ensure equal opportunities for 
women and men to enjoy good health, med-
ical and health care services should take into 
account their diverse needs. It also acknowl-
edges that such needs do not arise solely 
from biological differences, but also from 
different living and working conditions, as 
well as from stereotyped attitudes and as-
sumptions.

3. The signatory undertakes to carry 
out, within the scope of its responsibilities, 
all necessary actions to promote and ensure 
the highest health level possible for its wom-
en and men citizens. For such purpose, the 
signatory undertakes to complete or pro-
mote the following measures:

• Addition of a gender perspective in 
planning, allocation of resources and supply 
of medical and health care services.

• To guarantee that activities aimed at 
promoting health, included those aimed at 
good nutritional habits and the importance 
of physical exercise, lead to the recognition 
that women and men have different attitudes 
and needs.

• To guarantee that people who work 
in the health care sector, including those 
working for the promotion of health, ac-
knowledge the ways in which gender affects 
medical and health care and to bear in mind 
the different experience that women and 
men have of such care.

• To guarantee that women and men 
shall have access to accurate information on 
health issues.

Article 15 
Care and Social Services 

1.The signatory government acknowl-
edges the right to access the necessary social 
services available and to benefit from social 
service assistance in case of need.  

2. The signatory acknowledges that 
women and men have different needs which 
may derive from diverse economic and so-
cial conditions, as well as from other factors. 
Therefore, in order to ensure women and men 
have equal access to social assistance and social 
services, the signatory organization shall take 
all necessary measures in order to ensure:

• Addition of the gender perspective 
in planning, financing and provision of so-
cial assistance and social services;

 • That persons in charge of providing 
social assistance and social services acknowl-
edge the ways in which gender affects such 
services and take into account the different 
experiences women and men have of such 
services.

Article 16
Care For Minors 

1. The signatory government acknowl-
edges the essential role played by good qual-
ity care systems for minors, which are afford-
able and accessible to fathers and mothers 
and other people with children under their 
care, regardless of their financial situation, 
for promoting the equality of women and 
men and their ability to reconcile their pro-
fessional, public and private lives. The sig-
natory also acknowledges the contribution 
made by the care of minors to economic and 
social life, as well as to the construction of 
a social link within the local community and 
throughout society.

2. The signatory undertakes to priori-
tize the supply and promotion of these care 
systems, either directly or through other 
service providers. Likewise, it undertakes to 
promote provision of these services through 
other agents, including those provided by 
local employers.

3. The signatory also acknowledg-
es that the education of minors requires 
a shared responsibility between men and 
women and society at large, and shall be in 
charge of challenging gender stereotypes 
pursuant to which children’s care is mainly 
women’s responsibility.

Article 17 
Care For Other People 

1. The signatory acknowledges that 
women and men are responsible for the care 
of persons under their charge as well as mi-

nors, and that such responsibility may affect 
their capacity to fulfil their role in society in 
full.

2. The signatory also acknowledges 
that such responsibility disproportionately 
corresponds to women and therefore acts as 
an obstacle for the promotion of equality of 
women and men.

3. The signatory shall be in charge of 
facing such inequality as deemed convenient:

•  By including among its priorities the 
execution and promotion of care systems, 
directly or through other providers, which 
are high quality and affordable;

• By enabling support and promoting 
the necessary opportunities for those suffer-
ing from social isolation due to their respon-
sibilities in such sense;

• By carrying out campaigns against 
the stereotypes pursuant to which caring for 
people in their charge is a primarily woman’s 
responsibility.

Article 18
Social Inclusion 

1.The signatory government acknowl-
edges that everybody is entitled to be pro-
tected from poverty and social exclusion 
and, that in general, women are more like-
ly to suffer from social exclusion because 
they have less access than men to resources, 
goods, services and opportunities.

2. Therefore, the signatory undertakes 
–within its whole range of services and re-
sponsibilities- and working together with 
partners, to take measures for a globally co-
ordinated approach for:

•  Promoting, for those who live or are 
likely to live in a situation of social exclusion 
or poverty, effective access to employment, a 
dwelling place, training, education, culture, 
information and communication technolo-
gies, social assistance and health care. a[
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•  Acknowledging the specific needs 
and the situation of women suffering from 
social exclusion.

•  Promoting the integration of immi-
grant women and men, taking into account 
their specific needs.

 
Article 19 
Housing 

1. The signatory acknowledges the 
right to a dwelling place and states that ac-
cess to   good quality housing is one of the 
fundamental needs for an individual and 
his/her family’s welfare.

2. The signatory also acknowledges 
that women and men often have specific and 
different needs as regards housing, which 
must be taken into consideration in full, 
since:

a) In average, women have lower in-
come and less financial resources than men 
and therefore need housing according to 
their means;

b) Women are heads of most single-
parent families, and therefore have the need 
to have access to social housing;

c) Men who are vulnerabe are of-
ten over-represented among the homeless 
(HP).

3. The signatory undertakes to:
a) Enable or promote access to hous-

ing of adequate size and level, in an adequate 
place, where essential utilities are available;

b)Take measures for preventing home-
lessness, in particular enabling assistance to 
persons who lack housing, based on need, vul-
nerability and a non discrimination criteria;

c) To intervene, as far as possible, in 
the price of housing so that it may be af-
fordable for those who do not have enough 
financial resources.

4. The signatory shall also be respon-
sible for ensuring or promoting equal rights 
for men and women to become lessees, 

owners or tenants of a property or any other 
form of ownership and undertakes to use 
its influence in order to ensure women have 
the same access to loans and other forms of 
financial assistance in order to purchase a 
dwelling place.

Article 20
Culture, Sports and Recreation 

1. The signatory acknowledges the 
right of women and men to take part in cul-
tural life and enjoy artistic activities.

2. The signatory also acknowledges 
the role played by sports in developing the 
community’s life and the guarantee of the 
right to health, as set forth in article 14. It 
acknowledges that women and men are enti-
tled to equal access to the activities and cul-
tural, sports and recreational facilities.

3. It acknowledges that women and 
men have different experiences and interests 
as regards culture, sports and recreation and 
that these may derive from stereotyped at-
titudes and sex-oriented actions. It therefore 
undertakes to implement or promote, when-
ever it should be deemed convenient, meas-
ures for:

• Ensuring women, men and chil-
dren may have the benefit of equal access to 
sports, cultural and recreational facilities and 
activities;

• Encouraging women, men and chil-
dren to take equal part in sports and cultural 
activities, including those which have tradi-
tionally been considered mainly as “female” 
or “male”:

• Encouraging artistic, cultural and 
sports associations to promote cultural and 
sports activities which criticize a stereotyped 
vision of women and men;

• To encourage public libraries to criti-
cize gender stereotypes through their book 
catalogue and other documents, as well as 
other promotional activities.

Article 21
Safety 

1. The signatory acknowledges the 
right of all women and men to personal safety 
and freedom of movement and the fact that 
such rights may not be fully or equally exer-
cised, either in the public or the private sec-
tor, if women and men are unsafe or deem 
their safety is threatened.

2. The signatory also acknowledges 
that women and men, in part due to their 
different obligations and lifestyles, must 
often face different problems connected to 
safety and that these must be treated ac-
cordingly.

3. The signatory therefore undertakes 
to:

a) Analyse, taking gender into ac-
count, statistics connected to volume and 
type of incidents (including serious crimes 
against the safety of women and men, and 
where convenient, to assess the level and na-
ture  of the fear of crime and other sources 
of feelings of lack of safety);

b) Develop and apply strategies, poli-
cies and actions, including specific improve-
ments in the condition or configuration of 
the environment (e.g. points of connection 
between transport services, parking space, 
public lighting), in order to ensure police 
surveillance and other related services, for 
increasing the safety of women and men 
safety in practice and trying to reduce their 
feeling of being unsafe.

Article 22 
Gender Violence 

1. The signatory acknowledges that 
gender violence, which affects women dis-
proportionately, is an infringement of a fun-
damental human right and a crime against 
dignity and the physical and moral integrity 
of human beings.

2. The signatory acknowledges that 
gender violence arises from the idea that the 
attacker has the superiority of one sex above 
the other within an unequal power relation-
ship context.

3. The signatory therefore undertakes 
to establish and reinforce policies and ac-
tions against gender violence, including:

• Providing or assisting in the crea-
tion of assistance and aid for the victims;

• Enabling public information, in 
all languages regularly used in the local 
area, as regards the possible available as-
sistance;

• Guaranteeing  that professional 
teams have been formed for identifying and 
assisting victims;

• Promoting awareness campaigns and 
educational programmes aimed at current 
or potential victims, as well as attackers.

Article 23
Traffic in Human Beings

1.The signatory acknowledges that 
the crime of traffic of human beings, which 
affects women and adolescents dispropor-
tionately, is an infringement of a fundamen-
tal human right and a crime against dignity 
and the physical and moral integrity of hu-
man beings. 

2. The signatory shall be responsible 
for implementing and reinforcing policies 
and actions aimed at preventing traffic of 
human beings, including:

• Information and awareness cam-
paigns;

• Training programmes for the pro-
fessional teams in charge of identifying and 
aiding the victims;

• Means for promoting demand;
• Proper measures for aiding the vic-

tims, including access to medical treatment, 
a good and safe dwelling place and inter-
preters. t[

[
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[SUSTAINABLE PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT 

Article 24 
Sustained Development 

1. The signatory acknowledges that as 
regards strategy planning and development 
for the future of its territory, the principles 
of sustainable development must be fully 
complied with. That these must include a 
balanced integration of the economic, so-
cial, environmental and cultural dimension, 
and that they shall also include the need 
equality of men and women.

2. The signatory therefore undertakes 
to take into consideration the principle of 
women’s and men’s equality as a funda-
mental dimension of all its planning, or the 
development of strategies, in every issue 
connected to sustainable development of its 
territory.

Article 25 
Urban and Local Planning 

1. The signatory acknowledges the 
relevance of the development of its area, its 
transport, its economy, as well as that of its 
policies and plans for use of the soil, in order 
to create the conditions in which it might 
be easier to achieve the right to equality of 
men and women.

2. The signatory undertakes to guar-
anty that in the conception, drafting, adop-
tion and application of these  policies and 
plans:

• The need for promoting real equal-
ity in all aspects of local life shall be fully 
taken into consideration;

• They shall duly take into account 
the specific needs of women and men, for 
example, as regards employment, access to 
services and cultural life, education and the 
exercise of family responsibilities based on  
relevant local data or others, including gen-

der assessments carried out by the signatory 
organization;

• Large adaptations shall be made 
considering the needs of women and men.

Article 26
Mobility and Transport

1. The signatory acknowledges that 
mobility and access to means of transport 
are essential conditions for women and men 
to exercise a great number of their rights, 
jobs, activities, including access to employ-
ment, education, culture and basic services. 
It also acknowledges that sustainable devel-
opment and success in a municipality or a 
region largely depend on the development 
of an infrastructure and an efficient and 
high quality public transport service.

2. The signatory also acknowledges 
that women and men often have in practice 
different needs and habits as regards move-
ments and transport, based on factors such 
as income, responsibilities in connection to 
sons and daughters and other persons in 
their charge, or their working schedules, 
and therefore, women use public transport 
more than men.

3.  The signatory therefore under-
takes:

a) To take into account the respective 
needs for mobility and the ways in which 
women and men use transport, including 
public urban and rural transport;

b) To act in such a way that transport 
services offered to citizens in their territory 
help to respond to specific needs, as well as 
the common needs of women and men, and 
to achieve a real equality of women and men 
in local life.

4. The signatory also undertakes to 
promote a steady improvement of public 
transport in its territory, including inter-
modal connections, in order to address the 

specific and common needs of women and 
men as regards transport. Such service must 
be regular, affordable, safe, accessible and 
aid sustainable development.

Article 27
Economic Development 

1. The signatory acknowledges that 
the achievement of balanced and sustain-
able economic development is a key com-
ponent of the success of a municipality or 
region and that its activities and services in 
this area may significantly promote progress 
towards equality of men  and women.

2. The signatory acknowledges the 
need to increase women’s employment level 
and quality and also acknowledges that the 
poverty risk connected to long term unem-
ployment and non-remunerated employ-
ment is especially high for women.

3. The signatory undertakes, as re-
gards its activities and services in the field 
of economic development, to take into ac-
count needs and interests of women and 
men, as well as opportunities which allow for 
progress to be made towards equality and to 
take the necessary measures to achieve the 
same. Such actions may include:

• Assisting and encouraging women 
entrepreneurs;

• Ensuring that in the support pro-
vided to companies, not only financial but 
other types of support as well, equality of 
men and women is promoted;

• Encouraging women that are being 
trained to acquire the necessary skills and 
qualifications for obtaining jobs which are 
generally considered as “male jobs” and vice 
versa;

• Encouraging employers to hire 
women students or students on apprentice-
ship who are skilled and qualified for jobs 
generally considered as “male jobs”, by of-
fering them such jobs, and vice versa.

Article 28
The Environment

1. The signatory acknowledges its re-
sponsibility in improving the quality of the 
environment within its territory, including 
local policies regarding waste, noise, air 
quality, biodiversity and the impact of cli-
mate changes. It also acknowledges wom-
en’s and men’s legal right to benefit from 
the signatory’s environmental services and 
policies.

2. The signatory acknowledges that in 
many places the lifestyles of women and men 
are different, that women and men usually 
make different use of local services and out-
door areas, or even face different environ-
mental issues.

3. Therefore, the signatory undertakes, 
as regards development of its environmental 
policies and services, to take into full and 
equal consideration specific needs connect-
ed to the respective lifestyles of women and 
men and the principle of solidarity among 
the different age groups.

THE ROLE OF REGULATIONS 

Article 29
Local Governments as Regulators

1. The signatory government, when 
performing its duties and authorities, in its 
capacity as regulator of the relevant activi-
ties within its territory, acknowledges the 
importance of the role of effective regula-
tions regarding consumers’ protection for 
keeping the safety and welfare of the local 
population, and that women and men may 
be affected in different ways by the activities 
which must be regulated.

2. When performing its regulation du-
ties, the signatory undertakes to take into 
account the specific needs, interests and 
conditions of existence of women and men.
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[TOWN-TWINNING AND INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION 

Article 30

1. The signatory acknowledges the 
value of town-twinning and cooperation 
of the local and regional communities for 
bringing citizens together and promoting 
the exchange of knowledge and mutual un-
derstanding beyond national borders.

2. The signatory undertakes, as re-
gards its town-twinning and European and 
international cooperation:

• To encourage participation, in equal 

terms, of women and men from different 
horizons;

• To use its town-twinning relation-
ships and European and international part-
nerships as a platform for exchanging expe-
riences and issues on equality of men and 
women;

• To integrate the principles of gen-
der equality in its decentralized cooperation 
actions.

* | With the cooperation of the following partners: National Association of Municipalities of the Republic of Bulgaria, 
Union of Cypriot Municipalities, Union of Cities and Municipalities of The Czech Republic (SMOCR), Finnish Association 
of Local and Regional Powers, French Association of the CEMR (AFCCRE), German Section of the CEMR (RGRE), Cen-
tral Union of Greek Cities and Municipalities (KEDKE), National Hungarian Association of Local Authorities (TÖOSZ), 
Italian Association of the CEMR (AICCRE), Tuscan Federation of the CEMR (AICCRE), Syndicate of Luxembourgian 
Cities and Municipal Governments (SYVICOL), Association of Polish Cities (ZMP), Spanish Federation of Municipalities 
and Provinces (FEMP), Association of Basque Municipalities (EUDEL), Municipal Government of Cartagena (Spain), 
Municipal Government of Valencia (Spain), Municipal Government of Frankfurt am Main (Germany), Municipal Govern-
ment of Saint-Jean de la Ruelle (France), Municipal Government of Vienna (Austria), Time and Mobility Agency of Belfort-
Montbéliard (France), and Permanent Committee for Euro-Mediterranean Partnership of Local and Regional Organiza-
tions (COPPEM).

* 
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* Selection and narration of experiences by the OCD 
Antena Latinoamericana. We are thankful to William 
Moreno Arce, Head of International Co-operation at 
the Municipalidad de Independencia.

Analysis of experiences: Decentralised 
co-operation, social inclusion and gender*

One of the main objectives of the experiences in decentralised co-
operation studied by the Observatory deals with the creation of areas for 
social inclusion, which aim to reduce poverty, fight social exclusion and the 
fragmentation of social fabric in participating communities. Among the-
se experiences, projects concerning social cohesion which contemplated the 
gender perspective are worth mentioning. These projects help individuals 
restore their ordinary social roles, contribute to the integration of citizens, 
reconstruct the original social fabric, as well as strengthen pluralism and 
credibility of the political institution are among other goals. To sum up, 
the main idea is to reconstruct social and individual abilities at local com-
munity levels, to achieve strongly based organizations, network systems and 
public-private alliances. 

 Thus, the following article intends to present three different outstan-
ding experiences in the field of decentralised co-operation which seeks social 
inclusion with a gender perspective. The first experience shows the Alianza 
Madriz-Madrid (AMM- Madriz-Madrid Alliance), a successful example 
of a kind of decentralised co-operation which lies in a municipal network of 
co-operation for development and represents a new model of decentralised 
co-operation based on an open and participative system which is in turn 
grounded on a municipal approach to mitigate poverty and attain sustai-
nable development. Co-operation between Santa Cruz de Tenerife and the 
Regional Government of Canarias with the Montevideo Municipal Gover-
nment represents the second experience, and it provides a good example for 
the strengthening of city council programmes in the field of health assistance, 
which are grounded on a non-traditional approach for assisting users and 
providing services. The third and last experience was carried out by the Mu-
nicipalidad de Intendencia, which evidenced the actions city councils can 
undertake in order to strengthen local development, social inclusion and 
poverty reduction through co-operation and the strengthening of bonds.

1.1 The Alliance

The Madriz-Madrid Alliance (AMM) is 
a city council network designed to co-operate 
with development projects which aim to allo-
cate resources in the most efficient way. The 
AMM is simply defined as a useful instrument 
which reinforces city council authority and 
power, which strengthens the capacities of Ma-
driz local authorities to fight poverty and aim 
to achieve sustainable development, improve 
governance, achieve democratic transparency, 
and at the same time involve citizens and orga-
nizations so that they can share responsibilities 
in these kinds of undertakings.

The Alliance, originated in April 2002, 
is sponsored by the Federación de Municipios 
de Madrid (Madrid City Councils Federa-
tion – FMM), with the collaboration of the 
Comunidad de Madrid (Madrid Commu-
nity)  and the Asociación de Municipios de 
Nicaragua (Nicaragua City Councils Associa-
tion – AMUNIC). Furthermore, the Instituto 
Sindical de Cooperación al Desarrollo (Union 
Institute of Co-operation for Development 
ISCOD) also contributes to the implementa-
tion of this project, as the Presidency of Nica-
ragua, the Agencia Española de Cooperación 
en Nicaragua (Spanish Co-peration Agency 
in Nicaragua), the Instituto Nicaraguense de 
Fomento Municipal (Nicaraguan Institute 
for City Council Development) among other 
Spanish and Nicaraguan institutions. Today, 
the Alliance is made up of nine municipalities 
in Madriz and21 city councils in Madrid.

1.2 Allianza Goals 

The AMM’s mission is to strengthen 
the Madrid city councils authority so that they 

themselves can plan and monitor co-operation 
for the development of their communities’   in 
a holistic way, which would in turn lead to 
strengthening the Alliance. 

By aiming to involve as many city coun-
cils as possible, the primary objective of the 
Alliance is to enhance development and the 
institutional improvement of Madriz city 
councils alike, so that they have the resources 
and powers they need to receive and manage 
resources coming from foreign co-operation 
in agreement with civil society, and they can 
also endeavour to incorporate cooperation 
agencies, institutions and NGOs. Hence, the 
Alliance appears to be a good example of lo-
cal decentralised cooperation which involves 
other local organizations and reaps the benefit 
of their participation.  

1.3 Outstanding Projects

The Alliance represents a new model for 
decentralised cooperation which opens up to 
all community-based NGOs, agencies, enti-
ties and organizations that evidence participa-
tive visions and city council approaches. Thus, 
the AMM intends to overcome some of the 
current shortages at the city council decentra-
lised co-operation level.

 Among the different projects executed 
by the Alliance, two outstanding experiences 
concerning child and youth care were selected:

 1) The Line of Action originated at 
the Madriz city councils level for the develop-
ment of efficient solutions in the field of child 
and youth care, which was basically aimed at 
eradicating begging, child labour and promo-
ting school integration of boys and girls and 
youngsters between 10 and 16 years old. This 
project aims to create mechanisms through 
which local authorities can be fortified, espe-
cially in terms of their technical skills   to meet 
the needs of this population sector at local 
and province/state levels and to implement 

b
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1. Madriz –Madrid Alliance (Nicaragua-Spain)
Social cohesion and poverty reduction



144 145 h[
[actions and programmes which contribute to 

eradicating poverty and child marginality.
 2) The present undertaking by the 

FMM, with the collaboration of the Funda-
ción Comparte (Share Foundation), the Fun-
dación Febretto (Febretto Foundation) and 
the AMM is devoted to sponsoring girls and 
boy of Madriz, refugees and victims of natural 
disasters and wars.   HYPERLINK “http://
www.apadrinamadriz.org”

1.4 Participating City Councils. 

 In Madriz: Somoto, San Lucas, Tel-
paneca, Totogalpa, Las Sábanas, Palacagüiña, 
San José de Cuzmapa, San Juan de Río Coco, 
Yalagüiña. 

 In Madrid: Alcobendas, Alpedrete, 
Aranjuez, Arganda del Rey, Becerril de la Sie-
rra, Boadilla del Monte, Cadalso de los Vidrios, 
Collado Villalba, Fuenlabrada, Getafe, Laganés, 
Madrid, Móstoles, Parla, Rivas Vaciamadrid, 
San Martín de los Valdeiglesias, San martín de 
la Vega, San Sebastián de los Reyes, Torrejón de 
Ardoz, Torrelodones, Valdemoro, Villnueva de 
la Cañada, Villanueva del pardi.

For further information:
 Alianza Madriz-Madrid-HYPERLINK 

“http://fm-madrid.com/proyectos.php” 
 

2.1.  Summary of the project
The programme, which is financed by 

the Santa Cruz City Council together with 

the Canary Islands Regional Government and 
implemented by the Montevideo Municipal 
Government (Intendencia Municipal de Mon-
tevideo  -  IMM), intended to strengthen the 
municipal health programmes in the neigh-
bourhoods of Montevideo. This programme 
spread from January to June 2004, although 
similar experiences had already been put into 
practice by IMM for a decade.

 The programmes specific target was to 
improve health assistance services in the diffe-
rent neighbourhoods of the cities, which are di-
rectly provided by the IMM with the contribu-
tion of local actors. Hence, throughout its two 
stages, the project was concerned with assisting 
the poorest population of the city of Monte-
video, who require health care service at both 
health care centres and mobile polyclinics. In 
this way, the project aimed to cause a qualitati-
ve impact on the population that would benefit 
from this service, since these people belong to 
impoverished sectors of the population and live 
in informal urban settlements where unemplo-
yment and social exclusion rates are high. The 
programme directly benefited around 200,000 
out of 1,000,000 people who live in the city 
suburbs, and it likewise indirectly benefited a 
further 600,000.

2.2 Goals

The programme goals were the following:
 1) To spread health care services to 

those areas which don’t have permanent health 
care centres by means of providing “mobile 
polyclinics” mechanism, which apply alterna-
tive “non-hierarchized” health care methods 
for the promotion of health and for primary 
and secondary prevention purposes alike;

 2) To incorporate equipment and ma-
terial for educational purposes;

 3) To outfit municipal polyclinics;
 4) To instal the Health Information Sys-

tem in these centres to favour the right mana-
gement of processes and evaluations, reporting 

on epidemiological and essential coverage va-
riables for primary health care services, and the 
appropriate complementarity with the national 
services which are run at territorial division le-
vels in Uruguay (known as departments);

 5) To organize educational actions 
and strengthen the “Comisión de Apoyo al 
Programa de Atención de la Mujer” (Women 
Health Care Supporting Committee).

2.3. Beneficiaries
 
It is worth mentioning that the project 

managed to improve health care assistance for 
the population in most need – especially wo-
men, children – by strengthening paediatric, 
gynaecological, nursing, family doctor and den-
tal care services. For this purpose an alternative 
model was applied in terms of education, health 
care services and prevention, which ignored the 
traditional hierarchized systems. Hence, the 
programme focused on pregnant women and 
adolescents, contraceptive methods, cancer de-
tection and prevention, etc.

2.4 Outstanding Projects

The following good practices have been 
selected:-

 1) The programme’s ability to support 
the initial stage of a private-public funded jo-
int initiative which had already been imple-
mented by the IMM, was in need of support 
and reinforcement in order to guarantee the 
provision of these health care services;

 2) The programme’s emphasis on pre-
vention and education, in addition to provi-
ding health care services at the primary health 
care level;

 3) The construction of an interesting 
mechanism for managing health care systems, 
which  brings together public institutions, 
privates enterprises, NGOs, organizations and 
international co-operation  which can be re-
plicated in other areas of the world;

 4) To incorporate the concept of mo-
bile health care services by means of “mobile 
polyclinics”, which resulted in wider coverage 
in health care services and ensured their ac-
cess by the poor sector in the population who 
inhabit city suburbs. Thus, the needs of vul-
nerable sectors such as the elderly, pregnant 
women, newborns and youngsters (the latter 
due to drug related problem, unwanted and 
non-accepted pregnancies and contagious di-
seases) were met;

 5) To build up a new programme  mo-
del  based on a flexible infrastructure, so that 
it can be adapted to and reproduced in order 
to respond to the priorities needs of popula-
tion and the field equipments available;

 
For further information:

Santa Cruz City Council-http//www.
sctfe.es/aytosc/

 Canary Islands Regional Government 
-http//www.gobcan.es/

 Montevideo Municipal Government – 
http//www.montevideo.gub.uy/

3.1.  The initiative
 

With the purpose of generating and 
supporting local development, in 2003 the 
Independencia City Council created the In-
ternational Cooperation and Project Design 
Unit aiming to take part in different projects, 
and sign town-twinning and co-operation 
agreements. As a matter of fact, it is widely 
known that the national government fails to 
offer financial support to the Independencia 
City Council and at the same time the latter 
accounts for high poverty rates, Something 

2. “Strengthening the Municipal Health 
Programme in the Montevideo Neighbourhoods”- 
Montevideo Municipal Government - Santa 
Cruz de Tenerife and Canary Islands Regional 
Government.

3. Social Development with International 
Co-operation – Independencia 
City Council (Peru)
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[rather typical in a number of Latin American 

municipalities. However, Independencia has 
aimed to respond to this reality with a strate-
gic plan from 2003 to 2006 to generate local 
development by improving international co-
operation.

3.2. First actions

One of the first actions carried out by 
the Co-operation Unit was to include Inde-
pendencia as a member of the thematic net-
works comprising the URB-AL Programme 
of the European Commission. Thus, the al-
ready existing bonds between Latin Ameri-
can and European cities were consolidated. 
By means of example, in 2003 the “Women 
Self-determination through Local Employ-
ment” project was approved, as it happened 
later with other projects such as the “Inter-
national Observatory on rights and oppor-
tunities for women head of household (La-
tina City Council); the “E-Budget” (City 
of Esjberg);  “Women Participation in the 
Participative Budget” (Recife Municipality) 
and “Collective Safety and Self-Protection” 
(Santa Cruz de Tenerife City Council). 

3.3.Strengthening networks

The strategy for local development was 
complemented by the municipal lines of action 
at local government levels which are focused 
on inclusion, such  as the Organización Ibe-
roamericana de Co-operación Intermunicipal 
(Inter-Municipal Co-operaiton Iberoamerican 
Organization - OICI), Ciudades y Gobiernos 
Locales Unidos (Cities and Local Governments 
United), the Federación Latinoamericana de 
Ciudades (Latin Marican City Federation), 
Municipios y Asociaciones (City Councils and 
Associations – FLACMA), as well as the Fe-
deración Española de Municipios y Provincias 
(Spanish Municipalities and Provinces Federa-
tion), apart from the signing of several town-

twinning agreements with European and Latin 
American cities.

3.4. Town-twinning and co-operation for social inclusion

Based on the idea that international co-
operation provides excellent opportunities 
to promote local development and streng-
then the municipal government, Indepen-
dencia has established two decentralised co-
operation agreements: one of them with the 
Trápaga city council (Vizcaya, Basque Coun-
try) and the other one with the Comuns de 
Eubens, Gieres y Poisat (France) for the ge-
neration of waterways and sewage systems in 
the urban settlements, among other actions 
concerned with social inclusion.  Despite the 
financial aid not being significant in terms of 
figures – as the Independencia City Council 
itself has stated –   it generated an impor-
tant social impact by enabling to meet the 
population’s basic needs in the poorest areas 
of the municipality. 

 Since French co-operation, through 
the Comuns de Eubens, Gieres y Poisat, has 
been financing waterworks and sewage of se-
ven informal urban settlements in the district, 
and so far, it has invested 80,000 euros during 
the current municipal administration. This fi-
nancing began 10 years ago and throughout 
these years it has been improved and redesig-
ned thanks to the contribution of the Unidad 
de Cooperación de la Muncicipalidad de Inde-
pendecia in agreement with the French Con-
sulate in Peru.  This projects is characterized 
by involving other co-operation actors, such 
as SUM-Canada (a Canadian NGO currently 
working in Peru), which manages the French 
funds and executes the works, apart from fi-
nancially contributing to cover some of the 
project’s costs. Therefore, these projects invol-
ve four different sources: French co-operation, 
SUM-Canada, the City Council and the bene-
fited communities themselves. 

 Likewise, the agreement with the 
Trapaga City Council in 2003, which has fi-
nanced the waterworks and sewage in the in-
formal urban settlements, including the cons-
truction of a network and residential service 
connections for 60 families, has also contri-
buted to creating inclusion and recreational 
areas for the municipality’s children in need. 
It is worth mentioning that the Trapaga City 
Council will act as the contact in Spain to 
expand the solidarity bonds to benefit the 
Independencia City Council, what enables 
exchange of information and experiences on 
the development levels achieved by both mu-
nicipalities in terms of urban, socio-cultural, 
productive, trade and development and tech-

nical assistance issues. 

For further information:

Municipalidad de Independencia http:
//www.muniindependencia.gob.pe/.

Ayuntamiento de Trápaga http:
//www.valledetrapaga-trapagaran.org/
index2html

Comuna de Eybens http:
//www.ville-eybens.fr/

Comuna de Gieres http:
//www.mairies-gieres.fr/
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Some of the main impacts of decentralised cooperation between the 

European Union and Latin America may be found within the sphere of 

governance and the capacity-building of its participants. This section is 

dedicated to analysing precisely these types of initiatives within a field in 

which the “horizontality” of decentralised cooperation is probably obser-

ved with most clarity. 

The articles included in this section are centred on identifying the 

impact of decentralised cooperation on the capacity-building of local go-

vernments in the North and the South. Capacity-building is of special 

importance to the Observatory, since it deals with one of the most promi-

nent features on what we understand by decentralised cooperation. For 

a decentralised cooperation initiative to be considered successful, it is es-

sential that it has a positive effect on Sub-State governments’ capacities 

for management. The first article in this section specifically centres on 

analysing what impact decentralised cooperation has on the reinforce-

ment of management capacities. This type of impact may assume diffe-

rent patterns: it usually offers instruments that improve local governing 

capacities, although it also opens up new political spaces for Sub-State 

governments. 

The second article deals with a specific aspect of governance: citi-

zen participation, the bridge between civil society and public powers. 

This concept is essential when analysing processes through which societies 

participate in the design and implementation of decentralised coopera-

tion initiatives, especially taking into account that the Sub-State gover-

nments are those closest to the citizens. 

Finally, this section includes a paragraph containing some decen-

tralised cooperation initiatives regarding governance and capacity-

building. It obviously does not try to be an all-embracing description, 

but it does illustrate some interesting initiatives and important efforts 

detected within this sphere. 

Introduction |v

Governance and 
institutional 
strengthening
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Decentralised cooperation 
and institutional strengthening 
of local governments in the North and the South
Carlos Hernández Ferreiro* 
Carlos Illán Sailer**

This article analyses the impact of decentralised cooperation on the 
capacity-building of local authorities in both the North and the South. 
Our starting point is that synergy relationships are created through de-
centralised cooperation. These relationships have a beneficial impact on 
the consolidation of local institutions, which is manifested through two 
fundamental mechanisms. In the first place, decentralised cooperation 
programmes have aided local authorities by providing different instru-
ments with which to improve their governance and management capacity, 
especially in the South. In the second place, cooperation opens a new space 
for local politics, which has achieved the consolidation of local institutions 
as political actors in a context in which the structures of political authority 
are becoming increasingly diffuse.
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1.Introduction
Governance and institutional strengthening

1 |In any case, it would be convenient to have the quantitative input of assistance rendered by each local government 
and the percentage that is aimed at the governmental sector and civil society, using the Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC) classification system, in which sub-sectors linked to capacity-building may be found, even though it does not appear 
as such. In a recent study carried out by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD 2005), but 
with data gathered for 2002 and 2003, the following X-ray may be taken of European decentralised cooperation: according 
to the figures issued by the different member States of the European Union, OECD estimates that the allotted to Official As-
sistance for Development (OAD) in the year 2003 reached 1,149.9 million United States dollars (USD), both directly and 
through NGOD and other organisations. These documents give an estimate, albeit with great precaution, of the amount of 
resources that could have been earmarked for Latin America in 2003: between 250 and 450 million USD (Male 2006). 
Using this same approach, the reduction of the amount allotted directly by decentralized public administrations to an ave-
rage of 30% has been proposed; this would represent a volume of resources close to 150 million dollars. 
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Some years ago, during an informal in-
terview with a Cuban international employee 
in Rome, he made the following assessment 
on the role of decentralised cooperation: “De-
centralised cooperation is the cooperation that 
truly works. I have seen projects operating at 
local level, projects on human development in 
Cuba, and how synergies originated between 
the participants at both ends. You know, de-
centralised cooperation works because it goes 
further than just distinguishing between assis-
tance donors and receivers.” Independently 
from the importance we may wish to grant 
decentralised cooperation within the global 
framework of development cooperation poli-
cies, there is no doubt that decentralised coo-
peration has increased as an ever more vibrant 
body, with improved management and greater 
resources with which to carry out projects. 

In this article, we are attempting to assess 
the role of decentralised cooperation on local 
authorities’ capacity-building and governan-
ce, in both the South and the North. We shall 
view capacity-building from a broad perspecti-
ve. That is, to view it as a group of processes 
which strengthens local institutions’ capacity 
to perform those functions entrusted to them. 
This capacity-building process has a political-
institutional dimension through the strengthe-
ning of local autonomy and local democracy. 
In addition, capacity-building has a technical-

administrative dimension when attempting to 
improve the impact of local authorities on the 
paths followed by citizens of life of the citizens 
in a specific territory, by incorporating new pu-
blic policy models or improving local public 
administration structures and human resour-
ces.1  

Our starting point is the fact that through 
decentralised cooperation, Sub-state entities 
from the North and the South establish rela-
tionship patterns that are complex and multi-
directional. In other words, as our interlocutor 
was saying, relationship models are articulated 
to go much further than the traditional dis-
tinction between donor entities and receiving 
entities. Rather, synergies are created, bringing 
about positive effects for the institutional arti-
culation of local authorities both in the South 
and in the North. These synergies are articu-
lated through different “mechanisms”: In the 
first place, through the initiatives of decentra-
lised cooperation within the specific scope of 
capacity-building. Local authorities and en-
tities, especially (although not exclusively) in 
the South, have been able to obtain access to 
resources and models for the “articulation” of 
their public policies which would otherwise 
have been unattainable to them.

In many Latin American countries, de-
centralised cooperation has had a positive im-
pact through the export of best institutional 
practices for specific public policy management. 
It has also contributed to develop the local 
authority actions that are increasingly accom-
plishing the integration of the area’s Sub-State 
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refore divided the article as follows: In the first 
place, we shall analyse the impact of decentra-
lised cooperation on Latin American munici-
palities. Local governments in this region are 
facing profound changes. Decentralisation 
processes that began taking place in the region 
in the eighties, added to processes of transition 
and democratic consolidation, have altered 
local authorities’ roles in the context of Latin 
American institutionality. Latin American mu-
nicipalities have tried to consolidate themselves 
within the framework of the deep reforms that 
have taken place in the region, by participating 
in decentralised cooperation programmes in 
the sphere of capacity-building. Decentralised 
cooperation has also aided the progressive in-
ternationalisation of Latin American municipa-
lities, strengthening their role as development 
agents.

In the second place, we shall analyse the 
impact of decentralised cooperation program-
mes on municipalities of north. In this case, 
the strengthening of local authorities comes 
about mainly through the indirect mechanism 
we have mentioned above. Municipalities of 
the north have been able to place decentralised 
cooperation within a wider framework of a wi-
der process to redefine local political area.

In the last part of the article, we shall 
attempt to present some final remarks on de-
centralised cooperation as an instrument for 
capacity-building.

2.1. Capacity-building 
of local authorities in Latin America

In Latin American countries, decentra-
lisation and the formation of citizens are two 
prime issues in the parallel processes of eco-

nomic modernisation, the fight against po-
verty, and democratisation. In this context, 
strengthening municipal capacities appears as 
a conditioning factor to improve the degree 
of “openness” of the country’s institutions 
and their susceptibility to reform. Likewise, 
this role is generally acknowledged by central 
governments, international organisations, and 
society as a whole, as a requirement for the 
participation of civil society in the develop-
ment process.

One should thus take into account that 
when talking of capacity-building, one must 
also mention the framework in which this 
practice is situated: that of decentralisation 
processes undertaken in the last century in 
Latin America, at the end of the eighties and 
mostly at the beginning of the nineties. In fact, 
trying to specify the role of capacity-building, 
one must remember that in the end, the ob-
jectives of any local authority in the sphere of 
public politics are: on the one hand, efficiency 
in rendering services along with accountability 
to the users, and, on the other hand, promo-
tion of democratisation, that is, citizen partici-
pation and accountability.

In the following sections, we shall analy-
se the impact of decentralised cooperation 
programmes in two fields of local authority 
capacity-building in Latin America. In the first 
place, we shall analyse the relation between de-
centralisation and democracy, and the role lo-
cal authorities can play as catalysts for political 
participation and as a space for the promotion 
of a more egalitarian society in the exercise of 
citizens’ rights.

In the second place, we shall analyse the 
impact some decentralised cooperation initia-
tives have had on the capacity of local institu-
tions of turning into catalysts for the commu-
nities’ socio-economic development through 
different technical assistance and training pro-
jects.

Finally, we shall analyse some of the indi-
rect effects decentralised cooperation between 

the European Union (EU) and Latin America 
have had on regional municipalities. To sum 
up, we shall attempt to explain how, through 
the participation in decentralised cooperation 
programmes, Latin American cities have been 
able to develop new governance models with 
which to meet some global challenges.

2.2. Decentralisation, democracy 
and the strengthening 
of local institutions in Latin America

One of the main issues that have arisen 
from the decentralisation processes in Latin 
America is the capacity of local authorities to 
strengthen the development of democracy in the 
countries of the region. 

Although in most cases the decentralising 
processes have not ended the centralist political 
culture persisting in the region, we can say that 
decentralisation processes have developed within 
the framework of wider reform processes that in-
tended not only to improve public administration 
performance in these countries, but also to bring 
democracy closer to the citizens and to open up 
political systems to greater participation.

From this point of view, Andrew Selee 
(2004) states that the development of the decen-
tralisation/democratisation binomial offers dissi-
milar results in the area. According to this author, 
the impact of decentralisation on strengthening 
citizen participation and capacity to control ins-
titutional actions is still an elusive element, since 
there is empirical evidence that would allow us to 
sustain both the hypothesis that decentralisation 
strengthens the settlement of democratic institu-
tions, as well as the opposite hypothesis. 

While decentralisation in a country such as 
Guatemala has had beneficial effects on the po-
litical participation of the indigenous communi-
ty, or while in Mexico the local level has become 
a truly competitive political arena, the reality of 
exercising political power in the region shows us 
that local authorities also become inserted into 
networks that exercise political power in an al- l[

[governments’ interests, within the framework 
of complex decentralisation processes which, 
in most cases, are accompanied by important 
processes to reform public administration and 
democratic the institutions.

There also exists, however, what we 
could call an “indirect mechanism” through 
which decentralised cooperation relationships 
have allowed the capacity-building of Sub-state 
entities. Centralised development cooperation 
has therefore opened new spaces from which 
to organise the institutional political action 
and thus strengthen its role before society and 
other institutional agents. 

Since the mid eighties, a new form of 
understanding politics is being built at local 
and regional levels, in both the North and the 
South.  Territorial politics stop using the Sta-
te as their only reference point, attaining new 
naturalisation papers through new interaction 
patterns with other Sub-State agents, supra-
national organisations or with the social move-
ments. As we shall attempt to show further on, 
the development of decentralised cooperation 
as praxis within the sphere of international de-
velopment cooperation has created an unequa-
lled framework for this new way of understan-
ding politics at a Sub-state government level. 

For many Sub-state entities, decentra-
lised cooperation has become the framework 
through which to articulate dialogues with civil 
society associations, as well as their participa-
tion in different public initiatives. In addition, 
increasingly complex programmes for foreign 
projection of Sub-State governments are struc-
tured through decentralised cooperation, espe-
cially in the case of decentralised cooperation 
carried out by European regional governments. 
Moreover, municipal entities are strengthening 
their institutional role against other govern-
ment levels through decentralised cooperation 
in both the South and the North.

Our aim in this article is to analyse both 
mechanisms and illustrate their operating pat-
terns with some choice examples. We have the-

2. Decentralised cooperation 
and capacity-building of local 
authorities in the South
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most patronizing way perspective, transforming 
local institutions into one more resource in the 
structure of interchange between power and spe-
cific sectors of society (O’Neill 2005).

Decentralised cooperation has thus had 
quite a discreet impact in this area.  Decentralised 
cooperation programmes destined to promote 
local democracy have directly tended to establish 
and develop participative decision processes (such 
as participative budgets) or to improve the con-
ditions for participation in public life of socially 
marginalised groups such as indigenous people, 
women, etc. 

The construction of more inclusive and 
more democratic political systems is a matter that 
still remains in the realm of different national po-
licies and of the development of comprehensive 
reform processes that will allow narrowing the in-
equality gap existing in Latin America regarding 
the exercise of citizens’ civil rights.

Decentralised cooperation is contribu-
ting to the construction of more genuinely de-
mocratic spaces at a local level; however, the 
future development of a democratic culture 

and the inclusion in a framework of exercising 
citizens’ rights as well as their exercise, are 
still open items in a global political scenario in 
which the forms of authority are increasingly 
fluid.

In the following example, the incorpo-
ration of information technologies to local de-
mocracy operations is viewed as an important 
instrument with which to improve the demo-
cratic quality of local authorities in Latin Ame-
rica.

2.3. Decentralisation, strengthening 
of local autonomy 
and decentralised cooperation

The second issue that has arisen with de-
centralisation processes in Latin America is up 
to what point local authorities can act as politi-
cal agents in the development of public policies 
and the rendering of basic services to society, 
aimed at having a positive impact on the life 
paths followed by citizens.

Starting in the eighties, models have been 
elaborated to show how local authorities can 
play the part of catalysts in economic growth 
and in improving communities’ living condi-
tions. Without entering into details on the di-
fferent models offered, the arguments provided 
by specialised literature are centred on local en-
tities’ capacity to reduce costs and asymmetries 
of information, giving way to more efficient 
and effective public policies to promote econo-
mic development. 

In addition, the increasing globalisation 
of economic exchanges and the development of 
new production methods that operate on a scale 
ranging from global to local, in which States no 
longer hold the capacity to act as intermediaries 
between the economic sphere and the territories, 
have placed authorities at the centre of a global 
debate on new modes of economic development 
and the impact of globalisation dynamics on te-
rritories and communities.

In this context, local authorities all over the 
world have wider authority in terms of rendering 
of public or social services or in the development 

of economic planning instruments, which will 
allow them to act on these dynamics and effec-
tively promote the socio-economic development 
of their territories.

Latin America is no exception. If we com-
pare local public administrations’ level of presen-
ce in today’s Latin American societies with those 
twenty years back, we can agree with literature 
on the topic, that decentralisation processes have 
placed resources in the hands of local authorities 
so that they can manage their own socio-econo-
mic development (Selee 2004, Helmsing 2001, 
Oxhorn, Tulchin and Selee 2004, Montero and 
Samuels 2004). 

This greater presence of local administra-
tions in the life-paths followed by citizens has, 
however, had significant adaptation costs. The 
need to create new models of public policies and, 
of adequately training staff working in public ad-
ministrations, the need to develop new, more effi-
cient policy instruments, all within the context of 
decentralisation processes that in many cases do 
not clearly define what we could consider to be 
the municipal area of political autonomy. d[

[

Chart 1 | Maximizing women’s participation in Escazú, Costa Rica

A project is underway in the Escazú City Council, regarding gender equality and 

women’s empowerment in the local sphere. The objective of this project is to maximize 

women’s capacities to exercise their citizenship rights, as well as to improve gender 

equality, maximizing local government capacities to integrate women’s needs and 

interests and to improve their living conditions. Among the main results to be highlighted 

we find: the improvement of instruments for the incorporation of women to the labour 

market, the creation of an entrepreneurial culture while consolidating the role of women 

in the municipal sphere in defence of their interests and needs, and of a culture of gender 

equality.  
Source: URB-AL Programme

Chart 2 | E-democracy and the development of local democracy in Latin America

The E-ágora programme, coordinated from the French Issy-Les-Moulineaux 
City Council has attempted to explore the use of new technologies in the democratic 
experience of local communities. This initiative, financed by the European Union 
URB-Latin America programme, has attempted not only to improve citizen access to 
information technologies that could ease their political participation, but also to assess 
the measure in which these new technologies help to improve controlling capacities and 
public opinion formation processes in a local political context. From the comparative 
experience in several city councils, the E-ágora programme has been able to establish 
diverse patterns and alternative paths to improve the quality of local democracy through 
the use of new information technology.

Source: URB-AL Programme
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In this context, the sponsored town-
twinning and technical assistance progra-
mmes, from a perspective of decentralised 
cooperation, have had a positive impact on 
the capacity-building of local authorities as 
regards services and matters directly affecting 
the development of better standards of living 
for the citizens.

The evolution of the town-twinning 
programmes between European and Latin 
American local entities is marked by an in-
crease in the actions destined to maximise the 
municipality’s integral development. 

The involvement of the private corpo-
rations in European programmes and the for-
mation of municipal networking is manifested 
as a generalised tendency, which shows that 
town-twinning may be under constant evolu-
tion and serve as the frame for any novelty, 

remaining open to social transformations and 
to the development of international relation-
ships.

The so-called town-twinning co-ope-
ration arises as a result of this evolution, to 
strengthen, from a solidarity angle, the coo-
peration between municipalities, channelling 
their activity to development cooperation pro-
jects through economic inputs and technical 
advice, while at the same time articulating re-
ciprocity links.

In this same way, over and above town-
twinning, the town halls and municipalities 
have been developing ample technical assistan-
ce activities in the sphere of municipal streng-
thening.

Those programmes fulfil diverse ob-
jectives, among which are: the export of best 
management practices, improving local admi-

nistration staff training, developing specific 
programmes for local resource management 
and improving instrumental planning for eco-
nomic growth.

An innovative example in this aspect 
may be the project “Practicar: un laboratorio 
para el intercambio de experiencias y la ca-
pacitación en políticas públicas específicas”.
(“Practice: a laboratory for the exchange of 
experiences and training in specific public po-
licies.”) This project was created within the 
framework of the URB-AL Programme, Net-
work 10; it is coordinated by the Rome City 
Council, and developed by 15 member cities. 
The general objective is designing instruments 
and the dissemination of “best practices” to 
strengthen public policies in the fight against 
the new urban poverty, in a vision that unites 
research and action.

2.4. The internationalisation 
of Latin American cities as a collateral effect

One of the capacity-building spaces 
that has most gone unnoticed in literature 
on the topic is that of the globalisation of 
Latin American cities.

The changes undergone in worldwide 
economic and political spheres cause rela-
tions between the different levels of govern-
ment to operate less under the paradigm of 
sovereignty and more under the idea of au-
tonomy. In other words, our idea of politics 
has changed from a hierarchical order, whe-
re the State sovereignty principle was the key 
element when defining different patterns of 
relationships within the system, to a new or-
der in which sovereignty is questioned as a 
ruling principle and gives way to new, much 
more flexible, forms of political authority.

The group of activities by which cities 
and regions acquire international dimension 
for their policies, known as Sub-state go-
vernment globalisation, becomes a leading o[

[political instrument at the time of meeting 
the challenges posed by an increasingly glo-
balised world, in the economic aspect, and 
in which the sources of power are subject to 
change.  

Although we shall be analysing this 
phenomenon in detail further on, when we 
speak of the impact of decentralised coope-
ration on the capacity-building of munici-
palities of the North, it will suffice to say 
that the institutional consolidation of both 
municipalities and regions goes through the 
management of globalisation programmes 
to cope with the above mentioned challen-
ges, as well as to ensure the territory’s better 
governance.  In this way, local democratic 
authorities have been creating and streng-
thening relationship networks among them-
selves and with the group of inter- and su-
pra- national organisations.

Independently from the use made of 
other globalisation strategies, Latin Ameri-
can municipalities have succeeded in making 
contact with other actors operating in the 
international arena through their participa-
tion in different development cooperation 
and decentralised cooperation programmes. 
Among others, supra-national organisations 
such as United Nations (UN), the World 
Bank, or the European Union, philanthro-
pic foundations, non-governmental organi-
sations, public foundations, and also cities 
and regions of other countries. 

Multidiscipline international co-ope-
ration has eased Sub-state entity access to 
international development assistance pro-
grammes. Since the nineties, the sphere of 
cooperation has been opened to participa-
tion of diverse actors in an attempt to bring 
it closer to citizens, both in the donor and 
recipient countries of the assistance progra-
mme. 

Decentralised cooperation program-
mes have had an increasingly important role 
in the development of cooperation agendas 

Chart 3  | An example of twinning-cooperation in local authority capacity-building - 
Amsterdam and Managua

Town-twinning of Amsterdam and Managua City Councils, signed in 1984 and ratified 

in October 1997, seeks to reinforce local governments and local democracy, as well as to 

promote citizen participation and social welfare. Among its specific objectives are:

• To stimulate the support of technical and financial aid from different groups, 

social organizations, and municipal offices from Amsterdam for their counterparts in 

Managua. 

• To promote informative, educational, and awareness activities that will 

contribute to a better social and cultural understanding between the citizens of both 

cities. 

Within this town-twinning framework, the Managua City Council has developed the 

following projects: Central Area Master Plan (PMAC), Solid Waste Management Plan 

for Managua, Ciudad Sandino Watershed Management Plan (PlaMaCs) and Nueva Vida 

Arborisation.  The General Municipal Development Plan (PGDM) is currently under 

execution. 
Source: URB-AL Programme
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of various multilateral organisations (UN, 
World Bank, and European Union, among 
others). These programmes have seen a way 
of ensuring sustainability and efficacy of the 
assistance programmes through the partici-
pation of cities, as well as a way of promo-
ting an economic development model that 
is closer to the citizen and therefore more 
participatory.

In this context, Latin American cities 
have mobilised using diverse patterns. In 
some cases, municipal institutions respond 
to pressure from Non-Governmental Or-
ganisations for Development (NGOD) that 
operate within the territory and that are ge-
nerally linked to other NGOD and networks 
that operate in other parts of the world. In 
other cases, cities and municipalities make 
contact directly with international organisa-
tions in search of funding to develop pro-
jects in the territory.

Another way of implementing interna-
tional co-operation is through different moda-
lities of political pressure, within the framework 
of negotiation processes of different internatio-
nal assistance programmes between the State 
and international organisations or other States, 
achieving a direct impact of these programmes 
on the city or municipality.  

Finally, Sub-state governments and 
Latin American cities have been able to take 
advantage of the links established by the 
flow of immigration and emigration to esta-
blish relationships with other cities around 
the world. 

Latin American cities, above all those 
located in rural areas (that do not have ac-
cess to other means for their globalisation), 
have found in the implementation of and 
participation in development cooperation 
programmes, a niche through which to in-
corporate themselves to the logic of a policy 
in which transition between global and local 
is less and less aided by other traditional ins-
titutional structures.

The increasing participation of local 
entities in the international sphere through 
the different fields of international coope-
ration has resulted in a progressive expan-
sion of the role of municipalities within the 
framework of increasingly complex global 
political agendas. As shown in the following 
example, these are attempts to contribute 
from a local institutional point of view, to 
the development of said debates and to the 
implementation of public policies from the 
territorial levels of the government.

This case is about the application of 
indirect mechanisms through which Sub-
state governments of the region improve 
their position and their access to decision 
levels where global agendas and problems 
are managed, thus improving the capacity of 
local authorities to meet said challenges. 

In the above example, the mobilisa-
tion of Latin American municipalities within 
the frame of international agendas on sus-
tainable development is clearly evident. As 
we shall see further on, by means of mobi-
lisation in the sphere of important interna-
tional agendas, local authorities endow their 
political autonomy  with new contents, in a 
context in which public performance takes 
place in an increasingly complex structure of 
authority. 

In the above-mentioned case, through 
commitments accepted in the sphere of the 
global environmental sustainability agenda, 
local authorities are able to attract the at-
tention of international organisations, tur-
ning themselves into fundamental partners 
with agendas to be implemented. This is 
also the way they achieve access to resour-
ces, both economic and know how, essential 
when directing their public policies (such 
as planning and territorial usage strategies), 
improving the institutions’ output and their 
capacity to respond to the challenges that 
globalisation poses for local institution go-
vernance.

3.1.Introduction

The participation of European munici-
palities in international development coopera-
tion projects is not new. Within the European 
Union framework, back in the seventies mu-
nicipalities from various countries, in collabo-
ration with NGOs, began developing projects 
of international development cooperation in 
different countries of Africa and Latin Ame-
rica. At the time, these activities seemed to 
be more the result of internal pressures than 
a consistent approach to the phenomenon of 
poverty and its consequences. 

As of the mid-eighties, municipalities 
(and regions) began to develop a more active 
profile in the sphere of international coopera-
tion. Thus, the experience accumulated in the 
cooperation with NGOs, managing a rheto-
ric of economic development that centred on 
the role of institutions and specifically on the 
development of local governments, the deve-
lopment of supranational initiatives (such as 
the EU) and of a model of cooperation that 
stimulated local and regional entity participa-
tion in an attempt to take development that 
much closer to citizens, have been traditiona-
lly found among the elements that have colla-
borated with the development of a more ac-
tive role for municipalities and regions in the 
scope of international cooperation (through 
the development of what we now know as de-
centralised cooperation).

Without going into a detailed analysis i[
[

Chart 4 | Local governments and sustainable development in Latin America - 
Excerpts from the Nuñoa Charter

Mayors, aldermen and alderwomen, city council employees, civil society representatives 
and experts from Latin America answered the call from the Nuñoa City Council and the 
Regional Secretariat of the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI) 
to discuss a regional proposal for the implementation of the agreements of the United Nations 
World Summit on Sustainable Development held in Johannesburg (South Africa) from August 
25 to September 4, 2002.  The meeting took place in the Nuñoa Casa de la Cultura (Chile) 
from October 17 to 19, 2002, as the first post-Johannesburg conference of Latin American 
local authorities: “Commitments for Sustainable Development, from agenda to action.” 

The document was based on the Local Government Declaration before the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development, the IULA/FLACMA Latin American Municipal Agenda 
and the Document for Dialogue prepared by local authorities: “In pursuit of sustainable 
development: local action makes the world move forward.”

Source: URB-AL Programme
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of the different experiences, decentralised 
cooperation in Europe can be defined as a 
growing sphere. The development of better 
management techniques and the evaluation 
of cooperation projects must be added to the 
increase of resources negotiated by Sub-state 
entities since the first decentralised coopera-
tion initiatives began to develop.2  

However, to understand the pheno-
menon of decentralised cooperation in all its 
complexity, and particularly the impact it is ha-
ving on the capacity-building of municipalities 
in the North, we must analyse some signifi-
cant changes that have taken place within the 
sphere of territorial policy in Europe and have 
turned decentralised cooperation into a new 
sphere from which to develop new ways of un-
derstanding local issues as a space for politics

3.2. Decentralised cooperation 
and the changes in territorial policy in Europe

ince the mid-eighties, territorial policy 
has suffered a series of progressive changes 
that have altered our way of understanding 
the political, institutional and economic role 
of local authorities in Europe. 

In the first place, the growth of a glo-
balized  economy causes the States to start lo-
sing their traditional mediating role between 
markets and Sub-state entities. Likewise, the 
logic of a globalised economy places local 
authorities face to face with the actors of an 
increasingly globalised market and therefo-
re with the rationality of strategic decisions 
taken by said actors. This results in the revi-
talisation of the territorial dimension of the 

economy; planning becomes an essential ins-
trument when attracting flows of capital, new 
development and modernisation patterns 
begin to evolve, placing the territorial enti-
ties in a framework of absolute competition 
with other territories for foreign capital in-
vestments.

In the second place, the process of Eu-
ropean integration and the changes that took 
place in the international arena have altered 
the way in which local and regional entities’ 
political autonomy was traditionally being 
defined. 

The traditional hierarchical order, which 
placed the territorial entities in subordination 
to the State Administration, has been subver-
ted through the relocation of decision making 
capacities in supranational spheres, as well as 
in local and regional spheres. The autonomy 
of local and regional entities is not defined 
exclusively before the State; it is situated in 
a milieu of inter-institutional relationships in 
which actors of different levels interact in the 
framework of increasingly complex decision 
making processes (Keating, 1992).

The development of decentralised coo-
peration has generated a new structure of op-
portunities for the development of innovati-
ve policies, through which municipalities and 
regions faced conditions imposed on them 
by the new European political order in terms 
of political autonomy and its development 
(Hernández Ferreiro, 2005).

In the coming sections, we shall try 
to briefly analyse some mechanisms through 
which this capacity-building process is mani-
fested at a Sub-State level. We shall thus dis-

cuss how municipalities have been developing 
an active policy of globalisation through their 
participation in various decentralised coope-
ration programmes. In the second place, we 
shall briefly see how articulation and partici-
pation in decentralised cooperation program-
mes has enabled municipalities to consolidate 
the municipal political space.

3.3. New spaces for municipal politics. 
Internationalisation 
of municipalities in the North

We have already spoken of the importan-
ce of internationalising municipalities in Latin 
America. Similarly, the participation of munici-
palities of the North in decentralised coopera-
tion programmes has opened up the possibility 
of improving their globalisation strategies. 

The globalisation of cities and municipa-
lities, as we have already explained, is an expan-
ding phenomenon that is linked to new ways of 
understanding politics in context of increasin-
gly diversed authority. Changes in the structu-
res of authority, expansion of democracy, and 
decentralisation, have facilitated Sub-State go-
vernment access to the international arena. In 
fact, the growing development of transnatio-
nal social movements (such as the NGOD) has 
transformed Sub-State spaces into a forum for 
political debate and mobilisation. On the other 
hand, increasing interdependence and supra-
national integration, both economic and poli-
tical, have generated new spaces and opportu-
nities for the mobilisation of Sub-state actors’ 
political mobilisation, as well as new challenges 
to be met by cities and regions through new 
forms of political mobilisation.

However, we can also identify a series of 
specific motivations that impel Sub-State actors 
to develop different globalisation programmes; 
therefore, we can express that Sub-State entity 
governance is taking on an increasingly inter-
national dimension. 

In the first place, Sub-State governments 

view globalisation strategies as a way to meet 
the pressure derived from the impact exercised 
on the territory due to changes in the produc-
tive system. In the second place, Sub-State 
governments view foreign action as a means 
to meet those challenges derived from local 
governance that require the participation of 
different agents, in the so-called cross-border 
housekeeping. In the third place, Sub-state go-
vernments view acting beyond their national 
borders as a way to protect the political auto-
nomy space within the context of increasingly 
diffuse political authority (Keating 1999, Kin-
caid 2003).

The globalisation of Municipalities has 
had a very important impact on the evolution 
of decentralised development cooperation pro-
grammes. 

On the one hand, municipalities access 
international organisation resources and pro-
grammes for the execution of international de-
centralised cooperation activities. In addition, 
municipalities establish specific frameworks for 
interchange with other municipalities in other 
areas of the world, through town-twinning 
programmes and other technical assistance and 
cooperation initiatives.

Likewise, through the participation in 
different cooperation initiatives, international 
municipal networks are formed and streng-
thened, and with them, their capacity to act in 
the international arena, mobilise their interests 
before international and supranational organi-
sations, and their capacity to attract resources 
for their own cooperation programs.

We can say that in general through these 
activities, municipalities not only assist with the 
development of other communities, but they 
also generate new spaces where local politics 
take on a new lease of life. That is: through 
decentralised cooperation,   municipalities of 
the North become consolidated in the interna-
tional arena as relevant actors and therefore in 
a way expand their capacities.

The message we get from the above r[
[

2 |The authors acknowledge that this is a general definition. This work attempts to study local institutional strengthening 
from a broad perspective, emphasizing the improvement of local authorities’ possibilities of having a positive impact on the 
life-paths followed by citizens. In a way, it goes further than the distinction between institutional strengthening and capacity-
building. We understand that, in a certain measure, both dimensions are intimately linked. Without an adequate definition 
of local authorities’ capacities and responsibilities, these cannot carry out the public policies demanded by their citizens. 
However, defining local autonomy instruments should be understood as a means to be complemented with local authority 
capacity-building in order to satisfy citizens’ demands through their political autonomy.  The implications of this definition 
for the implementation of decentralized cooperation projects are discussed in the conclusions of this article. We wish to thank 
the members of the Observatory Antennas for bringing these matters to our attention.
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example illustrates how municipal participa-
tion in the different decentralised interna-
tional cooperation programs sponsored by 
international organisations and United Na-
tions, is perceived as an instrument for the 
improvement and acknowledgement of the 
role of municipalities within the new glo-
bal governance frameworks. This is not only 
about collaborating with international orga-
nisations but, essentially, about guaranteeing 
that local authorities are acknowledged as 
key actors in the global governance processes 
and therefore expanding the concept of local 
governance further than the limits set by the 
principle of sovereignty.

Likewise, some municipalities have been 
able to exploit decentralised cooperation pro-
grammes to underline some concrete aspects 
of the municipality’s identity. Cities and mu-
nicipalities, through their commitments in 
specific political spheres, succeed in develo-
ping a model with international projections. 
That is, they are able to create a specific ima-
ge abroad. 

We could say that the cities’ answer to 
the challenges posed by the increasing glo-
balisation of political, social, and economic 
changes is a function that not only belongs 
to the nature of these structural changes, but l[

[
also to elements of domestic policy that de-
termine how the actors represent these chan-
ges and act accordingly. 

These representations are built through 
a continuous process of constitution and 
change, by which agents represent the cities’ 
space, its borders, and the possibilities of al-
tering its frontiers, giving way to specific mo-
dels of foreign projection. In the following 
chart, we shall analyse the example posed by 
the city of Florence.

The municipality’s foreign image is a 
symbolic value that can be exploited in the 
different international fora, allowing for the 
development of a holistic policy for city and 
municipality globalisation.  In the above 
example, the city of Florence has succeeded in 
becoming an important partner in the evolu-
tion of various EU projects in diverse areas of 
strife, particularly in the Mediterranean and 
the Middle East, but also in Latin America. 

If we understand, as we have done 
above, that local governance increasingly 
acquires a more international dimension or, 
in other words, that the relevance of globali-
sation strategies is increasingly important for 
the development of a successful local gover-
nance model, then we must acknowledge the 
important impact decentralised cooperation 

Chart 5 | “Our message to United Nations and the international community”

The following appeal was made in the Final Declaration of the XXXIV IULA World 
Congress: 

“35. The municipalities hereby acknowledge and support the increasing awareness 
and possibilities for cooperation on the part of international organizations. Notwithstanding, 
if the challenges faced by humanity are expected to be solved with success, local governments 
must and will assume an essential role. We hereby request the appropriate acknowledgement 
of said function and the sincere collaboration in all spheres in order to guarantee the suc-
cessful management of our interests, challenges and common tasks.”  

has on capacity-building in the North. 
As we have already stated, decentralised 

cooperation offers a framework for the de-
velopment of globalisation strategies on the 
part of the municipalities. These strategies 
are more important within the framework of 
increasingly diverse structures of power and 
authority. However, globalisation strategies 
are not the only aspect in which decentrali-
sed cooperation has influenced the sphere of 
capacity-building in the North. The coopera-
tion experience in different European cities 
and municipalities shows how decentralised 
cooperation has had an impact on the con-
solidation of local issues in the democratic 
political sphere. These aspects will be briefly 
analysed in the next section.

3.4. The value of decentralised cooperation in the 
consolidation of local political space

In the prior section, we have analysed the 
impact of decentralised cooperation on globa-
lisation strategies of municipalities. In this sec-

tion we shall briefly analyse how decentralised 
cooperation has served to consolidate local is-
sues in a political space.

In the first place, decentralised coope-
ration has served to bridge the gaps between 
public administration and civil society, and 
NGOD in particular. Since the seventies, when 
the first experiences in international coopera-
tion from the municipalities are recorded, the 
NGOD, especially those which have a local or 
regional profile , have played an important part 
in the definition of performances of this type.

We could say that it is only through the 
NGOD mobilisation and its capacity to “terri-
torialise” debates on international cooperation 
and development that these matters begin to 
gain importance on the municipalities’ politi-
cal agenda. The NGOD succeeded in adapting 
these debates to the municipalities’ political 
codes, using diverse mechanisms, but funda-
mentally by linking some problems currently 
on the local political agenda with problems 
derived from poverty and economic underde-
velopment of important parts of the planet, 
making their demands intelligible to local poli-

Chart 6 | “A city for peace”

The important presence of the pacifist movement, with a tendency towards the left wing 

but also to Catholicism, positively contributed to the participation of local leaders inspired by 

the values of these movements, has traditionally led the city of Florence to develop immense 

“diplomatic” and cooperation activities towards the promotion of peace and the resolution 

of conflicts.  Ever since the time of Mayor La Pira, when the city began to develop its first ini-

tiatives to promote peace during the Cold War, until present times, when the Florence comune 

carries out important activities to promote peace in the Middle East and the South of the Me-

diterranean, the different political leaders have steadfastly guided the city’s foreign activity, 

creating the city’s image as a “city for peace” and a “meeting point for the Mediterranean 

cultures,” above all within the current international context of the fight against terrorism.
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ticians who, in general, were rarely familiarised 
with problems of this type.  

The NGOD predominant role in the 
start-up of decentralised cooperation progra-
mmes, from the point of view of the con-
trol of some public policy key resources, has 
generally been transferred towards imple-
mentation of models in which the NGOD 
has been turned into a key element, espe-
cially when developing projects in the tar-
get countries, though also when identifying 
areas of priority for intervention.

The special characteristics of this pu-
blic policy have maintained it open to social 
agents’ contributions from the beginning, 
in both the design and the implementation 
stages, thus being consolidated as an area 
of exchange between institutions and civil 
society. 

Nowadays, the “participatory nature” 
of decentralised cooperation has somehow 
been converted to a defining element for 
policies of this type, especially compared 
with the development policies carried out 
by state cooperation agencies.3 

Municipalities create an image of the 
municipal political space as an open and de-
mocratic space, but also as a space in which 
civil society’s demands are met, thus streng-
thening the relationship between municipa-
lism and democracy, possibly going further 
than the strict boundaries of decentralised 
cooperation. 

However, the role of decentralised 
cooperation in the consolidation of local 
political space goes further than reinforcing 
the relationship between municipalism and 
democracy. In the second place, decentra-
lised cooperation has served to strengthen 
the institutional role of municipalities befo-
re other institutional actors.

In a recent work, Negriér and Vion 
(2002) highlighted how, through the parti-
cipation in decentralised development coo-
peration programs, French municipalities 
have been able to consolidate themselves as 
actors in the institutional scene of French 
international cooperation.

This process of consolidation of the 
municipalities within the sphere of specific 

public policies has positive effects on the 
affirmation of municipal political autonomy 
and on the development of municipalities as 
institutional actors. 

In the example we have shown abo-
ve, it is clear to see how municipalities can 
consolidate their own space for their institu-
tional development within the framework of 
decentralised cooperation policies.

In the case of Extremaduran coopera-
tion and the participation of municipalities 
associated in the Local Cooperation Develo-
pment Fund of Extremadura (FELCODE), 
this has been achieved thanks to the specia-
lisation of the activities carried out by the 
municipalities in the sphere of cooperation 
for the strengthening of local institutions 
and the reinforcement of local democracy in 
the target countries. In other cases, such as 
that of the Comune di Pisa which we have 
mentioned above, the sphere of specialisa-
tion has been immigrations. 

In general, participation in decentrali-
sed cooperation initiatives has strengthened 

the image of municipalities as political spa-
ces, from which it is possible to efficiently 
manage certain issues affecting the develop-
ment of different political agendas that play 
an important part in the development of the 
South. 

Municipalities thus normalize the 
contents of local political autonomy, streng-
thening its institutional role and its actual 
presence before other institutional and non-
institutional actors.

In this work, we have attempted to 
analyse the impact of decentralised coope-
ration programmes on capacity-building 
in both the North and the South. We have 
thus identified various mechanisms. In the 
first place, direct mechanisms; that is, de-

Chart 7  | To “territorialise” the debates

In the early seventies, some Tuscan NGDO began working towards the integration of 
immigrant communities in the territory, and in the city of Pisa in particular. As of the mid 
seventies and even more strongly during the eighties, cooperation programmes were created 
between the Comune di Pisa (the Pisa City Council) and the NGDO to carry out specific in-
tegration programmes. Thanks to the NGDO mobilization, these programmes soon included 
intervention frameworks in the immigrants’ countries of origin, thus launching a model of 
cooperation with the joint participation of NGDO in the territory, immigrant associations, 
and local institutions.

Chart 8  | Municipalities and the consolidation of their institutional role in the sphere 
of decentralised cooperation

Recently constituted in 2002, the Local Cooperation Development Fund of Extremadu-
ra (FELCODE) has quickly joined the Extremadura cooperation sphere through a process of 
material specialization subsequently approved by the Extremadura Cooperation Act. Thus, 
FELCODE takes care of all those projects designed for municipal capacity-building and 
promotion of local democracy.  This is because municipalities have known how to give value 
to their prior experience in this sphere. They have thus been able to consolidate themselves 
as an institutional level for development cooperation within the Extremaduran cooperation 
sphere before the Autonomous Community Government.  The municipalities participating 
in this Fund have been able to maintain a differentiated profile for their cooperation, while 
joining the rest of the regional institutional actors to offer a coordinated policy of internatio-
nal cooperation for development.

4. Conclusions: prospects on decentralised 
cooperation and capacity-building 
in the North and the South

3 |TWe should underline the fact that there is an intense debate in the sphere of decentralized cooperation between those 
who continue to defend the main role played by the NGOD and those who champion a more direct participation of municipal 
cooperation or institutions.
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[centralised cooperation programmes that 

approach issues linked to the development 
of local autonomy and capacity-building. 

As we have stated above, in Latin 
America, decentralised cooperation in the 
sphere of capacity-building has had a positi-
ve impact on the exportation of best institu-
tional practices for the management of spe-
cific public policies.  It has also contributed 
to develop the municipalist movement that 
is increasingly accomplishing the manage-
ment of the area’s Sub-State governments’ 
interests, within the framework of complex 
decentralisation processes which, in most 
cases, are accompanied by important pro-
cesses to reform public administration and 
democratise the institutions.

In the second place, we have identi-
fied indirect mechanisms through which 
participation in decentralised cooperation 
programmes has a positive impact on Sub-
State institution operations. 

As we have shown above, for many 
Sub-State entities, decentralised coopera-
tion has become the framework through 
which to manage dialogue with civil society 
associations, as well as their participation in 
different public initiatives. In addition, in-
creasingly complex programmes Sub-state 
governments implement abroad are struc-
tured through decentralised cooperation, 
especially in the case of decentralised coo-
peration carried out by European regional 
governments. Moreover, municipal entities 
are strengthening their institutional role 
before other government levels and before 
citizens in both the South and the North 
through decentralised cooperation.

However, although the account we 
have presented in these pages is mostly a 
story of successes, we do not wish to close 
this article without introducing some ele-
ments on which to reflect, which should be 
kept in mind if we wish to strengthen the 
virtuous circle between decentralised coo-

peration and capacity-building. 
Decentralised cooperation is facing a 

series of challenges that are inescapable (see 
Azcueta et al., 2004).In the first place, the 
increase in the figures of decentralised coo-
peration over the last years increasingly re-
quires substantiating up to what point the 
objectives of policies of this type are being 
fulfilled. 

In this sense, experience confirms that 
the emphasis on the generation of capabili-
ties will not be translated into a greater long-
term development of local autonomy if it is 
not coordinated with policies that improve 
the quality of local autonomy regulations, 
citizen participation, or the instruments 
used to manage the relationships between 
the State and Sub-State governments. 

In the second place, a reflection 
should be made on the actors that interve-
ne in this model and the “agreement me-
chanisms” between those belonging to the 
public sphere and those from the private 
sphere. These mechanisms have yet to give 
answers to subjects as important as the es-
tablishment of an accountability system, the 
promotion of citizen participation, and the 
support of initiatives carried out at different 
government levels.

In the third place, the financial limita-
tion itself that characterises this cooperation 
model has opened up an intense debate bet-
ween the need to adapt actions to the reali-
ties and possibilities of the actors involved, 
and the consequences derived from this cha-
llenge on small projects that are more costly 
in terms of management, control, follow-up 
and viability. Thus a deep reflection is requi-
red on the development of action planning 
models of decentralised cooperation.

In our globalised world, the globalisa-
tion of the economy, the increasing urbani-
sation of our planet, the importance of the 
local dimension in economic development, 
as well as the demands of  citizens for new 

spaces for political participation and public 
debate, are transforming cities in the locus 
of a new governance paradigm that has ex-
ceeded the traditional limits of sovereignty 
and attempts to offer innovative solutions 
in a fluid political area, in which the tradi-
tional ways of understanding political au-
thority structures have less and less capacity 
to respond to the challenges posed by con-
temporary societies.

Without delving too deeply into the 
implications of the debates we have men-
tioned above, it is important to advance 
towards a cooperation that will improve its 
planning capabilities, that will put its stake 

on efficient control instruments that will 
serve to measure not only the adherence to 
regulations for the implementation of pu-
blic funds, but also to emphasize the impact 
of the projects on the target communities, 
through innovative valuation mechanisms, 
and that it be integrated in more wides-
pread frameworks of performance designed 
to strengthen local institution autonomy. 

Only in this way will a development 
model be consolidated in the long term 
which, through capacity-building in the 
South and the North, will make these have 
a positive and increasingly important impact 
on the life-paths followed by citizens. 
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Decentralised cooperation and 
citizen participation
Michel Azcueta*

In today’ context of universalisation and globalisation, local is-
sues have been acquiring an increasing importance, both from an in-
dividual point of view and that of society, economy, welfare, and social 
relationships, as a whole.

On the other hand, evaluations of international cooperation ca-
rried out from various angles, also conclude that the presence of territo-
ries and Sub-state governments of both donor and recipient countries is 
important for the greater efficacy of the cooperation projects. This is why 
more attention is paid to decentralised cooperation as an instrument of 
solidarity between countries and communities.

In this global context, citizen participation acquires new dimen-
sions and is projected to new spaces, from local to international, since it 
is one of the uniting elements between citizens of the donor country and 
the receivers of the cooperation. Therefore, strengthening these new social 
actors, awareness as a key element in human development, information, 
and transparency, already form part of a new conception of internatio-
nal cooperation, which is being enriched by decentralised and partici-
pant cooperation, both in theory and in practice.

Well into the 21st century, notwi-
thstanding the advances, the failures and 
the successes of the globalising economic 
model, a general dissatisfaction is present 
in both highly developed societies and so-
cieties of the so-called South, regarding 
concrete results on general welfare of the 
people and on the international relations 
between nations and peoples. In both as-
pects, and in the midst of an increasing 
impersonalization on a worldwide scale, 
citizens feel an increasing need to ques-
tion the causes of existing differences in 
the exercise of our rights and in the in-
fluence on power; to be active actors and 
agents in social and political processes; 
and to assume that all the peoples on the 
planet have a shared responsibility in the 
solution of the great problems humanity is 
undergoing today.

In this sense, the construction and 
strengthening of citizens’ notions and ac-
tions raise the demands for participation in 
different societies. And international coo-
peration does not escape that new impact 
on social relations.

“The problems derived from the na-
rrow perspectives that define the bureau-
cratic mechanisms for cooperation ma-
nagement, such as the social outreach of 
the effects of under-development, and the 
requirements for effective cooperation in 
accordance with the nature of the challen-
ges faced by worldwide society. This makes 
necessary a fundamental change in the in-
terrelation of civil society and the realities 
(spaces) to be connected” (AECI, 1997).

It is convenient to underline that 
this process is found, as noted above, in 
both realities: that of the donors and that 
of the recipients of cooperation, compe-
lling a change not only in the models of 
cooperation but also in their management. 
In the recent past, there has been an in-
crease in the presence of Sub-State gover-
nment levels (regions, city councils, com-
monwealths) and in non-governmental 
organisations (NGO) specialised in finan-
cing cooperation in donor countries, as 
well as in the greater participation of civil 
society and similar entities and organisa-
tions (regions, municipalities, NGO, etc.) 
in recipient countries.

All these issues inspire the debate 
around the worldwide development mo-
del, foreign affairs, objectives and deve-
lopment cooperation practices and, in 
each and every one of these aspects, the 
citizen’s role and direct participation in 
said processes. Participation is precisely 
what contributes a different qualitative 
value in the elaboration and development 
of these models and processes. With the 
participation of citizens from all coun-
tries and continents, the economic model 
would definitely be more just, equitable, 
and adequate for the needs and demands 
of the majorities. With citizen direct parti-
cipation, an authentically universal culture 
can be constructed in the 21st century, ac-
cepting the specific contributions of each 
population. Thus decentralised coopera-
tion, which by definition infers the pre-
sence of local actors, must promote parti-
cipation in those development projects it 
is inspiring, which is manifested in greater 
citizen awareness in both the donor and 
the recipient societies.

1 | The study made by the Spanish International Cooperation Agency (AECI 1997), just like the URB-AL (Go-
dínez Zúñiga and Romero 2004) publication contain very valuable information and reflexions about the issue of the 
present article. l[

[b 1. Introduction
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A quick overview of various decades of 
development cooperation reminds us of the 
way its unilateral nature has been changing, 
probably with the best of intentions, but far 
from what is now called the concertation for 
development with responsibility and partici-
pation, as well as the advances and retreats 
regarding the definition of its objectives.

One of the problems encountered when 
channelling foreign aid from donor countries 
is that different priorities have been set at di-
fferent times. This has finally caused its loss 
of specificity.  In the eighties, the aim was to 
concentrate cooperation on poorer regions, 
emphasizing the support for rural develop-
ment and production of foodstuff. Coopera-
tion was granted mainly at State government 
levels. In 1992, the importance of promoting 
human rights was already being insisted upon. 
Diverse programmatic lines have progressi-
vely and successively been approached in the 
areas of health, integration, child protection, 
food safety, support for structural adjustment 
processes, environment, gender, ethnic mi-
norities, antidrug programmes, emergencies, 
job creation, support to intermediate cities, 
or fighting poverty. However, it has not been 
possible to integrate these different concep-
tions in a coherent structure; “trends” are 
maintained and “models” forgotten.

This situation is also reflected in multi-
ple assessments carried out by donor NGOs 
and the governments themselves, as well as 
by most analysts concerned about quanti-
tative and qualitative levels of development 
cooperation and, specifically, by its level of 
efficacy.

On the other hand, the notorious fias-
cos of international cooperation –although 
not only of international cooperation, to 

be sure- in the fight against poverty in the 
South, demand profound changes in the re-
lations between countries and, especially, in 
the objectives and methods of development 
cooperation, giving shape to the so-called de-
centralised cooperation.

As far back as 1985, for example, at 
the time of the 25th anniversary of European 
cooperation, the report presented by the De-
velopment Assistance Committee (DAC) of 
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) concluded:  

“The most worrying deficiency in the 
assistance for development has been its limi-
ted measurable contribution to the reduction 
–in contrast to the relief- of extreme poverty, 
especially in rural areas of countries with me-
dium and poor income.” (DAC 1985, docu-
ment 28-990).

This affirmation was officially presen-
ted in 1985, but it is not alien to the present 
and one could say that, after the crises un-
dergone in Latin America during the fifteen 
subsequent years, poverty and inequalities 
continue to be structural problems in all the 
countries of the region.

At the same time, the political-adminis-
trative decentralisation process was strengthe-
ned in developed countries. As a consequence, 
the transfer of resources and competencies to 
regional and local governments allowed the 
appearance of new cooperation policy actors.

Decentralised cooperation from Eu-
ropean regional governments, autonomous 
communities, or provinces and municipalities 
gains importance. The activities of the Ger-
man “länders” (states), the cultural-linguistic 
Belgian communities, and the Spanish auto-
nomous communities, and more recently, of 
the regional governments of Italy and France, 
stand out with this form of cooperation. (Val-
derrama 2004: 111).

As Schejman and Berdegué state: “It is 
about assuming participant and decentralised 
cooperation at a local government level as an 

alternative model that will allow overcoming 
the evident limitations shown by the coope-
ration from one central government to ano-
ther. In other words, to strengthen Sub-State 
government’s decentralisation and increasing 
responsibility processes with regard to the 
development to which Latin American coun-
tries are committed, within the strategic fra-
mework of territorial development based on 
the productive and institutional transforma-
tion of certain localities “ (Valderrama 2004: 
91).

It is essential to improve the evaluation 
of cooperation for development as a whole, 
its objectives, its mechanisms, and its me-
thodology, in a context in which poverty and 
inequality are increasing in Latin America, as 
has been insistently indicated, year after year, 
in the reports presented by the Economic 
Commission for Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean (ECLAC), the United Nations De-
velopment Programme (UNDP), the Inter 
American Development Bank (IADB), the 
World Bank, and the European Commission 
itself 

Thence the importance of strengthe-
ning democratic institutionality in Latin Ame-
rican countries as a firm basis for governance 
and development, acknowledging local actors 
as valid counterparts of such cooperation. 

Decentralised cooperation therefore 
has a two-way road: actors and Sub-State 
institutions from both donor and recipient 
countries, transforming it into a new and rich 
experience of solidarity and construction of a 
model of foreign relations, sharing objectives 
and values in spaces, territories, and societies 
with different levels of economic develop-
ment, but participating together in universal 
objectives, each offering its own local contri-
bution for the construction of a new interna-
tional order. It is not possible to think that 
this strategy implies less concern for national 
and international dynamics: on the contrary, 
to avoid fragmentation of aid and relations-

hips between cooperating parties, decentrali-
sed cooperation must be assumed within the 
national development and cooperation stra-
tegies that each country may wish to apply, 
and within a regional and global context that 
impacts both on national and local policies.

However, it is not the only challenge 
to be faced: Due to its nature, decentralised 
cooperation can result in executing small 
projects over short periods of time, without 
medium and long term sustainability. It is 
thus fundamental to assume a shared integra-
ting focus of the local, regional, and national 
development policies in the short, medium, 
and long term. This also implies new forms 
of application: that the projects are opportu-
nities of joint action between different levels 
of government, that capacity-building be in-
herent to each cooperation project, that the 
interchange of human resources be as im-
portant as the other resources, and that the 
society’s participation and organisation be an 
essential activity to each project.

There is a concrete example in the past 
few years: a North-South concerted effort 
has been made by establishing the Millen-
nium Development Goals (MDG). The first 
MDG proposes reducing by half the propor-
tion of people living on less than a dollar a 
day and also reduce by half the proportion of 
people who suffer from hunger, by the year 
2015.  In the case of Latin America and the 
Caribbean, 40% of the countries would not 
achieve this aim with their current distribu-
tion of resources (ECLAC 2003).

Decentralised cooperation must take 
into account not only the MDG, an accepted 
basis of common goals, but also the levels of 
inequality and efficiency in the management 
of cooperation resources, both by State go-
vernments and by all other government le-
vels. 

The example of concerted effort achie-
ved through the production of and com-
mitment to the millennium goals inspires us v[
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2. Decentralised cooperation 
and citizen participation: 
Going beyond “trends”
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to better value citizen participation in coope-
ration projects, acknowledging that the citi-
zens in democratic States and societies have 
the right to know and participate in the di-
fferent processes in which our future is being 
determined.

It is for these same reasons that we 
maintain that decentralised cooperation is an 
opportunity and a challenge to break “the 
cooperation trends” and enter a new era of 
relationships and shared tasks for long term 
development at a global level and, through 
participation, the joint responsibility for our 
societies’ development. 

2.1. The relation between decentralised coopera-
tion and citizen participation

Together with the democratic model 
extension in both Europe and Latin America, 
citizens increasingly demand the improvement 
of public services, surveillance and 
accountability of resource usage and, although 
with less intensity, the direct management of 
many projects by the citizens.

The UNDP report on democracy in Latin 
America concludes that: “A better design of 
institutional mechanisms and incentives could 
greatly improve the performance of democracy. 
An important proportion of these responses 
show that the political reform should build 
new channels to facilitate the participation of 
organised civil society. The apathy of citizens 
and mistrust toward the institutions can be 
reverted by improving participation channels 
and enlarging their number and scope” 
(UNDP 2004).

We know that the level and quality of 
participation has had and still has its ups and 
downs, and this has happened in European 
countries (from the famous neighbour 
associations in democratic Spain at the end 
of the seventies, to the experiences of just 
trade and environmental defence in Holland, 

in Denmark, etc.) and in countries on the 
American continent (notorious experiences 
in the Canadian cooperatives, minority rights 
defence in the United States, participant 
budget in Peru and Brazil, trade barter actions 
in Argentina, or contributions for education in 
Chile). One should recall the experiences that 
have taken place over the last 30 years until 
reaching the environmental mobilisations for 
peace or anti-globalisation that join citizen 
movements on all the continents. With all 
of these, with the successes and the failures, 
the concept of participation itself has been 
deepening without falling into the trap of 
“localism” but rather linking it with national 
and international contexts, with the prevailing 
neo-liberal economic model in the last 
decades.

Citizen participation, to our way of 
understanding, is joined to awareness, to 
the development model, to democracy, and 
to power. This is the framework in which 
we propose to understand and assess the 
relationship between decentralised cooperation 
and participation.

It is clear, in the first place, that there 
is no participation without awareness, without 
being aware of the objectives that are expected 
to be attained, of the actors who carry out 
the processes, of the rights and duties of both 
parties. Awareness also involves sharing a 
vision of the world, or at least sharing parts 
of that vision, which would allow carrying 
out joint cooperation projects. The ideal is 
that this level of awareness be extended to the 
greatest possible number of persons of both 
spaces (donor and recipient) and not only to 
the managers and persons responsible for the 
project.

It is clear, then, that awareness is the basis 
for participation. Since awareness is essentially 
individual and is only transformed into being 
social when shared with others, the relationship 
between citizen participation and the models 
of economic development and democracy are 

more easily understandable. The changes and 
the crises in these fields are manifest. “What 
democracy most needs is a significant number 
of men and women who are prepared to think 
politics and talk at meetings, participate in 
manifestations, but only if they have a formed 
opinion on what’s written on the banners they 
are carrying” (Walzer 2002: 318).

It goes without saying that this is valid 
not only for political participation but for all 
citizen participation in general. Likewise, the 
awareness of participation is not isolated; it has 
a local dynamics that materialises in a global 
context.  “What currently represents the live 
force of the democratic spirit is my wish to 
participate in globalised world economy and, 
at the same time, to defend my own cultural 
identity. This is only possible if I am able to 
reconstruct a political framework. Today, 
democracy’s first defence consists in stating 
that it is false to think that the globalisation of 
one part of trade or finances destroys society’s 
capacity to configure its own future. It is, of 
course, false in all spheres. To understand this, 
one only has to see the press, which differs 
greatly from one country to another” (Alain 
Touraine in UNESCO 2002: 119).

Having entered the 21st century, we find 
that the comprehension of participation has 
been extending to other fields as a consequence 
of the model crises and the deepening 
of individual awareness of the system’s 
standardization and unidimensionalism.

Notwithstanding the changes produced 
in the world, and always taking local 
experiences into account, we can conclude 
that participation is power. It becomes much 
more definite when we analyse the cooperation 
programmes and projects:

a) The ability to define the objectives 
jointly, not having them imposed by only 
one of the parties. This signifies a shared 
view, dialogue between the parties, mutual 
respect, and the wish and ability to share in 
the construction of something new.

b) The ability to define the methods, 
since many times participation is sought and 
achieved in the definition of objectives, but a 
specific methodology is imposed. This has and 
does occur in recipient countries and localities, 
with the direct responsibility of many project 
executors.

c) The ability to utilise the resources, 
supervising their use, with absolute 
transparency and information by and for all 
the actors, citizens of both parties.

d) The ability to assess the projects, 
with public accountability of figures and results, 
not only material but also social, cultural, etc., 
disseminating this evaluation with its positive 
and negative aspects.

e) The ability to change, to introduce 
modifications, since on many occasions, one of 
the deviations of the cooperation programmes 
and projects is the permanence of objectives, 
methods, and actors, without venturing to 
change what has been demonstrated as useless 
or that does not correspond to the new 
circumstances 

3.1. Cooperation programmes

One cannot speak of decentralised 
cooperation without acknowledging the 
evolution and importance of municipal ins-
titutionality in those countries belonging to 
the European Union. Not only because Eu-
ropean local authorities have followed histo-
rical paths, but also, European countries are 
currently undergoing a “second decentralisa-
tion process” whose very chore are these local 
authorities. With which, in addition, they will 
increase their role in the international sphere, 
including that of cooperation.

It was precisely with the democra- a[
[

3. Initiatives of decentralised cooperation 
regarding citizen participation
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[tic municipalities that, various decades ago, 

cooperation between cities was initiated, a 
true basis for decentralised cooperation. And 
as time goes on, by taking into account each 
experience and each organisation, we can dis-
cover advances in the participation and, more 
important, in how the different participant 
actors and individuals are becoming involved 
in cooperation programmes and projects. Re-
presentatives of local authorities from all con-
tinents have been participating in the organi-
sations detailed hereunder.

3.1.1.International Union of Local Authorities (IULA) 

With the foundation of the International 
Union of Local Authorities (IULA) in 1913, 
a new era opened up for international muni-
cipal relations. The creation of IULA signified 
the regularisation and formalisation of contacts 
between municipal associations.

At present IULA has seven Regional 
Sections that develop training and capacity-
building programmes for the local authorities. 
The Sections have information and documen-
tation systems and carry out research work and 
advisory and capacity-building services, while 
fostering international cooperation between 
municipalities.

For many years, in IULA the emphasis 
was placed on municipal technicians and offi-
cials, who were the people who preferably par-
ticipated in cooperation projects.

3.1.2. The World Federation of United Cities: FMCU

The FMCU originates in 1951, in the 
years of the “cold war”, when a small group 
of French people decide to foster relationships 
between the peoples who were divided during 
the Second World War. The Fédération 
Mondiale de Cités Unies (FMCU, World 
Federation of United Cities) is founded after 
some specific experiences in 1957. The first 
town-twinning, highly symbolic for that time, 

was that formed between the cities of Dijon 
(France) and Stalingrad (Soviet Union).

Actions are thence multiplied with 
the objective of “constituting a force that is 
capable of making all human voices heard,” 
taking the autonomy of local authorities as 
a basis.

The 1967 Congress of Paris was 
important, having adopted the principles 
of decentralisation and freedom of action 
for local authorities in their relations with 
other cities in other countries; citizens’ rights 
to move and meet freely notwithstanding 
ideologies; the permanent fight against all 
forms of racism, fascism, imperialism, and 
discrimination; and finally, the detention of 
the arms race.

The main instrument is the town-
twinnings between cities of different countries, 
cultures, and levels of development.

The incorporation of Latin American 
municipalities began in the decade of the 
eighties, when the term “cooperation-
twinning” was born, with specific aids and 
shared financing for local development 
projects.

We find that, together with the United 
Towns organisation (UTO), democratically 
elected local authorities assume the main 
role in cooperation projects, producing 
an interchange of experiences and mutual 
acquaintance that, in our opinion, has greatly 
influenced decentralised cooperation and 
the weight of citizen participation in the 
elaboration, execution, and evaluation of the 
projects. 

We should keep in mind that in May 
2004, both organisations, IULA and FMCU, 
agreed to consolidate to create the United 
Cities and Local Governments, a type of 
municipal United Nations Organisation 
(UN), with its seat in the city of Barcelona, 
which will surely have repercussions on 
international relations and decentralised 
cooperation itself.

3.1.3. The intermunicipal cultural cooperation: UCCI

The United Ibero-American Capital 
Cities (UCCI), founded in the year 1982, is 
defined as a non-governmental, municipal, 
non-profit, international organisation. 

It gathers the following 26 Ibero-Ame-
rican cities: Asunción, Barcelona, Bogota, 
Brasilia, Buenos Aires, Caracas, Guatemala, 
Habana, La Paz, Lima, Lisbon, Madrid, Ma-
nagua, Mexico, Montevideo, Panama, Rio 
de Janeiro, San Francisco de Quito, San José 
de Costa Rica, San Juan de Puerto Rico, San 
Salvador, Santiago de Chile, Santo Domingo, 
Sao Paulo, Sucre and Tegucigalpa. 

The 9th UCCI Plenary Assembly 
(which took place in Rio de Janeiro in July, 
2000), demonstrated the validity of the 
organisation’s fundamental objective: to 
search, from the union of interests, for simi-
lar solutions to problems that are common to 
all cities.

In the UCCI’s experience, the partici-
pation of cultural agents increases together 
with the aldersmen and alderswomen and 
main officials of the member cities, especially 
in the first years. It subsequently extends to 
other political and social actors.

3.1.4. The intermunicipal integral cooperation: URB-AL

URB-AL is a European Commission 
programme for economic cooperation, 
decentralised and horizontal, on key 
subjects of urban policies. It purports opening 
possibilities to the local European and Latin 
American communities to convert into direct 
actors of international cooperation.

In the URB-AL programme, prior 
experiences are gathered and a holistic 
participation is fostered in the cooperation 
projects. A scheme is assumed in which 
democratically elected local authorities, 
technicians and officials, together with 
representatives of the citizens in their 

different dimensions, participate directly in 
the projects, including the financial aspect that 
reaches a minimum of 30% as the economic 
contribution of the cities in each project.

Based on the experiences of each one 
of the member countries and the European 
Commission itself, in the year 2000 the 
contents of decentralised cooperation 
were better defined as a new paradigm that 
preached on participatory development and 
the assumption of roles by local agents. 

Opening cooperation to a wide range 
of agents has been a difficult task. But the 
challenges posed by globalisation and the 
fight against poverty break down the barriers 
between agents and nurture the search of new 
public-private associations. More sophisticated 
decentralised cooperation programmes have 
appeared. It is considered that decentralised 
cooperation is proposing to contribute “the 
instigation of a real long-term change in 
the European Union procedures regarding 
cooperation.” 

As we can see, decentralised cooperation 
has greatly enriched the practice and reflection 
on citizen participation with concrete 
contributions in different political, social, 
cultural, and economic spaces. It has thus 
contributed more and better to strengthen 
citizenship in both donor and recipient 
communities.

The agents are also in the core of the 
debate and the EU has undertaken to promote 
a pluralist association and decentralised 
cooperation.

Another aspect to be taken into 
account when analysing the relation between 
decentralised cooperation and citizen 
participation is the surge of new actors such 
as the women’s movement, indigenous 
communities, base organisations , small 
enterprises, youth groups and the NGOs 
themselves, an issue which was object of a 
prior work published by URB-AL (URB-AL 
2004: 231).
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cooperation and participation 
in Villa El Salvador (Peru)

Villa El Salvador is a district in the me-
tropolitan area of Lima, the capital of Peru. 
It began as an immense neighbourhood in 
1971, similar in many ways to others in Latin 
American capital peripheries, although with 
its own characteristics that gave it an identity 
and produced a particular development pro-
cess, which is not the subject of this article. 
In 1983, Villa El Salvador officially becomes 
a district municipality. During its first period, 
which began in 1984, and at different mo-
ments, town-twinnings with European cities 
are signed in Villa El Salvador. These gene-
rated a rich process of decentralised coope-
ration with citizen participation that is still 
maintained today, notwithstanding the ups 
and downs, the years that have gone by, and 
the political changes that have taken place in 
the different cities.

The cities with which Villa El Salva-
dor twinned are Santa Coloma de Gramenet 
(Spain), Rezé-Les Nantes (France), Amstel-
veen (Holland) and Tübingen (Germany). 
Each of them committed, according to their 
possibilities, to a financial cooperation aimed 
at a specific sector of Villa El Salvador’s reality 
which achieved the participation in the pro-
cess not only of the mayor and the aldermen 
and alderwomen, but also the neighbours of 
the five cities.

Summarising this process: the San-
ta Coloma cooperation was aimed at youth 
programmes, the Rezé cooperation at water 
and sewage projects, the Amstelveen coope-
ration at improving environment and clean-
liness service, and the Tübingen cooperation 
at education.

The participation was carried out in 
both realities: youth groups; women’s asso-
ciations; entrepreneurs; schools and institu-

tes, both technical and professional; theatre, 
folklore, and music groups (both Peruvian 
and classical, with an orchestra); depending 
on the cooperation projects and the social dy-
namics of each city, be it European or of Villa 
El Salvador itself. An exceptional example was 
that of the citizens of Rezé, who accepted the 
increase of five cents in each home’s monthly 
water bill in order to increase the amount of 
cooperation for water and sewage works in 
Villa El Salvador.

Definitely, when decentralised coope-
ration is joined with citizen participation, it 
is not only more efficient but it also achieves 
common objectives, common spaces for ac-
tion, common projects, and an authentic ex-
change of ideas, practices, values, which are 
the basis for authentic cooperation.

3.3. Priority intervention vectors
Experiences such as Villa El Salvador 

and many others that are being carried out 
within the framework of decentralised coo-
peration have been especially designed under 
three priority vectors with regard to citizen 
participation:

As a support for the decentralisation 
process to promote the appearance of legiti-
mate and efficient local governance systems. 
The actions in this sphere could be directed 
towards the reinforcement of local or territo-
rial communities and their capacities, towards 
the promotion of participative management 
systems for local development, towards the 
capacity-building of the population to parti-
cipate in these new institutions, and towards 
the promotion of new associations between 
the State, the local authorities, and decentra-
lised agents.

As a support for local development ini-
tiatives and dynamics to guarantee the co-
herence on specific actions (micro-projects, 
NGO actions, town-twinnings) within a spe-
cific framework. In this respect, the actions 

could be referred to the development of com-
promising dynamics and spaces for the action 
between agents, to the support of formulation 
and application of development plans, to the 
strengthening of services with viable and pe-
rennial bases, and to the availability of flexible 
funds to reinforce enterprising and creative 
social initiatives and dynamics.

As a support for political and social dia-
logue in order to guarantee the early partici-
pation of decentralised agents in the formula-
tion of programmes and policies. The actions 
in this sphere could contemplate the networ-
king of decentralised agents at a State or re-
gional level, the strengthening of structures 
and capacities of intermediate organisations 
to participate in the dialogue, the promotion 
of processes and mechanisms for formal or in-
formal dialogue, and the organization of sec-
torial round tables.

These priority vectors are intimately 
linked, therefore the challenge is in interrela-
ting citizen participation with local develop-
ment and decentralisation based on the situa-
tion of each country, region, or locality. In the 
countries embarked on a profound decentra-
lisation, the EU could favour the entrance of 
direct support for local institutions. In those 
countries where political will/capacity is lac-
king, it would be necessary to lean on civil 
society.

As we have already indicated, it is fun-
damental for Latin America to acknowledge 
the role of local democratic governments and 
new local development agents that are key to 
the success of decentralised cooperation.

4.Challenges of decentralised 
cooperation in the sphere 
of citizen participation

We acknowledge that the concept of 
decentralised cooperation is an innovative 
answer to the limitations that prior interna-

tional cooperation phases underwent. The 
proposal of cooperation sustained on territo-
rial decentralisation and on the direct rela-
tionship with local agents as a complemen-
tary strategy (since it is not proposed as a 
substitute of cooperation between States) to 
achieve development, has been recognised 
almost unanimously by the different coope-
ration agencies, when considering local spa-
ces as places for experimentation to attain the 
MDG, as indicated above.

This approach, however, assumes a se-
ries of consequences that are not always taken 
into account by all the parties involved. In 
the first place, it implies the urgency and obli-
gation of a determination or political will of 
the local authorities regarding the new role 
they must fulfil in the field of international 
solidarity and development cooperation. As-
suming international cooperation as a policy 
of the corporation itself, linked and closely 
bound to the rest of the municipal or regio-
nal policies, is not only required of donor 
entities, but also of recipient Sub-State go-
vernments who must place particular empha-
sis on broadening a frequently localist vision 
and assume a global perspective.  Only thus is 
it possible to define common objectives and 
practices in the different cooperation spaces.

A subsequent consequence is that de-
centralised cooperation cannot be bound to 
one sole model of intervention. But there is 
no doubt that the diversity of experiences, 
realities, and levels of evolution in the diffe-
rent spheres requires acknowledging multi-
ple variants in the forms of cooperation. It 
is also clear that we cannot go to the other 
extreme of the specificities which can derive 
in an immense chaos. This is a danger from 
which we are not exempt, considering that 
various authors acknowledge the difficulty, if 
not impossibility, of knowing or calculating 
the volume of the cooperation.

Finally, it is absolutely necessary to 
break away from the cooperation model of 
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[assistance (due to which the matter is not 

viewed as one’s own but rather as a collateral 
commitment) and reach a resolved culmina-
tion of the so-called transit from “twinning” 
to “partnership.” We acknowledge that an 
excellent method is the construction of city 
networks for local interaction. However, 
these should not be focused only on local 
works or services in themselves, but should 
be managed to avoid undermining econo-
mic growth, which would cause political and 
social instability, and affect governance and 
democracy that would really require streng-
thening 

On the other hand, a greater influen-
ce on public opinion is necessary and useful 
to generate favourable currents in European 
citizens. Obviously, a prior problem must 
be resolved first: achievements cannot be 
made known if there is no precise informa-
tion. One shortfall is the fact that only very 
disperse data exist. This prevents having an 
exact idea of how much the cooperation le-
vels represent in quantitative and qualitative 
terms.  It is true that decisions are already 
being taken to find solutions in this aspect, 
such as the EuropAid Co-Operation Office, 
the URB-AL Documentation Centre, and 
the EU-Latin America Observatory. Howe-
ver, we cannot wait to have all the duly syste-
matised information and experiences before 
starting to have better communications with 
public opinion.

Cooperation management in recipient 
countries has a crucial matter to resolve: the 
management capacity of local agents. They 
do not have specialised staff, and there is a 
generalised limitation of human, institutio-
nal, technological, and financial resources 
that reduces management capacity.

Starting with the assumption that coo-
peration makes sense if it fosters the capacity 
of local communities to generate endoge-
nous development processes, we must ack-
nowledge that, in the case of Latin America, 

the weight of State policies is still very strong 
and it can, and many times has, obstructed 
local community action. Recently, in Peru 
for example, a hostility campaign has been 
underway against non-governmental develo-
pment organisations. Although it began as a 
localised conflict (the mining enterprises and 
the environmentalist NGO), it spread, affec-
ting the freedom of association and expres-
sion of these entities without any doubt.

This requires a more complex vision of 
the cooperation actors’ performance. It re-
quires a greater involvement of  local entities 
in the international arena to generate allian-
ces and support that increase the impact ca-
pacity; the concerted action between all the 
cooperating agents to achieve a benevolent if 
not proactive State environment in favour of 
decentralisation or municipal action; and to 
allow the interrelation of capacities and expe-
riences at a national development level, with 
regional and local resources, to boost their 
own development and to improve the syner-
gy between local actors, those who frequently 
act or place themselves according to the poli-
tical or social dynamics at a State level.

The assessment on cooperation carried 
out by different authors is that in their ma-
nagement, local authorities generally do not 
have a specific interest in incorporating citi-
zen-participative methods in their projects. 

Notwithstanding being repetitive, we 
should make this reflection in both spaces, 
in both societies (developed or not, North-
South, donor or recipient) that make a coo-
peration process possible. This is precisely 
one of the fundamental aspects of decentra-
lised cooperation, the real and concrete pos-
sibility of finding and sharing common goals 
and practices over and above the existing so-
cio-economic differences and distances.

It is true that the subject is beginning to 
be faced (which implies the opening of the po-
litical actors to the field of citizen participation) 
but in reality there is still a long way to go.   

This evidence makes it necessary to sta-
te the following premise: The political and 
operative responsibility of incorporating the 
participative dimension in their respective 
operations belongs with the local authori-
ties, not the citizens. Although it takes us 
almost immediately to the role that political 
communities should play when preparing the 
government staff, we feel the cooperation 
should be more acute in the institutional mo-
dernisation processes of local entities, since 
the limitations are not only in the political 
leadership’s participative theory and practice, 
but also in the regional and municipal bu-
reaucracy.

The existence of a municipal organi-
sational culture that does not facilitate the 
expansion of participation in all the local 
institutionality is not a novelty. Which is 
why it is essential to train and prepare mu-
nicipal human resources in participative 
management and skills for the generation 
of consensuses with citizens. Training plans 
in Public Administration and Management 
are required for more specialised levels of 
labour teams.

But the greatest encouragement for a 
local management participative vision arises 
with the new challenges that must be faced 
by regional and local governments. Decen-
tralisation, the new socio-political agendas, 
and the fragmentation of the social fabric, 
can be assumed as opportunities for the in-
corporation of new participative management 
methods in municipal structures. Thus, local 
problems in their new complexities are atten-
ded and resolved more efficiently, democrati-
cally, and transparently, with strategies shared 
with local actors.

Therefore not only the presence and 
participation of new local actors becomes 
indispensable, a requirement that must be 
included in the cooperation projects (there 
are new problems that assail diverse commu-
nities or population sectors); it is also vital 

to delve in what we could call a participative 
methodology, that is, the implementation of 
strategies that facilitate the incursion in the 
field of citizen participation and participative 
management throughout the whole execu-
tion of the cooperation  process. 

Finally, and partly through our perso-
nal experience, we consider that cooperation 
must be aimed at prioritising the experien-
ces linked to local economic development, in 
which citizen participation acquires a double 
dimension: that of citizens and that of pro-
ducers, which enriches and empowers the in-
terventions. The new projects must be spaces 
conducive to incorporating participation me-
thodologies with the citizens and at the same 
time, generators of a productive vocation 
based on local economy that will generate 
specific resources for the population. Neither 
should the importance of the new informa-
tion technologies in local development pro-
jects be dismissed. 

In conclusion, a strategic interrelation 
between regional and local governments and 
civil society (and I would add the private sec-
tor) for citizen participation, would increase 
the success ratio of local interventions, foster 
creative answers to local problems, and gua-
rantee the sustainability of each locality’s de-
velopment actions and programs.

One of the most important aspects of 
the verification of the new decentralised co-
operation practices and of citizen participa-
tion is that it appears in both spaces, territo-
ries and societies, for which, undoubtedly, it 
is possible and necessary to define common 
objectives and practices in both cooperation 
spaces. One cannot separate decentralised 
cooperation or citizen participation from a 
vision and concept of development (local, 
national, and global). On the contrary, the 

5. Conclusions and Perspectives
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[conditions are ever more favourable to elab-

orate common projects surpassing frontiers 
and unequal economic situations.

It is necessary to strengthen demo-
cratic institutionality with the different 
decentralised cooperation projects. This is 
a qualitatively different aspect that must 
be assessed and assumed by all the parties 
involved in the cooperation projects. In a 
globalised world, with centres of power that 
are at the same time omnipresent and dif-
fuse, the local democratic institutions are a 
real fortress so as not to succumb to mas-
sification and the lack of spaces for direct 
participation. Democratic institutionalisa-
tion guarantees the continuity of personal 
participation, medium and long term ob-
jectives, for a better evaluation of the co-
operation itself. In this case, it means the 
strengthening of local institutions and or-
ganisations.

Incorporating new social actors and 
their leaders in decentralised cooperation 
projects, fostering interchange with differ-
ent territories and societies. The direct ac-
quaintance between local men and women 
leaders, the internships in common projects 
and practices have been most beneficial for 
both parties, generating higher levels of 
knowledge and citizen awareness of devel-
opment problems and their alternatives.

Starting with that same citizen partici-
pation, and to delve in the participative 
method of cooperation projects: this would 
mean a start since, as we have stated in the 
preceding pages, there has been a real in-
terest and concern to consider the opinion 
of the parties involved regarding objectives; 
however, this has not been so in relation 
to the methods applied in each and every 
one of the projects. Those responsible on 
both sides should also consider participative 

methods in the process as a whole, not only 
at the beginning and at the end.

Prioritise experiences linked to local 
economic development. Without aban-
doning social, educational, cultural, etc., 
projects, it is essential to support processes 
that activate the local economy with direct 
citizen participation, since they inspire the 
presence of these very processes from a local 
to a national and global vision, incorporat-
ing the entrepreneurial sector of both so-
cieties, which has been absent or separated 
from the development cooperation.

Another important vector in the rela-
tion between decentralised cooperation and 
participation is the support of campaigns 
with international dimensions which can 
influence development models. With this 
vision, it is important to join decentralised 
cooperation with international or global 
programmes such as the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals, proposed by the UN, Agen-
da 21, or the Fight against Poverty, since 
they contribute to strengthen a solidarity 
awareness surpassing the frontiers of all our 
countries, developed or not.

Include new information technolo-
gies as an objective and aid to the participa-
tion in decentralised cooperation projects. 
By now, nobody doubts this great necessity. 
When we speak of development and of par-
ticipation, information and communications 
are absolutely necessary for the democrati-
sation of our societies, and it all starts at a 
local level. 

From both sides of the cooperation 
process, we must anticipate the progress and 
consequences of technology in all its dimen-
sions with a holistic view, since its growth, 
expansion, and development, is influencing 
our societies and the quality of participa-
tion.
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1.1.Background

The Department of Potosí (Bolivia) taxa-
tion court condemned a Mayor of the Colque-
chaca Municipality to pay around 1.5 million 
dollars in lawsuits against him, due to a series of 
irregularities in the management of municipal 
resources.

The legal proceedings proved that the 
municipality had suffered losses due to a series 
of illegal payments and reimbursements as well 
as the disappearance of various municipal pro-
perties. During the proceedings, a series of ins-
titutional weaknesses were found in the sphere 
of administrative and financial control, which 
facilitated these acts.

Due to this and other irregularities that 
were being carried out in the municipality, the 
National Programme for Transparent Transi-
tion supports an initiative by the local govern-
ment of Calquechaca. This programme is exe-
cuted by the Ministry of Popular Participation 
and the Program in Support of Decentralized 
Public Administration and the Struggle against 
Poverty (PADEP) together with other coo-
peration agencies and institutions such as the 
Support Programme for Municipal Democra-
cy (PADEM), Swiss Agency for Development 
and Cooperation (SDC), Programme for Rural 
and Community Development financed by the 
World Bank, UNICEF, Democratic Develop-
ment and Citizen Participation (DDCP) with 
USAID, Medicus Mundi, and The Centre for 
Research and Promotion of Farmers Commu-
nities (CIPCA) subordinated to the Catholic 
Church. 

Governance and institutional strengthening

* Choice of experiences and editing in charge of 
the OCD Sub-Antenna for Central America 
and Mexico.

Analysis of the experiences: 
Initiatives of decentralised cooperation 
and governance*

This section aims to analyse some of the experiences in relation 
to governance and capacity-building. These are experiences that have 
achieved capacity-building or that have resulted in improved mana-
gement capabilities for local authorities, as well as efforts to decen-
tralise functional roles. This article describes a series of experiences 
that, due to the inputs and their special level of recording, can be 
indicated as concrete manifestations of interventions that have first 
awakened and then developed local interrelations or capacities in the 
territories.

Thus, the main objective of Transparent 
Transition is to improve institutional and ad-
ministrative conditions in which the municipal 
government carries out the transition proces-
ses, contributing to the improvement of docu-
mentation recording and management, and to 
the avoidance of anomalous situations.

1.2. Objectives

•			To	create	a	work	portfolio,	in	order	
to establish the criteria for organizing muni-
cipal documentation and to facilitate the han-
dover of government to new authorities.

•		 	To	allow	external	audits	of	govern-
mental entities, such as the General Treasury 
of the Republic, and of civil society organisa-
tions.

•		 To	 generate	 mechanisms	 that	 will	
promote the establishment of a procedure by 
which outgoing authorities transfer munici-
pal administration to the new authorities in 
a transparent manner. At the same time, to 
create the procedure of the government ma-
nagement report (five years) both on the part 
of the municipal council and the executive.

1.3.Activities

The misappropriation of municipal re-
sources generated a high degree of mistrust 
toward the municipal institution, its executive 
bodies, and the Municipal Council’s unau-
thorised actions and difficulty in governing. 
Colquechaca municipality’s losses amounted 
to over 1.6 million dollars. For two years, 
the local government was not able to present 
reports on budget efficiency; their accounts 
were frozen, and no programmes or projects 
could be executed.

Through PADEP and the National Pro-
gramme for Transparent Transition, this ex-
perience allowed the setting up of procedures 
with which to establish the bases for a public 
policy designed to prevent theft, the destruc- a[

[b 1. German Technical Cooperation (GTZ) 
Program in Support of Decentralized Public 
Administration and the Struggle against 
Poverty (PADEP): The case of Colquechaca 
City Council 
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[tion of goods, and the historical records of 

the municipalities, which occur during the 
authority changeover process following the 
municipal elections. 

The creation of the so-called “Portfolio 
for Transparent Municipal Transition” rende-
red a group of tools, guidelines, and instru-
ments aimed at training local and state offi-
cials in good and transparent management for 
the control of municipal administration.

The outgoing local authorities can now 
transfer all the documentation and munici-
pal assets to the new authorities in portfo-
lios with supporting records of the outgoing 
administration’s respective backups, in the 
presence of a notary public and the commu-
nity.

This procedure means that each person 
must demonstrate a high degree of responsi-
bility and commitment in the responsible and 
transparent management of municipal resour-
ces, as well as the creation of controlling me-
chanisms and internal accountability. 

In Colquechaca, all participated in the 
management of the programme with the 
communities, elected authorities and muni-
cipal officials. Its aim was to regulate the fi-
nancial information, improve the capacity to 
execute municipal investment, avoid corpo-
rate clientelism, and build capacities and res-
ponsibilities of the municipal council and the 
committees controlling the executive. Finally, 
an inventory was carried out of the council 
infrastructure.

1.4. Lessons learned

The experience shows the relevance of 
simple and easy instruments for internal use, in 
strengthening the decision-making, follow-up, 
and transparency processes of the local adminis-
trative body.

The creation and implementation of 
these internal control instruments ensure that 

follow-up can continue once local authorities 
have left their positions; they also generate an 
initial action and management framework for 
the new local authorities. 

The setup of internal instruments such as 
the Portfolio can only be achieved if this action 
has local institutional backup, with the political 
will to end activities that have been weakening 
the government’s internal administration for 
years. 

2.1.  Description of the Aguacatán Municipality

Aguacatán is one of the 31 municipalities 
in the Department of Huehuetenango. 

It is located 177 miles (285 kilometres) 
to the northeast of the city of Guatemala.

 The municipality adjoins Chiantla (Hue-
huetenango) and Nebaj (Quiché) to the North, 
Sacapulas to the East, San Pedro Jocopilas to 
the South (both in the Department of Quiché), 
and with Huehuetenango and Chiantla to the 
West.

It extends over 116 square miles (300 
km2) and has a demographic density of 399 
inhabitants per square mile (154 inhabitants/
km2). There are 80 inhabited centres scattered 
around the territory (hamlets, small villages, 
cantons and neighbourhoods) in addition to 
the municipal headquarters. According to the 
last census carried out in 2001, there are a total 
of 45,465 inhabitants in Aguacatán, 8,193 of 
who live in the urban centre.

2.2. Background

On June 27, 2002, the Córdoba Deputa-
tion and the Action and Interchange Movement 
for the Central American Zone (MAIZCA) sig-
ned a collaboration framework agreement for 
three years, in order to strengthen the muni-

cipal services and prepare a municipal develop-
ment programme for the Aguacatán Municipa-
lity (Guatemala).

The first two projects to be executed 
were, on the one hand, a strategy to modernize 
and strengthen municipal services, and on the 
other hand, the intervention to strengthen citi-
zen organization and participation.

The strategy to modernize and streng-
then municipal services arose from a mutual 
interest between the municipality and the 
Council, to collaborate in decentralisation 
processes that are being carried out in Gua-
temala. In this context, the municipality as-
sumes the challenge of improving its services 
and finding adequate methods for the plan-
ning of its performance and investments. The 
modernization in rural municipalities such as 
Aguacatán basically meant the purchase of 
computerized equipment, specialized software 
for accounting management, and training in 
technology management.

2.3. Objectives

To develop the local power as a formula 
to democratize Guatemalan society.

To maximize community participation in 
the municipal administration.

To decentralise services and social bene-
fits.

To develop municipal projects which 
allow the municipality’s development and in-
crease citizens’ quality of life.

To prioritize the collaboration of indige-
nous communities in the Aguacatán Municipa-
lity, since this is one of the most vulnerable and 
underprivileged groups in Guatemalan society.

2.4. Development of capacities, technical resour-
ces, and local rural governance

The main investment of this municipa-
lity consists in updating municipal adminis-

tration through the donation of equipment 
and software for the following municipal 
departments: The Municipal Secretariat, the 
Municipal Treasury, and the Legal Residence 
and Registry Office. Likewise, furniture was 
provided to the Municipal Forestry Office 
and the Municipal Technical Unit for the best 
performance of their functions.

The main contribution when facing 
the challenges posed by currently sustained 
reforms regarding Guatemalan decentralisa-
tion signifies a challenge regarding compe-
tencies and good administration of the local 
entities. This will be even more difficult if 
the municipal corporations have equipment 
that do not use computer technology as a 
main tool for the management of procedu-
res, recording of formalities, and others.

Computers were acquired as a con-
sequence of this initiative. Thanks to this, 
most of the internal processes diminished 
the time required for good management of 
traditional municipal services, such as le-
gal residence registration, civil registration, 
identity cards, payment of municipal fees, 
among others.

2.5.Lessons learned

The modernization of rural type •	
of local governments many times implies 
initiating changes in the traditional manner 
of offering services and recording municipal 
activities.

The local leadership (communities, •	
local governments, town halls, and others) 
is of vital importance for good management 
and for the adequate use of minimum 
technological resources for the good 
administration of municipal activities.

Approaching strategic local problems •	
requires that local corporations have the 
technical support, material and human 
support, to offer and improve their capacity 
in the face of community demands.

2. Project to Strengthen the Aguacatán 
Municipality (Guatemala)
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3.1. Background 

Flemish authorities have traditionally 
promoted development cooperation in the 
local arena very actively. Various municipa-
lities in this region have already signed coo-
peration agreements with local administra-
tions and have named a councillor or official 
for development cooperation. In many cases 
there is also a municipal council, a politi-
cal document, or a separate budget assigned 
for development cooperation. There are nu-
merous local initiatives in which the public 
administration and local associations colla-
borate. 

The objective of this decision is to 
give local entities a strong stimulus, offering 
additional financial incentives for the mu-
nicipal initiatives that can be included wi-
thin a certain quality framework. With this 
attitude, the Flemish authorities join the 
international tendency through which, for 
the first time, local administrations are invi-
ted to take part in part of the development 
cooperation process. This comes under the 
worldwide tendency towards the increased 
decentralisation of decision-making and the 
setting of policies.

3.2.  Town-twinning

The town-twinning agreement arose 
after a visit by Herent, Flanders Municipa-
lity officials to the Cahabón Municipality, 
and the regional town halls of Nimlahacoc, 

Salacuim and Santa Lucia in Cobán. 

The agreement is aimed at fostering 
cooperation between the municipalities in 
order to strengthen the local democratic 
process, encourage citizen participation, 
and increase the municipal body capacity. In 
this sense, the agreement will also foster the 
creation of a cooperation network between 
these municipalities.

3.3. Objectives

To stimulate local administrations to 
become fully-fledged actors within the po-
litical field of development cooperation. We 
are not only referring to internal munici-
pal initiatives, but possibly also to collabo-
ration with those countries that figure on 
the OECD-DAC list of developing coun-
tries, with the exception of the European 
countries that are part of that list. A debate 
should be encouraged regarding sustainable 
development and North-South relations-
hips through a greater commitment of the 
different local actors – in the first place the 
municipal council for development coopera-
tion- and the administrators. Also, the local 
population must of course take part in this 
local debate on development cooperation. 
This awareness –both within the town hall 
and among the population in a broad sense- 
constitutes a fundamental objective.

Another key subject is capacity-buil-
ding for administrative management and 
conceptual development of local policy, in 
relation to development cooperation. In 
this case, this can mean sufficient staff and 
infrastructure, although it may also inclu-
de possible training courses, intellectual 
processes around policy making, advisory 
structures within the municipal body, and 
the participation of the municipal council 
for development cooperation and the lo-
cal population in the broadest sense. The 

cooperation between the Belgian and the 
Guatemalan municipalities aims at being a 
long lasting process, since the cooperation 
efforts are included in the agreement bet-
ween the Flemish government and the Fle-
mish municipalities. Both aspects emphasize 
participative issues and the importance of a 
truly horizontal interchange.

3.4. Lessons learned

Cooperation is a vital element for •	
specific capacity-building that will contribute 
to a good local government administration. 

Through initiatives of this type, it is •	
possible to combine the internal management 
efforts of the local government institutional 
capacities with the active participation of 
people and communities in the design of local 
public policies.

The international links should be •	
used advantageously in a joint manner. On a 
regional level, cooperation considers regional 
work to be more beneficial. In the same way, 
decentralised cooperation should be utilised, 
either jointly or through local municipal 
groups, in order to maximise local links 
between various municipalities.

3.Development cooperation between the 
Herent, Flanders Municipality 
and the Cahabón Municipality, and the regional 
town halls of Nimlahacoc, 
Salacuim and Santa Lucia belonging 
to the Cobán Municipality, Guatemala
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In this edition of the Yearbook, this section’s analysis is mainly 

centred on regional integration processes in Latin America, although 

European integration serves as a reference to show some challenges and 

successes with regard to local authorities’ participation in and contri-

bution to those processes. 

The first article evaluates the current situation of the Latin Ame-

rican integration process within the context of a world which is increa-

singly globalised, aimed specifically at MERCOSUR. Likewise, some 

reflections are proposed on the possibilities still offered by regional inte-

gration as a path towards development for Latin American countries. 

Within this general scenario, the author describes the participation 

that local governments have had in MERCOSUR, and reflects on the 

possibility of their having greater incidence in the integration process.

Cooperation between borderland regions and cities is an impor-

tant part in the regional integration processes. The second article in 

this section centres on the multiple cross-border cooperation experiences 

which are taking place within the framework of Latin American inte-

gration processes. This section explores the impact of globalisation and 

the formation of trade blocks on functions and relations that take place 

at the region’s boundaries, and it reflects on the contribution of public 

decentralised cooperation to the cross-border cooperation processes.

Finally, the last article gives a brief description and evaluation of 

the three most outstanding decentralised cooperation initiatives regar-

ding regional integration, which were detected by the Observatory. v
Introduction | 

Regional 
integration 
processes
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Among the multiple challenges of Latin-American societies, perhaps 
the most important is to overcome the integrationist rhetoric through a viable 
and consistent regional integration strategy that will allow them to acquire 
a dimension that is sufficient to influence the globalization tendencies. This 
necessary integration shall be sustainable only if conceived and constructed 
in all its dimensions, the economic-commercial definitely among them; but 
also and mainly, the social, cultural, political, and productive dimensions.

The way, in which this process is developed, as well as how its content 
is revealed, are of vital importance. Thus, to widely promote social partici-
pation in this process is indispensable for its legitimization. It also allows the 
gathering of initiatives and involving the effort of actors. For its construc-
tion, they adopt a supranational dimension and assume common interests 
that overcome the viewpoints of the States themselves and their correspon-
ding institutions. Among others, local governments that have extended their 
responsibilities and presence in public policies over the last decade, find in 
regional integration a new scenario in which to interrelate, cooperate, and 
finally resolve part of their inhabitants’ problems. The challenge laid before 
these actors is to define a correct strategy capable of influencing these proces-
ses, which claims their institutional presence and channels citizen partici-
pation. Their future will surely depend on the way they meet this challenge. 
This article hopes to contribute to the referred task through a brief characte-
rization of the context, some reflections and some modest suggestions.

b

[
[

l

1. The general context of integration

KEY WORDS:

Citizens  |
Local Development  |
Globalisation  |
Integration  |
Participation |

The globalization of the economy im-
plies that the agents make their economic 
(commercial, productive, financial) decisions 
in accordance with the world market and not 
with the local markets. The empirical analy-
sis of the determinants of this globalization 
process shows, as its central result, the impor-
tance of enterprises’ expenditures on techno-
logical development and research. In other 
words, the growing technological competi-
tiveness requires enterprises to seek broader 
markets in order to depreciate the costs of 
research and development.

Companies no longer take the national 
market as a reference when making decisions; 
the reference becomes the global market. The 
internationalization and transnationalisation 
process, together with the development of 
telecommunications and transportation sys-
tems, facilitates this logic.

However, the globalization of the eco-
nomy poses a menace on the agents’ positions 
of power in their respective national markets. 
This in turn generates protectionist reactions 
on the part of the governments. This contra-
diction is being solved in practice with a gra-
dual transit towards market openness through 
sub-regional integration mechanisms. The 
globalization of the economy is therefore ac-
companied by protectionism on the part of 
regional blocks. Intermediate accumulation 
spaces between the local and the global mar-
kets are thus constituted. The groups that 
dominate the different markets thus control 
the destruction of the productive systems 
that is generated due to market openness and 
technological competition itself, the motor of 
the accumulation process.

In this sense, the tendency of world 
economy also refers to technological globa-
lization. Not only economic decisions are 

taken with the global referent. The scientific-
technical systems also break national barriers 
and become interdependent. Cooperation 
thus becomes a necessity and at the same time 
becomes a strategic instrument to achieve ob-
jectives which would be more costly and slow 
for each country or each company to achieve 
individually. Technological globalization is 
thus accompanied by a growing importance 
of sectorial cooperation and cooperation bet-
ween companies and states. 

Another tendency of the world eco-
nomy is connected to the centralisation of 
decisions in eight countries in the world. 
These concentrate the productive, commer-
cial, financial, and technological decisions 
that affect the rest of the world. This centra-
lization of the decisions does not only corres-
pond to the governments (the most visible 
due to the periodical summit meetings of the 
Group of Eight). It also corresponds to the 
enterprises. In effect, most of the multinatio-
nals that have dominating positions in their 
respective global markets are in those eight 
countries.

Finally, the world economy is increa-
singly characterized by short-term attitudes. 
Technological competitiveness generates new 
products and new processes more and more 
rapidly. Therefore, the agents’ decisions have 
an ever decreasing temporal horizon. Their 
accumulation plans are corrected and refor-
mulated every year. Technological competiti-
veness is thus accompanied by lack of stability 
in the agents’ plans.

1.1. Latin America in particular
In political and economic terms, La-

tin America cannot regionally be conside-
red as a whole, in concept or in action. Its 
five sub-regions (Mexico, Central Ameri-
ca, the Caribbean, the Andean Region, and 
the Southern Cone) have divided into two 
groups since the Cold War. These groups are 

Regional integration processes
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[clearly distinguishable in their economic and 

international insertion aspects, divided by the 
Panama Canal, some to the North and others 
to the South.  In both cases, the geopolitical 
decisions draw profiles that are increasingly 
differentiated. 

Central America and the Caribbean are 
linked through multiple and complex inter-
dependencies to a North American commu-
nity that has been slowly developing. South 
America, on the other hand, has been formed 
under a Brazilian leadership that is not yet 
clearly defined. This is a new regional sub-
system with political and economic develop-
ment agenda that is still the object of strong 
controversies among the countries in the re-
gion.

The recovery of democracy, together 
with the impact of open economies brought 
about in response to globalization in the past 
twenty years, has facilitated a broad political 
modernization. It has also generated a di-
rect impact on the economic and productive 
structures in the region. However, compared 
to other regions, this process has contributed 
very little to Latin America’s development. 
Income distribution has been worsening in 
almost all the region, which is why Latin 
America is pinpointed as the most unjust re-
gion in the world.

Democracy has only been minimally 
consolidated in most countries. The deception 
and disenchantment around the scarce social 
awareness in most of the national elites has 
provoked radical changes in the population’s 
electoral behaviour. As a consequence, in va-
rious cases “progressive” governments have 
come into power, while in other countries a 
pronounced political division has taken place 
between the electoral blocks.  

This is the reason why an insufficient 
democratization, together with the effects of 
globalization, has contributed to exacerbate 
the governance crisis in the different countries 
in the region. Traditional political parties are 

facing increasing problems in offering gover-
nance models apt for consensus in strongly 
polarized societies. Indigenous populations 
and other historically discriminated sectors 
have increased their political awareness. This 
fact, plus the activities they have been ca-
rrying out due to their greater participation, 
will require adapting the political systems to 
these new social values. In some cases, chan-
ges may also come about in the ruling elites.

These tensions within each country are 
directly reflected on their foreign policy. Over 
the past few years, it has been transformed 
into a main scenario in which to express the 
changes promoted by the new political for-
ces, many of them already in government, in 
answer to the phase the region is now under-
going. Since the end of the Cold War, and 
more recently since the 11th of September, 
2001, the United States’ interest in Latin 
America as a whole has abated noticeably, this 
has definitely contributed to open this new 
space in foreign policy.  The historical diffi-
culties to reach consensuses on joint policies 
among various countries and the heteroge-
neity of the initiatives in this regard not only 
hinder interregional cooperation and endan-
ger existing integration mechanisms. They 
also convert Latin America and its important 
countries into unpredictable partners regar-
ding foreign policy. 

Almost all the societies in the region are 
societies under transformation that have not yet 
concluded their process of formation as a state 
and a nation. This is the reason why the current 
political, economic, and social instability, as 
well as the international implications brought 
about by an accelerated and simultaneous glo-
balization process, constitute an expression of 
historic normality. However, the violence po-
tential of the state is, with very few exceptions, 
too limited to generate international concern, 
partly due to the considerable advances made in 
the protection of human rights and also to the 
relatively low levels of military expenses.

The weakening of the state in the re-
gion, caused mainly by neo-liberal policies 
but also by insufficient and badly focused 
democratization, has brought about the pri-
vatization of important state areas. As a con-
sequence, those social functions of the state 
that are essential to social stability have been 
paralyzed or diminished. As a result, both 
delinquency attributed to poverty and orga-
nized crime, have reached unimaginable di-
mensions in Latin America, having become a 
fundamental factor in the ungovernable natu-
re of the region.

State action is required, not only to 
contain criminality, corruption, and violence, 
but also to facilitate the integration of mino-
rities -which many times constitute majorities 
of the population in the society and the eco-
nomy- as well as to improve education, public 
health, and basic services.  However, given 
the current economic structures and condi-
tions, and notwithstanding the favourable 
contingent growth rates, it will be difficult to 
achieve these goals if redistribution measures 
are not drawn upon. The interests establis-
hed in the national and international sphere 
are opposed to a redistribution of this type, 
However, the evolution of the population’s 
electoral behaviour in the past years seems 
to consolidate the tendency towards political 
proposals asserting this type of reforms. 

There is a historic stability in the region 
that today characterizes both the controversy 
around redefined development models (neo-
developmentalism) and the debate on the ne-
cessary functions of the state. The resulting 
potential for conflict is considerably intensi-
fied by the role played by energy policies and 
management of natural resources within and 
between countries. Therefore, implications 
for the international system may be expected, 
especially as a result of certain leaderships. 
This sector thus becomes one of the cases to 
promote regional integration, transcending 
traditional commercial formulas. At the same 

time, it generates strong international inter-
est, transforming the region into a global ac-
tor with certain key role to play.

1.2.Regional integration alternatives
There are basically two different in-

ternational insertion strategies in the region 
towards which the real process may tend. Free 
trade treaties (bilateral agreements in general) 
on the one hand, and integration processes 
on the other. The first strategy restricts the 
area of cooperation and responsibility to the 
commercial sphere of the economic process. 
The second enables broadening the areas of 
economic cooperation (in addition to its po-
litical, social, and cultural dimension) to the 
productive, technological, and financial sphe-
res. In summary, in a world in which strategic 
alliances constitute a central instrument for 
the development of public and private agents, 
only the integration processes –in the measu-
re in which these are deepened- are capable of 
fostering such a type of alliances. The choice 
of one path or the other is determinant to the 
viability and relevance of sectorial strategies. 

After the come down suffered by the 
United States initiative to advance the Free 
Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) during 
the Mar del Plata Summit (Argentina, 2005), 
the tendency to sign Free Trade Agreements 
(FTA) bilaterally with the North American 
power, without concern for size or content, 
has been accentuated. 

Various Latin American countries plun-
ged into the negotiation of this type of trea-
ties in a race to see who arrived first, assu-
ming the costs derived from them in exchan-
ge for small and fractional improvements in 
the access of primary products to the United 
States market. As a counterpart, issues such as 
governmental purchases, intellectual proper-
ty, services, and investments, are conceded, 
together with a broad openness to industrial 
goods from North American companies. All 
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of this condemns developing countries to re-
main permanently in that peripheral produc-
tive specialization.

At the other extreme, the regional inte-
gration aimed at changing the development 
strategy and make it viable through a type 
of international insertion, is the path capa-
ble of attaining such objectives. Resistance to 
this hegemonic attempt on the part of the 
United States government in representation 
of FTAA was installed in the Southern Cone 
of Latin America, formulating the Southern 
Common Market (MERCOSUR) regional 
integration process as an option. This dispute 
is still valid, no longer with the FTAA sche-
me but with bilateral agreements, and both 
sides have had triumphs and defeats for their 
respective strategies. Once again the histo-
ric fragmentation and disintegration of Latin 
America is transformed into a regional cha-
racteristic and into one of the main barriers 
for its development.

Integration in Latin America has a long 
history if we refer to conventional rhetoric 
policy, but it has few concrete achievements. 
The first important attempt to promote it 
took place in 1960 with the creation of the 
Latin America Free Trade Association (LAF-
TA). Due to its deficient performance, two 
decades later it was substituted for the La-
tin America Integration Association (LAIA)1 
with somewhat better, but not very remarka-
ble, results. There are also various sub-regio-
nal attempts at integration, such as the Cen-
tral American Common Market (CACM) as 
of 1960; the Andean Pact (today the Andean 
Community of Nations) and the Caribbean 
Community as of 1969; and MERCOSUR 
as of 1991.   The first three have had some 
initial achievements, but subsequently beca-
me stagnant or declined. On the other hand, 

MERCOSUR has been considered the most 
successful case of integration in the region.

The Treaty of Asunción, signed on 
March 26th, 1991 between Argentina, Bra-
zil, Paraguay, and Uruguay, formally created 
MERCOSUR. The Protocol of Ouro Preto, 
agreed in 1994, concluded the transition pe-
riod and gave MERCOSUR an institutional 
structure that has remained practically intact 
to this day. The Protocol also awarded inter-
national legal capacity to MERCOSUR and 
defined its legal precepts. However, notwi-
thstanding its name, MERCOSUR has not 
even become a common market yet. Over 
the last few years, there has been debate bet-
ween the consolidation and improvement of 
the customs union or the retreat towards a 
simple free trade zone. The Treaty of Asun-
ción and the Protocol of Ouro Preto, toge-
ther with three other protocols,constitute the 
institutional framework and legal backbone 
of MERCOSUR. They deal with economic 
integration (content) and organizational 
structure (form), but not with other aspects 
that would broaden the reach and depth of 
integration, such as regional citizenship, so-
cial cohesion, the democratic decision-ma-
king, or the advance towards supranational 
schemes. However, these issues were and are 
more so today, present in all the debates on 
the evolution of MERCOSUR.

Recently, and particularly after the 
global and regional financial crises in 1994-
1999, together with the political changes 
in most of the member states of the block, 
MERCOSUR was considered an association 
of developing countries that was incompati-
ble and against the hemispheric area of free 
trade fostered by the United States (FTAA). 
Thus for the new progressive governments, 
integration took on importance as an instru-

ment for international insertion capable of 
allowing the sustainability of the new develo-
pment strategy in search of not only econo-
mic but social objectives.

1.3.Conditions for real integration 
Taking into account the disappointing 

results of Latin American integration history, 
and with the reference of the most significant 
and transcendent attempt made regarding 
regionalism represented by the European 
Union, it is fitting to formulate some con-
ditions that will allow focusing strategies to 
advance regarding regional integration. 

1) Regional integration is a process and 
not a product, and must endure indepen-
dently from countries’ political changes.

2) Regional integration requires finding 
a focus -rather than a reason- that will imply 
an agenda of priorities, methodologies, and 
action programmes. For this, it is essential 
to promote the collective solution to specific 
problems in a positive way, not only elimi-
nating obstacles but rather creating common 
policies to regulate and distribute the bene-
fits.

3) Regional integration is not linear 
nor is it exempt of conflicts. The existence of 
these is inevitable and may be positive, since 
without them the process would not advance. 
What is important is to have mechanisms and 
instruments for its solution.

4) Regional integration is boosted by 
the convergence of interests, not by the crea-
tion of an identity. The fact that a group of 
countries have a common history and cultu-
re does not seem to be sufficient to prevent 
their fragmentation and conflict, and thus 
disintegration (as shown by Latin America). 
The concept of complementarity between 
economies is not easy to implement, since the 
progress made in integration generates new 
specializations and transforms division of la-
bour. What is important is that the countries 

united among themselves with converging 
motivations, even if they are not identical.

5) Regional integration must be-
gin with a small number of member states, 
promoting new incorporations from there, 
constituting a system of concentric circles in 
which the nucleus not only does not dilute 
but strengthens.

6) Regional integration inevitably co-
vers countries of very different sizes and 
power. The conflict of interests, that are na-
tural in the integration process, have one of 
the keys in the relative size and asymmetric 
level of development of the countries. The 
objective must be to equate “upwards,” pro-
moting mechanisms that redistribute integra-
tion benefits to favour the weakest partners 
(creation of structural or cohesion funds). For 
this, regional integration processes must have 
leaderships represented by actors capable of 
taking initiative and willing to pay for it. 

7) Regional integration requires bodies 
that transcend national agendas and promo-
te common policies. This does not prevent 
member states from being central actors in 
the process. They set the conditions of the 
initial agreement, even though they cannot 
exclusively determine the dimension and 
magnitude of subsequent changes. The logic 
of this process inevitably makes state gover-
nments become increasingly involved in re-
gional issues and end up by solving their con-
flicts, conceding greater authority and more 
faculties to regional institutions they them-
selves had created.

In most Latin American experiences, 
the intergovernmentalist approach has put a 
permanent check on integration evolution. 
The need to think and act with a regional 
perspective is also a challenge for non-gover-
nmental actors. In many cases in the region, 
these have constituted supranational networks 
with integrationist vocation and orientation, 
which contribute to strengthen the creation 
of regional awareness. Including these ac- ñ

[
[

1 | The Protocol of Brasilia (signed in 1991, which establishes a system for solving controversy), the Protocol of Ushuaia 
(signed in 1998, which incorporated the democratic clause), and the Protocol of Olivos (signed in 2002, which created the 
Permanent Court of Appeal).



198 199s[
[tors in democratic and relevant institutional 

structures at the time of influencing decision-
making would be part of the strategy to at-
tenuate the democratic deficit that all Latin 
American integration processes present.

The fact that sectorial dynamics are so 
compartmentalized and differentiated, notwi-
thstanding the regional openness and integra-
tion process, determines that the economy’s 
dynamics as a whole are not altered with res-
pect to their historic tendency. Altering this 
tendency therefore corresponds to the State 
(at its different levels) by supporting the recon-
version of threatened sectors and maximizing 
those sectors that present opportunities so as 
to eliminate “compensations” in sectorial ten-
dencies, thus increasing the dynamism of eco-
nomy as a whole.

As already stated, globalization, centra-
lizing decision-making, and short-term atti-
tudes, tend to weaken society’s autonomy in 
each nation. It is necessary for the state, as the 
society organiser, to assume the role of strate-
gist. Due to the instability of private agents’ 
plans (short-term attitudes), the state is res-
ponsible for establishing the rules of the game 
within the framework of a long-term develop-
ment strategy. This role of the state becomes 
even more important in peripheral countries or 
regions. In effect, due to centralism, the insta-
bility of private agents’ plans is even greater in 
the periphery. 

On the other hand, the fact that tech-
nological competition is the motor of the ac-
cumulation and globalization processes com-
pels the states to redefine their role.  This is 
of special importance to Latin America. When 
currently industrialized countries implemented 
sectorial policies (from the decade of the sixties 
onwards), Latin America did not.

Today there are voices in the region pro-

moting the formulation of policies such as tho-
se established in developed countries, especia-
lly in Southeast Asian countries, in the sixties. 
It does not seem reasonable to do today what 
should have been, but was not, done thirty 
years ago. The tendencies of world economy 
show the need for a new role regarding secto-
rial policies.

In effect, a sectorial policy for the pre-
sent should take the following elements into 
consideration:

1) The need to coordinate public actions 
in the broadened accumulation space constitu-
ted by each regional block. 

2) Technological competitiveness gene-
rates uncertainties on the path for growth of 
the different productive sectors. Sectors and 
products that currently appear as potentially 
dynamic may collapse in a few years due to te-
chnological innovation.

3) The preceding element is directly 
linked to the instability of comparative advan-
tages when faced with technological competiti-
veness. In fact, advantages based on factor en-
dowments are more easily modified today than 
they were thirty years ago. One may follow a 
similar reasoning regarding the possibility of 
developing dynamic comparative advantages 
through the evolvement of plant sizes that will 
allow the exploitation of economies of scale. 
An innovation that breaks with economies of 
scale in a specific sector is enough to transform 
years of incentives for its development into 
more years of transferring resources to sustain 
it or avoid its crisis.

Finally, the tendencies of the regional 
economy at a medium and long term justify 
state intervention as much as world economy 
tendencies do. It is natural to foresee that wha-
tever the scenario faced by the regional eco-
nomy, the results in terms of economic dyna-
mism do not vary substantially from the average 
tendency of the economy over the last twenty 
years.  Experience shows that faced with the 
integration and openness process, the future of 

each sector varies. In this sense, and notwiths-
tanding the above, vertical cut sectorial poli-
cies can be useful and necessary to reconvert 
threatened sectors and to boost those sectors 
presenting opportunities. In the case of the 
sectors called heterogeneous, a reconversion 
and export promotion programme may even 
imply enterprise policies.

2.1.Attempts and intentions, 
the experience of MERCOSUR

MERCOSUR already presents various 
attempts to establish sectorial policies under 
the concept of complementary production 
activities that have received different names 
over the years (value chains, sectorial agree-
ments, productive chains, etc.). Most of the-
se efforts were developed within the MER-
COSUR institutional structure, particularly 
the Working Subgroup SGT 7 (Industrial 
Policy) and SGT 8 (Agricultural Policy). Tri-
partite sectorial meetings (governments, en-
trepreneurs, and workers) were held in SGT 
7 for the sectors: textiles and clothing; iron 
and steel; wood, and manufactures of; Fur-
niture and manufactured goods; Graphics; 
Cellulose and paper; Footwear; Motorcycles, 
mopeds and scooters. In SGT 8, the interre-
lation with the private sector was channelled 
through Agro Industrial Seminars held with 
the agents directly involved in the produc-
tion. They were born at the initiative of Ar-
gentina and Brazil. Delegates from the four 
countries for each productive chain partici-
pated, and the members of the different sec-
tors presented their difficulties, such as: tra-
de barriers, non-tariff restrictions, technical 
standards, etc.

 Regarding vertical policies or chain 
policies, a document was drawn up conso-
lidating the results of the official meetings 
in which private sector representatives had 
participated, indicating the existing policies 
for each product. This document is con-

tinuously updated by SGT 8. Agreements 
were signed between the private sectors of: 
rice, dairy, bovine meat, forestry; all of them 
regulated by Decision 3/91.  These agree-
ments, thought up to advance integration in 
some sectors where this was possible, basica-
lly served to exchange information; however, 
in practice they were not operative.

The sectorial agreements were thought 
up with the principal aim of accelerating in-
tegration and favouring rationality in in-
tra-sectorial specialization, based on the 
respective comparative advantages, on in-
tra-market complementation, and on asso-
ciation to compete efficiently in third mar-
kets. Although various Sectorial Agreements 
were signed at a private level, these were not 
approved because in most cases they did not 
comply with the requirements established in 
the above Decision 3/91. The only one that 
received institutional approval by SGT 8 and 
the Common Market Group (CMG) was the 
rice agreement, although it did not receive 
LAIA protocol.

In 1999, in its line of action SGT 7 
established holding sectorial competitiveness 
meetings with the active participation of the 
private sector and an agenda focused on the 
analysis and addressing of actions tending 
to improve competitiveness in the sector 
conceived as a productive chain, to produce 
complementation and cooperation opportu-
nities, and to define the regional specializa-
tion process.

Following this experience of sectorial 
competitiveness meetings carried out funda-
mentally during 1999 and part of 2000, a new 
way of approaching the matter of producti-
ve chains was found by attempting a more 
structural way of addressing these issues.  In 
the XLV CMG meeting, Uruguay presen-
ted an alternative proposal to the Compe-
titiveness Forums, boosting the creation of 
Entrepreneurial Forums. Argentina, Brazil 
and Paraguay considered that the issues that 

2. Importance of the sectorial dimension
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[and economically harmful, essentially conspi-

ring against a true democratization of these so-
cieties. To revert this by privileging a form of 
decentralised development that intentionally 
seeks a fair balance between the different social 
sectors and geographic areas involves a global 
and gradual process. It must involve public po-
licies as a whole, and commit the active parti-
cipation of civil society, at least of those sectors 
that are capable of demanding and carrying 
out local participation. 

This centralised organization, historica-
lly formed through successive models of de-
velopment in the countries, also determines a 
strongly centralised institutionality.  An insti-
tutionality which, in exists in a dialectic rela-
tionship with its socioeconomic surroundings, 
contributes to reinforce the predominance of 
capital cities. Local governments were histo-
rically weak, strongly conditioned to central 
powers and with low incidence in the face of 
public policies fostered by ministries and other 
state organizations.

These local governments were struc-
tured on a hybrid conception with provincial 
and municipal government features, modera-
tely fulfilling the attention to communal needs. 
The state, on the other hand, adequately solved 
the essential demands of national society. But 
as the state apparatus begins to lose its capaci-
ty for response, having undergone an econo-
mic and political crisis, the unsolved demands 
begin to hit local authorities, who are not in 
a condition to assume –at least not without a 
deep reconstruction- such a challenge.

The inefficiency of centralism in this gra-
dual deterioration of the state managing capa-
city has opened the doors to a strong questio-
ning of the current institutional model, and 
therefore to a Decentralising demand that is 
however up to now more rhetoric than results. 
A decentralising policy that intentionally tends 
to revert these centrifugal tendencies cannot 
be conceived as a policy that is autonomous 
or isolated from the rest of public policies. On 

the contrary, rather than configuring a policy 
in itself, the search for decentralization should 
be understood as a feature that is permeable to 
the group of public policies, in such a way that 
each one of them, within their subject but in 
synchrony, is directed at promoting Decentra-
lising dynamics.

It is therefore a feature that must cha-
racterize the development model as a whole, 
regarding not only its economic, but also its 
social and political aspects.  Therefore, as has 
been indicated, a Decentralising policy invol-
ves legal modifications that will allow the ge-
neration of a strong local institutionality, but 
simultaneously the implementation of public 
policies capable of stimulating the surge of new 
economic bases and social dynamics, on which 
to affirm a relocation of the productive activity 
and a more balanced redistribution of income. 
Otherwise, a decentralization that only affects 
the institutional basis without simultaneously 
involving the social basis can finally strengthen 
the centralist tendencies it is trying to fight.

From this viewpoint, it is important to 
implement a series of systems for local action: 
neighbourhood, entrepreneurial, cultural, etc. 
These, together with the political-administra-
tive action, form a network of local dynamics 
that maximize each other and have the capaci-
ty to generate local autonomous development 
movements in each of the sub-systems. 

This new approach to each country’s 
socioeconomic conditioning requires an ade-
quate knowledge of regional and local poten-
tials, as well as a correct choice of the options 
to address, taking into account not only the 
physical characteristics of each region, but also 
their social and cultural virtues. Decentralising 
policy cannot therefore be uniform. Self sustai-
ned dynamics capable of converging positively 
in a global development process can only be 
generated by respecting and taking advantage 
of their own peculiarities. Rather than impo-
sing a local development proposal “from the 
top,” Decentralising policy must stimulate and 

direct local energies, supporting the initiatives 
selected by the actors themselves as the most 
adequate. 

In this sense, before expecting concre-
te results, impacts must be generated to un-
leash the Decentralising dynamics or rather, 
the Decentralising dynamics whose profile and 
rhythm will vary according to the peculiarities 
of each context. 

Since the smooth operation of the group 
is a basic requisite for integrating local develop-
ment, it is important to situate these dynamics 
within a global framework to simultaneously 
interrelate the separate parts. The coordination 
of economic promotion policies, searching 
complementarity in the different stages of pro-
duction and distribution of goods and services 
in local areas, ensuring greater rationality in the 
definition of priorities and rhythms of public 
and private investment stimulating methods, 
are all part of the strategies to be analysed wi-
thin the framework of a decentralised policy 
that respects local autonomies, but at the same 
time clearly shows the way.

3.1. Decentralisation and integration
It is not possible to design a Decentra-

lising policy dispensing with the external fra-
mework in the phase through which our re-
gion is currently undergoing. The economic 
openness policy already referred to in this arti-
cle is an inescapable factor in any development 
project. In particular, the regional integration 
processes fostered all over Latin America esta-
blished determinant factors that must be prio-
ritized when designing a territorial and secto-
rial decentralised map.

Integration is breaking the historic fence 
that isolated the interior of the countries from 
the rest of the world. The importance of ca-
pital cities as the only entrance and exit is be-
ing increasingly diminished. At the same time, 
increasing physical integration with bordering 
countries, and the corresponding commercial 

were the object of these forums could not 
be addressed without the participation of the 
workers and the governments. According to 
this proposal, a Programme on Competiti-
veness Forums of MERCOSUR Productive 
Chains would be created.

 The political orientation of the pro-
gramme would be given by the Meeting of 
the Ministers of Industry and the Meeting 
of the Ministers of Agriculture. They could 
indicate the creation of specific forums for 
each productive chain within the sphere of 
the programme, which are constituted with 
representatives of the governmental areas in-
volved in each chain and the representative 
bodies of entrepreneurs and workers.

 With these guidelines, the countries 
agreed to commence competitiveness forum 
activities with a Pilot Project in the Wood-
Furniture Productive Chain. This experien-
ce is currently in progress, and at the last 
Summit in Cordoba (Argentina), the Presi-
dents instructed the Ministers pertaining to 
areas connected with production to define 
the guidelines that will conform the Plan for 
Regional Productive Development and Inte-
gration, that must be presented at the next 
Summit in Rio de Janeiro.

3. Local authorities and decentralisation

The problems shown by the region to 
advance in regional integration are diverse. 
However, there is no doubt that one of the 
main ones is the type of political-administrative 
structure existing in these countries on a geo-
graphic level. 

Latin America is characterized by a high 
level of centralism in the countries’ institutio-
nal structures and in general, by a socioeco-
nomic development that revolves around the 
metropolitan area.  In this sense, it is clear that 
this type of development is socially inequitable 
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and cultural interchange that is being born, 
project new connections with the exterior. 
Connections that are also resized according 
to the importance they have in the intense 
relationships that are developing between 
countries. In this context, border policy 
acquires increasing importance. This is why 
borderlands have recorded greater popula-
tion growth over the past few years, and have 
proposed the most resounding autonomic 
demands.

The impacts of this situation –that are 
not reduced to economic issues, since they 
also directly influence political, social, and 
cultural levels- have been improving the con-
ditions for a serious territorial rearrangement 
in the countries in which a Decentralising 
tone prevails.

This resizing of regional and local po-
licies within the integrationist frames of refe-
rence is already notorious in Europe. Toge-
ther with the surge of supranational spheres 
that are increasingly assuming areas of com-
petence, and acquiring some sovereignty that 
formerly belonged to the nation-state, local 
institutions have become stronger and the 
support to regional policies has been acqui-
ring importance in national and community 
credit lines and priorities. 

It is true that the options regarding 
local development are not –according to the 
high degree of autonomy with which they are 
processed- dissociated from the macroecono-
mic lineaments defined by each State, and 
from the profile with which they intend to 
gradually become inserted in the regional fra-
mework. Therefore, the gamble each country 
makes regarding productive development, ex-
port lines to promote, services to offer to the 
exterior, physical integration with its neigh-
bours, and ultimately, the role it expects to 
play in an increasingly internationalized -but 
also more specialized- world, must be reflec-
ted in the Decentralising proposal.

 The success of local dynamics depends 

on their insertion in global dynamics, which 
is also conditioned to the luck of the former 
and to their capacity to respond to the cha-
llenges confronting each country as a whole.

3.2. New role for local governments
Any Decentralising scheme proposed is 

conditioned to the strengthening of the role 
to be fulfilled by local governments. The es-
sentially municipal function, which is the one 
local governments have assumed up to now, 
must be associated with a more active role in 
the definition, elaboration, and execution of 
public policies affecting the territory. The-
refore, local governments must have greater 
incidence than up to now in the formulation 
of economic and social policies and in the in-
terrelation developed by central governments 
–the Executive Power or other state areas- 
with which they are projected in local or even 
regional spheres.  

This resizing of the traditional role of 
local governments is closely linked to the 
strengthening of their autonomy and to the 
substantial advance in the levels of political 
and administrative decentralization. The mo-
dernization of the administrative mechanism 
and management methods, as well as the ope-
ning of new social participation channels, will 
also be determinants for this transformation.

It is ultimately not only about broade-
ning areas of competence, but rather about 
a transformation in the nature itself of local 
institutions. This demands a redistribution of 
roles in the whole state organisation, a new 
relationship among these institutions, and a 
reconversion of their structure, as required 
by a different type of operation. 

Lately, some initiatives along these li-
nes are already being experimented. Many of 
the region’s local governments have adopted 
a more incisive and continuous action in the 
field of urban social policies. Even though 
local governments have always had participa-

tion in specific social areas such as housing, 
health, hygiene, culture, etc., it has generally 
been subordinate to the State that directed 
at addressing specific or particularly critical 
situations. 

It is not only about being introduced 
into new social areas such as the environment, 
or into those connected with particularly un-
derprivileged sectors. It is now also about 
formulating longer term programs tending 
to address the fundamental problems of each 
sector, in coordination with other public or 
private organizations, be they national, regio-
nal, or extra regional.

Concern has also been noted over assu-
ming economic promotion policies based on 
production, some directed at using their local 
resources in another way, such as the indus-
trialization of waste, and others directed at 
fostering private productive activity, both in 
urban and rural spheres.

Likewise, there have been various local 
government experiences, many times with 
outside assistance and cooperation, oriented 
to the generation of employment by promo-
ting small and medium-sized enterprises and 
facilitating the constitution of cooperative 
groups to support certain municipal public 
services.

3.3. New role for local governments in integration: 
The Mercocities experience

At present, nobody denies the need of 
involving local governments in the construc-
tion of a regional integration process. It is 
clear, on the basis of concrete examples, that 
this participation favours the deepening of 
the process, brings citizens closer, streng-
thens the legitimacy of actions and decisions, 
and strengthens the capacity to apply effecti-
ve regional policies in the territory. 

At the same time, the formation of lo-
cal government networks contributes to the 
building of a regional identity, since unlike h[

[state governments, they think and act more 
easily on a regional note, prioritizing coope-
ration and complementarities over the logics 
in areas of competence and the defence of 
national interests.

In the case of MERCOSUR, shortly 
after its creation, local authorities with inte-
grationist vocations formed the Mercocities 
Network in 1995, substantiating this com-
mitted approach with a joint interrelation 
on regional and international policy. The 
declaration made by this network in the city 
of Asuncion in November 1995 cannot be 
clearer when it declares “the right of cities 
to take an active and autonomous role in the 
state, and in areas of regional integration” 
and claimed “the formulation of an integra-
ted model that corresponds to the institu-
tional structure established by MERCOSUR 
and which will thus become the insertion of 
the group of cities in the regional system.” 

At that time, this last issue became the 
new association’s permanent concern and 
claim, seeking institutional acknowledge-
ment of their participation in the block’s de-
cision-making process. Five years were nee-
ded for all that pressure to result in a slight 
advance, with the creation of the Specialized 
Meeting of Municipalities and City Councils 
(REMI) by the Common Market Council 
(CMC). The lack of political will to truly in-
clude the local government perspective in the 
management and construction of MERCO-
SUR was thus expressed. Local governments 
were placed in a marginal institutional figure 
within the structure of MERCOSUR, a uni-
verse that is chaotic in thematic issues and 
concentrated in decision-making. Local go-
vernments thus divided their efforts between 
the new instance of institutional representa-
tion and the dynamic agenda of a network 
that did not stop growing, notwithstanding 
its difficulty to be acknowledged and utilized 
by the MERCOSUR leaders.

Using its own legitimacy and its evi-
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network maintained its regional and interna-
tional presence, leaning on the functioning 
of Thematic Units that fostered horizon-
tal cooperation and interchange among its 
members. As could be expected, seven REMI 
meetings were sufficient to once again take 
up the demand for greater local government 
representation in MERCOSUR institutiona-
lity, even in its own sphere. This is illustra-
ted in the last REMI resolution that states:  
“to review the participation of cities within 
the institutional structure of MERCOSUR, 
contemplating the political value they have 
in the effective development of the regional 
block” (REMI Minutes 04/01).

With a new political climate and a di-
fferent valuation of the local role in the midst 
of the new governments, the CMC approves 
the creation of the Consultative Forum of 
Municipalities, Federated States, Provinces 
and Departments of MERCOSUR. in 2004, 
formed by the Committee of Municipalities, 
and the Committee of Federative States, 
Provinces” and Departments. The increa-
sing political dimension of the integration 
process is reflected in this decision, as is the 
need for coordinated actions and the conve-
nience of local authority cooperation among 
themselves and with the state.

The Forum goals are: to stimulate dia-
logue and cooperation between authorities 
of MERCOSUR member states at a munici-
pal, state, province, and departmental level; 
to propose measures directed at coordinating 
policies to promote the welfare and improve 
the quality of life of the inhabitants of Mu-
nicipalities, Federative States, Provinces and 
Departments in the region; and to formula-
te recommendations through the Common 
Market Group.

The main challenge as of that moment 
has been to add content this new integra-
tion instrument and set it in motion, against 
enormous contradictions and a general pes-

simistic climate in the entire MERCOSUR. 
It has been surprisingly difficult to take the 
minimum steps to start up the Social and 
Economic Consultative Forum of the Mer-
cosur, which will only be possible within the 
framework of the MERCOSUR Summit in 
Rio de Janeiro, in January 2007.

Such a difficult beginning is not an im-
pediment to hope that this new actor (the 
Committee of Municipalities in particular) 
that will lean on the shoulders of Mercoci-
ties, will contribute to the necessary shake-
up MERCOSUR requires in order to emerge 
from a contradictory programmatic rhetoric 
with scarce concrete progress.

4. Current challenges, 
difficulties and opportunities

It seems clear that the main difficulty 
is the distance between MERCOSUR an-
nouncements and its concretions. Political 
will is a necessary condition, and it is present 
as never before since the very creation of the 
block. However, even though it is necessary, 
it is not sufficient, since the MERCOSUR 
institutional structure and way of operating 
correspond to the integration model of the 
nineties, where the only aim was to increase 
commercial interchange.

The institutional structure, even with 
specific and isolated advances, puts a brake on 
the democratization and deepening of MER-
COSUR. On the other hand, notwithstanding 
the expectations created by the irruption of 
governments of similar political identity that 
allowed integration to take a leap in quali-
ty, the result is worse than poor. This shows 
that the importance of state agendas and the 
centrality of interests in regional relations at 
this level are greater than the aforementioned 
integrationist vocation and political will. The 
irruption of bilateral conflicts, the difficulty 
to advance in negotiations with other regions, 

cooperatives), NGO, etc. organizations, can 
contribute to an innovative participation im-
print on the integration process, which many 
of these local governments have established 
in their specific sphere and that they should 
bring with them in this new institutional pre-
sence they are to develop. In this same way, 
and also within the logics of horizontal coo-
peration, it is strategic that local governments 
do not become isolated in the institutionally 
“entangled” and can interrelate themselves 
with bodies such as the MERCOSUR Com-
mittee of Permanent Representatives, the So-
cial and Economic Consultative Forum of the 
Mercosur, and in particular the recently crea-
ted MERCOSUR Parliament, which shares 
the challenge of needing to be strengthened 
and validated within the integration system. 
The platform “We are MERCOSUR” has 
been excellent proof of what can be moved 
and transformed when wills from different 
spheres are united and the community appro-
ach is prioritized.

3) It is necessary that local governments 
do not become prisoners of issues typically wi-
thin their responsibility. These being unavoi-
dable and to be solved on a regional level, the 
orientation of the Consultative Forum must 
have the aim of addressing and discussing all 
the interaction subjects, viewing themselves 
as actors in the entire process. A good com-
bination between both dimensions can quic-
kly show results and bring prestige from the 
start to the local government dialogue. As an 
example on a traditional scale such issues as 
border policies, physical integration, trans-
portation, tourism, etc. may be mentioned. 
But it is more important that the Consultative 
Forum –and the Committee of Municipalities 
in particular- claim responsibilities to decide 
and implement key issues of integration such 
as the Fund for structural convergence and 
strengthening of MERCOSUR’s institutio-
nal structure (FOCEM).  Under the reaso-
nable concern to alleviate the asymmetries 

the internal lack of compliance with basic and 
original agreements of the process, as well as 
unbalances in economic, commercial, inves-
tment, etc. aspects, have been the normal cu-
rrency that transforms MERCOSUR in the 
collective imaginary more as a problem than 
as a solution.

Regarding opportunities, we can point 
out that as never before in recent history, the-
re are conditions for an advance in the cons-
truction of an authentic and potent regional 
block in this part of the world. In particular, 
from the standpoint of local government ac-
tion opportunities, we can determine the fo-
llowing challenges/opportunities:

1) The progress at institutional level re-
presents the first achievement and at the same 
time the most complex challenge for local 
governments, that have ranked regional in-
tegration on their international policy agen-
das.  It implies an important risk since they 
will have to demonstrate whether they really 
do contribute to modify the current state of 
MERCOSUR, with all the potential and con-
tributions they have made when demanding 
this participation. The design of an agenda 
which is, concrete, viable, and innovative, 
is the first step, together with the definition 
of the way of functioning, the composition, 
and the authorities of the Consultative Fo-
rum, that must be established in the future 
regulations. It is time for local governments 
to demonstrate in practice, the importance of 
their active presence in the daily construction 
of integration.

2) A second chance, key to maximize 
the preceding objective, is the capacity the-
se local governments may have –individua-
lly and as a network- to construct strategic 
alliances with other sectors that, interested in 
integration, have also remained marginalized 
or with little influence on the dynamics of the 
regional block. It is thus that networks of so-
cial, labour union, entrepreneurial (especia-
lly small and medium-sized enterprises, and 
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reality that shows more profound and dan-
gerous asymmetries between regions is left 
aside. This can be an excellent reason for 
local governments to present initiatives that 
will transform FOCEM in a real integrating 
lever, also guaranteeing a community appro-
ach and the capacity for management and 
transparency by which local issues are cha-
racterized.

4) The new boost given to the strategy 
of complementary production at a sectorial 
level must be another priority of local go-
vernments, which have been assuming this 
type of authority in state spaces and must 
reflect the same tendency in the integrated 
space. Most of the private sector decisions 
regarding investments, delocalization of 
companies, etc., already have the broadened 
market as a main referent. This means that 

renouncing to being actors that participate 
in this process leaves local governments with 
the only role as administrators of opportuni-
ties that subsequently appear.

5) Finally, local governments must de-
bate and influence the external relationship 
strategy that MERCOSUR adopts, both in 
central aspects and new memberships (that 
has immediate repercussions due to the en-
trance of new regions and cities together with 
the new countries), and with the link with 
other regions and countries in the world, 
since the orientation of international inser-
tions is functional and determinant of the di-
rection that the regional block itself will ulti-
mately adopt. Most local governments have 
ample experience in international relations 
and cooperation which can be transformed 
in another relevant asset to contribute to the 
integration process as a whole.
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At present, the vast extension of borders existing in Latin Ame-
rica and Europe are an active part in the processes of regional integra-
tion and cross-border cooperation. This article examines the cross-border 
cooperation relationships between State and local governments in the 
Latin American and European regional integration processes and the 
contribution of public decentralised cooperation to the strengthening of 
those processes. Cross-border cooperation in Latin America is a priority. 
It is pertinent to clarify that there is informal cross-border cooperation 
in Latin America. It is carried out spontaneously by municipalities and 
communities. However, this type of cooperation has little dissemination 
and therefore it is most difficult to collect this type of experiences. 

The article concludes by stating that functions and relationships 
produced on the border are currently facing a new scenario, in which 
they are being transformed by globalisation processes and trade blocks. 
The idea of borders being areas that are permeable for relationships, that 
foster regional integration, and where there is a wide history of cross-
border cooperation, is advancing with the new millennium.
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 In Latin America, setting international 
borders has given way to enormous tracts of 
borderland. Within its 20 million plus squa-
re kilometres (around 8 million square mi-
les), there are 36 borders, with boundaries 
extending along more than 40,000 kilometres 
(24.854 miles). In the European Union (EU), 
internal borders represent one quarter of the 
territory. Territorial importance and the in-
creasing economic, social, and cultural impor-
tance of borders turn them into a subject that 
is increasingly present on regional integration 
agendas. 

Borders today are no longer perceived 
as the State boundaries. Due to the intense 
cross-border relationships carried out in the-
se spaces, they have become strategic areas for 
integration. As an example, one of the aspects 
that best represents these cross-border inte-
ractions are the 66 hydrographic basins sha-
red by two or more countries in Latin America 
(UNEP 2002). The Amazon Basin and the 
Guaraní Aquifer are two of the largest sources 
of water on the planet, and both are politica-
lly divided. The Amazon Basin alone incorpo-
rates eight South American countries within 
its more than five million square kilometres 
(1.930.000 sq. miles) , and it demarcates over 
8,000 km (4.970 miles) of boundaries (Roba-
giati 2004). The Guaraní Aquifer, on the other 
hand, is shared by four countries and extends 
over more than one million square kilometres 
(386.000 sq. miles) (ProDiversitas 2006).

The aim of this article is to examine the 
role of cross-border cooperation relationships 
between local and regional governments in 
the Latin American and European regional 
integration processes, and the contribution 
of public decentralised cooperation to the 
strengthening of those processes. In order to 
achieve this, the document has been divided 

into various sections. The first covers the cha-
racteristics of boundaries in Latin America, 
the territorial fragmentation process, and the 
challenges represented by attending to social, 
economic, political, and environmental vulne-
rabilities on the borders. The second and third 
sections of the document refer to decentrali-
sed and cross-border cooperation as an option 
for Latin American and European border pro-
blems. In addition, it approaches the subject 
of cross-border relations as a way of fostering 
regional cooperation and integration. The 
fourth and fifth sections cover the relevant 
cross-border cooperation experiences in Latin 
America, and the incidence of local authorities 
on integration agendas. Finally, the last two 
sections approach EU-Latin America decen-
tralised cooperation and, as a conclusion, the 
subject of territorial cross-border cooperation 
in Latin America.

Therefore, rather than studying political 
boundaries, this article is about borderlands, 
conceived as areas of intense interchanges 
that give way to regional cooperation and in-
tegration activities. It involves such aspects as 
territorial, political, social, cultural, and envi-
ronmental factors, without forgetting the role 
of political borders as sovereignty separators. 
In the case of Latin America, borderlands 
and their role in regional integration will be 
analysed by considering the case studies of 
the Bi-national Plan for Development of the 
Peru-Ecuador Border Region, the Amazon 
Cooperation Treaty, the Trifinio Plan and the 
Mesoamerican Biological Corridor. In the case 
of the EU, the Interreg initiative will be des-
cribed. 

It is necessary to stipulate that informal 
cross-border cooperation does exist in Latin 
America. It is carried out spontaneously by 
municipalities and communities without the 
existence of State agreements. However, due 
to its informal nature, this type of cooperation 
has little dissemination, which renders collec-
ting this type of experiences most difficult.

Regional integration processes
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Latin America, as a geographical re-
gion, has an extension that represents almost 
4% of the emerged surface of the planet, and 
it has a population of over 500 million inha-
bitants (CIA 2006). In other words, it is in-
habited by 8% of the world population. This 
vast region, which begins with the northern 
border of Mexico and extends to the end of 
Tierra del Fuego in Argentina, has 41,120 
kilometres (25.550 miles) of boundary lines 
that separate 18 Latin American countries 
(CIA 2006). 

The configuration of these political 
boundaries in Latin America have a long 

history of conflicts and wars that have in 
many cases propitiated tense international 
relations between the Latin American coun-
tries, which still persist today. Such is the 
case of the differences between Costa Rica 
and Nicaragua due to the interpretation of 
the border treaty regarding navigational 
rights on the River San Juan. 

The political constitution of States 
and their subsequent administrative politi-
cal division have originated 709 borderline 
municipalities, of which 40 are in Mexico, 
181 in Central America, and 488 in South 
America (See Table 1). As regions, bor-
ders can vary according to the extension of 
the areas influenced by these interchanges. 
However, this analysis will specifically con-
sider the borderlands demarcated by politi-
cal-administrative divisions; in other words, 
it will include the seven hundred odd Latin 
American borderline municipalities.

The border has its own nature, deter-
mined by the system of intense relationships 
occurring on either side of the boundary; 
these in turn originate cross-border cultu-
res and economies. Concrete awareness of 
this type of cross-border relationships and 
regional integration processes conform the 
bases from which one may begin to unders-
tand Latin American borders as spaces for 
cooperation.

Current configuration of the dyna-
mics to which borders are subjected, such as 
the creation of new commercial networks, 
of trade blocks, and the challenge on global 
technology, all have caused some of them 
to lose their traditional nature as security 
zones and containment for activities carried 
out within the State. There are many exam-
ples that help illustrate this, such as consign-
ments, electronic transfers, migrations, and 
virtual education aids that, together, gene-
rate society dynamics that can no longer be 
spatially contained. It is now possible to ob-
serve greater flexibility on some borders for 

the movement of people. Such is the case of 
the North of the region, with the so-called 
CA-4 Agreement, which opened and unified 
migration procedures between Guatemala, 
Honduras, El Salvador, and Nicaragua; or 
in the South of the region with the Andean 
Community, of which Bolivia, Colombia, 
Ecuador and Peru are members. However, 
the application of new migration barriers 
such as the case of Costa Rica-Nicaragua can 
also be observed. This definitely has an im-
pact on bordering communities, since it can 
restrict or maximise cultural and economic 
interchange. In the case of Nicaraguan mi-
grants with children born in Costa Rica, it 
makes it more difficult to visit Nicaragua due 
to the additional cost of a visa.  The impor-
tance of free circulation in the life of bor-
dering communities is not only reflected on 
their social and cultural interchange, but also 
on their economy. For some communities, 
such as the Trifinio Region, it is better to 
sell products to neighbouring countries whe-
re they can obtain better prices than to sell 
them on the internal market (López, Vega, 
Hernández and Ramírez 2004).

 

In the EU, internal borders shared by 
member countries cover 27% of the territory 
and hold 18% of the population (European 
Commission 2002). There are zones for prio-
ritized attention to European regional policy 
in these territories: the so-called Structural 
Funds Objective Nº1 regions. Some of the-
se are characterised by being areas with low 
population density, as happens in the North 
of Sweden and Finland, in rural areas such as 
the southern part of the border between Spain 
and Portugal, or in urban spaces oriented to 
traditional industry, as is the case of the border 
between the Benelux countries and between 

these and Germany (European Commission 
2002).

It is relevant to indicate that EU border-
lands present problems associated with their 
peripheral condition, their geographical loca-
tion on coasts or mountains, limited transport 
infrastructure, low density of inhabitants, and 
a lack of harmonization of cross-border ecosys-
tem management, especially those connected 
with water and air resources (European Com-
mission 2002).

3.1. Territorial cooperation initiatives
 in the European Union

Processes called Community Initiatives 
are developed in the EU. They are progra-
mmes proposed by the European Commis-
sion and executed by the member States to 
complete the Structural Fund interventions 
that finance activities to reduce economic 
and social inequities in the EU. In the pe-
riod 2000-2006, there are four Community 
Initiatives currently active in the region: In-
terreg, URBAN, Leader+, and EQUAL (Eu-
ropean Commission 2002). Among the four, 
priority will be given to Interreg, since it has 
three components, one of which is directed at 
cross-border cooperation. 

Interreg is one of the most important 
territorial cooperation initiatives in the EU. 
It strengthens social and economic cohesion 
through cross-border, transnational, and in-
terregional cooperation; and favours the in-
tegration, and the harmonious and balanced 
development of the European territory (Eu-
ropean Commission 2002). Two stages have 
already been executed, and a third, which will 
finalize in 2006, is currently being carried 
out. They are financed with funds from the 
member States and the European Commis-
sion.

The Interreg Community Initiative sta-
ges were started in 1990. Their aim is to di-
rect the assistance to cross-border structures 

2. Latin America and its borders

Regions and countries Number of bordering municipalities
Mexico 40
Guatemala 44
Honduras 51
El Salvador 42
Nicaragua 26
Costa Rica 10
Panama 8
Mexico 
and Central America

221

Colombia 74
Ecuador 25
Venezuela 26
Brasil 82
Perú 26
Bolivia 30
Uruguay 14
Paraguay 67
Chile 60
Argentina 84
South America 488
Source: CIAT 1998.

Table 1 | Latin America Bordering municipalities

3. European experience 
with cross-border cooperation 
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specific regions. The Euroregions have the-
refore been the object of this programme’s 
intervention, a very much developed con-
cept among Belgium, Netherlands, Germany, 
Luxembourg, and France (European Com-
mission 2002).

Chapter A of the Interreg initiative, un-
der the name of Cross-Border Cooperation, 
was aimed at fostering an “integrated regional 
development among neighbouring border-
lands, including regions located on external 
borders and certain maritime zones, in order 
to establish social and economic cross-border 
cooperation through assistance to joint deve-
lopment strategies and programmes” (Euro-
pean Commission 2002:46). This Chapter A 
has assigned assistance to 64 programmes for 
the period 2000-2006, (OCD 2006).

According to the Observatory for De-
centralised Cooperation EU-Latin America 
(OCD 2006:25), the spheres of action of 
Interreg III A are the following: Fostering 
urban, rural, and coastal cross-border deve-
lopment. 

Promoting entrepreneurial spirit and 
the development of small and medium-sized 
enterprises, tourism, and local initiatives for 
development and employment. 

Fostering the creation of an integrated 
labour market and social inclusion. 

Increasing cooperation in the spheres 
of research, technological development, edu-
cation, culture, communications, health, and 
civil protection. 

Encouraging environmental protection, 
increasing energy efficiency, and promoting 
renewable energy sources. 

Improving the basic infrastructures of 
cross-border interest. 

Developing legal and administrative 
cooperation.

Promoting cooperation among citizens 
and institutions. 

Facilitating technical assistance. 

The issues developed in the sphere of 
cross-border cooperation are formulated wi-
thin the needs and difficulties of the local and 
Sub-State governments that are addressed by 
the initiative (OCD 2006). One of the main 
achievements of this initiative has been the 
capacity to generate relationships between 
Sub-State authorities of different countries 
and the contribution this has made to social 
and economic cohesion in Europe.

3.2. Lessons learned and progress made 
in territorial cooperation 
in the European Union

The development of territorial coopera-
tion actions in the EU is visualized as a funda-
mental factor for the development of regional 
integration processes, of social and economic co-
hesion, and of progress. This integration process 
has been boosted by the sole market, the eco-
nomic and monetary union, and the program-
mes for regional development and cross-border 
cooperation.

The development of cross-border projects 
has faced a void of spontaneous cooperation ex-
periences and joint work experiences on different 
levels of power or competence (European Com-
mission 2002). Advances have been achieved 
such as the dissipation of prejudices of historic 
origin. However, there are differences that must 
be overcome, such as the case of political insti-
tutions, administration systems and procedures, 
legal frameworks, technical and environmental 
regulations, cultural and linguistic differences, 
and geographic conditions that act as natural ba-
rriers with the presence of mountains, seas and 
rivers (European Commission 2002). 

According to the European Commission, 
the Interreg Initiative can be catalogued as a 
success of cooperation, since it has strengthe-
ned the EU experience in this field (European 
Commission 2002). The need to establish true 
joint cooperation structures and to overcome 
practical cooperation obstacles, such as the le-

gal and financial aspects, still persists today. 
One of the main strengths of the activities 

undertaken within the framework of these coo-
peration activities is that their thematic guideli-
nes are generally part of the regional or local go-
vernment agendas, and are thus converted into 
the institutional capacity-building of these levels 
of power (OCD 2006). 

The decisive processes for Sub-State unit 
capacity-building as cooperation agents are the 
following (See Chart 1):

The Latin American borders possess a 
great ethnic, cultural, and environmental di-

versity. Intense dynamics of economic inter-
change may be found in them.  The union of 
these factors and the relationships so derived 
stop the borderland from being contained 
only in the territories of border municipali-
ties. Thus, it could be as large as the exten-
sion of these dynamics in the State territories. 
Understood in this way, the border appears as 
a zone of great permeability, that can be very 
extensive, and in which cultural, social, eco-
nomic, and natural interchanges take place. 
These interchanges define the interrelations 
between communities and natural spaces that 
transcend the boundary and consequently 
generate the conformation of social and envi-
ronmental dynamics peculiar to borderlands.

In Latin America, the more visible pro-

Process Results
Formulation and implementation of political treaties Boosted European construction.
European initiatives and programmes Facilitated access of municipalities and regions to Structural Funds in order to 

finance local development projects.
Transnationality as a compulsory condition Obliged to establish cooperation relations. 
Transnational exchange within the framework of community 
initiatives

Created new relations, especially at local and regional levels.
New projects brought about stable cooperation dynamics nurtured from Structural 
Funds.

Relations between transnational partners Fostered agreements and stable relation frameworks between local/regional 
partners from various States, some with legal recognition. 

Cross-border cooperation development Determinant factor to reach agreements. 
Cooperation has been spread among local and regional territorial units of different 
States with common features, either in relation to problematic issues, local identity 
characteristics, or shared strategies for the future. Cities and regions have created 
cooperation networks in a great variety of cooperation spheres.

Cooperation practices within community initiatives and 
transnational programmes

Created cooperation state structures and networks in which different local and 
regional actors, interlink in different thematic spheres, not always financed with 
community resources.

Capacity-building Derived from this participation and implication.
Dynamics created by community initiatives, interlinking local and 
regional partners from different States.

Established cooperation dynamics set aside from the existing financial funds specific 
for this purpose.

Source: OCD 2006 (Observatory on  Decentralised Cooperation).

Chart 1 | Processes and results for Sub-State unit capacity-building
as cooperation agents in the EU

 4. Cross-border cooperation in Latin America
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motion of cross-border cooperation activities 
is carried out through the main integration 
agendas: the Central American Integration 
System (CAIS), the Southern Common Mar-
ket (MERCOSUR) and the Andean Com-
munity (ACN). These agendas and the in-
tegration processes they promote have been 
characterised by the development of state of 
the art agreements, which embrace free trade 
zones, customs unions, and even the creation 
of common markets. The Institute for the In-
tegration of Latin America and the Caribbean 
(INTAL) is one such case which has been sti-
mulating these integration agendas (INTAL 
2005a). 

At present, the environmental, social, 
economic, and political imbalances that affect 
Latin American borders are developed in 
scenarios that are rich in nature and culture. 
Both elements propitiate interchanges that 
have not necessarily been formally structured 
in State policies between close local govern-
ments and communities. A cross-border mee-
ting on tourism was carried out on the border 
between Costa Rica and Nicaragua in August 
2006. Therein, local actors and institutional 
representatives from both countries manifes-
ted their interest in maximising cross-border 
cooperation and an axis for local develop-
ment, and signed agreements to give the ini-
tiative continuity (CEMEDE/UNA 2006). 
This meeting was convened by the National 
University in coordination with both coun-
tries’ tourism institutes as a forum of local ac-
tors connected with tourism activities in the 
Costa Rica-Nicaragua dyad. This initiative 
had its first follow-up meeting in the month 
of November. At the time, it was found that, 
in order to form a Bi-national Commission, 
representation and communications between 
the parties interested in cross-border tourism 
needed improving.

In the same way, cross-border pro-
jects are carrying out cooperation activities 
in search of the interconnection of the com-

munities on either side of the border. Several 
of these cooperation experiences along Latin 
American borderlands are developed with fi-
nancial support from the EU and organiza-
tions such as the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IDB) and non-governmental agencies, 
among others (European Communities 2004, 
IDB 2006). Some examples of these projects 
are: “Strengthening of Local Management 
of Natural Resources of the basins of Patuca, 
Negro and Choluteca Rivers” financed by the 
EU, the Acoyapa - Costa Rican Border Road 
Integration Program, recently approved by 
IDB, and the projects for Cross-border coo-
peration in Central America, carried out with 
funding from the Ford Foundation (European 
Communities 2004, IDB 2006). A typology 
of the cooperation actions on Latin Ameri-
can borders can be established by identifying 
three subjects: the environment, assistance for 
development, and regional trade initiatives.

4.1. Cross-border cooperation and the environment

The acknowledgement of the interna-
tionalisation of environmental problems has 
encouraged different Latin American States to 
search for joint solutions to these problems, es-
pecially those of a borderline nature. This has 
allowed the development of actions dedicated 
to the protection, extraction of natural resour-
ces, and community education on environmen-
tal matters. Two examples connected to envi-
ronmental protection that will help to illustrate 
this type of projects are being carried out on 
the borderland shared by Costa Rica and Ni-
caragua. These are the El Castillo-San Juan-La. 
Selva Biological Corridor project, which has 
been developed for 14 years and is dedicated to 
the protection of the Ara ambigua and the El 
Manatí (Trichechus manatus) project, as a tool 
for the integrated conservation of the San Juan 
River wetlands and forests and the Tortugue-
ro plains.  Both projects are initiatives of non-
governmental organisations that have involved 

the resident communities on the borders. The 
following achievements may be highlighted: 
diagnoses of the habitat and population of these 
species, and bi-national campaigns for their pro-
tection (Eco-index 2006a and 2006b). Three 
of the main challenges these projects must over-
come are: a) the diagnoses stages, b) to create 
knowledge and socioeconomic conditions that 
will allow the community to participate in the 
conservation, and c) to obtain funding in order 
to continue with the activities.

In the area of borderland natural resour-
ces, “the countries are making an increasing 
effort to establish an adequate legal, political, 
and institutional framework to regulate the 
development and management of water re-
sources. In order to support these efforts, the 
Sustainable Development Unit of the OAS, the 
United National Environment Programme, the 
World Bank, the IDB, and the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO), have provided the countries 
with mechanisms for intergovernmental dia-
logue and cooperation (especially regarding 
cross-border issues). They have fostered the 
exchange of information and experiences and 
have helped to design, formulate, and execute 
projects related to the integral management of 
water resources and the development of hydro-
graphic basins” (Robagiati 2004).

4.2. Cross-border cooperation and human development
International assistance aimed at crea-

ting better conditions for human development 
on the borders constitutes a long-term con-
tribution to generate better quality of life for 
the population. An example of this is the Trifi-
nio Transborder Regional Development Plan, 
which has been carried out since 1989. One 
of its most relevant achievements is the con-
solidation of a Tri-national Commission. The 
Plan has been able to carry out actions, enable 
sustainable agriculture, and increase trade arti-
culation of bordering populations, where the 

Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala bor-
ders adjoin. One of its most important results 
is having achieved an increase in the participa-
tion of civil society. Forming associations du-
ring the belligerent conflicts in some Central 
American countries would have had negative 
political implications. As a consequence, in 
some cases this brought about a civil society 
lacking organisation (Montufar 2002 cited by 
López et al.2004).  

The main challenge in these proceedings 
consists of getting civil society to organise and 
generate sufficient capacities to enable them 
to lead and manage the projects in the region. 
This is relevant in the borderlands, since not 
only are they affected by poverty but also by 
the highest percentages of illiteracy. In the case 
of the Trifinio Plan, installation over a decade 
ago of the ATRIDEST is an example of how 
to promote participation within a State project. 
The ATRIDEST are civil society organisations 
integrated by farmers, environmentalist teacher 
associations, and cultural and social integration 
and development associations. In addition, the 
Trifinio Plan was able to promote the creation 
of an international regime that allows the coor-
dination of the three participating countries.

This last point is most relevant, since 
when MUGOLFO was originated in 1997 as 
an organisation of the Golfo de Fonseca coastal 
municipalities, shared by El Salvador, Hondu-
ras, and Guatemala, one of the main obstacles 
was giving a formal setting to an organisation 
on the borders and how this could be unders-
tood within the context of each State’s foreign 
policy. In the case of Trifinio, this was solved 
with the creation of an international regime.

4.3. Cross-border cooperation and regional trade
The latter has been viewed as one of 

the fundamental matters in regional integra-
tion and plays a prominent role in the Latin 
American regional land borders. For exam-
ple, the growth of the natural gas market in 
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South American borderlands. This market 
mobilises large investments for exploration 
and exploitation, gas processing plants, ducts, 
installations, and electric generation based on 
gas, among others. Taking the geographical 
distribution into consideration, in many cases 
cross-border cooperation is necessary to su-
pport gas producing countries (especially the 
bordering communities who own this resour-
ce) in their processes for the insertion of their 
production in adequate markets, the commer-
cialisation of natural gas, and adequate pro-
duction systems.

The extension of the neo-liberal reforms 
in the region during the decade of the nine-
ties, the most recent free trade movements 
(with the military control initiatives and sys-
tematic governance that accompany them), 
and the increase in the world market demand 
over the past year, have made natural resour-
ce exploitation (intensive, aimed at exporta-
tion and, in a good part, under the control of 
transnational capitals) one of the core powers 
for the recovery of regional economic growth 
(Seoane 2005).

In addition, cross-border cooperation 
connected with regional trade also includes 
the construction of new highway networ-
ks to link the economic regions of the Latin 
American States or a section of these. This is 
the case of the construction of the highway 
between Acoyapa (Nicaragua) and the border 
with Costa Rica, which purports to join both 
countries’ approach to the Caribbean.

In summary, these three approaches 
of cooperation show how, at present, the 
functions and relationships produced on the 
border are facing a new scenario, where the 
globalisation processes and the construction 
of trade blocks are transforming them. In the 
new millennium, the idea of the border as a 
permeable area for relationships, that fosters 
regional integration and where there is a wide 
history of cross-border cooperation, is ad-

vancing. It is important to say that, in terms 
of access to funding, the main initiatives are 
conducted by States and non-governmental 
organizations. In this sense, the decision to 
generate more opportunities for cross-border 
territorial cooperation management would be 
marked by the organisation of mechanisms 
to disseminate problems, possible solutions, 
sources of funding, and lessons learned from 
this type of cooperation processes that have 
been carried out in Latin America and other 
parts of the world, such as the EU.

4.4. How does cross-border cooperation
assist in overcoming social, economic, 
political, and environmental imbalances 
on Latin American borders?

Applying cooperation on borderlands 
has begun to positively impact on the capaci-
ties of those local governments that have par-
ticipated in this type of interchange.  Decen-
tralised cooperation is just in the first stages of 
conformation and, in many cases, such as that 
of Central America, it has been propitiated by 
the action of non-governmental agency pro-
jects, such as FUNPADEM and IUPN (Pro-
golfo 1998). Both organisations have carried 
out projects in the region that have propitia-
ted the formation of municipal organisations 
on the borders and have collaborated in these 
organisations’ follow-up meetings. Although 
there are still many challenges to generate lo-
cal participation and be able to develop joint 
cross-border projects, the Latin American bor-
ders and their populations are showing greater 
local conditions to maximise their own deve-
lopment. This is a consequence of the fact that 
the projects that have been carried out up to 
now, although mostly conceived by actors fo-
reign to the borders, have allowed diagnoses 
processes and improving infrastructure. They 
have also generated changes in the way capital 
cities perceive the borders. 

These efforts on borders have also 
been accompanied by regional agreements 
that show the need to acknowledge borders 
as areas for the union of interstate coope-
ration efforts, of great natural and cultu-
ral riches, and with a local system of social 
relationships that can be utilised as a me-
chanism for the sustainable development of 
these regions. Thus two agreements were 
formulated and implemented over ten years 
ago in the North and the South of the Cen-
tral American isthmus: The Trifinio Plan 
(Trinational cross-border regional develop-
ment plan Trifinio), signed by Guatemala, 
Honduras, and El Salvador in 1988 (López 
et al. 2004) and the Cross-border coope-
ration agreement between Costa Rica and 
Panama, ratified by Panama in 1994 and 
by Costa Rica in 1995. In South America, 
agreements have also been signed to address 
and solve a variety of needs or problematic 
situations connected to natural issues, in an 
integral way. These include water resource 

management, sediment control, defforesta-
tion, river pollution, soil degradation, and 
the use of biodiversity (see 

With these instruments, cross-border 
decentralised cooperation relationships are 
becoming a great force for the performance 
of joint plans to assist in alleviating develo-
pment imbalances. However, in Latin Ame-
rica many cross-border cooperation efforts 
and alliances are still pending, since there 
are more borders in discord or lacking for-
mal cooperation initiatives than there are 
with cooperation agreements between the 
countries that share them.

Although it is true that at present pro-
grammes and projects being carried out on 
Latin American borders coexist, there are four 
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País MERCOSUR Acuerdo de 
Cartagena

Amazon Cooperation 
Treaty

Parlamento 
Amazónico

Argentina X - - -
Bolivia - X X X
Brazil X - X X
Colombia - X X X
Chile - - - -
Ecuador - X X X
Guyana - - X X
Paraguay X - - -
Perú - X X X
Suriname - - X X
Uruguay X - - -
Venezuela - X X X
Source: Koohafkan 2006.

Table 2   | Example of the main sub-regional agreements/mechanisms affecting phytogenetic
resources in South America

5. Relevant cross-border cooperation 
experiences in Latin America and the 
incorporation of local authorities 
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cases that have been chosen as relevant for 
analysis, because they have a great regional im-
pact, they are not traditional models of assis-
tance, and they exemplify the type of project 
or initiatives that are being generated due to 
regional integration processes. These cases do 
not specifically correspond to territorial cross-
border cooperation initiatives; however, they 
allow visualising how cross-border cooperation 
is being accomplished in the region. They are 
also useful, even though they have not been 
promoted by the local authorities, since the-
se consider themselves to be very important 
actors and are incorporated to the implemen-
tation of these regional projects and plans in 
varying degrees. 

The cases described are: the Trifinio Plan 
and the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor, in 
Central America and Mexico. For South Ame-
rica, two relevant cases are the Bi-national Plan 
for Development of the Peru-Ecuador Border 
Region and the Amazon Cooperation Treaty. 
The four cases are initiatives with the common 
characteristic of maximising regional integra-
tion in the areas in which they are developed.

Trifinio Plan. For over a decade, the Tri-
finio Plan has been executed with the aim of 
“contributing to Central American integration, 
through the joint action of Guatemala, El Sal-
vador, and Honduras, tending towards the in-
tegral, harmonious, and balanced development 
of the bordering region of the three countries” 
(Tri-national Commission of the Trifinio Plan 
2006) (see Figure 1).

This project began its activities in 1992 
with EU funding. Its main achievement has 
been to consolidate an international system 
for the integration of participating countries’ 
actions, the creation of the Tri-national Com-
mission, the creation of local institutions ca-
lled Associations for Sustainable Development 
in the Trifinio Region (ATRIDEST) and the 
Consultative Committee of the Trifinio Plan 
formed by 45 mayors, the governors, and the 

ATRIDEST. This committee formalises local 
authority participation in the Trifinio Plan. A 
dialogue forum has been formed which has 
given local governments greater participation 
(López et al. 2004).

The consolidation process of this inter-
national regime has essentially been manifested 
in four aspects (López et al. 2004):

There is a governmental integration pro-
cess between the participating States, which has 

tral American region, which has propitiated the 
exchange of experiences and lessons learned 
with the execution of this integration project.

Even though the advances regarding 
regional integration of the Trifinio Plan have 
been many, great challenges had to be faced 
in order to reach these achievements, such as 
the reliance on external funding or internatio-
nal cooperation, and the difficulties to define 
tri-national agendas and cover a wide, diverse, 
and politically fragmented geographical space 
(López et al.2004). 

The great strength of the Trifinio Plan 
is that it has demonstrated that it is possible to 
overcome the challenges of State coordination 
required to develop a tri-national integration 
process in the Central American region. In this 
sense, one of the most successful steps taken 
within the framework of this project is the le-
gitimization of its activities through the Treaty 
on the Execution of Trifinio Plan between El 
Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras, ratified 
between 1998 and 1999.

The Trifinio Plan is ongoing. Activities 
are being carried out connected with the pro-
motion of water administration as a regional 
public good in the upper basin of the Lempa 
River; the definition of the legal, institutional, 
and administrative framework for the Manage-
ment of the Montecristo Trinational Protected 
Area; the sustainable development project for 
the upper basin of the Lempa River; and the 
regional programme for participative imple-
mentation of plague and agro-forestry mana-
gement with small and medium scale producer 
families (CTPT 2006).

5.1. Mesoamerican Biological Corridor (MBC) 
It constitutes one of the most important 

efforts for the conservation of biodiversity in 
Mesoamerica (for this initiative, it includes 
Central America, Panama, and the five southern 
states of Mexico). This initiative hopes to coun-
teract the environmental problems it is facing, 

especially the fragmentation of ecosystems. It 
has been defined as: “A system of territorial 
planning containing areas under various forms 
of management, including core areas (protec-
ted areas), buffer areas (areas surrounding pro-
tected areas), multiple use areas (areas that will 
not be dedicated to conservation), and inter-
connected areas (specific patches that connect 
different protected areas). They are organized 
in order to provide important environmental 
services to the Central American and the global 
society” (Millar 2001). It has been estimated 
that the MBC surface (to 2001) is of 321.103 
km2 (123,978 square miles) for all Mesoameri-
ca; 48.7% corresponds to already declared pro-
tected areas, 3.9% to proposed protected areas, 
and 47.4% to corridors or interconnected areas 
(Zúñiga et al. 2002). 

The initiative has been promoted by the 
State governments, as a response to the com-
mitments generated with the Central American 
integration efforts, specifically with the Central 
American Alliance for Sustainable Develop-
ment (CAASD), which declared the establish-
ment of a system of biological corridors inter-
connecting the main protected areas of Meso-
america as a priority for the region. 

The MBC coordination is performed on 
two levels: regional and State. On a regional 
level, the Central American Commission on 
Environment and Development (CCAD) co-
ordinates the creation of links between each 
country’s conservation efforts, generating the 
capacities for coordinated regional work, in 
addition to assisting with the work guidelines 
and principles for local and State actions. This 
phase of regional work is in the preparatory 
stage, which commenced in the year 2000 with 
the project “MBC Consolidation”. 

However, it was considered that the de-
finition of strategic zones in which to develop 
biological corridors should be given at a State 
level, where each country identifies its conser-
vation priorities and the way it will carry out 
the objectives and commitments contracted 

Figure 1 |Trifinio Plan Region

been formally expressed through the countries’ 
Vice Presidents.

This plan has integrated the local bor-
dering communities, manifested through the 
decision made regarding development project 
planning and execution.

The investment in local infrastructure 
has encouraged regional trade development in 
the zone.

The Trifinio Plan has achieved recogni-
tion and projection of its activities in the Cen-
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Project Countries Protected areas involved
Mayan forest Mexico-Belice-Guatemala Maya RB (Gua) / Calakmul RB (Mex), Río Bravo Conservation Area (Bel)
Barra de Santiago-Monterrico Guatemala-El Salvador Monterrico (Gua), Barra de Santiago (ES) Ramsar Sites 
Merendon-COBIME Guatemala-Honduras Copan-Barra del Motagua (Hon), Quirigua-Manabique (Gua)
CB Atlantic Coastal Marine Guatemala-Honduras Manabique (Gua); Cusuco, Omoa (Hon)
Trifinio Guatemala-El Salvador-

Honduras
Montecristo PN (ES), Trifinio RB (various protected areas in the three counties) 

Gulf of Fonseca* El Salvador - Honduras - 
Nicaragua

Bay of La Unión (ES), Pasaquina (ES), El Infiernillo (ES) / Bay of Chismuyo 
(Hon), El Jicarito (Hon), La Berberia (Hon) / Estero Real (Nic), Cosiguina 
Volcano (Nic), Estero Padre Ramos (Nic)  

Heart of MBC (Mesoamerican Biological 
Corridor)

Honduras-Nicaragua Plátano River RB (Hon), Patuca PN (Hon), Tawahka RB (Hon) /  Bosawas RB 
(Nic)

El Castillo-San Juan-La Selva Biological Corridor Nicaragua-Costa Rica Indio Maiz R Biol (Nic), Maquenque RV (CR)  
Wetland Corridor Nicaragua-Costa Rica Las Camelias (CR)-Caño Negro (CR), Guatuzos (Nic), Solentiname (Nic), San 

Miguelito (Nic)
La Amistad International Park Costa Rica-Panama La Amistad (CR-Pan), Cahuita PN (CR), Hitoy Cerere R Biol (CR), Gandoca 

Manzanillo RV (CR). 
*Contains 26 protected areas, only the largest ones are mentioned here.
RB: Biosphere Reserve. PN: National Park. R Biol: Biological Reserve. RV: Wildlife Shelter

 

by accepting to be part of the MBC, thus de-
centralising their implementation.   There has 
been an attempt to incorporate the governance 
principle and practice with this initiative’s ac-
tions. This principle promotes the participation 
and distribution of responsibilities and rights 
among the different actors, including the local 
authorities. 

Since the attempt has been made to de-
centralize the implementation of the MBC, 
there has been no formal coordination with the 
local authorities at a regional level; rather, the 
participation of these actors has been promo-
ted in each priority area in which biological co-
rridor projects are being developed. The case 
of the El Castillo-San Juan-La Selva Biological 
Corridor exemplifies how local authorities are 
becoming involved and contributing their own 
initiatives to the biological corridor objectives, 
in addition to helping to generate cooperation 
among border communities (see Chart 2).

One of the important changes that have 
been generated with the MBC in the region is 
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that it has helped to change the form of im-
plementing biodiversity conservation actions 
towards more holistic strategies, where the 
emphasis is not only on the biological interest 
in conservation, but also to provide the means 
to generate economic activities (with the sys-
tem of payments for environmental services) 
to promote the sustainable development of 
this region. The integral strategies for develop-
ment and conservation prove indispensable in 
this region which, with the exception of Costa 
Rica and Panama, has very low ratios of human 
development; Nicaragua and Honduras, toge-
ther with Haiti, are the poorest countries on 
the American continent. 

This change of viewpoint has influenced 
the MBC’s support of conservation actions 
with direct benefits for the communities; the-
refore, different social actors have taken an in-
terest in participating in this initiative. 

This is evidenced with the surge of initia-
tives with systems of payment for environmental 
services fostered directly by the municipalities, 

for the protection of water sources that supply 
the communities. One example is the experien-
ce of the Municipal Water Bureau of Campa-
mento Municipality, Honduras. This munici-
pality, with the aid of the PASOLAC regional 
programme and other institutions, has carried 
out the economic valuation studies of the water 
resource and initiated the process to allow char-
ging users for the environmental water protec-
tion service, to be distributed to the owners of 
the forests that are being conserved to protect 
the water sources. Another similar experience is 
that of the Municipal Water Agency of Tacuba 
(CCAD-PNUP/GEF, GTZ 2004).

Regarding concrete actions of the MBC 
at a regional level, focus is being placed on the 
development of biological corridors in pro-
tected cross-border areas. There are at least 
11 cross-border biological corridor initiatives 
at present, some in a preparatory design sta-
ge, and others already being implemented (see 
Chart 3). 

Most of the borderlands where MBC 
activities take place are areas that present cer-
tain levels of unrest, especially political due 
to border demarcation and recognition of the 
States (as in the case of Belize and Guatema-
la), or due to shared resources (as in the case 
of Costa Rica and Nicaragua with their dispu-
te over the San Juan River). These conflicts, 
in different measures, are affecting local bor-
derline development. It is interesting to note, 
however, that these cross-border initiatives 
are influencing not only the rapprochement 
of various States, but also of different social 
actors that were in conflict over conservation 
actions, such as farmer and indigenous orga-
nisations, the private sector (small, medium 
and large banana and coffee producers), also 
attracting and generating synergies with the 
ecotourism sector. As well as incorporating 
local authorities that, although not in conflict 
with the conservation actions developed by 
environmental ministries or NGO, were not 

Chart   2  | Bi-national Biological Corridor El Castillo-San Juan-La Selva

This biological corridor is located in the border zone between Costa Rica and Nicaragua.  It seeks the following areas’ connectivity: 
Fuerte de la Inmaculada Concepción de María, Indio Maíz Biological Reserve, and Río San Juan y Maquenque Wildlife Shelters. One 
reason for this is the need to increase the habitat for endangered species such as the Great Green Macaw and the almond tree, connecting 
degraded areas, specially on the Costa Rican side, with Indio Maiz Reserve, which is in a good conditions. 

Even though the initiative has a strong biological emphasis, it has been carried out with a holistic approach, incorporating local 
communities, mainly from municipalities (El Castillo in Nicaragua and San Carlos in Costa Rica), to environmental education processes, 
payment schemes for environmental services, municipal development, and ownership of land, among others. El Castillo municipality has 
planned boosting projects to reforest and for forests conservation by paying for environmental services. Local authorities shall pay lan-
downers for their conservation efforts. These plans are still in a preliminary phases, but it is interesting to know that local authorities have 
shown great interest in promoting conservation in their area of influence.

An outstanding feature this initiative is that even though it is developing in a context of strong political strife, this project is 
bringing different organizations and government institutions together to work on environmental issues, generating collaborative work and 
environmental cooperation processes. 

Source: López and Jiménez 2006.  

Chart 3  | Cross-border conservation projects in Central America and Mexico
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considered relevant actors for this type of ac-
tion.

The MBC was not designed as an initia-
tive for cross-border cooperation; however, the 
positive externalization of its implementation 
is allowing the creation of conditions in which 
to develop the type of institutions needed to 
mitigate cross-border environmental problems 
and to generate cooperation schemes. 

5.2. Bi-national Plan for Development 
of the Peru-Ecuador Border Region

 
The borderland between Peru and Ecua-

dor is a relevant example of local development 
processes and regional integration with the par-
ticipation of national and international coope-
ration, of both State and private organisations. 

The Peru-Ecuador borderland en-
compasses a bi-national territorial surface of 
420,655.54 km2 . The region has a population 
of over four million people, of whom almost 
three million are Peruvian. All the population 
lives in low social and economic development 
conditions when compared to the rest of the 
territories in both countries (Bi-national Plan 
for Development of the Peru-Ecuador Bor-
der Region 2006). This borderland has been 
affected by conflicts between the governments 
of both countries, which have brought conse-
quences such as the closing of the border and 
the scarce support from the national govern-
ment for the growth of local economies and 
local institutions. With the signing of the 1998 
peace agreement, the cross-border develop-
ment of that zone was made a priority.

As a result of the peace agreement, the 
“Bi-national Plan for Development of the Pe-
ru-Ecuador Border Region” was formulated 
with the mission of increasing the quality of life 
of local cross-border populations in the De-
partment of Tumbes in Peru and the Province 
of El Oro in Ecuador (North and Northeast 
of Peru, and South and East of Ecuador). This 
Plan set out strategies for integration and coo-

peration between the two countries, through 
varied projects including the development of 
basic infrastructure, social and productive de-
velopment, adequate and sustainable mana-
gement of natural resources, strengthening of 
the cultural identity of the native communities, 
among others (Bi-national Plan for Develo-
pment of the Peru-Ecuador Border Region 
2006).

The execution of the Bi-National Plan is 
foreseen for a period of ten years (2000-2009). 
The plan contemplates the execution of diverse 
projects in order to achieve the zone’s progress. 
It is formed by four programmes that comple-
ment each other to attain an integral develop-
ment (Bi-national Plan for Development of the 
Peru-Ecuador Border Region 2006). 

Bi-national Programme for Social and 
Productive Infrastructure Projects (in zones 
that share resources or have complementary 
economies). 

National Programmes for the Construc-
tion and Improvement of Productive and Ser-
vices Infrastructure (works that will facilitate 
cross-border transit, sustainable development 
of zones with productive capacity, and the 
construction of physical infrastructure that will 
foster local productive and commercial interac-
tion). 

National Programmes for the Construc-
tion and Improvement of Social Infrastructure 
and the Environment (works covering health, 
education, sewage and urban development, ba-
sic services and the environment).

Programme to Promote Private Inves-
tment (to identify investment areas and oppor-
tunities in which the private sector can parti-
cipate in the execution and financing of pro-
jects).

This initiative was first promoted by the 
State governments due to the strong political 
conflicts between both nations. However, sin-
ce the Bi-national Plan promotes the construc-
tion of small infrastructure works, attention to 
the demands made by organised groups in the 

communities, and support to micro, small and 
medium-sized enterprises in the borderland, 
other social actors are currently participating, 
among others local governments from borde-
ring communities.

Examples mentioned in an article writ-
ten by the Mayor of San Ignacio de Cajamarca 
(Peru)1 are the agreements signed by this Plan’s 
Bi-National Fund with the provincial and dis-
trict municipalities, with which projects have 
been carried out for amounts of up to US$ 50 
thousand, to build schools, colleges, health cen-
tres, productive infrastructure for coffee, brid-
ges, cable pontoons, mini-hydroelectric plants, 
and highways. In July 2005, the EU formalised a 

cooperation agreement with the States involved 
for the financing of the infrastructure project 
“Piura-Guayaquil Road Axis No.1,” considered 
one of the most important projects that have 
been carried out in the framework of the Peru-
Ecuador Bi-national Plan.  The project includes 
the construction of the new international brid-
ge, the construction of the Bi-national Border 
Services Centre of Huaquillas-Aguas Verdes, 
and the improvement of the Santa Rosa-Hua-
quillas highway. It is important to highlight 
that for the “integration” international bridge, 
complementary efforts were made by the State 
governments, the provincial and district muni-
cipalities including that of San Ignacio (Peru), 

Figure 2  | Andean Axis - Colombia-Ecuador-Peru Connection

Source: Bi-National Plan of the Peru-Ecuador Border Region 2006.

1 | See article in: http://planbinacional.rree.gob.pe/domino/nsf/planbinacional.nsf/0/7683E08AD075160505256EC
900721EC8?OpenDocument
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and public organisations of the zone, as well as 
non-reimbursable cooperation received from 
the Brazilian government.

This project is expected to have positive 
impacts on the transit of people and vehicles, to 
increase trade, and to reduce the vulnerability of 
the infrastructure in the face of natural pheno-
mena. The project is connected with the inte-
gration process of the coastal zone of Colombia 
(Puerto Tumaco)-Ecuador (Puerto Esmeralda-
Guayaquil)-Peru (of the Andean Axis group), 
with the aim of maximizing trade and tourism 
relationships of these countries’ neighbouring 
coasts (Bi-national Plan for Development of the 
Peru-Ecuador Border Region 2006) The pro-
jects for 2007 are along the lines of interven-
tion, such as: electrification, road infrastructure, 
water, drainage and sewage, health and educa-
tion, local productive infrastructure, irrigation, 
construction and rehabilitation of small piers. 
The above require Executive Entities (EE) that 
may be public institutions, among them local 
governments or private sector organisations 
that fulfil the legal requirements and coordinate 
with the municipalities.  The EE must address 
community demands, the elaboration of tech-
nical reports and complementary studies of the 
works, the execution of the projects, and they 
are responsible for delivering the completed 
work to the final beneficiaries (Bi-national Plan 
for Development of the Peru-Ecuador Border 
Region 2006).

5.3. The Amazon Cooperation Treaty
 
The Amazon basin is an ecosystem 

shared by eight countries: Bolivia, Brazil, 
Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Peru, Surinam 
and Venezuela. It has great socioeconomic 
and environmental importance for these 
countries who, in different degrees, depend 
on the resources from this basin for their de-[

[velopment. Acknowledging the dependence 
and interest in the protection of this basin’s 
resources, the adjoining countries signed the 
Amazon Cooperation Treaty in July 1978. 
This treaty is a cooperation agreement with 
the aim of coordinating efforts to protect the 
Amazon basin and promote its development 
(Colombian Ministry of the Environment, 
no date). Its aims include, among others, the 
free commercial navigation on the Amazon 
and shared international rivers, the respect 
for each country’s sovereignty for the use of 
resources, the coordination of efforts for the 
use of water resources, and the interchange 
of information. It is insisted that the exploi-
tation of Amazonia should generate benefits 
that directly serve the Amazon countries, 
calling upon the strong role of participating 
States. This reiteration is due, in part, to the 
interest of the international community in 
preserving this zone as a world heritage, pro-
posal which is not shared by some sectors in 
these countries (Gudyans 2004, Figueredo 
2002). With this treaty, various declarations 
are formulated on the future of cooperation 
for development and protection of the herita-
ge of their respective Amazon territories; for 
example: the Amazon Declaration in 1989 
and the Declaration of Manaus in 1992, in 
which a joint vision is established for the Rio 
de Janeiro Convention on Biodiversity. 

 The participation of local or regional 
border governments is being stimulated in 
many of the development programmes wi-
thin the framework of this Treaty. In addi-
tion to seeking to strengthen the local go-
vernments, these programmes incorporate 
measures such as the creation of an Amazon 
municipality network to address the issue of 
the Amazon basin management2 (See docu-
ment on this initiative).

This treaty and its declarations have 

been overshadowed, since the pressure of tra-
ditional exploitation of land is so strong, and 
in most of their forms they are not environ-
mentally sustainable nor do they assure bene-
fits to the local communities as expected with 
the Treaty (Gudyans 2004). In addition, the 
issue of security in Colombia, with the pro-
blems of narcotics and guerrillas, affects the 
coordination of efforts. Notwithstanding the 
above, efforts to activate and implement this 
Treaty are still in effect. The Amazon Coope-
ration Treaty Organisation (ACTO) was crea-
ted in 1998. It is a permanent organization 
that is working toward the implementation of 
agreements to achieve the sustainable develo-
pment of the Amazon basin on which all the 
participating countries are agreed.

5.4. Challenges for the development 
of borderlands that make cross-border 
cooperation necessary in Latin America

The difficulties encountered by regional 
integration processes all over Latin America 
are originated in the need to overcome tradi-
tional views on sovereignty, to stop perceiving 
borders as marginal areas of development, and 
to overcome the lengthy border disputes that 
have marked foreign relations between the 
countries. The creation of regional institu-
tions such as the Central American Integra-
tion System, MERCOSUR, and the Andean 
Community, guides us to the reflection that 
borders are visualised as territories for regio-
nal cooperation and integration.

 Two of the great challenges faced by 
this new vision of borders that is emerging are 
how their populations’ quality of life can be 
improved as a result of development plans, and 
how to manage the issue of migrations within 
the region. Paradoxically, while Latin Ameri-
can borders are becoming more permeable to 
commercial exchanges, in some countries of 
the region migration controls have been in-
creasing, a fact that hinders people’s entry to 

the different countries. This regulation that is 
being imposed on human migration is greatly 
explained by the social and economic hetero-
geneity of the countries in the region, which 
causes some to become poles of attraction 
for immigrants. Such is the case of Argenti-
na, Mexico, and Costa Rica (Villa y Martínez 
2001).

Temporary manpower mobility, which 
is very much linked to the harvesting time of 
agricultural products such as sugar cane and 
coffee, must be added to the above proces-
ses of person mobility on the borders. Border 
mobility, which connects border populations, 
has existed for a long time. Such is the case of 
the flow of Guatemalan workers who periodi-
cally travel to the Mexican State of Chiapas, or 
of the Guaymí ethnic indigenous population 
that moves from Panama towards Costa Rica 
to work the coffee harvest, or of the Nicara-
guans who travel to Costa Rica in search of 
work opportunities.

The new imaginary of Latin American 
borders must acknowledge that social and 
economic cross-border structures already 
exist in them, and that these may become the 
pillars of the new economic networks that are 
being propitiated as part of the border deve-
lopment processes. Great cooperation oppor-
tunities exceed commercial issues and market 
integration. It is increasingly evident that the 
awareness of the importance of natural units 
divided by boundaries is growing, and that 
these may only be conserved if joint actions 
are promoted. 

5.5. Advantages and difficulties of territorial 
cross-border cooperation in Latin America

In Latin America, most cases of cross-
border cooperation are conceived and promo-
ted by the State. In some cases, as alternatives 
to solve political conflicts between countries, 
such as Peru and Ecuador; or as part of strate-
gies to attack common problems, such as the 2 | See http://www.wsp.org/iquitos/Acuerdos%20de%20Iquitos%202006.pdf
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ecosystem fragmentation problem; and also 
in a common search for development alterna-
tives for the borderlands, such as Trifinio. 

The cooperation experiences present 
great challenges, since the participating Sta-
tes normally put their individual interests 
before regional ones, causing some of these 
experiences to stop advancing in the quest for 
their objectives, such as the case of the Ama-
zon Cooperation Treaty.

The participation of actors such as local 
authorities is fundamental to carry out coo-
peration actions in practice. However, the 
great organisational weaknesses historically 
presented by these actors have made their 
role less influential in the initial defining sta-
ges of these cooperation experiences.  At a 
regional level, there have been some efforts 
to strengthen local authorities by fostering 
decentralization processes, in part so these 
may be valid referents for the different de-
velopment projects and cooperation initiati-
ves among countries. The fact that the above 
experiences have local government participa-
tion is, on different levels, an indicative that 
there are changes in capacity-building for co-
ordinated inter-institutional work, at least in 
some local borderland governments.

 

Latin American borderlands have been 
characterized by the little attention they recei-
ve from the authorities. They are zones that, 
until two decades ago, have historically been 
marginalized from the State economic deve-
lopment processes. Human development and 
the conformation of productive structures are 
now being placed on regional agendas, based 
on the advantages offered by agriculture, catt-
le raising, trade, services, and mining, in these 
areas. 

The municipality shares with the State 
the characteristic of being an entity with total 
and general objectives, which brings about the 
possibility of carrying out a series of dissimilar 
activities. This characteristic, added to the fact 
that the municipal space is simultaneously Sta-
te space, on which an endless amount of insti-
tutions with different degrees of competence 
are projected, makes it inevitable that there be 
an overlapping of tasks and friction regarding 
jurisdiction. This demands municipal partici-
pation with high coordination and leadership, 
with the capacity to articulate programmes and 
projects linking borderlands in order to achie-
ve the maximization of resources and greater 
effectiveness of cooperation projects, both na-
tional and international.

Local border authorities, notwithstan-
ding their constitutional importance as being 
responsible for maximizing and administering 
local development, show voids regarding inter-
vention in local problematic issues. Recurring 
problems are the lack of public services and 
more accentuated social lagging indexes than 
in other zones, added to other characteristics 
that make one reflect on the wished participa-
tion of local border authorities as real agents to 
improve the communities’ quality of life, thus 
fulfilling the objectives for which they are res-
ponsible. 

The role of local authorities in Latin 
America is becoming more important, since 
it requires involving all the sectors of society 
in a level of awareness of its closeness to the 
neighbouring country, so that cultural, eco-
nomic, and social aspects of mutual interest 
are acknowledged and valued as a maximizing 
element for the successful outcome of cross-
border cooperation. 

Border municipalities’ socioeconomic 
problems can worsen if intervention is not 
effectively and opportunely carried out. A fac-
tor that hinders the intervention of municipa-
lities and cooperation projects in these zones is 
the weak associative organization, This makes 

communal education or awareness training ne-
cessary, with actions that foster an associative 
culture and leadership of the private productive 
sector, supported by public investments, mixed 
activities (public-private), and decentralized 
cooperation (Bustamante 2005).

Unemployment, poverty, and low wa-
ges, among others, are frequent subjects in 
many Latin American borderlands. Overco-
ming them implies it is necessary to invigorate 
the economy in these zones. However, this re-
quires investments in road infrastructure and in 
public services so that producers and investors 
can perform under competitive conditions. Lo-
cal border authorities are summoned to be the 
agents that will attract investments for public 
works and that will improve social and produc-
tive organization in the borderlands. Both ac-
tions would allow increasing local production, 
generating employment, increasing municipal 
and people’s income, and would propitiate a 
positive impact on the population’s quality of 
life.

The environmental issue is considered in 
these municipalities’ priorities. The bad mana-
gement of solid waste produces negative im-
pacts on the quality of life of those people who 
inhabit this zone. The policies are directed at 
addressing these problems; however, the par-
ticipation of national or international agents is 
required. 

Regarding the community perception 
and confidence required for the integration 
processes to be successful, there are groups in 
the community with high expectations, in con-
trast with groups that show high levels of mis-
trust and suspicion. According to Bustamante 
(2005), municipalities must address the inte-
gration process with education, but also with 
the evaluation of political actors, in order to 
keep a medium and long term direction in ac-
cordance with the vision of local development. 

Borderland intervention necessarily re-
quires coordination with the municipalities. 
However, there are programmes, such as those 

for international cooperation, which require a 
greater degree of formalization of coordination 
relations.

6.1. Incidence of Latin American local border 
authorities on regional integration agendas

The regional integration agendas (CAIS, 
MERCOSUR, and the Andean Community), 
although designed and negotiated by the cen-
tral governments of the participating States, have 
been acknowledging the importance of decen-
tralization processes and the predominant role of 
local authorities to promote good territorial go-
vernance, especially in borderlands. The inciden-
ce of local border authorities on these agendas is 
variable, in accordance with each context; it will 
therefore be addressed separately.

CAIS: In Central America there are va-
rious second-degree organizations that join 
municipalities on a national level; for example, 
national municipality associations or federa-
tions. At a regional level, there is a federation 
that gathers the majority of these national or-
ganizations: the Federation of Municipalities 
of the Central American Isthmus (FEMICA), 
that joins around 1,200 municipalities in the 
region.  FEMICA is a member of the Con-
sultative Committee of the Central American 
Integration System (CC-CAIS), a body of the 
regionally organised civil society that operates 
supporting the integration process (FEMICA 
2003a).

FEMICA has attempted to foster within 
CAIS, the importance of generating processes 
that promote municipal decentralisation and 
capacity-building as an important element for 
regional integration. As part of its performan-
ce, FEMICA fosters regional consensuses on 
the essential elements that must shape Central 
American municipalities and the contribution 
each local government must make to attain the 
objectives of integral and sustainable develop-
ment (FEMICA 2003a). To this end, in coor-

6. Local borderland authorities: 
actors for cooperation and integration? 
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dination with each country’s municipal sector 
and with the support of international volun-
tary workers, for over a decade FEMICA has 
debated on the essential issues that contribute 
to a better local public administration, parti-
cularly at the periodical meetings that have 
been held as part of the political dialogue net-
work that has been institutionalized by the 
Federation.

FEMICA has developed a Work Plan that 
corresponds to the priority issues on the Mu-
nicipal Agenda defined by the Central Ameri-
can Mayors and local authorities. The general 
priority items defined are: Transparency and 
Probity, Local Economic Development, Lo-
cal Risk Management, Citizen Security, and 
Municipal Finances. The Plan also adopts as a 
reference framework, the commitments made 
by the Region’s governments at the Summit 
Meetings of Heads of Government regarding 
decentralisation and strengthening of local 
democracy (FEMICA 2003b).

MERCOSUR: Mercosur has three ins-
tances connected with border community de-
velopment, which allow local authority parti-
cipation in the decision-making process within 
the integration agenda (INTAL 2005).

One instance is the Ad Hoc Group on 
Border Integration, created in 2002, subordi-
nated to the Common Market Group, which 
is coordinated by the Ministries of Foreign 
Affairs and composed by high level represen-
tatives of the technical bodies relevant to the 
specific issues to be addressed in the agenda. 
Among the functions of the Ad Hoc Group is 
the elaboration of proposals of regulating ins-
truments or other courses of action destined 
to facilitate relationships between border com-
munities. These proposals shall be referred to 
commercial exchanges between border loca-
lities of the MERCOSUR States Parties and 
to the aspects of health, education, labour, 
migration, transport, economic development, 
and others that tend to encourage integration 

[
[among border communities (INTAL 2005).

The remaining two instances are con-
nected with the Mercocities initiative. This 
initiative was created in 1995 by the govern-
ment authorities of the cities of Buenos Aires, 
La Plata, Rosario, Cordoba, Rio de Janeiro, 
Brasilia, Curitiba, Florianopolis, Porto Alegre, 
Salvador, Asuncion and Montevideo, with the 
aim of achieving municipal participation wi-
thin MERCOSUR and at the same time of 
encouraging the interchange and cooperation 
between the cities of the region (Mercocities 
2006). It is currently MERCOSUR’s main 
network of municipalities and the main refe-
rent of the integration process regarding local 
governments. It has 123 associated cities in 
Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay, Chile, 
and Bolivia, with a total of over 72 million ci-
tizens. It has a Permanent Technical Secreta-
riat, in charge of managing cooperation pro-
jects for the complete network (Mercocities 
2003).

Within its orientations, Mercocities has 
a border policy aimed at improving the de-
velopment conditions of border communities 
and at contributing to solve problematic as-
pects regarding trade, customs, border traffic, 
epidemiological and sanitary aspects in gene-
ral, and migration and sociocultural issues. 
Mercocities promoted before the Ministries 
of Foreign Affairs and the Executive Powers, 
the creation of an organization for local go-
vernment participation in MERCOSUR. Af-
ter six years of negotiations, the Specialized 
Meeting of Municipalities and City Councils 
(REMI) within the MERCOSUR was crea-
ted in 2001. It is worth mentioning that this 
institutional space was obtained through the 
work, interest, and persistence of the local 
authorities themselves, encouraged by their 
conviction that the integration process must 
transcend Foreign Ministries and integrate ac-
tors in different spheres closer to the people’s 
daily lives.

The new economic outlook felt in MER-

COSUR following the IX Mercosur Summit 
of Heads of State – Montevideo-2003, during 
which the integration process was reactivated, 
incorporated a new agenda that opens a pro-
mising, but demanding, outlook for the cities. 
It is promising because many proposals put 
forward by cities are starting to be considered 
by main leaders of the block. It is demanding 
because these new times require cities to de-
velop specific policies with audacity and crea-
tivity in order to address the solution to their 
citizens’ most serious problematic issues.

Regarding specific borderland actions, 
most of the efforts within the context of MER-
COSUR are connected with health issues, es-
pecially epidemic prevention An example of 
this type of actions is the project “Regional 
Co-operation and Integration in the Area 
of Health, Proposal of an Integrated Health 
System for MERCOSUR” which attempts to 
solve health problems of border municipality 
population using the Brazilian Unified Health 
System as a referent.  Even though there is 
not much funding at present, support is being 
requested, especially from IDB (MERCO-
SUR 2004). 

Andean Community : The Andean 
Community has had a Border Development 
and Integration Community Policy since 
1999. This is an essential component for the 
strengthening and consolidation of the inte-
gration process and the holistic development 
of borderlands. Two forms of making border 
development operational are conceived wi-
thin the framework of this policy: the Border 
Integration Zones (BIZ) and the Bi-national 
Border Service Centres (CEBAF). In addition 
to these, the Border Development Projects 
Bank has been developed within the Andean 
Community General Secretariat (Taccone et 
al. 2005).

The BIZ are border territorial spheres 
adjoining Andean Community member Sta-
tes, in which plans, programmes, and projects 

will be executed to encourage their develop-
ment in a joint, shared, and coordinated man-
ner. Some of the actions to be taken are: 

Committing participation of social ac-
tors, entrepreneurs, workers, private founda-
tions, and civil associations.

Stimulating local, national, bi-national, 
and foreign private investments.

Promoting encounters and the inter-
change of initiatives between local authorities, 
regional development organizations, and le-
gislature representatives of the member Sta-
tes.

Up to now the following BIZ have 
been established: Colombian-Ecuadorian 
BIZ, Colombian-Peruvian BIZ, Bolivian-
Peruvian BIZ. The instrument used to de-
velop these BIZ is the Border Development 
Projects Bank (Taccone et al. 2005). Border 
municipalities participate, jointly with other 
social actors, in the projects developed within 
the framework of border integration and de-
velopment policy.

The Bi-national Border Service Centres 
(CEBAF) are operational centres that gather 
the installations located in one portion of te-
rritory of one or two adjoining Andean Com-
munity (ACN) countries, next to a border 
crossing with integrated control of the flow 
of persons, baggage, merchandise, and vehi-
cles, as well as complementary facilitation and 
customer services (Andean Community, no 
date). The idea that helps CAN integration is 
that these centres have general development 
and operational standards; however, the parti-
cipation of local authorities in the operations 
of these centres is unclear.

With the exception of REMI, in MER-
COSUR, which arose as a local authority 
initiative, their incidence on the integration 
agendas has been limited, since State govern-
ments have planned and negotiated the agen-
das and have defined the importance of incor-
porating local authorities and other actors for 
the integral development of borderlands.



230 231 x[
[There are initiatives, however, that 

have arisen from local authorities and diffe-
rent second-degree organizations, which are 
included but not necessarily directly connec-
ted with any official integration agenda. One 
example is the Latin American Federation 
of Cities, Municipalities and Local Authori-
ty Associations (FLACMA), that subscribed 
the Latin American Municipality Agenda in 
2003, as the result of the different National 
Associations of Local Authorities. The guide-
lines to promote decentralization and good 
governance through the strengthening of lo-
cal governments are shown on this Agenda. 
An interesting aspect of this Agenda is that 
it highlights the role of these local govern-
ments to promote and facilitate national and 
international integration. There is a broad 
consensus regarding the problems that affect 
local governments and communities in the 
region, as well as on the objectives and com-
mitments they must make in order to achieve 
them (FLACMA 2003).

European Union decentralized coope-
ration towards Latin America is a priority issue 
for local authorities in the region, especially 
when analyzing the socioeconomic problems 
of Latin American countries and borderlands, 
which renders greater importance to the te-
rritorial dimension of regional development 
and integration.

The Latin American development 
agenda defines local development and regio-
nal integration programmes and projects, va-
luing the role of Sub-State governments as 
coordinating agents and executors of speci-
fic support actions to communities with so-
cial and economic lagging. This is the case 
of communities that reside in borderlands. 

However, commercial and economic libera-
lization processes introduced over the past 
years carry opportunities and threats for all 
the communities, leaving behind those ha-
ving competitive limitations for production 
and interchange. 

European Union decentralised coope-
ration in Latin American border communities 
is analysed as an integrating alternative, con-
sidering the territorial dimension of regional 
development and integration as a path to 
address necessities with the participants from 
different countries, in which border commu-
nity organisations show commitment and for-
mality to subscribe coordination agreements 
that will make the efforts effective. 

One of this year’s prototype experien-
ces shows a tendency to redefine the role of 
local governments. Such is the case of cross-
border territorial cooperation with the bor-
der municipalities of Cúcuta (Colombia), and 
Bolívar and Pedro María Ureña (Venezuela). 
These municipalities have experience and 
tradition in the production of leather goods 
such as bags, jackets, purses, and shoes. The 
present condition of production is identified 
as a weak productive chain with a great lack 
of coordination and difficulties to operate. 
The municipalities are attempting to articu-
late and coordinate the productive process, 
integrating private and trade union entities in 
order to achieve the integrated work of all the 
parts of the productive chain and the confor-
mation of clusters (Bustamante 2005).

Another specific territorial cross-border 
cooperation experience has arisen from the 
idea of creating an international network of 
regions to promote the integration of South 
American bi-oceanic corridors through the 
use of instruments of information, training, 
and technical assistance on territorial de-
velopment. These are processes such as the 
Central-west South American Integration 
Area (ZICOSUR) (that includes regions of 
Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay 

and Peru); the South American Central Bi-
oceanic Corridor Regions Forum (that inclu-
des regions of Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and 
Uruguay); the internodal bi-oceanic network 
that joins Brazil, Bolivia and Peru; or further 
North, the integration possibilities between 
Colombia and Venezuela. In terms of de-
centralized cooperation policy priorities, the 
proposal will value all those spaces of regio-
nal integration that are currently in construc-
tion. Foreign collaboration can contribute 
great added value to this network, by availing 
South American counterparts of the collabo-
ration experience gained with other countries 
in similar processes, on some of the issues 
considered as priority by all the Latin Ame-
rican authorities, such as local development, 
economic integration, foreign trade, the fight 
against poverty and social exclusion, the en-
vironment and sustainable development, and 
technological innovation and development.  
The European experience can also be useful 
in relation to transversal issues such as the 
consolidation of Sub-State institutions, su-
pport to territorial internationalisation, and 
interregional and cross-border cooperation. 

All territorial cross-border integration 
and cooperation actions consider the possi-
bility of receiving financial support from EU 
decentralised cooperation. For this reason, all 
their postulates propose deepening the coor-
dination between the EU and Latin America, 
renewing the strategy applied in the last de-
cade. 

Relations between both regions have 
been strengthened over the past few years. 
The European Union is the first foreign in-
vestor in Latin American and the first provi-
der of funds in the region, as well as being the 
first commercial partner in numerous coun-
tries, those from MERCOSUR in particular. 
Political relations are consolidated thanks to 
initiatives such as the three EU-Latin Ameri-
can Summits (Rio de Janeiro in 1999, Madrid 
in 2002, and Guadalajara in 2004). On their 

part, most Latin American countries have 
adopted democratic systems and have under-
taken ambitious economic and social reforms 
in search of economic recovery, based on pro-
cesses of integration and cooperation. The 
region has natural resources with great de-
velopment potential, and it is gaining a more 
and more important role on the international 
scene  Even so, Latin America must overcome 
the high levels of poverty (40%) and the lack 
of economic, social, and political stability that 
still persist and can affect decentralized coo-
peration relationships and internal processes 
of territorial cross-border cooperation.

 

Cross-border cooperation in Latin 
America is a process that is just germinating. 
Although it is true that there have been ex-
periences of local cooperation and relations-
hips at either side of the region’s boundaries 
for a long time, these many times depend on 
the decision of the foreign ministries in order 
to be formalized and acknowledged. In this 
regard, one can affirm that Latin American 
legal frameworks have conferred the State 
with exclusive jurisdiction on international 
cooperation. However, there is an increased 
participation of other sub-regional agents 
and local authorities in activities of an inter-
national nature (OCD 2006). According to 
the OCD (2006:21) in “just a few cases (as 
in Argentina), they are legislative and consti-
tutional modifications.” In other cases, the-
se are initiatives developed by local/regional 
authorities and agreed to (explicitly or impli-
citly) by the State, even though the former 
lack formal jurisdiction.”

In this scenario, Latin American local 
authorities located on the border face great 
challenges, mainly to consolidate greater au-

7. EU-Latin America decentralized 
cooperation and territorial 
cross-border cooperation in Latin America

8. Where is cross-border cooperation 
going in Latin America? 
Some conclusions and recommendations



232 233 q[
[Issues connected with the environment 

are generating new cooperation alliances at 
the borders, due to the greater acknowled-
gement of relationships of interdependence 
and the internationalization of environmen-
tal problems that affect shared natural resour-
ces and are of interest to the States and local 
communities who depend on these resources. 
When States perceive that joint actions will 
bring greater benefits to prevent common 
environmental problems, the probabilities of 
generating cooperation schemes increase, as 
is the case of MBC. This project has achie-
ved the political acknowledgement of the im-
portance of harmonizing actions to diminish 
the problem of ecosystem fragmentation and 
of finding joint solutions to promote better 
quality of life for their inhabitants. Specific 
actions which put this initiative into practi-
ce are taken with State participation, but in 
most cases civil society organizations, with 
the participation of local authorities, set the-
se initiatives in motion, such as in the case of 
the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor.  This 
is probably one of the most relevant lessons 
to be learned from this example.

Finally, it is clear that in the different 
visions of regional integration, local gover-
nments are being consulted and acknowled-
ged more as important actors, especially since 
cooperation between States is accomplished 
in the borderlands. 
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*Choice of experiences and editing in charge of 
the OCD European Antenna.

Analysis of regional integration experiences*

The aim of this section is to analyse some of the most outstanding de-
centralised cooperation initiatives detected by the Observatory in relation to 
regional integration. These are experiences aimed to create tools that allow 
facing common problems in a regional way, creating increasing and sig-
nificant benefits and improving Sub-State government capacity-building. 
One should keep in mind that, as several experts have already affirmed, 
regional integration is not a goal in itself, but a political instrument to 
achieve sustainable economic growth and therefore, to work for equality and 
poverty reduction. 

A series of experiences that shall be taken into account for their con-
tribution to Latin American regional integration processes are described 
below: The cooperation initiative between Argentine and Brazilian regions; 
the Central Bi-Oceanic Corridor Forum, integration space for Brazil, Ar-
gentina, Uruguay, and Chile; and the Institute for Local Development of 
Central America  (IDELCA), organization made up by   Central Ame-
rican organizations with support of European local governments to create 
spaces in order to train local leaders and to foster the Central American 
integration processes. These experiences were selected because they show the 
richness of decentralised cooperation in the sphere of regional integration.

b

[
[

a

1. CRECENEA-CODESUL

CRECENEA-CODESUL is a coo-
peration initiative of the Northeastern 
Argentine provinces (Corrientes, Chaco, 
Formosa, Misiones, Entre Ríos and Santa 
Fe), gathered in the Foreign Trade Regio-
nal Commission of Northeast Argentine 
CRECENEA;1 (Río Grande do Sul, Paraná 
and Santa Catalina, to which Mato Gros-
so do Sul was subsequently incorporated) 
that are part of the Development Coun-
cil of South Brazil (CODESUL). The re-
gion is spread over 555.040 square miles 
(1.437.546 km2), it has 33.039.127 inha-
bitants, and a gross product of 176.571 mi-
llion dollars.2 

Since the Argentina-Brazil Integra-
tion Agreement (July, 1986), both regional 
organisations have been carrying out joint 
work, which was studied in depth in the 
Permanent Work Group of the Regional 
Border Protocol Nº 23 framework (signed 
in 1988 by Argentina and Brazil at the pro-
posal of CRECENEA-CODESUL).

The Xunta of Galicia, Spain, has been 
supporting this initiative by signing coope-
ration agreements, especially through I+D 
cooperation promotion actions and tech-
nological innovation from Galicia to the 
CRECENEA-CODESUL region. 3

1.1. Objective
The CRECENEA-CODESUL Agree-

ment was signed in 1995 aiming at the holistic 
and balanced development of the region and its 
area of influence. The core goals of this initiati-
ve are the region’s foreign trade development, 
the attainment of joint border investments, 
and the impulse of strategic infrastructure wor-
ks for regional development 4

1.2.  Structure
After the formal acknowledgment of the 

initiative by the State governments of Argentina 
and Brazil, an institutional structure was establis-
hed integrated by the CRECENEA-CODESUL 
Governor’s Forum, the Executive Secretariat, 
and the Thematic Integration Groups. 5 

The Thematic Integration Groups define 
the cooperation sphere of the initiative. These 
are: border aspects, infrastructure, science, pro-
fessional associations and councils, technology 
and technical cooperation, education, culture, 
environment, safety, health, and tourism.6 

1.3. Activities
The main outcome of this initiative is con-

tinuous work aimed at the integration of these 
border territories. The agreements defined in 
the Joint Release of the CODESUL and CRE-
CENEA Mayors must be taken into account:7 

Regional integration processes

1 | CRECENEA was created on June 8, 1984, by joint agreement between member provinces, aimed to promote the 
integration of this region with regional border governments, especially Brazil.

2 | Year 2004 data, from the Ministry of Production of the Santa Fe Province Government (2005), Santa Fe is integra-
tion, Santa Fe, Argentina.

3 | Foreign action and cooperation for development, Xunta of Galicia (http://www.xunta.es/galicia2004/es/25_05.
htm).

4 | http://www.crecenea.org.ar/html/marco.htm 
5 | The Sub-regional Joint Parliamentary Commission is subsequently created, through an agreement of the CRECE-

NEA Legislative Forum and the South Parliament (which integrate the Legislative Assemblies/Bodies of the States of Santa 
Catarina, Rio Grande do Sul, Paraná and Mato Grosso do Sul).

6 | Within these thematic orientations, the Executive Secretariat regularly prioritizes work spheres for each period. In the 
last meeting held in October, 2005, three subjects were prioritized: environment, tourism, and culture.
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[To consolidate energy integration and 

a common policy within the regional energy 
market context;

To support a bi-lateral physical integra-
tion project;

To support establishing a Cultural Co-
operation Programme aimed to strengthen 
the union of the region’s peoples.

To emphasize the importance of border 
integration in order to process the adoption of 
measures connected with housing, education, 
labour, and health, together with the relevant 
bodies of the Federal Government.

To create levels of police and legal coo-
peration in federal, provincial, and municipal 
spheres. 

To intensify the agenda of meetings held 
by both CODESUL y CRECENEA Councils, 
addressing the necessity and importance of 
cooperation and exchange between the parti-
cipant governments in defence of their shared 
interests.

Likewise, in May, 2005 during the X 
CRECENEA Littoral Governors’ Forum,   
participants agreed to start working on a series 
of decisions in order to delve in this initiative. 
Prominent among them are:

To develop Paraguay-Paraná, Paraná-
Tieté and Uruguay River Waterways.

Start up of Belgrano Norte Railway and 
strengthening of General Urquiza former rai-
lway. 

Construction of Northeastern Gas Pi-
peline and infrastructure works to consolidate 
the regional energetic scheme.

Improvement and execution of the road 
network and complementary infrastructure 
projects for regional physical articulation and 
connectivity.

In general, it is about outreaching initia-
tives aimed to foster interaction and exchange 

between regions in order to maximise regional 
integration.

For further information: www.crecenea.
org.ar/html/crecenea-codesul.htm  

The Central Bi-oceanic Corridor Fo-
rum (CBC Forum) was created in 2001 to 
establish an ample integration space bet-
ween Sub-State governments in the strip 
comprising the Brazilian States of Santa Ca-
tarina, Río Grande, Paraná and Sao Paulo; 
the Argentine Provinces of Santa Fe, Entre 
Ríos, Córdoba, San Luis and Mendoza; the   
Montevideo City Council, Uruguay, and the 
Valparaiso Region, Chile.  This region ge-
nerates large interregional trade flows and 
approximately 70% of the Southern Cone 
economic activity. 

2.1. Objectives
The association’s objectives  origina-

ted from “the need to maintain and increase 
the validity of this space for South American 
continental integration, deepening   entail-
ment between governmental and non-go-
vernmental sectors in their states, provinces, 
regions and municipalities, as well as disse-
minating activities and specific experiences 
along the length and breadth of its territory¸ 
strengthening institutional frameworks and 
intergovernmental relations, deepening the 
association and town-twinning of spread 
out and decentralised autonomous political 
unions, networking and coordinating multi-
purpose actions.”8 

2.2. Structure  
The CBC Forum has an organisational 

structure composed by an Executive Commit-
tee, a permanent Executive Secretariat, and 
Thematic Areas (political and social aspects of 
integration, Infrastructure, Territorial Planning, 
Customs, Ports and Borders, Culture and Uni-
versities, and Commercial and Entrepreneurial 
Aspects).

Its structure aims to the future construc-
tion of a Regional Network. With this purpose, 
it will find the points of convergence between 
the signatory parties, taking into account their 
respective internal regulations and exploiting 
the autonomy that they are capable of develo-
ping to higher or lesser degrees.

2.3. Activities
Up to now, the CBC Forum activities have 

been focused on the identification and establish-
ment of measures to facilitate the regional inte-
gration process. Prominent among them are:

The creation of internal operating struc-
tures (Executive Secretariat and Coordinating 
Committee)

The elaboration of studies to assess the 
establishment of new or regular lines between 
ports (Forum 1)

Building up a Regional Network for the 
Central Bi-Oceanic Corridor (Forum 2)

Establishing thematic work areas: In-
frastructure, Culture, University, and Business 
Centres and Interregional Cooperation. 

Finally, it is important to point out that 
institutions such as the Centre for International 
Political Studies and the Italian-Latin American 
Institute, in collaboration with Chilean insti-
tutions and Italian regions, are analysing the 
creation of a regional international network to 
promote the integration of the existing South 
American Bi-Oceanic Corridors.

For further information: www.forocbc.org 

The Central American Local Development 
Institute (IDELCA) is an initiative promoted by a 
group of organizations, with the support of local 
European governments that have vast experience 
in local development and organisation matters. 
These institutions are looking for answers to a 
rising regional demand for local leader capacity-
building areas, with skills to foster new concep-
tions, methods and local development experien-
ces, as well as to promote the Central American 
integration process.

3.1. Background
Swift and profound political, social, and 

economic transformations have been taking pla-
ce in the region over the last two decades.  In 
the mid-eighties, the region underwent multiple 
processes associated with the transformation of 
economies and with several modalities of State 
administrative reform. Decentralisation and local 
development were issues that began to appear in 
Central American political agendas. In the nine-
ties, this tendency was much more evident, and 
became a central academic issue in the political 
debate.

The region has made important progress 
in the comprehension of local development pro-
blematic issues, in the political positioning of the 
subject, but it has especially improved in terms 
of the implementation of management and deve-
lopment models and citizen participation. These 
constitute valuable experiences to define new in-
tervention strategies at regional levels.

3.2. Objectives
The core goal of IDELCA is to boost the 

Central American integration process, incorpora-
ting new issues and actors to the regional agenda 
by means of preparing leaders, applied research, 

2. Central Bi-oceanic Corridor Forum

3. Central American 
Local Development Institute 

7 | Joint Release of the CODESUL and CRECENEA Governors
(http://www.crecenea.org.ar/pdf/comunicado_de_los_gobernadores_del_codesul_y_crecenea_7-7-2003.doc).
 8| The information in this paragraph has been taken from the following website: www.forocbc.org 
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and political incidence in local decentralisation 
and development areas.

Among the specific goals are: 
To contribute to capacity-building of a 

new local leadership to guide State decentra-
lisation and local development processes in 
Central America. 

To influence decision-making centres, 
key actors, citizens, and public opinion, ai-
ming to promote local development and de-
mocratic decentralisation as strategic factors 
of Central American integration.

To generate new knowledge that will 
contribute to know the Central American 
region better, its problems, tendencies, and 
future, and to identify the best way to suc-
cessfully face the challenges of democracy, 
State reform, development, and globalisa-
tion.

IDELCA’s basic organisational structu-
re is formed by a general meeting, a board 
of directors, a regional chief executive office, 
three advisory councils, and a board of trus-
tees.

Biennial report on the state of de-
centralisation and local democracy in 
Central America

Central American meeting of local 
authorities

Programme 4: Applied research on 
local development and State decentrali-
sation.

Establishment of the base line for 
the research on local development and 
State decentralisation in Central Ameri-
ca.

Promotion of municipal best prac-
tices.

Central American municipal atlas.
State Associations of Central Ame-

rican Municipalities.
Promotion of research on local de-

velopment and State decentralisation in 
Central America.

For further information: www.idelca.org 
 g[

[
Central America.

Capacity-building of local/munici-
pal leadership for the change.

Design and promotion of IDELCA 
Quality Certificate 

The municipal commonwealths as a 
new local leadership expression.

Design and execution of courses on 
local development management.

Training researchers. 
Design of IDELCA capacity-

building permanent Plan for the 2008 - 
2010 period.

Programme 3: Impact strategies 
on local development and State decen-
tralisation.

Lobbying and impact on Central 
American legislative organisations, politi-
cal parties, and the media.

VI Conference on Local Develop-
ment in Central America (CONFEDEL-
CA)

3.3. Activities
IDELCA has established four pro-

grams to comply with its strategic goals. 
Each one of them is composed by a series 
of projects with specific objectives.

Programme 1: Institutionalisation 
of IDELCA 

Establishment of the institute’s ma-
nagement and execution structures

Political and institutional positio-
ning of IDELCA

Communications and information 
strategies

Financial sustainability strategy of 
IDELCA

Programme 2: Capacity-building 
of local leadership

State and balance of the institu-
tions and capacity-building programs in 
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Decentralised cooperation, understood as an “approach in the coopera-

tion relations seeking to establish direct relationships with local representa-

tion bodies and to stimulate its own capacity to project and carry out deve-

lopment initiatives with direct participation of interested groups of people, 

taking into account their interest and points of view on development,”1 has 

its own mechanisms and goals.

Notwithstanding the specific characteristics of the phenomenon, the 

international activity of Sub-State governments also depends on the fra-

mework in which they are. That is why it is pertinent to speak of decen-

tralised cooperation of a specific country because, to a certain extent, the 

international activity of its municipalities and regions has similar charac-

teristics due to the fact that it operates in a common legal framework and 

has similar traditions.

Section 5 of the Yearbook 2005 presented the reality of the French case 

in detail. France is one of the most active countries in decentralised coope-

ration with Latin America. On this occasion, the Italian and the Mexican 

cases are analysed.

Decentralised cooperation of the Italian Sub-State government has 

some similarities with the French case, even though it is probably characte-

rized by giving more importance to the regional level.  On the other hand, 

a decentralised cooperation study in Latin America is initiated with the 

Mexican analysis.  In this country, immersed in a decentralisation process, 

decentralised cooperation has often been directed at maximising capacities 

that did not exist at a local level.

Both articles offer a precise description of the reality of decentralised 

cooperation at a local level and of the specific characteristics of this phenome-

non in their respective political, legal, and institutional frameworks.

Introduction | v

Cases studies: 
Practices, models 
and instruments

  1 | European Commission (1992). Decentralised cooperation. Objectives and me-
thods. Brussels: European Commission.
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Case Studies: Practices, Models and instruments
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The Case of Italian Decentralised Cooperation 
in Latin America
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This essay analyses the scenario of Italian decentralised cooperation 
by examining the regulatory frame of reference and the main institutional 
mechanisms utilised by local Italian authorities to carry out this type of ac-
tivity. A particular approach to cooperation initiatives in Latin America 
was taken at local level of Italian public administration. Its link with the 
foreign policy of the Italian government in relation to this area has also been 
emphasized. In this sense, this work will show how the lack of a true foreign 
policy on the part of the Italian government towards Latin American coun-
tries has deeply affected the decentralised cooperation activities in Latin 
America, while comparing the latter with the actions taken by local Italian 
authorities in other territories, such as the Balkans and the Mediterranean 
Basin. 

Moreover, the motivations that are the basis of the international ac-
tion of local Italian institutions have deepened. Actually, a close bond is 
being established between decentralised cooperation and other goals of in-
ternational action by local Italian organizations, such as paradiplomacy, 
the internationalisation of the territories, the relationships with the Italian 
communities overseas, migration, and the territorial cooperation conducted 
within the framework of community-led  programmes. 

Finally, special attention has been paid to certain quantitative data 
of the Italian decentralised cooperation. With respect to the Latin American 
area, some case studies referring to local Italian authority initiatives have 
been analysed

b
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1. Introduction 1 

KEY WORDS:

Italian communities |
Decentralised cooperation  |
Cross-border cooperation  |
Fight against poverty |
Migration(s) |
Paradiplomacy |

The official definition of Italian decen-
tralised cooperation is among the “Direc-
tion Guidelines and Action Methods of De-
centralised Cooperation for Development”, 
enacted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MFA) in the year 2000. It is defined as the 
cooperation action for development carried 
out by local authorities in partnership with 
counterpart organizations in developing 
countries and with the participation of the 
respective territories (Stocchiero 2000).

In the face of this general definition, 
the scenario of Italian decentralised coope-
ration appears as extremely heterogeneous 
and complex, since it presents different 
characteristics in accordance with the di-
fferent territorial realities of the country. 
Decentralised cooperation is seen by some 
local authorities as a mere support to non-
governmental cooperation (through contri-
butions to non-governmental organisations 
–NGO- and to solidarity associations of the 
territory), others exercise a strong power of 
orientation and direct intervention, while 
yet others try to shape the structure of terri-
torial cooperation systems in close partner-
ship with the various social and economic 
subjects. 

However, the leading actors of Ita-
lian decentralised cooperation are, above 

all others, the Regions, because they have 
larger resources at their disposal –both hu-
man and financial- which can be allocated 
to international relations and cooperation. 
Second, because of the increasing impor-
tance of the role played in this sphere by the 
Presidents of the Autonomous Government 
(also called “governors”). Some of them 
appear particularly committed to interna-
tional relations (paradiplomacy), and there-
fore, to decentralised cooperation. Thirdly, 
because the Regions who are the local au-
thorities and who have, over the past years, 
been working closely with the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs (MFA) in programming cer-
tain activities to be carried out in this sector. 
Furthermore, also at a European level, re-
gional administrations are acquiring a rele-
vant function in this sector: in the European 
Union - Committee of the Regions and also 
in representative spaces, such as the Confe-
rence on Peripheral and Maritime Regions 
(CRPM) or the Assembly of European Re-
gions (AER).

With regard to the local organisa-
tions, the activities of Metropolitan Cities2 
and Middle-sized Cities are specially poin-
ted out. They carry out relevant coopera-
tion initiatives thanks to the role played by 
Mayors and the territory’s actor systems. 

Finally, a chaotic scenario can be no-
ticed in the hundreds of cities and tens of 
provinces that carry out true cooperation 
projects, most often through the work of 

1 |We wish to thank the invaluable collaboration of many operators and researchers in this article: Mr. Gildo 
Baraldi, Director of OICS; Mr. Marco Bellardi, Director of the International and Community Relations of the Re-
gion of Marche; Ambassador Alessandro Serafini and Ms. María Grazia Rando (both working in the Coordination of 
Decentralised Cooperation for Development of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs); Ms. Franca Dalvit, Director of 
the Migration and Solidarity Service and Ms. Francesca Baldessarelli, responsible for the management of the Solidarity 
Fund of the Province of Trento; Mr. Juan Velázquez, COPEI; Ms. Francesca Marinaro, advisor to the Italian Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Mr. Massimo D’Alema and to the State Under-Secretary, Mr. Donato Di Santo; Mr. Marco Angioni, of 
PROMOS, the special enterprise of the Chamber of Commerce of Milan for international activities; Mr. Darío Conato, 
Coordinator of the Area for Development Projects of CeSPI; Ms. Rafaella Coletti, Mr. Daniele Frigeri, Ms. Elisenda 
Estruch and Mr. Alberto Mazzali, researchers of CeSPI.

2 |The metropolitan areas are cities of relevant dimensions, generally the result of an urbanisation phenomenon 
through which the settlements of several municipalities have relations of close territorial integration in the economic and 
social spheres. For example, metropolitan cities are the Municipality of Turin, Milan, Venice, Genova, Rome, Bolona, 
Florence, Bari and Naples. 
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NGOs and local organisations. Although 
aware of this fragmentation, these cities and 
provinces are trying to establish coordina-
tion and relations with better integration to 
the Regions and the MFA’s programmes.

2. The political, legal and institutional 
frame of reference of Italian 
decentralised cooperation

Before addressing the legal and institu-
tional aspects of Italian decentralised coopera-
tion, one should briefly explore the history of 
Public Aid to Development (Aiuto Pubblico 
allo Sviluppo, APS) in Italy, in particular sin-
ce the enactment of the framework law 49 in 
1987, which is still in force. 

Since the end of the eighties, the Italian 
APS has been gradually undergoing a trans-
formation. During the eighties, cooperation 
activities were not directly oriented towards 
the fight against poverty (for example, the 
food assistance programmes to which extraor-
dinary emergency programmes were aimed). 

They were preferably oriented towards econo-
mic and infrastructural growth of the poorest 
countries in the world. 

However, since 1989, the Italian APS 
changes substantially. The trend of increasing 
the resources allocated to this sector reaches 
its apex. A new stage of Italian cooperation be-
gins when Italy joins the G7, thus becoming 
this country’s tool for foreign policy and fo-
reign economic policy. The geographic priori-
ty of the cooperation shifts from Africa to Asia 
(China) and Latin America (particularly to Ar-
gentina and Brazil). 

In the early nineties, the opening of 
judicial investigations implicating the Italian 
political and ruling class –accused of corrup-
tion- triggers the “bad cooperation” scandal. 
Numerous felonies were unveiled, as well as 
enormous amounts of money injudiciously 
spent which did not contribute to achieve any 
positive results (for example, the building of 
mega infrastructure constructions in develo-
ping countries, which later proved to be tota-
lly useless). 

From that moment on, centralised coo-

peration underwent a deep crisis that led the 
MFA to prefer the multilateral to the bilate-
ral channel. Over the last years resources de-
creased, despite the political commitments at 
a multilateral level (Millennium Development 
Goals) and in the European Union (EU).3 

Decentralised cooperation marks its 
appearance in this framework of involution of 
Italian cooperation policy for development (see 
Figure 1). There is also an awareness-rising on 
the need to seek a larger integration between 
central and local levels. 

At the regulatory level, the assistance po-
licy for development in Italy is based on Law 
49/1987, the so-called “New Italian discipli-
ne regarding Cooperation for Development”. 
This law -and the implementation of regulation 
(DPR. N 177/1988)- officially acknowledges 
the function of local authorities in the proposal-
making processes and actions regarding coope-
ration activities for governmental development. 
This is clear when it states that the MFA Direc-
torate General for Development Co-operation 
(DGCS) can utilise “the public structures of 
the Regions, Autonomous Provinces and local 
organisations” to carry out specific cooperation 
activities identified by this law. The envisaged 
actions are as follows: launching of course stu-
dies; building facilities and infrastructures; hi-
ring qualified staff for technical assistance tasks; 
professional training and the social promotion at 
local level of citizens from developing countries; 
the support to NGO projects and interventions, 
as well as the specific interventions in favour of 
women and children and finally, the promotion 
of education programmes on development is-
sues, also at school, and initiatives that aim at 
intensifying the cultural exchanges between 
Italy and the developing countries (Stochhiero 
2005). 

Regardless of the fact that Law 49/87 ac-
knowledges local authorities’ function of propo-

sal making and action in the cooperation for the 
development sector, there was no direct relation 
between cooperation activities carried out at cen-
tral level and those promoted by local Italian au-
thorities until the late nineties. That was mainly 
due to the lack of a specific regulation. On the 
contrary, coordinating both realities was done 
at a multilateral level, especially within the frame 
of reference of the human development progra-
mmes at a local level. They were promoted by 
the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), with the assistance of the United Na-
tions Office for Project Services (UNOPS). 

In the year 2000, especially after the in-
crease in the number of decentralised coopera-
tion activities and after the humanitarian emer-
gency in former Yugoslavia, the Italian MFA de-
cided to promulgate “Direction guidelines and 
methods for action.” Through these, it proposed 
the participation of the Regions and Local orga-
nisations in programming and evaluation activi-
ties. In addition, it established a Coordination 
Unit for decentralised cooperation in the DGCS 
itself. The innovative aspect of this text refers to 
the recognition of the decentralised cooperation 
role and its legitimacy on the part of the central 
administration (Stocchiero 2005). 

The document acknowledges the concept 
of decentralised cooperation as “the coopera-
tion action for development by local authorities, 
conducted in an isolated manner or in consor-
tium, with the contribution of the organised 
civil society in this territory of partial adminis-
trative areas of competence, through a partner-
ship with the developing country counterpart 
organisations, while favouring the active parti-
cipation of the different representative sectors 
of the civil society of partner countries in the 
decision-making process oriented towards the 
sustainable development of their territories.” 
This definition makes clear that the action of 
local authorities is a “conditio sine qua non” of 

Figure 1  | Evolution and involution of Italian cooperation
(in relative terms of political, social and financial commitments)

  3 | In percentage, the APS/PNL Report in 1989 was 0,42%, in 1999 0,15% and in 2003 it was 0,16% (source: 
Aiello y Zupi (2005)..

Source: Own resources.
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decentralised cooperation. However, one of its 
most innovative aspects is the plurality of the in-
volved actors, both at a local level in Italy and in 
the beneficiary country, as well as its partnership 
relations system (Stochhiero 2005)

The relationship between the DGCS and 
the local authorities underlines their condition 
of equity with respect to decentralised coopera-
tion initiatives. 

In order to appropriately understand the 
increasing role of cooperation initiatives pro-
moted and conducted by local Italian authori-
ties –and recognised at a central level-, it should 
be noted that the Italian State has undergone 
a gradual process of administrative decentrali-
sation since the late nineties. That process cul-
minated in 2001with the passing of the cons-
titutional Law 18-01-2001, n. 3. Actually, that 
law reviews the Title V of the Second Part of 
the Italian Constitution in relation to the role of 
Regions, Provinces and Municipalities and their 
relations with the central level. Said law was en-
acted with the aim of facing the need to abolish 
some rules inspired by centralism that were pre-
sent in Title V. These rules were incompatible 
with the mainly regionalist organisation of the 
legal regulations over the past years. 

In effect, local organisations are endowed 
with “full” autonomy, only limited by the insur-
mountable principles established by the Consti-
tution. This full faculty of self-government in-
fluences, in particular, Article 117 of the Cons-
titution that refers to the legislative autonomy of 
Italian Regions and local Organisations. Based 
on the revision of this article, the State legislates 
exclusively on 17 matters, while the Regions can 
enact laws on issues that are not specifically re-
served to the State, in compliance with the sub-
sidiary principle. International relations, rela-
tions with the EU, and foreign trade are among 
the concurrent legislation matters. 4

The role of Regions in international re-
lations is especially referred to in June 2003 
in the La Loggia Act, which precisely sets in 
motion the Article 117 of the Constitution, 

was passed. This law states that, in relation to 
matters on which they are authorized to exer-
cise legislative autonomy, the Regions and Au-
tonomous Provinces of Trento and Bolzano 
“can establish agreements aimed at fostering 
the economic, social, and cultural development 
on a joint basis with other internal territorial 
organisations of another State. Moreover, 
they can carry out activities of international 
relevance, by informing the President of the 
Council of Ministers and the MFA of their 
contents prior to the signature. In addition, 
they can establish executive and implementa-
tion agreements deriving from international 
agreements presently in force, with other Sta-
tes. Likewise, the same can be done in relation 
to technical/ administrative or programmatic 
agreements aimed at fostering their econo-
mic, social and cultural development”.5

This increasing participation of the 
sub-state governments in international activi-
ties is called paradiplomacy (Keating, 1999). 
In relation to the Italian case, its main goals 
and objectives include the economic interna-
tionalisation of small and medium-sized en-
terprises of the territory, as well as the inter-
national cooperation issue in sectors of social, 
cultural, and environmental interest.6 Paradi-
plomacy has been developing over the past 
15 years as a consequence of the progressive 
decentralisation of the Italian state.

Within this framework, a political debate 
opens with the following questions: in what pla-
ce should decentralised cooperation be? Should 
Italy’s foreign policy be exclusively managed 
by its Ministry of Foreign Affairs or by the in-
ternational relations affairs of local authorities? 
However, in real terms, decentralised coopera-
tion appears increasingly linked to or comple-
mentary with paradiplomacy and the economic 
interests of the Italian Regions. Therefore, in 
order to understand where Italian decentralised 
cooperation is headed, it is necessary to look at 
it within the broader framework of the interna-
tional relations of local authorities. 

In order to carry out specific activities 
in the international cooperation sector, lo-
cal Italian authorities have several institutio-
nal mechanisms at their disposal. In the first 
place, Departments or Bureaus that are part 
of the administrative structure with the aim 
of managing international relations, coope-
ration activities in particular. 

In relation to regional administra-
tions, in general they are structures that 
have a restricted number of employees and 
which depend from the Presidency or Vice-
Presidency of Regional Autonomous Gover-
nments, and from the Town Council only in 
certain cases. These bureaus or departments 
are responsible for implementing the policy 
stated by the Autonomous Government in 
that sector. In general, the strategic guideli-
nes of the regional government in the sector 
of international cooperation are outlined in 
the ad hoc pluriannual plans. These succes-
sively transform into annual specific orienta-
tion documents. The structure in question 
implements the guidelines outlined in the 
documents and assumes the coordination 
between the different actors participating in 
the cooperation activities.7

The community level presents a simi-
lar organisation: many local organisations 
have established small offices for the mana-
gement of cooperation activities. They also 
have an annual programme which, in most 
cases, is implemented through contributions 
to NGO and associations in their territory 
(Stocchiero, Frattolillo, Gonella 2001). 
However, in metropolitan or medium-sized 
municipalities, it is not unusual to find seve-
ral town councils carrying out international 

relations activities without the coordination 
of the corresponding office. There is a lack 
of an effective and efficient mainstreaming 
of international relations and decentralised 
cooperation in the administrations. As a 
consequence, the initiatives and the scarce 
available resources are wasted.

The provincial level is different: this 
typology of local organisation, defined as 
intermediate between municipalities and 
the Regions, started to become interested 
in international cooperation with some 
delay in relation to the other local autho-
rities. In effect, approximately from the 
year 2000 onwards, the provinces began 
to be provided with adequate structures 
for the management of this type of acti-
vity. However, with respect to the field 
of international cooperation, most Italian 
provinces generally play an information 
role along their territory, a management 
role regarding foreign relations, and a par-
ticipatory role in networks. Only a small 
number of these local organisations play 
a mostly operational role through the 
projection, implementation, and monito-
ring of interventions, and the allocation 
of resources. Some provinces implement 
cooperation projects directly on the basis 
of their own authority, such as territorial 
planning and protecting and giving value 
to the environment. 

In addition to their own structures, 
local Italian authorities also have collecti-
ve institutional mechanisms for internatio-
nal cooperation, such as the Interregional 
Observatory for Development Cooperation 
(OICS Osservatorio Interregionale Coope-

4 | In concurrent legislation matters, the legislative power is the area of competence for the Regions, with the excep-
tion of defining fundamental principles, a capacity that belongs to State’s legislative power.. 

5 | vailable in:http://www.parlamento.it/leggi/03131l.htm
6 |  About the issue of economic internationalisation of the Italian Regions, see also the Research programme of 

CeSPI (Coletti and Stocchiero 2003)  
7 |With the exception of Campania, Calabria and Sicily, all Italian Regions have laws that rule on cooperation 

and/or emergency relief activities. To this purpose, see Stocchiero (2000) 
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razione Sviluppo)8. Established in 1991 on 
the initiative of the Italian Regions and Provin-
ces Conference, the OICS represents a com-
mon organization to all Italian regional bodies. 
It is responsible for the promotion of coopera-
tion for development and supports the inter-
nationalisation processes of the territory. OICS 
is a private association of public organizations; 
all the Italian Regions and Autonomous Pro-
vinces are its ordinary members which contri-
bute with an annual fee9, thus also ensuring 
the Observatory’s operations in the financial 
aspects. Besides the ordinary member status, 
there is also the status of observer member. The 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), the Union 
of Italian Provinces (UPI), the National Asso-
ciation of Italian Municipalities (ANCI), and 
the Italian NGO Assembly take on the role of 
observers within the Observatory.

The National Association of Italian 
Municipalities (ANCI) has an ad hoc de-
partment, responsible for coordinating their 
members’ international relations and decen-
tralised cooperation activities.10 Considering 
the problems that coordinating international 
activities of approximately 8.000 municipa-
lities entails, this department has decided to 
coordinate these activities through specific 
cooperation projects. One such example is 
the “IB” project, “Italian and Balkan Mu-
nicipal Partnership”. Its objective is the mo-
dernisation and improvement of basic public 
services in the Balkan countries (territorial 
management, water, gas, waste collection and 
disposal), to be carried out through technical 
and operational qualification and training ac-
tivities aimed at municipal officers and local 
technicians. 

The budding international cooperation 
activity of Italian provinces is reflected on the 

organizational structure of the UPI. In effect, 
this association does not yet have a specific de-
partment or office to deal with the coordina-
tion of this type of activity, although there is 
an increasing interest towards this sector on 
the part of the organisation. 

Furthermore, some networks are based 
on the geography (such as, for instance, the 
network of Italian provinces along the Adria-
tic or the Latin-Mediterranean arches; the 
Association of the Local Democracy Agencies 
working in the Balkans; the municipal coope-
ration committees belonging to a same geo-
graphic area, provinces in particular). Other 
networks are thematic (the Agenda 21 muni-
cipalities and the Coordination of Local Or-
ganisations for Peace working in the Middle 
East in particular). Some networks gather 
small local organisations (municipal solidarity 
network), as well as others that create a very 
rich, albeit chaotic, group. 

In relation to the coordination with the 
central level within the MFA, in addition to 
the above mentioned Coordination Bureau 
of the DGCS, we can find the Office III of 
the Directorate General for European Inte-
gration that engages with the local authori-
ties and a wide number of subjects through 
a coordination table on the perspectives of 
EU cooperation with third world countries. 
The Directorate, jointly with the Ministry of 
Finance, further manages a programme that 
supports the internationalisation of the least 
developed Italian regions. Its resources come 
from structural funds, earmarked for decen-
tralised cooperation (together with the Direc-
torate of Cooperation for Development) in 
the Mediterranean. This programme is being 
implemented and it is envisaged to allocate 
approximately 28 million Euros. 

In relation to the issue of the interna-
tionalisation of the territory, which represents 
one of the main bases of local Italian authori-
ty paradiplomacy activities, it is interesting to 
mention the link between the latter and the 
Ministry of International Trade. This Ministry 
funds economic projects of the Regions with 
Chambers of Commerce and associations of 
SME. 

Finally, the Ministry of the Environ-
ment is also working to liaise with the Italian 
Regions in the sphere of international coope-
ration. On account of its areas of competen-
ce, it limits the field of action of decentrali-
sed subjects and does not offer the latter any 
kind of financial contribution for internatio-
nal cooperation activities (cfr. CeSPI 2005). 
However, this ministry can appear as a partner 
of the local authorities in certain initiatives, as 
in the projects funded through Law 84/2001 
for rebuilding the Balkans, or in some EU 
twinning projects.11

Latin America, as seen in these last 
notes, is not among the priorities of Italian 
cooperation. In the next item we will try to 
explain the goals and the role of decentralised 
cooperation.

3. Italian Foreign Policy and Decentralised 
Cooperation for Latin America

Over the last forty years, Italian foreign 
policy towards the Latin American sub-conti-
nent has experienced an oscillating and pro-
gressively decreasing tendency. In the sixties, 
the Italian/Latin American relations were at 
the peak of their cycle from the economic, 
cultural, and political viewpoint. Those years 
represented the economic boom of Italy. The 
country developed at a very rapid pace thanks 
to the growth of the great industrial groups 

(FIAT, Olivetti, Pirelli), which fostered this 
process to a great extent. Making the most 
of the favourable economic juncture, these 
companies embarked on their own interna-
tionalisation, which pushed them to seek new 
foreign projections. Due to the widely spread 
import substitution policy12 in almost every 
country of the sub-continent, Latin America 
meant a big opportunity to these industrial 
groups which started to invest consistently in 
this region. 

In order to tighten the bonds of this 
new bi-regional alliance, at a diplomatic le-
vel it was decided to found the Italian-Latin 
American Institute (ILAI), with the aim of 
liasing with both realities (Rhi-Sausi 2005). 
This period of strong political, economic, and 
cultural links between Italy and Latin Ameri-
ca is generally known as the “twin continent 
age.” That referred to the priority bestowed 
by Italy to the relations with this geographic 
area. 

This agreement phase was brought to a 
standstill in the first half of the eighties due to 
the deep crisis experienced by Latin American 
economies. The crisis drove those countries to 
open to international markets, especially the 
North American market. In addition, the en-
try of Spain and Portugal into the European 
Community took away from Italy its role as 
mediator of European interests in Latin Ame-
rica. This role went to the countries of the 
Iberian Peninsula. 

The spread of dictatorship regimes in 
the sub-continent, particularly in Chile and 
Argentina, contributed even further to the 
fact of Italian interests growing apart from 
Latin America. Later on, resuming the Ita-
lian-Latin American bi-regional relations was 
glimpsed as a faint possibility. That happened 
by the end of the dictatorship regime in Ar-

8 | www.oics.it
9 | The quota is composed of a fixed percentage, equal for all members, and of a part that is measured in relation 

to the number of inhabitants (www.oics.it).
10| ANCI is a non-profit organisation, based in Rome. Its main objective is to watch over the interests of Italian 

municipalities before the central government. See also www.anci.it

11 |Law 84/2001 will be analysed in the next paragraph
12 | Import substitution policy, originated in the structuralist Latin American thought, implied the countertrade 

between goods produced abroad and imported in Latin America and local products, thus transforming consumer goods 
imports into capital goods and defending the emerging local industries. 
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gentina, which led to an opening to the priva-
tisation of large public companies (especially 
during Menem’s administration). In 1987 the 
Italian-Argentine Specific Association Agree-
ment was signed. It envisaged an Italian in-
vestment of 5,000 million dollars per year in 
Argentina.13 Moreover, the beginning of the 
peace process in the Central American region 
seemed to renew Italian interests in the sub-
continent. It was considered that the coun-
try played a major role as mediator, especially 
within the framework of the UN Programme 
PRODERE (Development Program for Dis-
placed Persons, Refugees, and Returnees in 
Central America and Guatemala). It was ai-
med at the local development and relocation 
of populations that had migrated on account 
of the armed conflict that ended in 1996).

This renewal of Italian-Latin American 
relations presents news elements. On the one 
hand, by the end of the decade of the eighties 
and the beginning of the nineties, an ample 
use of the APS resources is recorded. Its aim 
was to foster the internationalisation process 
of Italian companies in the area. On the other 
hand, an increasing relevant role played by 
NGO and private actors in cooperation ini-
tiatives can be noticed, to the detriment of 
the central and governmental level (Rhi-Sausi 
2005).  

Nevertheless, the nineties are consi-
dered as the period in which Latin America 
appears as the “forgotten continent” by Italian 
foreign policy. The reasons for such oblivion 
are multiple. First and foremost, a general re-
duction of the APS occurs, mainly in relation 
to the Latin American region. In the second 
place, a gradual displacement of the attention 
paid by the NGO towards the Balkan region, 
due to the international emergency that area 
was undergoing. 

The new millennium did not start with 
the best prospects regarding the Italian-
Latin American relations either: September 
11, 2001, was responsible for a shift in the i

[
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priorities of the world security agenda. Latin 
America was relegated to the last places of the 
geographic priorities of European and Italian 
foreign policy. 

Over the last years, few relevant Italian 
initiatives on Latin America can be seen. One 
of these refers to the passing of Law 1/2000, 
which modifies Art. 48 of the Constitu-
tion and establishes a Foreign Constituency 
for the election of the Chambers, in favour 
of Italian citizens residing abroad. Later on, 
Law 459/2001 was enacted. So-called “Rules 
for the exercise of the vote of Italian citizens 
residing abroad”, this law sub-divides such 
constituency in four districts (Europe; South 
America; North and Central America; Africa, 
Asia, Oceania, and Antarctica). In each of the-
se, “a Member of Parliament and a Senator 
are elected, while the other electoral tables are 
distributed among the same sections, in a pro-
portional number to the number of Italian ci-
tizens residing there.”14 The above mentioned 
law has strong repercussions in Latin Ameri-
ca, as the largest Italian communities live in 
this region.15 As we will see further on in re-
lation to the Latin American region, Italian 
cooperation, whether central or decentralised, 
is mainly aimed at the countries that have a 
strong presence of descendents of Italian mi-
grants in their territories. 

Another important development of Ita-
lian foreign policy in the sub-continent du-
ring the period hereby examined refers to the 
Italian initiatives in the Andean area. These 
were concretised above all with the cance-
llation and the reconversion of these coun-
tries’ debt (Rhi-Sausi 2002). Based on the 
commitments of the bilateral agreement of 
June 3, 2002, signed by Italy and Bolivia wi-
thin the framework of the Heavily Indebted 
Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative sponsored 
by the World Bank, approximately 74,3 mi-
llion Euros in credit to that Latin American 
country were cancelled. In addition, the Ita-
lian government partially reconverted Peru’s 

concessional debt (127 million dollars in five 
years) based on a bilateral agreement between 
both countries. This established funding for 
projects on the fight against poverty (with the 
participation of civil society), of national pro-
grammes for relaunching Peru’s economy and 
the expansion of the alterative crops of coca. 
Also in Ecuador the Italian government deci-
ded on the reconversion of the debt derived 
from earlier loans of financial assistance, thus 
transforming it into programmes of poverty 
reduction designed with a strong participa-
tion of civil society. 

All in all, Italy has been supporting Ar-
gentina after the deep economic, financial, 
and social crisis suffered by this country in 
December 2001. In February 2002, the Ita-
lian cooperation approves two major assis-
tance credit initiatives. The first one supports 
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises through 
projects that have a strong impact on the oc-
cupational field; its funding amounts to an 
equivalent of 75 million Euros. The second 
initiative supports the public health system 
and its funding amounts to 25 million Euros. 

However, these are isolated actions and 
are not included within a broader framework 
of specific measures, formulated and imple-
mented in different sectors by the central go-
vernment, and aimed at Latin America as a 
whole. 

The action of local authorities fills in 
this “empty” space left by the central level. 
Local Italian authorities particularly notice 
this lack of a specific policy at a central level 
in relation to Latin America. Surely, the ab-
sence of a frame of reference for national re-
gulation influences the formulation of ad hoc 
policies for Latin America by local authorities 

to a great degree. That framework should also 
institute adequate financial tools to support 
decentralised cooperation and the internatio-
nalisation of small and medium-sized enter-
prises in Latin America. Furthermore, many 
local authorities complain about the lack of an 
Italian foreign policy at a central level, aimed 
at the capacity building of Latin American 
countries. This would allow for an evolution 
towards the administrative decentralisation of 
those States, which in turn would enable Ita-
lian regions to establish a dialogue with strong 
partner institutions. 

On the other hand, this regulation 
framework was drafted for the Balkans area 
through Law 84/2001, which regulates the 
forms of Italian participation in the “stabili-
zation, rebuilding, and development process 
of Balkan countries”.16 Among the foreseen 
typologies of action, we find the windows 
for decentralised cooperation by the Regions 
and local authorities that should be essentially 
oriented to qualification and training, as well 
as technical assistance. A “Fund for Italian 
Participation in the Stabilization, Rebuilding 
and Development of the Balkans” was esta-
blished to support these interventions. The 
actors that promote projects for cooperation 
and the promotion and development of enter-
prises can benefit from this fund. 

In relation to the Latin American re-
gion, however, the lack of similar tools can 
be noticed, whether at a ruling or a financial 
level. Up to this day, MFA’s indications on 
the possibility of providing a possible frame of 
reference for the international activity of lo-
cal Italian authorities, refers to this Ministry’s 
purpose to stipulate bilateral agreements bet-
ween Italy and Latin American countries. 17 

13 | TELECOM, the colossus of Italian telephone companies, enters in the Argentine market in this period.14  Cfr. 
L 459/2001, art. 6, coma 2.

14 |   Cfr. L 459/2001, art. 6, comma 2.
15  |  After Europe, South America is the second electoral area abroad.  
16  |  Available in : http://www.balcanionline.it/legge84.aspx
17 |  In particular, the cooperation agreement signed by four Italian Regions (Marche, Umbria, Tuscany and 

Emilia-Romagna), plus Piemonte, with the Brazilian government in 2004 (See the corresponding chapter)
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The main objective is to find a solution to 
the problems deriving from the conflict re-
garding the functional roles in central and 
the local levels. These stem from the signa-
ture of agreements by some Italian regions to 
support decentralised cooperation activities 
with the central governments of certain Latin 
American countries.2 From this perspective, 
bilateral agreements between central govern-
ments should provide a general frame of re-
ference for the promotion of economic and 
cultural cooperation between both countries, 
while introducing decentralised cooperation 
as one of its main tools.  

Before bringing this issue to a close, 
it is important to highlight that the new ad-
ministration of Prodi, elected in April 2006, 
seemingly has the purpose of relaunching 
Italian foreign policy for Latin America, as 
expressed by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Massimo D’Alema. He reaffirmed the impor-
tance of valuing the multilateral dimension 
of Italian foreign policy and mentioned that 
Asia and Latin America were among the new 
world protagonists.  

In particular, in the hearing of the Com-
mission of Foreign Affairs of the Chamber of 
Deputies on July 11, 2006, the new Under-
Secretary of Foreign Affairs, MP Donato Di 
Santo, affirmed how important it is for Italy 
to “perform an active role in favour of de-
mocratic stabilisation and the affirmation of 
regional integration processes” (See inter-
view in Annex 2). In the Under-Secretary’s 
opinion, one of the tools that should be acti-
vated would be strengthening the ILAI. This 
should be relaunched both from a financial 
perspective and in terms of operational capa-
city so it would be able to fulfil its original 
function of liasing between the Latin Ameri-
can and the Italian realities once again. Mo-
reover, Di Santo finds it particularly relevant 
to promote specific actions in the cultural 
field in Latin America, on the part of the Mi-
nistry of Foreign Affairs. In the mid-term, 

these actions could be accompanied by ini-
ciatives to support economic cooperation.18 

Also in relation to decentralised cooperation 
policies possibly coming to fruition in the La-
tin American region, it is important to pay 
special attention to how these programmatic 
orientations evolve in operational terms.

4. The motivations of the growing international 
relations of local authorities, territorial partner-
ships and cooperation models 19

In order to understand the priorities 
and trends of Italian decentralised coopera-
tion and the opportunities to build relations 
with the Latin American continent, it is ne-
cessary to take into account the different 
motivations driving the international activi-
ty of local Italian authorities, as well as the 
ongoing international events and processes. 
Six motivations can be identified. They are 
interwoven in the international processes 
that have determined the orientation of Ita-
lian decentralised cooperation. 

Above all, the first motivation refers 
to the solidarity aim of cooperation and es-
pecially to the major issues of fight against 
poverty, endogenous sustainable develop-
ment, the defence of the rights of the most 
vulnerable, the indigenous cultures. These 
were the issues on which Italian decentra-
lised cooperation was initially centred, pla-
cing the geographic priority in Africa and 
Latin America (as seen in Chapter One). In 
general, the role of local authorities in this 
type of cooperation was simply concretised 
in contributions to non-governmental coo-
peration which was usually promoted by 
NGO. The awareness on the political and 
institution building role of local authorities 
in international relations had not yet been 
raised. The support used to go to autono-
mous initiatives of civil society, without pro-

gramming exercises and direct commitment 
within the framework of cooperation agre-
ements with the partners of the South. La-
ter on, the role of local authorities became 
stronger, and over the last years there were 
attempts to implement network projects, 
interconnecting the different actors of the 
territory in initiatives to support local de-
velopment. These initiatives valued the ro-
les of local organisations and of structures, 
such as development agencies, qualification 
and training institutes, and multi-utility en-
terprises. The role of local authorities parti-
cularly succeeded within the framework of 
the programme for human development at 
a local level in Cuba, sustained by UNOPS 
and UNDP, with co-funding from the Ita-
lian cooperation and territorial develop-
ment actions carried out by decentralised 
cooperation in Central America, Brazil and 
Argentina, albeit not in a coordinated man-
ner. 

The priority of the fight against po-
verty and sustaining the emancipation stru-
ggles of Latin American people is still pre-
sent, although not so widely spread as in the 
early nineties. Some administrations of local 
Italian authorities are politically sensitive 
to these motivations and respond positively 
to the encouragement of the civil society. 
Furthermore, they follow with a marked 
interest the experiences of participatory 
policy seen in several Latin American local 
authorities committed to new courses of so-
cial and economic development. The World 
Social Forum movement and the Porto Ale-
gre gathering have attracted different local 
Italian authorities and social organisations. 
However, there are also other motivations 
and urgencies. 

5. The fight against poverty: 
“100 cities for 100 projects Italy-Brazil”

“100 cities for 100 projects Italy-
Brazil”,20 is a network of cities, entities and 
local Italian governments, active in the Italy-
Brazil cooperation. Its general objective is the 
support to administrative decentralisation po-
licies and participatory democracy of Brazilian 
government. Many of the actions executed by 
this “containing” programme point out to the 
promotion of social inclusion of disadvantaged 
groups suffering the existing inequalities –espe-
cially in terms of income- in Brazil. Therefore, 
it can be affirmed that one of these initiatives’ 
goals is the fight against poverty. 

The coordination of this initiative is in 
charge of the Cooperation Agency of Local 
Organisations (ADEL). This agency was esta-
blished by initiative of the Province and Muni-
cipality of Turin and 35 municipalities of this 
same province, organised in the Coordinamen-
to Comuni per la pace. Its aim is to provide 
technical assistance to the local organisations 
to carry out and manage some community 
initiatives, such as, for example, the Twinning 
programme. Thanks to the expertise acquired 
in this field, ACEP supports the programme 
“100 cities for 100 projects Italia-Brazil” as its 
Secretariat. 

The adopted methodology to implement 
this programme refers to an exchange of expe-
riences in issues of local governance, and to the 
debate on the acquired know-how of Italian 
and Brazilian local organisations in the sphere 
of their participation in the URB-AL program-
me. It also refers to the dissemination of the ripe 
experience of Italian administrations around 

18 | In this sense, the Under-Secretary also wishes the strengthening of the Istituto per il Commercio Estero (ICE), 
SACE and SIMEST, particularly in relation to the cooperation with Brazil. 

19 |  To access quantitative data of Italian decentralised cooperation, see Annex 1 at the end of this article.
20 | http://www.progetto100citta.it
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the issue of regional, national and European 
programming (territorial pacts, INTERREG, 
etc.). In addition, a particularly interesting 
aspect of the programme’s methodology is 
the active participation of the so-called public 
utilities, that is, the public companies of ser-
vices, in the initiatives promoted by “100 ci-
ties for 100 projects Italy-Brazil.” In relation 
to the intervention sectors, the programme is 
organised on the basis of thematic priorities, 
the so-called thematic tables, regarded as 
strategic by Brazilian partners. There are five 
tables: infancy and youth, women’s rights, 
management of hydrographic resources and 
waste, housing policies, and urban mobility. 
Each one of these thematic tables has a coor-
dinator, both in Italy and in Brazil. 

In a Latin American country, the struc-
tures of reference for the implementation of 
the “100 cities for 100 projects Italy-Brazil” 
programme are as follows: the Frente Nacio-
nal dos Prefeitos (FNP), the Presidency of 
the Republic, the Ministry of Cities, and the 
Cooperation Agency of Brazilian Municipa-
lities (ACMB) –whose areas of competence 
are equivalent to ACEL’s in Italy-. Naturally, 
the Brazilian municipalities also participate in 
this initiative. 

In effect, it can be affirmed that Italian 
decentralised cooperation has taken a major 
dimensional step forward, particularly in re-
lation to the goals of humanitarian interven-
tion and rebuilding, and especially in relation 
to the responses to the crises and the support 
to peace processes of the neighbouring coun-
tries (the crisis in former Yugoslavia in the ni-
neties, and the crisis in the Middle East). The 
“war in the threshold of one’s own home” 
has driven hundreds of local authorities to 
commit individually to humanitarian and 
rebuilding actions, jointly with civil society 
organisations. The crisis of former Yugosla-
via has raised the awareness on the existing 
close interdependence between international 
events and the local level, above all in terms 

of geographic proximity. This awareness-rai-
sing has been strengthened by the drawbacks 
in the peace process between Israel and Pa-
lestine and the outbreak of a new crisis in 
Lebanon. Thus, over the past ten years the 
commitment of local Italian authorities has 
been growing noticeably. They carry out 
small cooperation initiatives and participate 
actively in framework programmes, defined 
with the Italian Cooperation in the Balkans 
and in the Middle East. 

Furthermore, some Regions have laun-
ched their own framework programmes that 
aim at building long lasting relations of inte-
raction between the local development of the 
“here” and “there” territories. In this case, 
the relevant component of the action consists 
in the capacity of mobilizing the different ac-
tors, not only with humanitarian initiatives, 
but mainly in the post-conflict stage. The is-
sues to be tackled in such a phase are popular 
diplomacy-related matters, local welfare, te-
rritorial planning, the development of small 
and medium-sized enterprises; thus, an effec-
tive coordination is achieved. It is evident 
that the crises have a greater impact in Italy 
when the neighbouring countries, instead of 
Latin America, are involved. Nevertheless, in 
some emergency cases caused by natural di-
sasters, such as the floods caused by El Niño 
in Central America, the local Italian authori-
ties organised the collection of donations and 
assistance. 

In the third place, one of the most im-
portant reasons that drives the Regions and 
local authorities to project themselves increa-
singly in the international arena is enterprise 
internationalisation – the internalisation of 
companies present in their own territory. This 
refers to a complex phenomenon that includes 
direct foreign investment in and out (IDE). 
In turn, it can adopt different methods, such 
as the productive localisation process of fac-
tories and joint ventures in other countries. It 
also includes the traffic of active and passive 

perfection of semi-manufactured industrial 
products, and the international trade of go-
ods and services. This process has undergone 
a marked acceleration in the nineties, particu-
larly from Italy towards Eastern Europe and 
Asia.  

In relation to Latin America, the major 
target of enterprise internationalisation of Ita-
lian companies was historically the Southern 
Cone of the sub-continent, especially Argen-
tina and Brazil. However, the deep difficul-
ties experienced by the integration process 
of MERCOSUR, caused by the financial and 
monetary crises, first in Brazil (1998/99) and 
then in Argentina (2001/2002), resulted in 
the withdrawal of Italian investment in the 
area. As a consequence, the foreign econo-
mic policy of local authorities gradually lost 
interest in that area. In spite of that fact, as 
analysed in Chapter One, the support to the 
internationalisation process of Italian small 
and medium-sized enterprises is still one of 
the core guidelines of Italian decentralised 
cooperation in Latin American countries. 

6. Internationalisation of the territory: 
The case of the Region of Lombardy  21
 

The case of the Region of Lombardy has 
a major relevance as an example of paradiplo-
macy, as it is based particularly on the motiva-
tion of economic internationalisation of territo-
ries. One should bear in mind that Lombardy 
is the Italian region with most population, and 
it is the financial and economic driving force of 
Italy. Indeed, this region can be compared with 

some European States, such as Holland or Bel-
gium. 

Along the course of the VII legislation 
(2000-2005), international relations assumed 
a leading role in the Region of Lombardy. The 
main promotion of these activities was provi-
ded by the political commitment of President 
Roberto Formigoni. Among other things, he 
was re-elected as president of the Region in the 
administrative elections of June 2005.

This commitment is also seen in the or-
ganisational structure the Region has built over 
those five years regarding international matters. 
All the offices working for the coordination of 
the town councils in relation with internatio-
nal matters were placed within the Directorate 
of the Presidency: from institutional relations 
to the internationalisation of economy, from 
cooperation for development to relations with 
the Lombards living abroad and European in-
tegration. The decision of placing all interna-
tional activities in the core of the Presidency 
also results from trying to regard the different 
spheres of the Region’s foreign operationally 
as elements of only one strategy, thus fostering 
the activation of synergies and their coordina-
tion. 

In the 2000-2005 period, the Region of 
Lombardy paid special attention to Latin Ame-
rica through numerous activities of high level 
missions and meetings, signature of protocols, 
events22, creation of a network of “Lombardy 
focal points” for the internationalisation in se-
veral Latin American countries, decentralised 
cooperation23, emergency relief and assistance 
to the Lombards living abroad. 

Among different projects, the project 
on the “Development of Industrial Districts 

21 |  This case study has been prepared by Ms. Raffaella Coletti, researcher of CeSPI.
22 | The Region of Lombardy held in Milan, in March 2003, the 44th Assembly of the Inter-American Development 

Bank (IDB). Moreover, the Region, jointly with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, promoted the National Conference for 
Latin America, aimed at relaunching the European-Latin American dialogue (Milan, October 2003)

 23 | The cooperation activities are mainly carried out through contributions to NGOs based in the Lombardy terri-
tory. Latin America is first in the priorities of the cooperation for development of these five years, whether in relation to the 
number of projects or to the amount provided by regional contribution (5.232.200 euros, 35% of the total amount).
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in Brazil” stands out (2000-2006). Since the 
year 2000, –in collaboration with Promos, 
special enterprise of the Chamber of Com-
merce in Milan for Internationalisation– the 
Region of Lombardy activated a project for 
development of sectoral centres and indus-
trial districts in Brazil. This was carried out 
with the cooperation of SEBRAE –Brazilian 
Support Service to Small and Medium-sized 
Enterprises- and the Inter-American Develo-
pment Bank. From some time, the latter has 
instituted the Multilateral Investment Fund, 
with the aim of funding development initia-
tives of South American small and medium-
sized enterprises, in close contact with go-
vernmental institutions of the participating 
countries. 

The four production centres involved 
in this initiative are as follows: female under-
garments in Nova Friburgo (Rio de Janeiro); 
shoes and leather in Campiña Grande (Pa-
raiba); wood and furniture in Paragominas 
(Parà); clothing and textiles in Tobías Barre-
to (Ergipe). The objective of the project is 
to transform these four centres into clusters, 
or, ideally and in the long-term, in industrial 
districts according to the Italian definition, 
by creating an atmosphere in which a group 
of enterprises share values, know-how, and 
strategies that have repercussions also a the 
cultural level. To this end, the action revol-
ves around three specific objectives: institu-
tional consolidation, information and access 
to the market, and organisation of the pro-
duction. The results of this initiative turned 
out to be more than satisfactory for the in-
volved actors, to such a great extent that, in 
the present stage (October 2006) of formal 
closure of the project, the hypothesis of re-
plicating the adopted methodology in other 
Latin American contexts is being discussed. 
For the time being, the most concrete op-
portunity is to implement the project with 
SEBRAE Sao Paulo (with which Promos will 
have to sign an agreement shortly). Financial 

support to this project is being negotiated 
with the IADB. 

The fourth motivation driving the in-
ternational action of local Italian authorities 
is the migration phenomenon. This compri-
ses the relations with the Italian emigrants, 
as well as the emerging issue of the link bet-
ween immigration and the development of 
the countries of origin (over the last years the 
role played by immigrant communities with 
their countries of origin has been increasing 
in importance). 

The relation of local authorities with 
the Italian communities residing abroad was 
affirmed, as mentioned, especially after the 
enactment of Law 459/2001 for the exerci-
se of vote of Italian citizens residing abroad. 
This relation concerns Latin America in par-
ticular. It is a known fact that the descen-
dants of Italian emigrants establish a bond 
with the territory of their Region of origin 
(Friuli, Marche, Véneto, Piemonte, Trentino, 
Campania). This is the strongest bond that 
unites them with the land of their parents, 
even more than with Italy in an abstract sen-
se. They find it more natural to create cultu-
ral and economic links with those areas. The 
political class at central and local levels has 
glimpsed the opportunity to foster the ex-
pansion of Italian influence in those countries 
through these communities. They also take 
into account the fact that part of the ruling 
political and economic class of many Latin 
American countries is of Italian origin. 

The are different types of actions ai-
med at this group, and the investments have 
been made in several spheres, going from the 
cultural to the economic aspects, and social 
support, especially after the deep economic 
crisis that affected Argentina, the Latin Ame-
rican country with the highest percentage of 
population of Italian origin. It should be no-
ted how the initiatives taken to benefit Italian 
communities have often also had a positive 
impact on the entire population.24 

7. Italian Communities Abroad: 
The Province of Trento 25

In the decade of 1870-1880, and after 
the First and Second World Wars, the Auto-
nomous Province of Trento experienced a 
strong emigration phenomenon. The Trento 
emigrants set out to different destinations; 
however, Latin America was one of the privi-
leged goals. In this sense, the issue about the 
relations with Italian communities abroad is 
markedly felt in this Province. 

The legal foundation of all activities 
carried out in favour of the Trentine com-
munity residing abroad is the provincial Law 
12/2000, called “Interventions in favour 
of the Trentine population that emigrated 
abroad and their descendants”.26

In relation to solidarity, since 1988 the 
Autonomous Province of Trento has set in 
motion an annual assistance plan, called the 
Solidarity Fund, aimed at young Trentine 
descendants living in precarious socioecono-
mic conditions. The subventions obtained by 
this means fund subsidies in favour of fami-
lies in precarious conditions, and scholarships 
for young Trentine descendants, so that they 
can receive a proper education in their pre-
sent country of residence. The Fund is not 
limited to the Latin American region alone. 
It is also aimed at the Trentine community 
living in Eastern Europe, especially in Serbia, 
Rumania and Bosnia, although the major part 
of Trentine emigrants’ descendants lives in 
South America. 

The volume of the funding allocated 
annually varies according to the different Sta-
tes. In Latin America eight countries resort 

to this fund: Argentina, Chile, Bolivia, Bra-
zil, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay. In 
2006 the Solidarity Fund had a 1,100,000 mi-
llion Euros funding. Approximately 130,000 
Euros were allocated to Eastern Europe, whi-
le approximately 950,000 were earmarked for 
Latin America. 

In relation to Argentina in particular, 
an Extraordinary Plan was set up after the 
2001 financial crisis, with a four-year dura-
tion and an independent management from 
the ordinary Solidarity Fund. A structure 
with ten social workers was established in or-
der to manage the Extraordinary Plan. They 
were responsible for looking after the people 
who were most affected by the 2001 finan-
cial crisis in the whole country. From 2003 to 
2005 almost six million Euros were allocated 
to this end. 

In addition to the Solidarity Fund and 
the Extraordinary Plan for Argentina, the Au-
tonomous Province of Trento assigns a spe-
cific chapter of its budget to fund coopera-
tion projects aimed at Trentine communities 
residing abroad, always based on Art. 11 of 
the provincial Law 12/2000. Regarding the 
Latin American countries, these initiatives 
in general are related to the development of 
agriculture, commerce, education and catt-
le raising, particularly in Argentina, Brazil, 
Uruguay, Paraguay and Chile. 

While in the case of the Solidarity Fund 
and the Extraordinary Plan for Argentina the 
management of the promoted activities is fu-
lly in charge of the regional administration, in 
the case of cooperation projects aimed at the 
Trentine community residing abroad, the Au-
tonomous Province of Trento nurtures from 
the support of private organisations, such as 
the World Trentine Association.

24 | See the case of decentralised cooperation projects of the Province of Trento in the next Chapter.
25 | Part of the information contents of this paragraph were kindly provided by Ms. Franca Dalvit, Director of the 

Migration and Solidarity Service, and by Ms. Francesca Baldessarelli, responsible for the management of the Solidarity 
Fund of the Province of Trento.

26 | Idem
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The immigration-cooperation relation 
is specifically stated in the adoption, on the 
part of decentralised cooperation, of the co-
development concept, which acknowledges 
migrants’ role of actors in the development 
of the host country and the country of origin. 
This counts on the participation of migrant 
communities coming originally from different 
Mediterranean countries, Sub-Saharian Africa, 
Eastern Europe, and Latin America. The Latin 
Americans residing in Italy and especially those 
who come from the Andean area (representing 
circa 80% of the Latin American immigrants 
in Italy), are increasingly playing a role in the 
trans-national relations with the country of ori-
gin, above all through remittances. Neverthe-
less, up to this date the projects promoted wi-
thin that sphere are rather presented as a work 
hypothesis and a future orientation on the role 
of decentralised cooperation. 

8. Migrations and development: 
COPEI and the Andean Solidarity Fund 27

At the beginning of 2006 there were 
238,882 Latin American immigrants in Italy, 
of a total population of foreign immigrants of 
2,670,514. As above mentioned, circa 80% of 
Latin American immigrants in Italy are Peru-
vians and Ecuadorians. Beyond the existing 
integration problems, over the last years this 
community has become an interlocutor of de-
centralised cooperation. This is not a strange 
fact. In effect, the immigrant associations apply 
for financial contributions to provincial and 
municipal administrations of the territory in 
which they live, with the aim of funding small 
solidarity projects in their countries of origin. 

One meaningful example in this sense 
is the Coordination of Peruvian and Andean 
Professional Entrepreneurs (COPEI). COPEI 
is a non-profit association that seeks to value 
the potential of the Peruvian and Andean im-
migrant communities in Italy and Europe, es-

pecially in the professional and entrepreneurial 
fields. Actually, one of COPEI main objectives is 
to create a platform frame of reference to carry 
out activities of decentralised cooperation with 
Peru. These activites should envisage the Pe-
ruvian immigrant community residing in Italy 
as the main mediator. The activities promoted 
by COPEI refer to the support of food progra-
mmes and school education for working chil-
dren in the Andean area. They are also aimed 
at facilitating Italian donations (in particular 
on the part of municipalities and provinces) to 
the Peruvian health sector, especially to public 
hospitals, which undergo a serious situation of 
financial deficit in this Latin American country. 

In 2005, for instance, COPEI, jointly 
with the Province of Arezzo in Tuscany, ATAM 
–the public transportation company of the Mu-
nicipality of Arezzo-, and the Municipalities of 
Civitella, Sansepolcro and Monte San Savino, 
organised the trip to Italy of Yehude Simon, 
President of the Peruvian Region of Lamba-
yeque. In the course of his visit, Mr. Simon 
described the deplorable conditions of Chicla-
yo city’s Public Hospital, being in the capital 
of the region. After his visit, COPEI called on 
the different above-mentioned actors to donate 
an ambulance to the Peruvian health structu-
re. ATAM donated a vehicle; the Province of 
Arezzo provided the necessary equipment for 
the transport of patients, while the three other 
municipalities donated some medicines. The 
transport of the ambulance to Peru was paid by 
the region of Lambayeque, with the co-funding 
of the Province of Arezzo. 

At present, COPEI is the promoter of an 
interesting initiative regarding the institution 
of an Andean Solidarity Fund that envisages es-
tablishing a financial fund to support solidarity 
projects in the Andean area. The fund draws its 
inspiration from the 3X1 scheme of the Citizen 
Initiative of the Federal Mexican Government. 
On this basis, the Federal, State, and Munici-
pal Governments contribute with one peso for 
each peso sent by Mexican emigrants. These 

amounts subsequently converge into a fund ai-
med at financing development projects in the 
towns of origin of the immigrants. In the case of 
the Andean Solidarity Fund, the three partners 
of the emigrants are not public, but private, ins-
titutions. Two Peruvian and one Italian banking 
institution would be involved in this project. 
Currently, this is an ongoing initiative, and has 
the adhesion of 16 associations of Ecuadorian, 
Peruvian, Colombian, and Bolivian emigrants 
present in Italy. The Region of Lombardy is be-
ing encouraged to join the Fund. 

In the fifth place, the interlinking of these 
processes and motivations has led to the evolu-
tion of the paradiplomacy phenomenon. That 
is, the growing role of the Regions and their 
“governors” in international relations. In the 
course of the second half of the nineties, the 
activity of Italian Regions in the international 
scenario gradually acquired an increasing rele-
vance due to the impacts of globalisation (in-
ternationalisation of economy, increase of the 
differentials of social welfare and migratory 
fluxes, environmental crisis, cultural relations, 
and contaminations). They have modified the 
relations of power between the different geo-
graphic-economic, social, and political scales, 
giving rise to new relation networks between 
different actors. Indeed, in the past the natio-
nal level prevailed in relation to the regulation 
of the economic and political power. However, 
with the globalisation phenomenon, the supra-
national level and the sub-national level acquire 
a new and important role, as well as the eco-
nomic and social autonomous forces. A shift in 
some regulation functions is noted, that is, the 
transfer of authority and responsibility from the 
Nation-State to the central government, be the-
se upwards –to supranational forms of govern-
ment and governance-, be these downwards –to 

sub-national forms of government and gover-
nance (Stocchiero 2005). 

In the Italian case, the passing of cons-
titutional Law 18-01-2001 n.3, which revises 
Title V of the Second Part of the Constitution, 
has without a doubt accentuated this process 
even further by bestowing upon the Regions 
the faculty of enacting laws on issues not ex-
pressly reserved to the State, such as internatio-
nal relations and the European Union.

9. Paradiplomacy: Collaboration Agreement 
between four Italian Regions in Brazil28 

This project has a particular relevance 
within the framework of cooperation initiatives 
launched by Italian Regions, and not only in 
relation to the Latin American area. In effect, 
the importance of this programme is based 
on the fact that, for the first time local Italian 
authorities have signed a collaboration agree-
ment with the central government of another 
State. This is an absolutely innovative aspect in 
the scenario of the actions carried out in the 
international sector by Italian regions. Foreign 
policy is of exclusive competence of the Italian 
State, and it is therefore not foreseen that Re-
gions can sign agreements with organisations 
at a higher level. However, that happened in 
the case of this initiative, since resorting to cer-
tain legal files enabled local authorities to avoid 
a direct conflict with the central level, as we will 
see next.  

In 2004, the Italian Regions of Marche, 
Umbria, Tuscany, and Emilia Romagna signed 
a protocol of agreement with the Presidency 
of Brazil (the first agreement of this type at an 
Italian level). It was ratified by the Presidency 
of the Council and by the Italian Ministry of 

27 | Part of the information contents of this paragraph were kindly provided by Mr. Juan Velázquez, member of 
COPEI, and by Mr. Daniele Frigeri, researcher in CeSPI.

28 | Part of the information contents of this paragraph were kindly provided by Mr. Marco Bellardi, Director of the 
International and Community Relations of the Region of Marche.
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Foreign Affairs. It is interesting to highlight 
the detailed selection of the terminology used 
in the agreement document. Indeed, since in 
Italy cooperation is considered a tool of the 
State foreign policy and, on account of this 
very fact, an exclusive prerogative of the cen-
tral government, the MFA suggests the use 
of the expression “reciprocal and equivalent 
collaboration”, instead of the term “coopera-
tion”, with the aim of avoiding possible con-
flicts in the areas of competence at local and 
central levels.  

The programme is based on four the-
matic guidelines: economic development (led 
by the Region of Umbria); social policies (led 
by the Region of Marche); culture (led by the 
Region of Tuscany); corporativism (led by the 
Region of Emilia-Romagna). For each thema-
tic guideline there is an Italian Task Force, res-
ponsible for the development of the initiatives 
in each sector. The working groups or Task 
Forces are composed by expert officials with 
specific skills in the selected issues. Each one of 
them is coordinated by an Italian Region, but 
with the collaboration of the other Regions. 

The initial financial endowment was of 
1,332,000 Euros; 50% was provided by the Ita-
lian regional administrations, while the other 
50% was provided by the Brazilian govern-
ment. From this amount, 509,900 Euros were 
allocated to economic development, 242,927 
to social policies, 180,000 to corporativism, 
and 45,185 to economy of culture. This bud-
get was assigned to provide financial coverage 
to those activities closely linked to the initiati-
ve, such as workshops, seminars, and studies. 
On the other hand, the implementation of the 
above mentioned thematic guidelines require 
the identification of the subventions through 
private institutions, such as banks or founda-
tions. 

The Four Regions Agreement signed in 
2004, has three-year duration; the project fina-
lises in July 2007.

In the sixth place, a convergence bet-

ween decentralised cooperation and territorial 
cooperation can be noted over the past few 
years. This was born within the framework of 
the European Union internal policy on regio-
nal development. The reform of foreign as-
sistance to the neighbouring countries, from 
Eastern Europe to the Mediterranean, for the 
first time considers the component of the coo-
peration between EU territories and the neigh-
bouring and adhering countries, on account of 
the increasing interdependence of the foreign 
and domestic policies. Territorial cooperation 
is mainly about policy design and common ac-
tions between bordering territories (cross-bor-
der cooperation), and belonging to the same 
geographic basin (transnational cooperation). 
As a consequence of territorial cooperation 
spreading out the frontiers of the EU and to 
the neighbouring countries, the regions are 
connecting it to decentralised cooperation. Up 
to this date, this has been done only with the 
Mediterranean and the Balkans. In this case, 
the exclusion of Latin America is clearly patent. 
On the other hand, as we will see in the next 
chapter, the methodology and the contents of 
territorial cooperation may represent a new 
tool for action that Europe can offer to Latin 
America.

10. Cross-border Cooperation: The Interregional 
Network Project for Territorial 
Development and South American Integration 29

 
One of the most innovative aspects of 

the reflection upon the socioeconomic evolu-
tion of Latin American countries is most su-
rely the relevance acquired by the “territorial 
dimension” in development and in macro-re-
gional integration. Among the priorities of La-
tin America’s agenda, the territorial approach 
includes the need to define programmes and 
supporting tools for local development and in-
tegration, while giving value to the role of sub-

state governments, even in the international 
scenario. The territorial dimension of develo-
pment and the supranational integration assign 
new functions and roles to sub-state institu-
tions. From this viewpoint, the experience of 
cross-border and interregional cooperation of 
the regions and European local administrations 
become especially significant and useful. The 
Italian experience is particularly interesting, 
above all on account of the role played by the-
se policies and tools in defining the integration 
policy of the European Union. The interest in 
promoting Italian-South American interregio-
nal cooperation can influence the decentralisa-
tion processes of South American countries. 

By establishing contacts and exchange 
with the institutions in consolidated relations 
with CeSPI30, the idea of conducting a study 
that verifies the conditions for the creation of 
an international network of regions was born. 
Said network can promote the integration of the 
Bi-oceanic South American Corridors through 
tools for information, qualitifcation and trai-
ning, and technical assistance. The initiative is 
proposed as an agile tool for permanent and 
systematic dialogue between the state and sub-
state institutions of South American countries. 
In this network, the Italian Regions can put at 
the disposal of their South American partners 
the same collaboration experience they have 
had with the neighbouring countries of Nor-
th Africa, Middle East, and the Balkans. The 
issues seen as a priority by all South American 
governments are local development, econo-
mic integration, foreign trade, the fight against 
poverty and social exclusion, the environment 
and sustainable development, technological 
innovation and development. The Italian ex-
perience can also be very useful in relation to 
crosscutting issues such as the consolidation of 
sub-state institutions, the support of territorial 
internationalisation, and cross-border and inte-

rregional cooperation. 
The study has focused on three cross-

border areas: the provinces of South Ecuador 
and North Peru, the frontier between Chile, 
Bolivia and Peru, and finally the frontier bet-
ween Argentina, Bolivia and Paraguay. The 
integration processes are in different stages 
of progress. The Chile-Bolivia-Peru frontier 
is the most advanced. There, an interesting 
collaboration is taking place between the 
local governments of the three countries to 
implement an integrated social development 
project, linked to the “Aymaras without Bor-
ders” (Aymaras sin Fronteras) network. Its 
aim is to set up solid foundations for the ar-
ticulation of a region that transcends state 
borders, thus reactivating historic, social, and 
cultural links. The project involves, besides 
the corresponding sub-state governments, 56 
municipalities of the Andean area of the three 
countries, which share a very similar reality 
regarding unmet needs and lack of access to 
basic services. The design of the project in-
cludes the possibility of an active participa-
tion of the Italian Regions through technical 
advisory and internships in Italy for operators 
of the Aymara Area. In the region between 
Peru and Ecuador, possibilities of exchange 
with Italian regions have been identified with 
the objective of strengthening cross-border 
cooperation around the issue of natural re-
sources management. The final report on the 
study is being prepared and will be presented 
in a public meeting to be held in Rome by 
the end of 2006. This report will also con-
tain proposals for a structured collaboration 
project between Italian and European sub-
state governments and partner organisations 
in Latin America. The suggested methods in-
clude the transfer of best practices of Italian 
and European Regions in the management 
of integration processes between territories; 

29 | This case study was prepared by Mr. Darío Conato, Coordinator of the Area for Development Projects of CeSPI.
30 | CeSPI is a non-profit, independent think-tank working on the issues of migration, development and interna-

tional cooperation.



264 265 q
[
[

technical assistance in integration processes 
that articulate “macro-regions”; internships 
for Latin American operators in Italian and 
European regions that are active in cross-bor-
der and transnational relations; dissemination 
of information, documents, and experiences 
through an e-newsletter; technical assistance 
for the creation of interregional and transna-
tional structures. 

The new concept of territorial part-
nership has emerged in Italy out of all these 
processes. Indeed, the debate on the diver-
se motivations linking international relations 
with Italian decentralised cooperation has 
brought about the evolution of the classic 
donor-beneficiary model present in the tra-
ditional activity of cooperation for develop-
ment. Being essentially of the assistance type, 
the latter has evolved towards the idea of 
territorial partnership, which envisages the 
adoption of a participatory profile and the ac-
knowledgement of mutual interests between 
partners on the policies to be implemented. 
Partnerships should consist of the search of a 
common vision on development between the 
South and the North. Partnerships between 
territories are based on a reciprocal and co-
responsible relationship, widely open to the 
interdependence between the different sphe-
res of international relations (cultural, social, 
environmental, economic, and political). 
This responds to the need of finding a more 
coherent and complex approach to develop-
ment issues, where the fight against poverty 
interlinks with the search for freedom and de-
mocracy principles, social inclusion, growth, 
and economic integration. In a broader sen-
se, said objectives are part of international 
relations and the foreign policy of countries 
and territories, be they in the South or in the 
North. 

The concept of territorial partnership, 
as well as the interaction of other factors 
(among which we find the characteristics of 
the territories, the presence of different ty-

pes of lobbies, political leadership, the bu-
reaucratic capacity of local administrations), 
translates into different models of decentra-
lised cooperation. According to the studies 
conducted by CeSPI, two types of regional 
decentralised cooperation models can be de-
fined: the “open model” and the “integrated 
model” (Stocchiero 2000). 

The first model, in which the example 
of international cooperation by the Region of 
Lombardy can be included, does not envisage 
a particularly bonding orientation power for 
the regional administration, in terms of spe-
cific geographic, thematic, or regional inter-
est limits. In this case, the public institution 
limits itself to carry out a coordination and 
programming function, providing funds whi-
le monitoring the use that other actors make 
of them. However, it does not administer 
these funds directly. 

On the other hand, in the second model 
the Region has a relevant orientation power. 
It can provide an important amount of re-
sources for initiatives of regional interest, and 
set up the criteria to direct the actions of the 
territory’s subjects towards geographic and/
or thematic priorities, with the aim of promo-
ting the association of several organisations. 
For example, this is the case of the Regions 
of Tuscany (oriented mainly to the Medite-
rranean), Piemonte (mainly directed towards 
Sahel), Friuli, Venice, Giulia, Veneto, Emi-
lia Romagna, Marche, and Puglia (orien-
ted mainly towards the Balkans and Eastern 
Europe). In the integrated model the criteria 
for selecting the projects/actors assume great 
relevance. In general, there is a marked inter-
est in the creation of a regional cooperation 
system (Stocchiero, 2000). 

It should be noted that the open model 
is more favourable to Latin American priorities. 
Mostly, it can be found in the social organisa-
tions of the territories influencing the decisions 
of their local authorities. On the other hand, 
the political orientation established by the Re-

especially on the cooperation action of regional 
and local Italian administrations in that area. 

First of all, while examining the road 
travelled by Italian decentralised coopera-
tion over the last years, a progressive evolu-
tion of this phenomenon in qualitative and 
quantitative terms can be noted. Indeed, on 
the one hand decentralised cooperation of 
local Italian authorities has been spreading 
out constantly; on the other hand, the local 
Italian authorities’ span of objectives regar-
ding international relations has widened. Its 
aims do not relate only to their contribution 
to projects on the fight against poverty, but 
rather to more complex motivations that can 
be redirected to paradiplomacy activities and 
the internationalisation of their own territory. 
In many international cooperation initiatives 
launched by Italian regions, these spheres of-
ten appear to be closely connected. 

International relations constitute an 
activity that becomes more and more impor-
tant for the development of territories –and 
therefore, of local authorities- with each pas-
sing day. Decentralised cooperation, tradi-
tionally expressed with simple contributions 
to solidarity projects, finds itself today more 
embedded in the “foreign policy” of local au-
thorities. On the one hand, that could turn 
into a problem on account of the risk of mo-
ving away from the aims and resources of 
decentralised cooperation in relation to the 
objective of the fight against poverty. Howe-
ver, on the other hand, it can become an op-
portunity to lend more relevance to the mul-
tidimensional aspect of this objective. The 
latter can be faced in all its complexity within 
paradiplomacy, economic internationalisa-
tion, migratory fluxes, institution building, 
new welfare policies, and economic develo-
pment at local and transnational levels. The 
multidimensional aspect of the international 
relations of local authorities and of the con-
cept of poverty corresponds to a dimension 
of multiple actors. The Italian regions and, 

gions tends to be aimed at the neighbouring 
countries, because of the above mentioned rea-
sons. 

On the other hand, the Italian trend 
to create regional cooperation systems re-
presents a new way of relating to the Latin 
American partners (as well as to the partners 
of other geographic areas). In fact, in the fu-
ture, Latin American municipalities and lo-
cal authorities will be involved in a system of 
relations that can respond to the territorial 
partnerships offered by the local Italian au-
thorities. Not only will spaces for small coo-
peration projects be identified, but a broader 
political dialogue on different issues will 
open. The aim will be to exchange informa-
tion, and opportunities for a common deve-
lopment at a social, economic, and cultural 
level will be taken into account. The poten-
tial will be greater, as well as the obstacles 
in organising and sustaining these systems. 
Therefore, only the most capable local au-
thorities will achieve establishing more com-
plex partnership relations, while the weakest 
ones will be able to organise themselves in 
networks within the framework of multilate-
ral or bilateral cooperation programmes. On 
the other hand, taking into consideration 
the strong autonomy of Italian decentralised 
cooperation and the obstacles that must be 
overcome in order to reach a common coor-
dination, local authorities with enough re-
sources to sustain small cooperation projects 
jointly with NGOD will start to appear in 
the Latin American continent, as was tradi-
tional.

11. Conclusions

In the study, some elements that deserve 
our attention come to light. The analysis of the-
se elements can contribute to a deeper reflec-
tion upon the Italian-Latin American relations, 
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increasingly, the provinces and the metropo-
litan municipalities, are trying to create sys-
tems of public and private actors that partici-
pate in decentralised cooperation. That also 
applies not only to NGO, but also to social 
associations, immigrant organisations, cham-
bers of commerce and development agencies, 
universities and research centres: systems that 
give rise to territorial partnerships with the 
local authorities and the local subjects of the 
cooperation countries. 

The above has a significant meaning for 
the Latin American municipalities: Italian de-
centralised cooperation appears less and less 
to be a specific contribution to initiatives to 
fight poverty. Instead, it comes as an offer of 
relations and exchange between territories, 
between actors, with the aim of local develo-
pment. Latin American municipalities find in 
this way an encouragement to articulate sys-
tems of subjects to offer their Italian partners. 
The role of municipalities is then focused on 
the governance of these systems, in addition 
to the exchange of institution building to de-
fine new policies of local development and 
the fight against poverty. 

In Italy, the development of decentra-
lised cooperation has been executed in an es-
sentially reactive way by the MFA. Initially, 
the latter just limited itself to react under the 
stimulus of the actions of local authorities 
when these launched initiatives at an inter-
national level. Later on, the Ministry’s role 
became more active, so much so that now it 
is trying to articulate bilateral and multilate-
ral cooperation programmes (of vital impor-
tance are the UNDP human development 
programmes at a local level). Through these, 
decentralised cooperation is valued, with par-
ticular emphasis on the neighbouring Medi-
terranean area. However, the problem of the 
lack of an effective coordination between the 
central and the local levels in this sector, the 
multi-level governance, is still present. 

Surely, in the analysis conducted, the 

weak points of Italian decentralised coopera-
tion also emerge. These are essentially inhe-
rent to the lack of relevant financial and hu-
man resources in the local authorities, and to 
the recurring problems of budgetary deficits 
which increased particularly after the last na-
tional financial laws that envisaged budgetary 
cuts, especially for local institutions. 

Moreover, also in this case, the coor-
dination between the actions of the various 
local authorities in the sector of international 
cooperation does not suffice. The regions, 
provinces, and metropolitan municipalities 
that have articulated decentralised coopera-
tion systems are still few, although this ten-
dency is increasing. The collaboration at ho-
rizontal level between the regions, provinces, 
and municipalities is scarce, thus hindering 
the creation of an Italian cooperation system. 
Each local Italian authority is still self-centred 
and not much prone to define strategic allian-
ces with other local authorities at the same 
level. In this sense, the experience of the four 
Italian regions in Brazil is of particular im-
portance, because it points out an important 
perspective for Italian decentralised coopera-
tion.   

The following chart summarises the 
main challenges for the future of Italian de-
centralised cooperation. 

In relation to the Latin American area 
in particular, more reflections are needed. 
Above all, and as underlined on several op-
portunities, Italian decentralised cooperation 
is mainly oriented towards the Balkans and 
the Mediterranean, on account of political 
reasons: management of the crises and buil-
ding development paths. Notwithstanding, 
significant experiences of local Italian autho-
rities can be seen in the area. For example, 
the participation of Italian municipalities in 
the URB-AL programme, as well as initiatives 
that comprise a complex set of spheres. The 
role that could be played by Latin American 
communities who emigrate to Italy should 

Chart 1  | Main challenges of Italian decentralised cooperation

•	For	the	Ministry	of	Foreign	Affairs	-MFA	(in	coordination	with	other	central	
Ministries) to act within a defined and clear political and strategic framework, with 
geographic and thematic programmes accorded with the decentralised cooperation, es-
pecially to Latin America.

•	To	divide	the	work	between	networks	and	local	autonomy	systems,	and	improve	
their coordination and decentralised cooperation service activities, overcoming project 
fragmentation.

•	To	capitalise	and	connect	local	autonomies’	participation	in	the	European	Com-
mission Programmes with MFA and the policies of regional systems.

•	To	Europeanize	decentralised	cooperation	through	joint	programmes	by					local	
autonomies in different countries, also in support of new South-South programmes. 

•	To	harmonise	traditional	decentralised	cooperation	with	territorial	cooperation	
approaches to new European Commission instruments towards neighbours and coun-
tries in pre-adherence to the EU, transferring such approach to the cooperation with 
“faraway” countries, especially Latin America.

•	To	overcome	mistakes	from	the	jumble	of	objectives	that	affect	decentralised	coo-
peration, especially developing the concept of the multidimensional fight of poverty in 
its relations with local development economic and social policies, to define coherent stra-
tegies to overcome contradictions between competitiveness, social cohesion, security, and 
environmental sustainability.

•	To	value	the	contribution	from	different	actors	(social,	economic,	and	political)	
to local development, demanding NGOs to adopt a new role as transnational mobilisers 
of social and territorial capital.

•	To	open	decentralised	cooperation	to	new	actors	such	as	immigrants	within	the	
framework of partnership implementation between territories.

•	To	strengthen	decentralised	cooperation	financial	and	human	resources.

•	To	improve	the	quality	of	territorial	partnership	through	analysis,	evaluations,	
and learning processes.
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also be noted. They are new subjects for re-
lations, and thanks to them Latin American 
local authorities could open and build new 
cooperation relations with Italian territo-
ries. 

However, these experiences are still 
little valued in a systematic way. In effect, the 
absence of an ad hoc policy towards Latin 
America at a central level is noticed. This ab-
sence resulted in the lack of support offered 
to the initiatives launched by local authorities 
with those countries. Above all, the lack of 
a systematic process of reflection and capita-
lisation of the acquired experience by local 
administration in that geographic area may 
be noticed. This process would allow for an 
effective and efficient planning of future ac-
tions. This is especially clear in the case of 
the participation of local Italian authorities 
in URB-AL: approximately one hundred mu-
nicipalities, provinces, and regions that have 
prepared projects, but whose experiences 
have not been shared and exchanged at na-
tional level. These experiences are not valued 
in the design of an Italian policy of decen-
tralised cooperation in Latin America. Since 
the beginning, a lack of interaction between 
the URB-AL community programme and the 
Italian cooperation policy can be observed. 
A need that could be addressed using a re-
search-action initiative with the aim of capi-
talising experiences and best practices, from 
which lessons can be learned and guidelines 
given for a more systematic policy. 

It is to be expected that in the sphe-
re where Italian foreign policy towards Latin 
American countries is relaunched, as declared 
by the current Italian government, the esta-
blishment of adequate ruling and financial 
tools is achieved. These will enable local Ita-
lian authorities to programme their own ini-
tiatives in the area, counting on a clear frame 
of reference that allows them to coordinate 
the different interventions and optimise the 
impact of the actions. 

Annex 1: The financial resources 
of Italian decentralised cooperation 

In Italy there is no data base that allows 
evaluating the financial commitment of de-
centralised cooperation. The regions and the 
local organisations should submit this infor-
mation to the MFA; however, few do so in a 
systematic way. Only OICS and CeSPI have 
tried to gather and analyse this kind of data, 
placing a special emphasis on the regions. 
The most recent analysis conducted by CeSPI 
is presented next. 

Assistance allocation of the regions 
and the autonomous provinces for coopera-
tion for development and emergency relief 
amount to approximately 18,6 million Euros 
in 1999/2000. The total endowment –which 
also includes, in some regions, activities in 
the health cooperation field- increased gra-
dually until reaching the amount of 36 mi-
llion Euros in 2003. This means the resour-
ces have doubled in just three years. 

Despite the gradual increase in bud-
gets, it should be noted that in some admi-
nistrations this growth has kept a significant 
constant pace. For example, the Region of 
Lombardy raised its commitment to over six 
million Euros in 2003. This could be done 
thanks to the increase of the funds in capital 
account, which went from 500,000 to two 
million Euros, and include health coope-
ration. This assistance was stable in the fo-
llowing years and gradually increased until 
exceeding nine million Euros in 2005. After 
an exceptional contribution to the Tsunami 
emergency relief, the Region of Veneto has 
exceeded the amount of three million Euros 
in 2004, and the Regions of Emilia-Romagna 
and Piemonte, five million Euros each. The 
Southern Regions, such as Puglia and Sicilia, 
have increased the allocated funds aimed at 
the above mentioned objectives. The former 
went from 225,000 Euros in 2003 to one 

million Euros in 2005, while the annual fun-
ding provided by the latter reached an average 
of 1,400,000 Euros in the 2002-2004 period. 
Finally, after the enactment of the new law, 
the Autonomous Province of Trento envisa-
ges allocating 0,25% of its income, equivalent 
to ten million Euros. Therefore, the financial 
commitment of the Regions’ decentralised 
cooperation is growing; added to the resources 
provided by Provinces and Municipalities, it is 
estimated that it represents over 10% of the bi-

lateral cooperation of the DGSC/ MFA (which 
in 2003 was of 500,000 million Euros). 

In relation to Latin American countries, 
it is observed that OICS and the Coordina-
tion Unit of MFA Decentralised Cooperation 
are putting together a database on decentrali-
sed cooperation. Through it, it will be possi-
ble to identify in a more detailed manner the 
amount of the resources specifically allocated 
to cooperation in this area. For the time be-
ing, this data base is not available. 

Graph 1| Assistance resources from autonomous regions and provinces for international cooperation 
activities, year 2003. 

Source: Own resources.

Annex 2: Interview with the Under-Secretary 
of Foreign Affairs with Latin America, 
Mr. Donato Di Santo.

-In your opinion, how should Italian fo-
reign policy be relaunched in Latin America?

Relaunching the Italian-Latin Ame-
rican relations should be carried out 

through the promotion of international 
relations with this area, whether in the 
bilateral sphere or in the sphere of de-
centralised cooperation. With regard to 
strengthening the latter, reactivating the 
cooperation for development on the part 
of the central level would also be vital. In 
this sense, I am in favour of the idea of 
cooperation as an integral part of a State 
foreign policy. 
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- Which were the weak points of Ita-
lian foreign policy in the relations with Latin 
American countries?

Essentially, the lack of political will to 
identify, in some Latin American regions, a 
significant point of reference on the inter-
national agenda of our country. This stan-
dpoint had repercussions also in terms of a 
predisposition of specific operational tools 
for this area, which in fact are practically ab-
sent nowadays. 

- In your opinion, what motives lie be-
hind this omission of attention to these coun-
tries?

One of the usually quoted motives to 
explain this behaviour is the confirmation 
that, at this particular historic moment, La-
tin America is not an essential area in mat-
ters of world security. In the second pla-
ce, most Latin American countries have a 
middle income; therefore, they do not cons-
titute a priority, not even in relation to the 
fulfilment of the Millennium Development 
Goals. Neither was the importance of the 
role Italy could have played in the demo-
cratic stabilisation process in Latin America 
understood . 

However, I think there is another rea-
son that explains the lack of political will 
to establish strong links with this area. It 
is a less orthodox explanation: the political 
and cultural idleness of the ruling classes. 
Over the past decades they kept alternating 
between each other and did not know how 
to grasp some important aspects of the rela-
tions that could have been established with 
the Latin American countries. Neither the 
importance of establishing a relation with 
the Southern Cone countries regarding the 
votes of the Italians residing abroad has 
been understood, nor the important role 
Italy could have played in the democratic 

stabilization process in Latin America. For 
example, I think of the Colombia of Uri-
be, where our country could play the role 
of mediator in the national pacification pro-
cess.  

Over the past years, nothing of that 
was understood: it suffices to remember 
that during the last legislation the President 
of the Council did not travel to Latin Ame-
rica, not even once; and this is not just a 
diplomatic option, but political. Although, 
to be completely frank, it is only fair to add 
that in the past, central/left governments 
did not do much for this area either. 

- What should be done now?

We must respond with a strong acti-
vism and I think that the government has 
already given proof of this will to relaunch 
the foreign policy towards this area with 
Prodi’s opening speech to the Chambers 
and D’Alema’s official declarations. 

- In your opinion, is it possible to esta-
blish a dialogue between the Italian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and the European Union 
in relation to a common policy for the Latin 
American countries?

Yes indeed. On this point I could 
mention two initiatives that, as State Un-
der-Secretary, I am carrying out. The first 
one is aimed at the European institutions, 
Commission and the Parliament, while the 
second is specifically aimed at Spain. For 
some time now, this country has been the 
only mediator of European policy in Latin 
America. 

In relation to the first initiative, on 
October 25 and 26 of this year I will travel 
to Strasbourg and Brussels to speak about 
reactivating European foreign policy for La-
tin American countries, so that the Iberian 
channel would not be the sole negotiator of 

European interests. I think that few times 
has the government of a country, with the 
exception of Spain, brought forward this is-
sue before the European institutions. 

Regarding the second initiative, as 
Under-Secretary I participated last July in 
a preparatory Seminar of the Iberian-Latin 
American Summit to be held in Montevi-
deo in November, and which will address 

the issue of migration. For the first time, 
in addition to Spain, two other European 
countries will be present: France and Italy. 
In the July seminar, an Italian-Spanish mee-
ting was scheduled for the next months. It 
will take place in Madrid or in Rome, and 
will revolve around the Latin American is-
sue, with the aim of counting on Southern 
Europe’s viewpoint, in addition to Spain’s. 
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The recent transformation of the Mexican political system has led 
non-central governments (GNCs) to present new dynamics of strategy and 
organization for decentralisation, democratisation, and global economic 
integration. As part of this transformation, some Mexican GNCs have 
sought to extend their interests and expectations in the international are-
na. In this same way, the shift towards a less centralist state in the mana-
gement of international relations has led to concrete changes in the legal 
system and in institutional mechanisms of the federation, state entities, and 
several municipalities. In these cases, public decentralised cooperation has 
frequently operated as a vehicle for the internationalisation of GNCs and 
to maximise the development of certain capacities at a local level. Although 
this phenomenon is recent in the country, it has been quickly expanding and 
it proving to be an alternative and complementary approach for European 
cooperation in Mexico. However, actors in the field of decentralised coopera-
tion are still scarce in relation to the huge potential they offer. This practice 
is still in the process of consolidation. These are some of the attractions and 
challenges facing the development of decentralised activities in the country. 
This paper is an effort to offer a general and balanced account of public 
decentralised cooperation relations between European and Mexican sub-
state territories.
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1. General outlook
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This article attempts to offer a gene-
ral up to date outlook on the current state 
of affairs in public decentralised cooperation 
relations between Mexican and European te-
rritorial administrations. This specific appro-
ach is restricted to cooperation activities ca-
rried out between non-central governments 
(GNCs) or between local and regional terri-
torial authorities. 

 It can be said that public decentralised 
cooperation began in Mexico during the six-
ties, during the Cold War, and specifically ba-
sed on town-twinning. At the time, relations 
were mainly active in cross-border relations, 
migration and trade with the United States, 
and increasingly with Europe and Latin Ame-
rica. Town-twinning was especially frequent 
between border municipalities with strong 
cross-border trade, as well as with American 
territorial entities with a large Mexican popu-
lation which frequent served as the destina-
tion for the main migration flows.

Even though the broadening and di-
versification of international links on a sub-
state level is recent in Mexico, the speed with 
which this phenomenon is expanding is in-
credible. The causes are linked to a series of 
factors that are connected to processes of de-
mocratization, decentralisation, and integra-
tion of the global economy of the Mexican 
society and State in general and particularly, 
in the case we are interested in, of the sta-
te and municipal governments.1 In political 
terms, 2006 is a year that is perceived as an 
especially difficult one for the budding Mexi-

can democracy, following the most hotly con-
tested presidential elections in its history. The 
country’s recent democratisation process was 
consolidated after 71 years of a one one-party 
regime,2 with the victory of the centre-right 
National Action Party (PAN, Partido Acción 
Nacional), in 2000, the first time there was a 
change of party in the Presidency of the Re-
public. From then on, although it is a fact that 
political life has been enriched by the plura-
lity of actors and the new balances of power 
derived from the presence of multiple poli-
tical parties, the scenario has become more 
complicated in many ways. A good example 
of this is how greater compartmentalization 
of the powers, particularly between the Exe-
cutive and the Legislative powers,3 caused 
the national economic reform, based on the 
so-called “structural reforms,” to be mostly 
halted by Parliament. 

In this sense, the current president elect 
will have to face Parliament without a majo-
rity and with little or no political backing as 
a result of elections that were strongly con-
tested by the opposition coalition. The clear 
confrontation between the two current main 
national political rivals, the PAN and the 
Democratic Revolution Party (PRD, centre 
left), make it foreseeable that a great part of 
the political deployment in these six years will 
have to take place in the sphere of the federal 
legislative power and also, to a lesser extent, 
in local congresses.

In this perspective, the Mexican State 
decentralisation process was definitely conso-
lidated as from the nineties when the highly 
contested multi-party elections where held. 
Influenced by the diversity of parties on the 
national electoral political map, more fa-

1  | This refers to the 31 federal states or federative entities that together form the Mexican Federal State.
2  |  Even though the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) changed its name twice, its grip on the presidential 

power and almost all the political positions in the states and municipalities began in 1929. Towards 1990, at a municipal 
level, the PRI governed 70% of the population, while in 2003 it was only 30%.

3 | From the beginning of its mandate, the Federal Executive party did not hold a majority in the Congress of the 
Union. The difference against the PAN deepened in the 2003 elections.
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vourable conditions were conceived for po-
litical participation from federal and munici-
pal entities. One could say that as of the last 
decade, a special revitalization was recorded 
in Mexican federalism in the light of its prior 
standstill, when the state governments acted 
as “transmission belts” between the plans 
from the centre to their area of competen-
ce and that of municipal governments. In 
fact, according to De Remes (2006), political 
power in Mexico has dispersed as from the 
integration of sub-state governments with 
political parties juxtaposed to central power. 
The plurality in the composition of state and 
municipality political powers has become a 
crucial factor in the reorganization of the de-
mocratic government in Mexico. 

In this sense, democratization and de-
centralisation have shifted territorial political 
powers. This has naturally brought about the 
weakening of presidentialism and the one-
party regime, which has led to a decrease in 
the federation’s authoritarian participation 
on the agendas of state and municipal go-
vernments. In this sense, both the federative 
entities and the municipalities have been fa-
voured with the assignment of greater areas 
of competence and, at the same time, in ge-
neral a relative increase has been recorded in 
the federal resources destined to sub-state te-
rritorial units. It is evident that, in practice, 
the exercise of federalism and the effective di-
vision of powers have been invigorated since 
the nineties. However, one cannot lose sight 
of the fact that public administration institu-
tions at the three levels of government –fede-
ral, state, and municipal- have not been capa-
ble of delivering continuous and sustainable 
long term public policies for the benefit of its 
citizens. In this sense, one must pay attention 
to the GNCs institutional capacities. These 
have on many occasions assumed new res-
ponsibilities without having the staff, admi-
nistrative structure, or financial resources to 
have an acceptable performance. This aspect, 

which is seen as a drawback in the design of 
public decentralised cooperation projects in 
Mexico, can at the same time be one of the 
most relevant issues on the cooperation agen-
da between the European Union and Mexico. 
There is no doubt that the experience acqui-
red on capacity-building in European regions 
and municipalities can be of much use to 
Mexican sub-state governments. 

On the other hand, it is necessary to 
consider the real influence on the phenome-
non caused by the shifting of political power 
due to external factors such as the forces of 
interdependence and globalization. Especia-
lly significant is the role this phenomenon 
has played in “GNCs” internationalization, 
the gradual liberalization of world trade, and 
the integration of regional trade agreements 
such as the North American Free Trade Agre-
ement (NAFTA) in force since 1994, or the 
Mexico-European Union Free Trade Agre-
ement in force since the year 2000. In this 
sense, it is evident that since economic and 
commercial agreements have been subscri-
bed, cooperation relationships between the 
sub-state territorial entities of the contracting 
countries have broadened and deepened. At 
least, the States of Mexico, Jalisco and Nuevo 
Leon –as well as the capital cities of Guada-
lajara and Monterrey- are clear examples of 
the modification ensued in the perception on 
capitalizing opportunities at an international 
level, following trade and investment libera-
lization. As Schiavon indicates (2004: 118), 
“many states in the Federation participate 
increasingly and with more intensity in the 
international sphere, promoting its products 
abroad and attracting foreign investment. 
However, this does not imply participation 
in the design or execution of the country’s 
foreign economic policy, which is still centra-
lised in the federal Executive power.”

Likewise, one must acknowledge that 
notwithstanding the efforts to reach a certain 
degree of decentralisation –in coherence with 

the new democratization and federalist spirit- 
in general, the country remains very centra-
lized in relation to the standards of more de-
veloped countries. This fact may be verified in 
the scarce fiscal powers sub-state authorities 
have in relation to the federation. It is esti-
mated that only 5% of the total tax collection 
is made at state and municipal levels, while 
the remaining 95% is collected by the federal 
government. In addition to centralising re-
venue, tax reform in Mexico is urgent, since 
the already low revenue resulting from low 
tax thresholds and high evasion4 has hindered 
the adequate integration of human and physi-
cal capital by the governments to improve the 
population’s quality of life. 

Therefore, not only is it necessary to 
increase and diversify the revenue with the 
participation of GNCs; but also to improve 
the efficiency in public expenditure program-
ming and execution at the three government 
levels. Although decentralisation has meant a 
larger transfer of resources to states and mu-
nicipalities, the process has largely been based 
on the allocation of resources conditioned on 
the execution of public expenditure rather 
than on its planning. Because expenditures 
have already been programmed, sub-state go-
vernments’ capacity for response is seriously 
limited to that which is within its jurisdiction 
and to specific demands of its citizens, and 
nothing else. It is evident that this must chan-
ge in the short term to allow for an authentic 
redistribution of areas of competence which 
will allow state and municipal governments 
to have their own resources 

Thus Mexico, notwithstanding its mem-
bership in the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
plays a dual role in its bilateral relations wi-

thin the international cooperation system.  It 
is at the same time donor and recipient of 
cooperation. Its role as the beneficiary of in-
ternational cooperation can be explained on 
the one hand by the great internal differences 
between the development levels existing in 
the regions, and on the other, the disparity 
between social classes. One must bear in mind 
that this country plays a key role as donor 
in Central America where 75% of donations 
come from Mexican cooperation funds.5

 

As in other Mexican spheres, the prac-
tice of this action is already way ahead of 
legislation with regards to sub-state gover-
nment international relations. And this is so 
even though State and municipal interaction 
is, as stated before, a recent phenomenon 
which is still in the process of defining its 
participation strategies in the international 
arena.

In principle, in federal systems, fede-
ral and state government retain the autho-
rity to legislate. The distribution of areas of 
competence at both government levels is the 
responsibility of the relevant powers. This 
allows the distinction between different is-
sues on which each governmental sphere may 
exclusively act.  However, the criterion used 
to assign different competences is not always 
clear and conclusive. In the Mexican federal 
system, the distribution has its starting point 
in Article 124 of the National Constitution 
(NC),6 which establishes that “the powers 
not explicitly vested in the federal officers 

2. Legal framework for the international 
action of states and municipalities

4 | In 2001, an 18.9% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was collected in Mexico –and this figure has not varied 
significantly- in contrast to an average 36.9% collected by OECD (OECD 2006).

5| Source: Ministry of Foreign Affairs (SRE) - Mexico.
6| The Political Constitution of the United Mexican States may be consulted online at: http://info4.juridicas.

unam.mx/ijure/fed/9/.
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by this Constitution shall be implicitly ves-
ted in the states.” This rule of law does not 
confer powers but rather it becomes a point 
of reference from which other Supreme Law 
provisions can confer federal powers and, in 
the light of the unrestricted or open-ended 
clause in the Mexican federal system, con-
fer competences to the states. 

The execution of foreign policy is mo-
nopolized by the national central power, as 
happens with some variations in all contem-
porary government systems. In this sense, 
the NC establishes as a faculty exclusive to 
the Executive Branch “to direct the nation’s 
international policy as well as to enter into 
international treaties that shall be ratified by 
the Senate. In directing the nation’s interna-
tional policy, the President shall be guided 
by principles as follows: the nation’s right 
to self determination; the non-intrusive-
ness […] the international cooperation for 
development.”7 In this way, it may be ob-
served that international cooperation action 
is contemplated as one of the fundamental 
elements of national foreign policy, and by 
legal prescription it is in the hands of the 
President of the Republic.

In theory, although the principle 
of the Senate integration is by territorial 
representation,8 it can be assumed that it is 
the institutional link foreseen for the projec-
tion of international interests by the fede-
rative entities and therefore by the munici-
palities. However, its role in the design and 
execution of foreign policy is scarce and res-
tricted by the different items of Article 76 of 
the NC, which gives it the task: “to analyse 

the foreign policy directed by the Executive 
Branch of Federal Government for the infor-
mation gathered at the annual reports sub-
mitted to the Congress by the President of 
the Republic and the respective Secretary of 
State; besides, the Senate shall have power to 
ratify all international treaties and diploma-
tic conventions signed by the Union’s Exe-
cutive Power”9. 

Thus international treaties –among 
them, bilateral agreements that are fre-
quently the frameworks for actions of inter-
national development cooperation - are nor-
mally executed and approved by the Federal 
powers, especially by the Executive power, 
and ratified by the Senate and, as De la Serna 
(2004) points out, without taking the states 
into account, even though the contents co-
ver issues within their competence. Article 
133 of the NC requires that once the trea-
ties have been approved by Congress, they 
shall be ratified by the Federal Executive to 
become laws of almost the same level as the 
constitutional precepts. In this case, fede-
ral and state judges must ensure they are 
complied with, even superseding the dispo-
sitions of the states themselves on issues wi-
thin their “exclusive” area of competence. 
This is one of the main points of tension 
between the powers granted by the NC to 
each level of government and their practice. 
These constitutional and extra-constitutio-
nal links and tensions are constant and they 
are regulated in the first place by the NC, 
and in the second place, by political praxis. 
Figure 1 illustrates this aspect. 

As regards the treaties, the NC speci-

fies that federative entities cannot “enter into 
any Treaty, Alliance, or Confederation either 
with another State or with foreign nations.”10 
However, the undertaking of other types of 
international actions that are not within the 
framework of a treaty is not explicitly for-
bidden.  However, another limitation may 
be observed in the international participa-
tion of Mexican GNCs. This corresponds to 
the prohibition to “borrow money in either 
a direct or indirect way from any foreign na-
tion, foreign corporations or individuals or 
to borrow money that has to be paid either 
in foreign currency or abroad.”11 

In fact, apart from the above, the NC 
has no other disposition prohibiting local 
and regional authorities to establish interna-
tional relations, nor is there any constitutio-
nal precept explicitly regulating the activities 

or fields in which GNCs may participate for 
the design, planning, and execution of their 
strategies for territorial development that 
complement processes of international coo-
peration actions.

As already pointed out, the Mexican 
State decentralisation process is incipient 
and the practice of public decentralised coo-
peration has found niches which allow its ac-
tion. The “National Treaty Law” of 1992,12 
broadens the possibility of international par-
ticipation for sub-state entities –including 
municipalities- with certain autonomy, wi-
thin the formal framework of the country’s 
international relations. This law purports to 
specifically regulate Article 133 –related to 
international treaties- and to create the pre-
sence of the “inter-institutional agreement” 
that enables GNCs to execute international 

Figure 1  |  Links and tensions between the states and the federal government

7   | Article 89, item X.7 Artículo 89, fracción X.
8   |The Congress of the Union Senate is constituted by 128 legislators. Of these, 64 are elected under the majority 

principle (two for each state and the Federal District), 32 by the first minority, and the remainder under the proportional 
representation principle.9  Artículo 76, fracción I.   

9   | Article 76, item I.
10 | Article 117, item I.
11 | Article 117, item VIII.
12  | The complete text of this law may be read in: http://www.diputados.gob.mx/LeyesBiblio/pdf/216.pdf.
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city-building of municipalities in the coun-
try in different fields, through the National 
Institute for Federalism and Municipal De-
velopment (INAFED).14  This organization 
holds a certain degree of autonomy,15 and 
its commitment is to assist with municipali-
ty capacity-building through various activi-
ties and products. In its organic structure, 
the INAFED has an office of international 
affairs16, whose function is to promote and 
guide local government initiatives connec-
ted with international cooperation, as well 
as to keep contact with international levels 
that will contribute with its objectives to 
promote federalism and decentralisation. 

This institution also has a wealth of 
publications referred to multiple aspects 
concerning municipal governments in 
Mexico. Among them, the International 
Database on Federalism, Decentralisation, 
and Local Governments (BII),17 offers lo-
cal governments a catalogue of internatio-
nal public decentralised cooperation levels, 
and agents and of authorized international 
cooperation instruments with Mexican local 
governments. 

Another INAFED product that may 
be of use for specialists interested in ca-
rrying out public decentralised cooperation 
actions with Mexican municipalities is the 
National System of Municipal Information 
(SNIM). 18 This data base includes an im-
portant amount of updated information on 
the basic indicators of the country’s GNCs.

It must also be noted that even though 
there is no inter-institutional agreement, 
the INAFED Office of International Affairs 
keeps up a coordinated work with the SRE 

agreements in the framework within their 
exclusive areas of governance.  Even though 
not all international action is subordinated 
to agreements, the enactment of this law 
is favourable for the exercise of public de-
centralisation. Attention must especially be 
given to Article 7 of this Law, which esta-
blishes that: “the offices and decentralised 
organizations of the Federal, State, or Mu-
nicipal Public Administration must keep the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs informed of any 
inter-institutional agreement they expect to 
execute with other foreign governmental 
bodies or international organizations. The 
Secretariat must give its ruling on the suita-
bility of subscribing it and, when applicable, 
have it filed in the respective Register.”

It should be noted that in Mexico 
there are inter-institutional agreements, 
town-twinning for example, that have not 
been presented, ruled, and recorded by the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (SRE) and have 
materialized notwithstanding. However, it 
seems recommendable for foreign partners 
to file their agreements so as to comply with 
legal provisions in the matter. This would 
provide the counterpart with legal assuran-
ces that the contracting Mexican govern-
ment has not exceeded its jurisdiction and, 
thus, the agreement is not outside its poli-
tical field of competences, which could en-
danger the success of the intervention.

With the publication of the Na-
tional Treaty Law, the supremacy of the 
federation’s Executive power was reaffirmed 
in the control of foreign relations. Howe-
ver, at the same time the institutional space 
was opened to formalize actions and rela-
tions of the GNCs with other foreign offices 
and agents. Thus the enactment of this law, 
which in the specialists’ opinion should be 
elevated to a constitutional level, signifies 
the acknowledgement of the transformation 
in the nature of relations and the interaction 
of the sub-state government units with fo-

reign countries and the need to offer a more 
flexible framework –albeit of limited com-
petence- that will allow the GNCs to better 
face the challenges from abroad, in terms 
of globalization and interdependence, and 
domestically, in terms of democracy and de-
centralisation.

To achieve greater clarity in the analysis, 
it would seem recommendable to distinguish 
the institutional actors and mechanisms that 
interact in public decentralised cooperation in 
Mexico by action levels: federal, state, and mu-
nicipal. It is also essential to acknowledge the 
constitutional and extra-constitutional links 
between the different government levels.

3.1. Federal level
Evidently, at this level, federal govern-

ment action is decisive to support or restrict 
sub-state governments in their public de-
centralised cooperation relations abroad. As 
noted in the preceding item, the Mexican 
legal framework gives priority to the con-
trol of links with foreign GNCs over active 
federalism principles, without this being ex-
ceptional.

In this sense, the executive power 
maintains an institutional mechanism that 
allows it to offer advice, train, boost, while 
at the same time controlling, foreign rela-
tions, without necessarily interfering with 
sub-state governments’ international ac-
tion. This specific mechanism of addressing 
sub-state territorial authorities’ internatio-
nal linkages is slanted towards two institu-
tional spheres: The Ministry of Governance 
(SEGOB),13 and the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (SRE).

The SEGOB intervenes in the capa-

Sub-directorate of Liaison with Locales Go-
vernments (SVGL).19 This link is aimed at 
better channelling matters concerning mu-
nicipalities and their foreign relations. 

It could be said that the integration of 
an office in charge of addressing local go-
vernments within the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (SRE) is evidence of the importance 
the federal government places on this type 
of link. At the same time, it shows –en-
dorsed by Article 133 of the NC and the 
National Treaty Law- the determination of 
the federation to maintain a high degree of 
control on local and regional government 
international actions.  The main argument 
is related to the perception of the federal 
government of maintaining criteria of coor-
dination, coherence, and complementation 
in the national foreign policy as a whole, in 
which the so-called “federative diplomacy” 
is included20. Among the coordinated tasks 
fulfilled by these two offices is the technical 
assistance to local governments for their en-
try in contact with foreign agents regarding 
cooperation, advice for the integration of 
offices for addressing international affairs, 
legal assistance for the subscribing of inter-
institutional agreements with other foreign 
organizations or entities, among other is-
sues. 

More specifically in relation to public 
decentralised cooperation, the SVGL has 
under its responsibility the National Town-
Twinning Programme (PNCH). It is con-
venient to underline that part of this pro-
gramme is oriented towards encouraging 
town-twinning as an institutional tool in 
decentralised cooperation that will provide 

3. Actors and institutional mechanisms

13 | The institutional equivalent in various European countries is the Ministry for the Interior.
14 | This institution’s website is:http://www.inafed.gob.mx/wb2/
15 | It is the so-called “deconcentrated body” within the Mexican public administration.
16 | The contact is currently: Lic. Ofelia Saavedra, osaavedra@segob.gob.mx or telephone + (55) 5062 2034.
17 |  It may be read in: http://www.e-local.gob.mx/wb2/INAFED2006/INAF_Pub_linea
18 | In can be read in: http://www.e-local.gob.mx/wb2/INAFED2006/INAF_Snim
19 | The contact is currently: Lic. Andrés Barba, abarba@sre.gon.mx  or Phone + (55) 9159-6086 and 83.
 20 | This is the term officially used by SRE to refer to the phenomenon. j
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sources that have on some occasions been 
complemented by the municipalities with 
contributions from international coope-
ration, either international organizations, 
bilateral cooperation organizations or, to a 
lesser degree, public decentralisation actors 
and programmes. 

3.2. State or intermediate level

In Mexico, compared to the municipa-
lities, the state governments have better possi-
bilities of successfully orchestrating public de-
centralised cooperation projects with partners 
from other countries. This is due not only to 
the greater amount of resources available to 
them, but also to the great capacity of trans-
formation of their own organic structure. This 
phenomenon is connected to the fact that all 
the state governments have six years in offi-
ce, double of that of the municipalities, which 
have periods of three years of governance. In 
addition, in the field of training specialized 
teams in international affairs and cooperation, 
it is feasible to establish careers for civil servants 
that can guarantee continuity from one period 
of public administration to the next. For now, 
this process can be considered more tangible 
in state governments than in municipal ones. 
Apparently, once the states have formed spe-
cialized career teams, this practice could be re-
produced the municipalities, but not the other 
way around.

In a very suggestive research, Schiavon 
and López Farfán (2005) analysed the parti-
cipation of the Mexican federative entities in 
international affairs of different natures. The 
authors enabled a series of indicators for the 
quantification of federative entity action in 
this field, which in general observe the gover-
nmental structure, the economic activity, and 
the demarcation policy. This enables having an 
idea of the general profile of the activities of 
the state and its perception of opportunity in 

populations with a formal link to use in their 
initiatives of international cooperation with 
other GNCs. The concept of twinning co-
ming from the PNCH reveals the intention 
of fostering international cooperation rela-
tions with town-twinning as the basis and 
origin of the action that must strengthen 
and enrich the local development strategy. 
The PNCH seeks to give local powers in-
formation and a standardized mechanism to 
subscribe inter-institutional agreements that 
comply with the corresponding regulations. 
As well as collaborating with the formali-
zation of the agreement, from its establis-
hment in 2005, the programme expects to 
give advice –in coordination with INAFED- 
on the installation of Municipal Offices for 
Foreign Affairs, the creation of committees 
with citizen participation linked to the pro-
ject, and the drafting of the regulations that 
shall govern the agreement.

Thus one can observe that as from the 
expansion of sub-state government actions 
abroad, the federal government has institu-
tionally accommodated itself to play an ac-
tive role in the internationalization process 
of some of the Mexican sub-state govern-
ments. This institutional mechanism co-
ordinates the intervention of the Ministry 
of Governance (SEGOB) and the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs (SRE) in their respec-
tive fields of competence. It is possible to 
affirm that this transformation of the or-
ganic structure of the federal government 
responds to a “monitoring strategy” for the 
decentralisation process that, contrary to 
this spirit, seeks to keep complete control 
of international relations and foreign policy 
within the federal sphere, in coherence with 
the constitutional precepts on the matter.

Although its orientation towards the 
support of public decentralised cooperation 
is less, the Ministry of Social Development 
(SEDESOL) is operating the Habitat Pro-
gramme. This instrument has provided re-

the international sphere and, in this case, wi-
thin the international cooperation system. One 
of the fundamental elements for this conside-
ration is the existence of governmental levels 
specialized in international affairs. 

With regard to the availability of insti-
tutional links abroad, the study shows that in 
every Mexican state there is an office, be it an 
under-secretariat, a directorate, or a coordina-
tion office, which has been assigned to address 
international affairs. These levels normally are 
part of state secretariats for economic deve-
lopment. However, it is less frequent that, in 
addition to the above mentioned administrati-
ve unit, offices of international affairs are inte-
grated depending directly from the head of the 
state executive power. In fact, the study indica-
tes that only three, out of 31 states,21 have spe-
cialized offices that belong to a structural top 
to bottom logic (see Chart 2 below), which 
seems very recommendable to achieve greater 
permeability of issues from the governor’s offi-
ce –in this case the international issues- towards 
the remaining offices of lower rank.  

It is important to note that not always 
does the establishment of offices specialised in 
foreign affairs mean that public decentralised 
cooperation activities exist. In various cases, 
whether they are in the rank of action from 
bottom to top or vice versa, these administra-
tive units are normally executors of the resour-
ces obtained from bilateral cooperation within 
their demarcated territory. In these cases the 
initiative for cooperation relations does stems 
form GNCs. Therefore, it can be considered 

an extension of national cooperation which 
must not be confused with public decentrali-
sed cooperation.

On the other hand, in the light of the 
new organization that has appeared as from the 
decentralisation process and the activation of 
federalist principles, state governments –and 
on their part, municipalities- have gathered on 
the national political scenario through associa-
tions. All federative entities, including those 
with different party affiliations, adhered to the 
National Conference of Governors (CONA-
GO), from the start of President Vicente Fox’s 
tenure. Initially, the fund’s goal was to achieve 
a more equitable distribution of public resour-
ces among the different levels of the govern-
ment.22   At present, starting with an ambitious 
agenda, this organization seeks to form a com-
mon institutional space in which to establish 
links between states, thus promoting decentra-
lisation and reinforcing the federalism princi-
ples in all forms and levels of government. 

Regarding international cooperation, we 
may underline that within its internal struc-
ture, CONAGO has a committee dedicated 
to relations between European and Mexican 
entities,23 which reveals the Mexican federative 
entity perception of importance and opportu-
nity around this link. Under this perspective, 
it is important to note that the Mexico-Spain 
Regional Meeting took place in the city of Va-
lencia towards the end of 2005, with the atten-
dance of 12 of the 32 Mexican heads of state. 
As of this event, it was agreed to foster foreign 
trade and international cooperation,24 based on 

21 | The cases recorded are Chiapas, Jalisco and Baja California. To these must be added the State of Mexico, which 
integrated the International Affairs Coordination, complementing the efforts of the administrative units in the Secreta-
riat of Economic Development oriented to the exterior.22 Esta acción impulsó junto con las otras medidas la celebración de 
la I Convención Nacional Hacendaria, lo que sentó las bases para la instauración de una nueva relación – aún insufi-
ciente – de coordinación fiscal entre las entidades federativas y el poder federal nacional.

22| This action, together with the other measures, boosted the execution of the I National Treasury Convention, 
which established the bases for the installation of a new relation –still insufficient- of fiscal coordination between the fede-
rative entities and the national federal power.

23| The “Mexico-European Union” Committee is coordinated by the government of the State of Jalisco. CONAGO 
website is: http//www.conago.org.mx/  

24| Title Four of the agreement document. s
[
[



284 285

Figure 2  | International Affairs Office: Ascendent Action Pattern 

both countries’ intermediate levels of govern-
ment. gobierno intermedios de ambos países. 

3.3. Municipal level
There are a total of 2,440 municipalities 

in Mexico, which express the diversity and in-
equality that characterize this country. We can 
find municipalities with marginality levels com-
parable to those of Sub-Saharan Africa,25 whi-

le at the same time there are urban areas with 
very high degrees of economic and social deve-
lopment and sophistication. Thus institutional 
mechanisms to address international affairs and 
foreign cooperation vary considerably in their 
available resources and motivating factors. 

However, there are some common ele-
ments that condition the international action 
of Mexican municipalities. The period of go-
vernance at a municipal level generally has a 

three-year duration.26 This period is evidently 
too short to activate international presence and 
consolidate public decentralised cooperation 
projects. In addition, the political principle of 
no re-election is kept in Mexico, which, added 
to the lack of a municipal employee career, hin-
ders the continuity and sustainability of interna-
tional cooperation actions. As Moreno (2003) 
states, the municipal governance period does 
not allow long-term collaboration agreements. 
Thus cooperation relations without continuity 
hinder the sustainability of the interventions.

The tendency to integrate two different 
prototypical organic forms may be observed 
among municipal governments that have inter-
national affairs offices (See Figure 2). On the 
one hand, we find those units of the internatio-
nal area that are circumscribed to the structure 
and subordinated to certain municipal govern-
mental office, normally that of economy. Un-
der this specific disposition, if the municipality 
wishes to carry out certain international ac-
tions, the office in charge must wade through 
the different administrative levels to gather the 
areas that take part in the design and execution 
of the public decentralised cooperation action. 
This situation slows down the decision-making 
process and causes the loss of opportunity wi-
thin the framework of a somewhat short pe-
riod of office. Town halls that adopt structures 
such as those described, normally seek to fulfil 
a certain specific task, such as the promotion of 
commerce or tourism in their jurisdiction. In 
those cases, the operational range of the admi-
nistrative unit is from bottom to top.

Conversely, when the international 
affairs office organically is dependent on the 
executive’s office, it is possible to maintain a 
broad vision on the sectors and areas in which 

public decentralised cooperation can comple-
ment the local initiatives for political, econo-
mic, and social development. In addition, the 
management and the decision-making process 
are simplified and allow a wider range of action 
in the field of international cooperation. In this 
case, the administrative exercise of the munici-
pal office for international affairs goes from top 
to bottom. 

In the light of the Mexican experience, it 
is recommended that the incursion within the 
dynamics of international cooperation from 
the municipalities be accompanied by the in-
tegration of a specialized administrative unit. 
Its own disposition within the town hall’s or-
ganic structure allows this unit to encourage 
agreements and initiatives with other munici-
pal areas, and at the same time, to follow up 
agreed actions and relevant issues promptly 
and swiftly.

3.3.1. City Council Associations

The associations of municipal govern-
ments are another institutional mechanism 
that can support the exercise of public decen-
tralised cooperation by local governments.  
There are three national municipality associa-
tions in Mexico, which, as Paz Cuevas indica-
tes (2005: 68), “we can see in each one […] 
the partisan element as a nodal factor, which 
in different conjunctures, have submitted the 
municipal aspirations that give meaning to 
the associations on their agenda.” 

The Association of Municipalities of 
Mexico (AMMAC) is an organization that 
has been linked to the National Action Par-
ty (PAN) from its start. It has a history of 
supporting the municipal autonomy of the 
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25 | As examples of this, we can mention the municipalities of Coicoyán de las Flores with a value of 0,362 on the 
Human Development Index (HDI) and San Martín Peras (0,393) in the state of Oaxaca and Metlantónoc (0,363) in 
the state of Guerrero. These values are comparable to the national HDI of Eritrea (0,346), Guinea (0,398) or Ivory Coast 
(0,422). Source: National Council on Population, http://www.conapo.gob.mx

26 | With the exception of the state of Coahuila, where the local Congress extended the municipal mandate to four 
years.  r
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PAN party while being under the rule of the 
state and federal government of the Institu-
tional Revolutionary Party (PRI). AMMAC 
has held close links with the Konrad Aden-
auer Foundation since 1992. This German 
organization represents a platform for the in-
ternational manifestation of interests of the 
political tendency known as Christian Demo-
cracy. Later on, at least discursively, this as-
sociation would start moving away from the 
party guidelines and appear to transcend all 
ideological empathy and as AMMAC (2000: 
26) itself states, attempt “to regroup so as to 
put an end to the centralism stated before, 
and to seek grounds for broader authority.” 
Of the three national associations, AMMAC 
maintains the greatest distance from partisan 
activities, and effectively attempts to integra-
te municipalities from the different local go-
verning parties into its structure. 

Among this organization’s main goals 
is the strengthening of Mexican municipali-
ties in the intergovernmental dialogue poli-
cy, on a regional, national, and international 
level. As well as the initial postulates relative 
to the defence of municipal autonomy befo-
re other government levels, AMMAC has ac-
counted for an important mobility on an in-
ternational level. In addition to representing 
a broader action platform, this has allowed 
it to diversify its incomes further than the 
membership dues, in order to support its ac-
tivities. In addition to the Konrad Adenauer 
Foundation, AMMAC found another inter-
national action axis along the same ideolo-
gical lines of Christian Democracy in what 
was the International Union of Local Au-
thorities (IULA) which, after it merged with 
the United Towns organisation (UTO) and 
Metropolis in 2004, gave rise to the United 
Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), be-
ing the integration of mega-international or-
ganisation of local powers. Within the space 
of the European Union, AMMAC maintains 
relations with the Spanish Federation of Mu-

nicipalities and Provinces (FEMP) and, as 
of September 2005, with the International 
Cooperation Agency of the Association of 
Netherlands Municipalities. Based on the 
study carried out by the Latin American Fe-
deration of Cities, Municipalities and Lo-
cal Authority Associations (FLACMA), it is 
possible to determine that AMMAC is the 
most consolidated Mexican municipality 
association, especially due to its high inter-
national mobility, its financial viability, and 
its increasingly plural political positioning. 
Among its international activities, its role 
promoting town-twinning as an instrument 
to develop the potential of associated mu-
nicipalities is prominent. In this sense, it is 
interesting to note that AMMAC’s comba-
tiveness on a national level diminished after 
President Fox assumed office, possibly due 
to political empathy. However, its internatio-
nal relations have been broadened with other 
municipality associations, international pro-
municipality foundations and organizations. 
According to the same FLACMA study, up 
to 2005 AMMAC held the membership of 
315 municipalities that represent approxi-
mately 13% of the total national town halls 
(2005: 37). However, this numeric relation 
does not consider the demographic weight 
and population income in order to identify 
its members better. 

The other two associations are the 
Association of Local Authorities of Mexico 
(AALMAC) linked to the Democratic Revo-
lution Party (PRD) and the National Fede-
ration of Municipalities of Mexico (FENA-
MM) linked to the Institutional Revolutio-
nary Party (PRI) . Both organizations have a 
lower profile than AMMAC regarding their 
participation in international actions, possi-
bly due to concentrating their interest mainly 
within national borders. However, AALMAC 
maintains and promotes among its members 
some links with European territorialities and 
associations. Prominent are the close links 

with the Friedrich Ebert Foundation of Ger-
many, and its relations with the FEMP and 
the Mancommunity of Municipalities for 
the Socioeconomic Development of Huel-
va, Spain. Until the great world associations 
were united, AALMAC held a fluid relation-
ship with UTO, probably due to its empathy 
with social democratic political principles.

On its part, FENAMM is the associa-
tion that has the largest nominal amount of 
members (1,716 municipalities) and the re-
presentation at a municipal level of almost 
50% of the country’s inhabitants.27 Since its 
foundation in 1997, this organization expec-
ted the other two associations –AMMAC and 
AALMAC- to adhere to its project in one 
sole national association to care for the inter-
ests of the municipalities, regardless of their 
authorities’ party affiliation. However, partly 
influenced by the preponderance of the pro-
longed permanence of the PRI in power, as 
well as the interest in developing their own 
political agendas, both associations declined 
this initiative. 

Another effort for integration has been 
the National Conference of Mexican Muni-
cipalities (CONAMM), started in 2001 in 
the UTO-IULA Unity Congress in Rio de 
Janeiro. The CONAMM, still without legal 
capacity, has attempted to promote the uni-
fication of the three associations to join the 

Table 1  | Bilateral cooperation, donors by world region

local powers within one sole national block 
of municipalities, without success up to now. 
The fact is that in 2006 Mexico is one of the 
few countries in the world that does not have 
a national municipality association, truly re-
presentative and without political hues.  This 
is probably one of the main reasons why the 
international programmes in support of de-
centralised cooperation have not found local 
interlocutors in Mexico, apart from isolated 
actors or the federal government continuing 
to perform the role of tutor in these proces-
ses.

There has been no coordination 
whatsoever between the three associations 
on international matters. What is more, the 
three have at one time or another participa-
ted individually in the managing bodies of 
FLACMA, IULA, UTO and now UCLG, or-
ganizations that would do well in promoting 
a national coordination platform between 
them before acknowledging them interna-
tionally. If the CONAMM were to prosper, 
it would hold great importance within the 
national political scenario and unquestio-
nable power on the international stage. At 
least, that is what has been demonstrated by 
the up to now successful CONAGO expe-
rience regarding federative entities.  

Thus we can observe that over the last 
few years, the organic structures of the Mexi-

 27 |  http://www.urbalvictoria.gob.mx/fenamm.htm  g
[
[ World region Percentage of the cooperation flow 

Europe 31,4
Asia-Pacific 15,8
North America 8,6
Africa and Middle East 0,38
International Organizations 43,9
Source: SRE (Foreign Ministry)
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sary data. However, the information is usua-
lly not very precise, and regularly does not 
make a distinction between public decentra-
lised cooperation and other types of collabo-
ration agreements. In this sense, the amounts 
of finance, its source and application are very 
difficult to track, not only due to the lack of 
an office assigned to monitor and collect this 
sort of  information, but also due to the va-
riance in criteria used to record it, all which 
hinder the work even further.

As well as the direct search over the In-
ternet, it would seem convenient to establish 
personal contact with the responsible people 
in some of the public institutions that partia-
lly gather the information.  This is the case of 
SRE, INAFED and, depending on the mat-
ter, those responsible for the information on 
international activities in state and municipal 
governments. 

Even with the collaborative intention 
of the staff, many times the lack of experien-
ce, training, and frequent absence –or ineffi-
ciency- of the specialized administrative area 
on international affairs will seriously hinder 
the possibility of obtaining dependable and 
opportune data for the joint systematiza-
tion of the phenomenon in the country. In 
addition, the idea of diminishing the prior 
administration’s work to highlight their own 
is a recurring practice, especially when there 
are party changeovers in the state or munici-
pal power.28

Notwithstanding the difficulties and even 
though this information is not the product of 
an exhaustive research, one may consider that it 
will allow a sound appraisal on the performance 
of the main methods and tendencies of public 
decentralised cooperation in Mexico. We shall 
base the typological classification of the rela-
tions between GNCs on the work of Gutiérrez 
Camps (2006).  The researcher first proposes 
to classify the public decentralised cooperation 
relations into informal and institutionalized 
links. Informal relations are relevant and have a 

can State have been modified –although not 
sufficiently- in response to the new condi-
tions of partisan pluralism and the broade-
ning of democratic channels. Although both 
processes are incipient, they have definitely 
influenced the conformation of the institu-
tional mechanisms that give way to the ac-
tion of public decentralised cooperation in 
the country.

4. Modalities and quantitative data

In the first place, as a reference para-
meter, Table 1 will show the distribution of 
Mexican bilateral cooperation received by re-
gion of origin. In this way, it is possible to 
see how European bilateral cooperation has 
become the largest and most important in the 
country. In order to identify the country of 
origin, Table 2 breaks down European coo-
peration awarded to Mexico under bilateral 
cooperation agreements.

In Mexico, obtaining information re-
lative to public decentralised cooperation is 
quite complicated due to the great quanti-
ty of sources one must access to achieve an 
approximation to the real state of this issue in 
the country. As indicated by Matul (2006), it 
requires the direct consultation of the websi-
tes of State governments and a considerable 
portion of municipalities to collect the neces-

marked influence on the activity performance. 
However, they are difficult to quantify and due 
to their very nature, they are subjective ele-
ments that offer great complications for their 
appraisal. On their part, institutionalized links 
are divided into two categories: bilateral rela-
tions, between two territorialities, and pluri-
institutional, in networks or projects between 
more than two public sub-state actors. Among 
the institutional bilateral relations we can basi-
cally identify three categories: town-twinning, 
bilateral projects and those carried out by as-
sociations of federative entities and municipa-
lities. Prominent among the pluri-institutional 
links are networks and projects in which one or 
various GNCs participate. 

In the case of Mexico, it is necessary to 
clarify in the first place that the conception of 
town-twinning in general has evolved from be-
ing mostly protocol and good intentions -passi-
ve twinning- towards the integration of a com-
mon basis on which to plan joint actions for 
mutual benefit –active twinning-. According to 
Ballesteros and Luna (2005),29 until May 2005 
the SRE had knowledge of 878 projects or al-
ready subscribed town-twinning agreements 
by Mexican territorialities in all the continents. 
Unfortunately this amount does not distin-
guish valid agreements from those about to 
be subscribed, two totally different conditions. 
However, of the total reported, 23% corres-
pond to Europe, with 202 agreements either 
signed or about to be signed. Of this amount, 
there are 76 cases reported with Spanish te-
rritorialities, which represent 37.63%; 12.38% 
with Italy, 9.41% with France; 6.44% with Po-
land, and 4.95% with Germany.

If we distribute the town-twinning pro-

jects or agreements by federative entity, Jalis-
co is by far the most dynamic in the country, 
with 119 town-twinnings in the world, which 
represent 13.56% of the country total. In se-
cond place is Nuevo León with 8.2%, the sta-
te of Mexico with 7.07%, the City of Mexico 
with 6.95%, and the state of Veracruz with 
5.93%. These five states jointly concentrate 
over 40% of the country total. The aforemen-
tioned authors attribute the motivations that 
have influenced the states to subscribe these 
agreements mainly to economic incentives 
combined with others in 75% of the cases. 
Other types of incentives considered are: a) 
historic/cultural 50%; b) social/migratory 
50%; and c) strategic/convenience 21.8%. It 
should be noted that the numbers are distri-
buted in this way because the GNCs can have 
more than one motivation. 

As mentioned before, in the cases of 
Jalisco, Nuevo León, and the State of Mexi-
co, for example, historic, cultural, social, and 
migratory factors join. In general the subs-
cription of inert agreements tends to decrease 
because they offer scarce productivity. In the 
meantime, the idea that town-twinning is the 
basis for undertaking other types of initiatives 
is strengthened.  These initiatives are mainly 
connected with taking advantage of export 
potential, the interest in capturing productive 
investment, and the promotion of tourism.  

A total of 53 bilateral institutional rela-
tions by 30 Mexican municipalities and states 
with their European counterparts have been 
recorded.30 This includes municipalities who-
se bilateral relations are not necessarily based 
on town-twinning but are preferably defined 
by their active nature.  Coinciding with the 

Table 2 | Cooperation projects by European countries

Country Number of projects
Germany 41
Italy 25
France 16
Spain 11
European Union 19
Source: SRE (Foreign Ministry)

28| The Federal Institute of Access to Public Information (IFAI) was recently created with the intention of gua-
ranteeing the access to public governmental information. It may therefore be foreseen that in the future, the management 
of governmental information will be more transparent and accessible.

29| At the time of writing this article, H. Ballesteros was Director General of Political Liaison and J.C. Luna, 
Director of Political Liaison of the SRE

30| Information obtained on the Internet, through telephone contacts with government staff from the states and mu-
nicipalities, and supplied by the Observatory for Decentralised Cooperation EU-Latin America (OCD).  u
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Table 3 |Volume of public decentralised 
cooperation by country

Country
Percentage of decentralised 
cooperation 

Spain 54,72
France 26,42
Germany 9,44
Own sources

SRE information, Jalisco and its capital city 
Guadalajara concentrate almost 17% of the 
total activity between them, while the State 
of Veracruz and Xalapa, its capital city, pro-
duced 11.33% of the cases. Nuevo León and 
its capital city Monterrey, registered 7.6%, the 
same percentage that is attributed to Mexico 
City. In the four most representative cases, a 
dynamic participation is clearly distinguished 
on the part of the state capitals –and the na-
tional one in the case of Mexico City- in the 
interaction with European territorialities. 

In part, this information shows certain 
centralist tendencies that state capitals take 
from the national scheme and duplicate in 
their jurisdictions. However, it is also true 
that, given the relatively recent implantation 
of public decentralised cooperation practices 
in the country, the territorial entities that are 
usually most receptive to new approaches and 
development formulas are those municipali-
ties and states with greater economic power 
and high degrees of human development in 
relation to the national average. The 30 mu-
nicipalities detected with decentralised coo-
peration relations with European Union te-
rritorialities cast an average of 0.803 on the 
Human Development Index (HDI),31 a high 
rank, while the national average is of 0.791, 

medium-high rank. Especially outstanding 
is the fact that sub-state governments with 
more than two interventions in bilateral-type 
public decentralised cooperation,32 present 
an average HDI of 0.84, which is very much 
higher than the national average and quite a 
lot more than the other registered territoria-
lities. 

Jointly, the three countries included on 
Table 3 represent 90.58% of the total links 
recorded between European and Mexican 
GNCs.  There is a strong link with these 
three countries, especially with Spain, due 
to historic and cultural reasons as well as 
the increasing pace of investment of Spanish 
enterprises in Latin America. In the case of 
France, since 1998, the French-Mexican Mu-
nicipal Cooperation Programme coordinated 
in México by UTO,33 has increasingly pla-
ced more emphasis on French decentralised 
cooperation by giving advice on how to turn 
state and municipal employees into professio-
nals, how to run civil servant career courses, 
how to develop the local economy, and how 
to coordinate schemes between municipali-
ties (inter-municipality).

On the other hand, there are the pluri-
institutional cooperation relations, which are 
characterized by the joint participation of more 
than two GNCs or state associations or net-
works or groups of municipalities. Within this 
category, it should be noted that network parti-
cipation is the most well-known in the country. 
As well as the URB-AL programme of the Eu-
ropean Commission, the European and Latin 
American GNCs interact with other networks 
on cooperation. There is no information on 
complementary actions between the EC bilate-
ral cooperation and that of the member states 
with the URB-AL programme in the country.

In total there are records of 70 
municipalities,34 metropolitan areas, and sta-
tes that have participated in the program-
me. In most of the cases the Mexican GNCs 
only participate as members of one or more 
thematic networks. In practical terms, this 
means that they receive periodical informa-
tion and/or eventually take part in some 
of the meetings or workshops organized by 
members.  Of these Mexican partners, only 
10% benefit from common projects emerging 
from the network itself. Thus there are only 
four Mexican governments that were project 
coordinators, and none that were network 
coordinators. The main networks in which 
Mexican and European GNCs co-participate 
are: Union of Ibero-American Capital Cities 
(UCCI), United Cities and Local Govern-
ments (UCLG), Latin American Centre for 
Urban Strategic Development (CIDEU) 
and Local Governments for Sustainability 
(ICLEI). 

Various specialists coincide that Mexico 
has not utilized the URB-AL programme as 
much as other Latin American countries such 
as Brazil or Colombia have. As has already 
stated, the lack of continuity in municipal 
public administration hinders local govern-
ment participation due to the length of the 
URB-AL programme project cycle. In this 
way, it would seem relevant to foster the par-
ticipation of state governments, which have a 
six-year duration.  The search of complemen-
tarity of projects financed by the URB-AL 
Programme with other bilateral cooperation 
projects, to achieve a better synergy through 
community cooperation actions in Mexico 
would also be convenient. For example, the 
case of the Querétaro municipality is interes-
ting, since even though the local authorities 
were renewed, it has kept the international 
affairs unit within its municipal administra-
tive structure and maintained its field of ac-

tion from top to bottom. This municipality 
maintains a high level of training in its staff, 
which facilitates its link with the international 
sphere. This local government’s experience 
in URB-AL is wide, since it has participated 
on five occasions and coordinated the project 
of one of them. However, its accumulated 
experience would seem to lead this GNC to 
explore ways to complement the actions of 
the URB-AL Programme with other bilateral 
projects of European and Mexican public de-
centralised cooperation.

Notwithstanding the recent strategic 
positioning of municipalities in this field, 
more active international relations policies 
have been generated within state govern-
ments, since in general, they concentrate a 
greater volume of fiscal resources. There are 
some states that stand out due to their per-
formance in relation to the rest. In the first 
place, the case of Jalisco stands out, since it 
generally has a very dynamic international 
policy, not only in terms of development coo-
peration, but in other aspects connected to 
its commercial and industrial capacity and its 
high rate of migration to the United States. It 
also maintains a high cultural and education 
potential that allows it to project its interests 
and expectations towards the international 
sphere, an objective that the national centra-
list scheme has been unable to meet in its fo-
reign policy. 

This state thus has a very complete in-
ternational relations agenda, which covers a 
wide range of issues. In terms of public de-
centralised cooperation, Jalisco has two dy-
namic town-twinning projects with European 
regions, one with Andalusia, Spain, and the 
other with Bavaria, Germany. The first stands 
out for its potential that has not yet comple-
tely materialized, and the second has allowed 
the establishment of relations in the field of 
productive and commercial investment, as 

31 |  Source: SNIM.3

32 | They are: the municipality of Guadalajara (six participations); the municipality of Xalapa (five); the Gover-
nment of Mexico City (four), the state of Jalisco and the municipality of  Monterrey (three).33 Hasta su fusión con IULA, 
la FMCU mantenía un representante en México.

33 | UTO had a representative in Mexico until its merger with IULA. x
[
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34 |  Source: European Commission Delegation in Mexico and authors’ elaboration.
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well as the expansion of  Jalisco enterprises’ 
exports to Europe and vice versa.35 

In addition to coordinating the Euro-
pean Union-Mexico Committee in CONA-
GO, Jalisco is preparing to organize the next 
edition of EMEX, an event that plans to join 
Mexican governors with their Spanish coun-
terparts.  

Another very interesting aspect of the 
Jalisco State government international policy 
is the start-up of the Municipal Town-Twin-
ning Programme, which attempts to conso-
lidate and diversify the presence of Jalisco in 
the world, while strengthening the municipal 
development processes and promoting links 
between different municipalities and the state 
government. Regarding public decentralised 
cooperation, this programme has the virtue 
of transmitting the state government expe-
rience and international contacts to its mu-
nicipalities. The implementation of this pro-
gramme would appear to generate propitious 
conditions in which to extend public decen-
tralised cooperation into other municipalities 
in addition to the state capital.

On its part, Nuevo León has also at-
tempted to project to the exterior, and 
although its international relations are more 
oriented to the United States due to its geo-
graphic proximity, it has sought to promote 
its capital city, Monterrey, as a global city..36  

However, the Nuevo León government 
maintains some links with European regions, 
and its activity concentrates more on econo-
mic promotion issues than on cooperation. 
The State of Mexico currently represents a 
similar case, since its international relations 
have centred on the economic field and the 
development of its export potential. In this 

sense, it has a Programme for International 
Promotion, which has a broad agenda of 
international issues, but basically economic 
ones, among which is international coopera-
tion. In fact, it maintains a cooperation rela-
tionship with the region of Bavaria, oriented 
to the improvement of environmental con-
ditions through the use of clean technology 
and renewable resources with the strengthe-
ning of Mexican enterprises in this field. Up 
to last summer, the State of Mexico had re-
presentation offices in Houston, San Salva-
dor, Paris, and Madrid; however, the policy 
of austerity imposed by the new administra-
tion caused the closing of these offices. Ac-
cording to declarations made to the press by 
the head of the international area, the reope-
ning of the European representations is not 
foreseen.37

The case of Chiapas is very special. Great 
part of its international activism is connected 
to the projection and fame achieved by the ar-
med movement headed by the Zapatista Army 
of National Liberation (EZLN), which showed 
the world the oppression and misery under 
which the Chiapas indigenous communities 
live. Since the insurgence in 1994, Chiapas has 
continually been the focus of the world’s at-
tention, and its visibility cannot be compared 
to that obtained by any other Mexican region 
abroad. Having entered the international arena, 
various channels of support and financing for 
this entity’s development have opened. As no-
ted by López Farfán and Schiavon (2005:24): 
“over the last few years, the state government 
has also known how to capitalize on the world 
fame achieved by Chiapas, resulting in a broad 
network of relations with diverse international 
actors.” 

The Coordination of International Re-
lations (CRI) was created in 2001 in order to 
manage these state governmental links. This 
office has quite a complex structure and very 
effective capacity to respond to and address 
international issues. However it should be 
noted that the State of Chiapas only records 
one public decentralised cooperation rela-
tionship with Europe, which is through the 
participation of the Tapachula Municipality 
in the URB-AL Programme.

It should also be mentioned that the 
Government of the State of Chiapas is the 
beneficiary of one of the most important EU 
cooperation programmes in Mexico. This is 
the Project of Social, Integrated, and Sus-
tainable Development (PRODESIS), with a 
European contribution of 15 million Euros, 
and programmed within the official bi-lateral 
cooperation framework for the period 2002-
2006.

From this perspective, the CRI has qua-
lified staff with experience in international 
cooperation. That is, the state government 
has the necessary basic conditions to diversify 
its instruments and be a more active stake-
holder in international public decentralised 
cooperation, as well as a possible transmitter 
of experiences and practices to its municipali-
ties. The potential Chiapas has is high, since 
the state and its municipalities have experien-
ce in local participation and social and soli-
dary economy, which may be attractive to its 
partners under a platform of reciprocity in 
learning and interchange.38

Mexico City is another uncommon case. 
In the nineties, the coordination of interna-
tional affairs by the Government of Mexico 
City was surely the most professional in the 
country. However, as part of the reduction of 
public expenditure in this area, the office was 

radically diminished until it became a sub-di-
rectorate with little activity. This measure did 
not necessarily entail a reduction in the subs-
cribing of inter-institutional agreements with 
foreign entities on the part of the Mexico City 
Government and its delegations.39 Instead, 
these functions were decentralised towards 
each one of the offices that address their own 
international matters and are coordinated by 
the Office of the government head’s.  Howe-
ver, the information is scattered and there is 
no continuous follow up on international ac-
tions. It must be noted that as the national 
capital of a centralist country committed to 
excellence –at least since the end of the nine-
teenth century- Mexico City has had scarce 
participation in foreign issues. This condition 
is mainly the result of not needing to go in 
the search of opportunities abroad, since as a 
privileged political centre with intense econo-
mic activity, these come alone and only need 
to be capitalized. 

Public decentralised cooperation does 
not even come near to representing a prio-
rity for Mexico City, which in many cases is 
the beneficiary of programmes and projects 
that emerge from national bi-lateral coopera-
tion. However, one must acknowledge that it 
maintains some public decentralised coopera-
tion projects, but its participation is greater 
through local city and government networ-
ks, such us URB-AL, CIDEU, UCLG and 
UCCI, among others. It is clear that Mexico 
City’s greatest field of experience is rather te-
chnical than financial cooperation. Finally, it 
is important to point out that Mexico City 
has great potential for the exchange of practi-
ces and experiences with its eventual partners 
regarding governance, urban development, 
environment, public safety, and transport, 
among others. 35 | The state of Jalisco’s European Union Centre of Information and Dissemination (CIDUE) is the support for 

exports to Europe.  Its website is: http://cidue.jalisco.gob.mx/index.html
36  | Monterrey’s international projection as a global city may be seen with the 2007 Forum organization (The 

Universal Forum of Cultures). It should be noted that Monterrey is twinned with the city of Barcelona, seat of the 2004 
Forum.

37 | El Universal electronic journal, August 17, 2006.

38  | To contact CRI: Mr. Roberto Alfonso Morales (head of the International Political Unit), cri_upi@chiapas.
gob.mx or Nadia Cabrera, cri_enlaceeuropa@yahoo.com. Phone + (52) 961 6715 866, 67 and 68.

39  | This is the name of the 16 demarcations that constitute Mexico City. The delegates are elected by direct popular 
vote for a three-year period of office.  o
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their participation in public decentralised 
cooperation with European territorialities. 
Notwithstanding, it is first necessary to ad-
vance towards a new scheme for the distribu-
tion of public resources among different go-
vernment levels. This subject greatly surpas-
ses the field of action of public decentralised 
cooperation and is preferably combined with 
the establishment of an active federalist mo-
del that will allow the GNCs to have greater 
dynamism and presence in the field of inter-
national relations in general.

In this case, the difficulty to obtain in-
formation on the matter is a reflection of the 
dispersion of actions carried out, of the lack 
of follow up, and of the lack of a standardized 
model that will allow the taking advantage of 
public decentralised cooperation as part of a 
coordinated development strategy by local 
and state authorities.  Similarly, to the extent 
that beneficiaries themselves take active par-
ticipation in the development process, joint 
projects with local or state governments, na-
tional and foreign, would have greater possi-
bilities of positively having an impact on and 
taking root in the corresponding demarcation 
of social dynamics.

On the other hand, the permanence of 
the same party in the federal executive power 
and most state and municipal positions, used 
to ensure continuity in public policy from 
one administration to the next. However, 
the democratization of the Mexican political 
system has caused parties to alternate at all 
government levels. The situation during par-
ty changeovers invariably leads to the auto-
matic renewal of staff in public administra-
tion, and as a result the careers of civil ser-
vants are prevented from continuing, which 
if allowed would ensured that the knowledge 
and experience they have gained is not lost. 
There is no doubt that Congress approval of 
the Federal Public Administration Professio-
nal Services Act was a significant step in this 
direction. However, this disposition does not 

Mexican territorial corporation: 
Queretaro City Council  
(641 386 inh.)

Foreign territorial corporation:
European Union (URB-AL)

Fields of action (where the project 
has an impact)

City council staff capacity-building in the following areas: international affairs, economic, social, and urban 
development, city council services, ecology, equality, gender, strengthening of the City Council Planning 
Institute, and widening the chances of participating in international networks. 

Partners: 

Latin America: Network 10. Project Coordination: Queretaro City Council  (Mexico).
City Councils  of: Arica (Chile), Guarulhos, Bernardo do Campo (Brazil), Junin, Pergamino (Argentina), San 
Xavier (Bolivia). Associations: Câmara Ítalo-Brasileira de Comércio e Indústria (Brazil).
Europe: City Councils of: Latina, Milano, Padova (Italy) and San Sebastian (Spain). Associations: Andalusian 
Fund of Municipalities for the International Solidarity (Spain).

Start up date: September, 2005. The project is scheduled to last 15 months.

Background of the project 
(association or partnership date, 
other joint projects, etc.):

In 2004, during the II International Conference of the URB-AL Network 10, with the participation of city council 
officials: Fighting Urban Poverty, in Sao Paulo, the conclusion was reached to establish basic guidelines to 
foster more active participation of local authorities in the design of international cooperation projects and to 
contibute in the fight against poverty. With this starting point, the initiative  to develop the project “City council 
officials training to prepare them to use international cooperation programmes as tools for fighting poverty in 
their local projects.” The project shows the Queretaro City Council’s interest to encourage capacity-building of 
local Public Administration staff, and at the same time to promote participation of other Latin American city 
councils in the project.

Summary of the project or projects 
(in case of programs) 

The project has as core goal to provide the city councils involved with the necessary tools for designing 
international cooperation projects as a means to support municipal strategic projects, thus improving citizen’s 
quality of life, especially the people who are most unprotected.  With this ruling principle, the project is aimed 
towards the support of small and medium city councils. Among the products generated within the project 
framework, it is worth highlighting the diagnosis on poverty conditions, records of international cooperation 
experiences by the participating localities in fighting poverty, the celebration of a seminar (seat: city of 
Queretaro), a training workshop (seat: city of Milan) that will be replicated by other city councils within 
the demarcation of each participant, the preparation and publication of a manual (in Italian, Portuguese 
and Spanish), and the creation of a web page to inform about project activities and the material especially 
prepared for these projects and activities.

Global budget of the intervention € 336,501.18 total budget. 

Financing by partner:
The URB-Latin America programme contributes with approximately 70% (€ 235,147.02) of the total.  The 
rest is contributed by participants. 

Remarks:
The Queretaro City Council  Unit of International Affairs is in charge of the project and its core goal is to transfer 
the experience to strategic local entities. 

Contacts:
Lic. Daniela Calderón Uribe, Project Coordinator
Tel. + (52) 442  238 7700 ext. 6110
c-e: daniela.calderon@municipiodequeretaro.gob.mx o danicmetz @yahoo.com

Source: Queretaro Municipality Unit of International Affairs.

Chart  1  | Explanatory record of decentralised cooperation project
As can be seen, bi-lateral institutional 

relations between European and Mexican te-
rritorialities are few, and town-twinning agre-
ements would seem to be a useful instrument 
with which to increase the activity. City net-
works –even though there is scarce leadership 
on the part of Mexican GNCs- represent a 
more frequent participation exercise, due to 
which programs such us URB-AL become 
great stimulants by offering a clear model for 
participation, with technical advice, monito-
ring, and measurable goals. These types of re-
lations can promote, together with direct bi-
lateral institutional cooperation or through 
associations, the boom of this phenomenon 
in Mexico.

5. Tendencies and perspectives

It is foreseeable that the debate which 
will influence public decentralised coopera-
tion performance in Mexico will focus on im-
portant issues such as the federal pact, fiscal 
powers, or on the need to assign greater areas 
of competence, not only for their planning 
but for their execution, to the GNCs. In a 
political and social context in which progress 
has been made on these issues, the conditions 
for carrying out public decentralised coope-
ration would most surely be more propitious 
than they are at present. This debate agen-
da would probably lead to crystallizing the 
achievements of the NC itself, which could 
help the regulation of decentralised inter-
national cooperation become clearer. As an 
example, it is known that within the SRE, 
there are diverging points of view regarding 
the suitability of penalizing the GNCs that 
do not comply with the mandate of submit-
ting inter-institutional agreements subscribed 
with foreign entities to dictum. 

However, Mexican sub-state govern-
ments offer great potential for broadening  e

[
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Chart  2 | Explanatory record of a decentralised cooperation project

Mexican territorial corporation: State 
of Mexico (Mexico)
(13 096 686 inh.)

Foreign territorial corporation:
Free State of Bavaria (Germany)

Fields of action (where the project has 
an impact)

Solar energy, the environment, professional capacity-building, sustainable development.

Partners: (institutional denomination) In Mexico: State of Mexico Environmental Secretariat and Secretary of Economic Development, different 
renewable energy enterprises from the entity and Mexican-German Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
(CAMEXA)
In Germany: AMBITEC and related enterprises seminar.

Start up date: October 25, 2000

Background of the project A Inter-institution Cooperation Agreement was signed between the Government of the State of Mexico and 
the Free State of Bavaria.

Summary of the project or projects (in 
case of programmes):

This agreement is mainly aimed at improving the entity environmental condition, through staff capacity-
building and application of “clean” technology.  To attain this goal, the Bavarian representation in Mexico 
offers a certain number of scholarships each year to the State of Mexico Environmental Secretariat, for 
scholars to participate in the AMBITEC seminar together with Mexican enterprises. This seminar focuses 
on renewable energy. The forum takes place in the city of Munich and    Germany provides most of its 
financing. The event seeks to help   participants become familiar with the use of up-to-date technology 
applied to the environmental sector, establishing contacts with Bavarian related enterprises. 

Global budget of the intervention: Variable.

Financing by partner: The Bavarian government pays for lodging, food, transport, and translation for individual meetings. Air 
travel expenses are paid by participants.

Remarks: It is worth mentioning that the project has continued throughout despite the administrations having 
changed. The government of the State of Mexico intends to continue to take part in this regional 
development cooperation agreement since it has proved to be successful.

Contacts: Mexican-German Chamber of Commerce and Industry (CAMEXA) Bavarian Representative, Dr. Wilheim 
Boucsein, Tel: + (52) 55 1500 5900
Government of the State of Mexico, Foreign Affairs Coordination, Dr. Arnulfo Valdivia (coordinator) and Lic. 
Claudia Carvajal (liaison), Tel. + (52) 722 1678 318 and 19 or e-mail cg_carbajal@hotmail.com.

Source: Government of the State of Mexico, Foreign Affairs Coordination

Mexican territorial corporation: 
Government of the State of Jalisco 
(population: 6.322.002 inh.)

Foreign territorial corporation:

Autonomous Community of Andalusia
(Spain)

Fields of action 
(where the project has an impact)

Economic development, education and culture

Partners: (institutional denomination) In Mexico: Government of the State of Jalisco, universities and enterprises from several sectors.
In Spain: Junta of Andalusia government, Andalusian Agency of Foreign Promotion (EXTENDA) and enterprises from 
several sectors.

Project start up date (execution): October 31,2001

Summary of joint activities •	 As	a	part	of	this	agreement,	the	Autonomous	Community	of	Andalusia	will	be	guest	of	honour	at	the	XX	
International Book Fair (FIL) to be held in Guadalajara, Mexico. 

•	 A	number	of	activities	will	be	carried	out	within	the	FIL	framework,	in	relation	to	contemporary	Andalusian	art	and	
culture. 

•	 A	number	of	meetings	between	officials	from	both	governments	have	taken	place.		José	María	Rodriguez’s,	Vice-
Counsellor of Culture of the Junta of Andalusia visit to Mexico in 2005 was undoubtedly important.

•	 	Sergio	Moreno	Monrovés,	Vice-Counselor	of	Tourism	of	the	Junta	of	Andalusia	visited	Mexico	in	2005.	He	
was accompanied by the same EXTENDA officials who held meetings with the heads of Tourism and Economic 
Promotion of the government of the State of Jalisco, to set the bases for the exploration of new niche markets for 
products and services of both jurisdictions.

•	 In	this	aspect,	the	Information	and	Dissemination	Center	for	the	European	Union	(CIDUE)	of	the	government	of	the	
State of Jalisco, in collaboration with EXTENDA and other institutions of the Junta of Andalusia, have prepared work 
agendas within the framework of future reciprocal commercial and entrepreneurial missions.

•	 Since	2003,	the	International	University	of	Andalusia	and	the	Public	Education	Secretariat	of	Jalisco,	have	
implemented a cooperation agreement to grant scholarships and foster student exchanges between public 
universities of Jalisco and the above mentioned university.

Global budget of the intervention: Variable. The budget is prepared in accordance with projects and expenses included in annual operative plans of both 
jurisdictions.

Remarks: An important potential is observed in this connection that, in the future, joint projects of public decentralised cooperation 
could be carried out.

Contacts: Elizabeth Chavolla Sánchez
Head of Foreign Affairs, Governor’s Office,
Av. Corona S/N, C.P. 44100, Guadalajara, Jalisco
Tel: (33) 36681801, Fax: (33) 36681850
E-mail: echavoll@jalisco.gob.mx

Source: Government of the State of Jalisco; Foreign Affairs Bureau  a
[
[

Chart   3 | Explanatory record of a decentralised cooperation project
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modify the state and municipal reality, and it 
will still have to be debated and approved by 
local congresses in the 31 states and by the 
Legislative Assembly in Mexico City.

The effort made by some GNCs regar-
ding the application of capacity-building pro-
grams for the staff and the implementation of 
professional civil service is well-known. This 
is especially the case with states, municipali-
ties, and cities with high levels of income and 
greater availability of fiscal resources. In this 
field, the European Commission jointly with 
Mexican federal, state, and municipal autho-
rities could support a capacity-building pro-
gram for the staff responsible for international 
relations –and therefore cooperation- of the 
interested federative and municipal entities. 
This could be an important means to con-
solidate the permanence of specialized staff 
in spite of changes in the government and 
eventually of the party in office.  It should 
be noted that, on a municipal level, public 
decentralised cooperation must transcend its 
action in the state capitals and seek greater 
participation and expand its field of action in 
town halls with lower levels of income and 
institutional capacities. 

It is also necessary to integrate a natio-
nal department to collect the information on 
public decentralised cooperation in Mexico 
and allow action follow up, as well as capi-
talizing on the experience of other sub-state 

public entities on this issue, both European 
and Mexican. The integration of a committee 
of this nature should include representatives 
from the three levels of government. This 
would allow the coordination of bi-lateral 
cooperation with decentralised cooperation 
within a plural forum, thus achieving multi-
plying and feedback effects in both directions. 
Likewise, if a peer relation among the repre-
sentatives were achieved, progress towards a 
higher degree of social participation would 
be achieved. This would influence transpa-
rency in the management of resources and 
obtain greater sustainability and subsidiarity 
in cooperation actions undertaken. 

A first step to achieve a permanent public 
decentralised cooperation agenda could be the 
organization of a Euro-Mexican dialogue fo-
rum between representatives of active and in-
terested sub-state governments on both sides of 
the Atlantic.  This would lead to a permanent 
space in which to generate an approach and 
follow up of actions undertaken jointly. The 
creation of agreements within this framework 
would ensure continuity in the policies of coo-
peration that are, by mutual agreement, given 
priority, and avoid wasting time and effort on 
isolated actions. Public decentralised coopera-
tion could thus accompany and be accompa-
nied by other actions and policies that comple-
ment each other and be coordinated towards 
objectives of greater impact and durability.
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CODATU Cooperation for Urban Mobility in the Developing World
CONAGO National Conference of Governors (Mexico)
CONAMM National Mexican Municipality Conference
CONFEDELCA Central American Conference for State Decentralisation and Local Development
COPEI Federation of Peruvian and Andean Entrepreneurs
CP Common Projects  
CRI International Relations Centre (Mexico)  
CRIS Sorbonne University International Research Centre (Paris, France)
CRPM Conference of Peripheral Maritime Regions
CSI Centre for Social Innovation  
DC Developing Nations  
DCC Development Cooperation Commission 
DDCP Democratic Development and Citizen Participation
DFI Direct Foreign Investments  
DGDC Directorate – General for Development Cooperation (Italian MAE)
DIE German Institute for Development Cooperation Policy 
E - LA  R Europe – Latin America Relations 
EAGGF European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund – Guidance Section
EC European Commission  
ECLAC Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
EE Execution Entities  
ERDF European Regional Development Fund 
ESF European Social Fund  
EU European Union  
FAL Forum of Local Authorities for Social Integration
FALP Forum of the Peripheral Local Authorities 
FAM Argentine Federation of Municipalities 
FAMSI Andalusian Fund of Municipalities for International Solidarity
FAMSI Andalusia Fund of Municipalities for International Solidarity
FELCODE Local Extremadura Fund for Development Cooperation 
FEMICA Federation of Municipalities of the Central American Isthmus 
FEMP Spanish Federation of Municipalities and Provinces
FENAM National Federation of Municipalities of Mexico
FIFG Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance
FLACMA Latin American Federation of Cities, Municipalities and Associations
FNP National Front of Mayors, Brazil 
FOCEM MERCOSUR Structural Convergence and Institutional  Strengthening Fund
FTA Free Trade Agreement  
FTAA Free Trade Area of the Americas  

ACRONYM

AAALMAC Mexican Association of Local Authorities and Municipalities
ABM Brazilian Association of Municipalities 
AChM Chilean Association of Municipalities  
ACMB Brazilian Municipalities Cooperation Agency
ACN Andean Community of Nations  
ACTO Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organisation 
ADEL Local Entities Cooperation Agency (Torino, Italy)
AECI Spanish International Cooperation Agency
AER Assembly of European Regions 
AFLRA Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities
AME Association of Ecuadorian Municipalities 
AMMAC Association of Municipalities of Mexico 
ANCI National Association of Italian Municipalities
AOS Swiss Worker Aid  
APS Public Assistance for Development 
ARRICOD National Association of Local Governments International Relations and Decentralised Cooperation
  Authorities and Professional Staff (France)
ATRIDEST Trifinio Association for Sustainable Development
BIDCE Educating Cities International Documents Databank
BII International Bank of Information on Federalism, Decentralisation and Local Governments (Mexico)
CAASD Central American Alliance for Sustainable Development
CACM Central American Common Market 
CAIS Central American Integration System 
CCAD Central American Commission on Environment and Development
CCAII Catalan Centre of International Information and Analysis
CC-SICA Consultative Council of Central American Integration System
CDPU URB-AL Programme Documentation Centre
CEBAF Bi-national Border Service Centre 
CEMR Council of European Municipalities and Regions
CESPI Centre for International Political Studies 
CIDEU Ibero-American Centre for Urban Strategic Development 
CIPCA Centre for Research and Promotion of Farmers Communities  (Peru)
CMC Common Market Council (MERCOSUR) 
CMEAL Centre for Europe – Latin America Management – NGO based in Biarritz, France)
CN National Constitution (Mexico) p

[
[



302 303

FUNPADEM Foundation for Peace and Democracy 
GDP Gross Domestic Product  
GMC Common Market Group  
GTZ German Technical Cooperation Agency 
HDI Human Development Institute 
HIPC Heavily Indebted Poor Countries 
IAEC International Association of educating Cities
ICE Institute of Foreign Trade, Italy 
ICLEI International Council on Local Environmental Initiatives
IDB Inter-American Development Bank 
ILAI Italian – Latin American Institute 
INAFED National Institute for Federalism and Municipal Development (Mexico)
INTAL Institute for the Integration of Latin America and the Caribbean
IOPD Interational Observatory on Participative Democracy
IULA International Union of Local Authorities 
IUPN International Union for the Preservation of Nature
LA Latin America   
LAC Latin American and the Caribbean 
LAFTA Latin American Free Trade Association 
LAIA Latin American Integration Association 
LOPD Local Observatories on Participative Democracy
MAIZCA Movement for Action and Exchange with the Central American Region (Spanish NGDO)
MBC Mesoamerican Biological Corridor 
MCDC Municipal Council for Development Cooperation
MERCOSUR Common Market of the South 
MFA Ministry of Foreign Affairs  
MUSOL Municipal Professionals for Solidarity and Institutional Strengthening (Spanish NGDO)
NAFTA North America Free trade Agreement 
NGDO Non-Governmental Development Organisation
NGO Non-Governmental Organisation 
OAS Organisation of American States  
ODC Observatory on Decentralised Cooperation
OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
OELADC Observatory on Europe Latin America Decentralised Co-operation
OELAR Observatory on Europe – Latin America Relations
OICS Inter-Regional Observatory on Development Cooperation for Development (Italy)
OLAGI Latin American Organisation of Intermediate Governments
ONWARD Organisation for the Development of Latin America and the Caribbean
OWHC Organisation of World Heritage Cities 

PADEP AOS Municipal Development Programme 
PADEP GTZ Decentralised Public Management Support and Poverty Reduction Programme
PAN National Action Party (Mexico) 
PNCH National Twin Towns Programme (Mexico)
PRD Democratic Revolution Party (Mexico) 
PRI Institutional Revolutionary Party (Mexico) 
REMI Specialised Meeting of Municipalities and City Councils (MERCOSUR)
RFCP Regulatory Framework for Citizen Participation
SDF No fixed domicile  
SEBRAE Brazilian Micro- and Small-Enterprise Support Service
SEDESOL Ministry of Social Development (Mexico) 
SEGOB Ministry of Governance (Mexico) 
SGT Work Sub-Group (MERCOSUR) 
SNIM National Municipal Information System (Mexico)
SRE Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Mexico) 
TN Thematic Networks  
UCCI Union of Ibero-American Capitals 
UCCLA Portuguese Language Capitals Union 
UCLG United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG)
UIM Ibero American Union of Municipal Professionals
UN United Nations  
UNDP United Nations Development Programme  
UNDP/LHDP UNDP Local Human Development Programmes
UNEP United Nations Environment Programme 
UNESC United Nations Economic and Social Council
UNESCO United Nations Organisation for Education, Science and Culture
UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund 
UNOPS United Nations Office for Project Services 
UNPF United Nations Population Fund 
UPI Union of Italian Provinces  
USA United States   
USAID United States International Cooperation Agency
USD United States dollar  
UTDEL Thematic Unit for Local Development 
UTO United Towns organisation (UTO) 
WACAP World Alliance of Cities Against Poverty 
WHO World Health Organisation  
ZICOSUR South America Centre-West Integration Zone
ZIF Border Integration Zone  h
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