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Reform the norm 

Chaired by Boris Tonhauser, Executive Adviser at the Council of European Municipalities 
and Regions, the workshop brought together Simone d’Antonio, Communication Officer of 
the Italian Association of Municipalities (ANCI), Anna Jaudzema, Head of Development 
Department of Rezekne Municipality, and Teija Järvelä, Communication Manager at the City 
of Salo in Finland, to discuss the reforms of public administrations and how to communicate 
and maintain a balanced dialogue with citizens. 

Boris Tonhauser opened the workshop by referring to the undeniable effect of the economic 
crisis on subnational governments, which are now hit by its effects on public budgets and tax 
revenue, upon which local governments are highly dependent. Many European regions are 
facing structural reforms as part of measures to adjust public administration to the realities of 
economic change. Overarching trends across Europe include processes such as an emphasis 
on regionalisation and the establishment of self-governing regions in view of stronger social 
and territorial cohesion.  

Decentralisation processes are ongoing as a means to satisfy the need for services to be 
closer to citizens; on the other hand the principle of decentralisation cannot be put into effect 
without adequate financial means. The increased importance of metropolitan regions in 
Europe is another emerging trend, reflecting the fact that over 60% of the EU population now 
lives in metropolitan regions, which therefore must take on new and more competences and 
responsibilities. In general, the economic crisis has triggered major changes, requiring more 
innovative approaches and more efficiency via internal reforms. In short, a key challenge is 
now to find the political balance between the need for proximity whilst maximising economic 
efficiency.  

In Latvia, a local government reform was put in place in 2009 with the objective of simplifying 
the territorial organisation and creating stronger municipalities with wider powers and more 
political autonomy. Anna Jaudzema presented the communication approach used to explain 
this local government reform in Rezekne Municipality, Latvia, a rural community of 25 villages 
with a total population of about 30 000. In this community, the reform meant reducing the 
number of rural territories from 28 to 25, which was done after informal discussions and 
negotiations with the local decision-makers and council members. As a consequence the 
number of local council members was reduced from 181 elected members to 17. In all, the 
reform was strongly supported by the territories, as a result of regular communication with 
inhabitants and employees on the basis of meetings in rural areas about collaboration 
possibilities. The local mass media (radio, TV, press) and "educated rural reporters" promoted 
the improved possibility of receiving support from EU project funding, allocated to bigger 
municipalities (in 2009-2014 the municipality used EUR 37 million from EU funds). Moreover, 
the principle of equality between rural territories was promoted, guaranteeing that all the 



 

 

villages had development possibilities and people had access to all the services in their 
villages as before. In summary, Ms Jaudzema highlighted the importance of transparency in 
the decision-making process and of the promotion of public participation (via advisory councils 
and youth councils, and regular meetings with both the administration and inhabitants). 

Teija Järvelä presented a second case study, about a quite different reform in place in 
Finland since 2006. The Salo Region and its nine surrounding municipalities and its four 
regional service centres, including health care, a local business development unit and two 
nursing homes, merged in 2009, resulting in one municipality of about 55 000 inhabitants. 
Teija Järvelä explained how this important reform was achieved: the municipality worked 
together with an external expert investigator, nominated by the Finnish Ministry of the Interior, 
who provided support and expertise in implementing the necessary reforms. Importance was 
given to focused and transparent communication using multiple methods, such as websites, 
discussion platforms and email/postal communication, local and regional media, press 
releases and conferences, and finally public hearings and surveys for feedback. A municipal 
intranet and a guidebook on "How to communicate New Salo" were also used as 
communication tools. These activities addressed a wide variety of stakeholders, and its 
message was focused on building a stronger municipality.  

One of the key messages was providing reassurance that no jobs would be lost as result of the 
merger. The other messages focused on the voluntary basis of the amalgamation process; 
that the city centre and rural areas were of equal importance; and that the merger would result 
in "New Salo Town", abolishing all ten traditional municipalities. Moreover local politicians, 
employees and union stewards were engaged as part of the process and as agents for 
change from the start, participating in working committees, training courses and workshops 
(including on how to manage change), and becoming spokespeople for the reform. Municipal 
councillors were informed and engaged as part of the reform process from the beginning; as 
one of the key groups, they suffered the greatest losses as the number of councillors 
decreased from 228 to 51.  

As lessons learned, Ms Järvelä emphasised the importance of effective change management 
and transparent communication, and of strong leadership and a leader figure to push through 
and implement the necessary reforms on the ground. It is also essential to include the widest 
possible range of stakeholders as part of the process from the start and to have access to 
sufficient communication resources and the right channels. Moreover, to be successful a 
reform must build on a history of regional cooperation and on mutual trust. 

As the third case study, Simone d’Antonio talked about the ongoing reform of 14 
metropolitan cities taking place in Italy. This reform aims to result in better coordination and 
improved housing, transport and social services – better local governance. Moreover, the 
objective is to encourage a new kind of citizenship and to transform the process of planning, 
including city planning, by involving citizens in the process, which in Bologna, for example, 
involved over 800 citizens' initiatives, a proof of the success of this new participatory 
approach. Mr d'Antonio explained that no national strategy was put in place, but the Italian 
Association of Municipalities (ANCI) gave a voice to experts – not only politicians – and 
monitored the actions taken. Moreover, European funds have acted as a catalyst for involving 



 

 

the territories concerned. As challenges to be tackled, Mr d'Antonio mentioned the lack of a 
national and coherent strategy, and called for more scope for innovation, including social 
innovation, and open urban communication. Moreover he encouraged active contact with all 
local stakeholders and their involvement.  

To conclude, Mr Tonhauser summarised the lessons learned from this workshop: 
communication and transparency matter in pushing through change. Having a strong local 
identity can help "survive" change. When communicating change and reforms, it is vitally 
important to stay in contact with citizens.  

 

 


