
Three factors appear as critical for a successful outcome in the
reinforcement of local institutional and governance capacity:

The duration of the partnership

The reinforcement of local institutional and governance capacity is a
long process that must be approached and sustained over the long
term, even if it may be divided into projects of limited duration. This
also means it is necessary to plan beyond political terms and elections.
Two factors are useful to measure the time needed for sustainable
partnerships: on the one hand, the agreements that should be signed
by the two local governments, and on the other, the continuity of the
partnership’s technical follow-up by each of the partners.

The partnership’s financing and steering mechanisms

To the largest extent possible, the financing and steering mechanisms
of the partnership should enable the partner local government to exer-
cise its powers and assume its responsibilities. The partner local
government must therefore have decision-making powers, including
for the allocation of certain funds. It will also require using the finan-
cial circuits provided by national legislative frameworks (Treasury),
whenever possible. To this end, methodical follow-up and evaluation
of projects is necessary, jointly supervised by the two partners.

Mobilization of actors and stakeholders in the South

Relations between southern local authorities and other actors in their
territory are a key issue in the reinforcement of institutional and gover-
nance capacity: institutional recognition, local democracy, involve-
ment in the execution of projects, improved tax collection, etc.
Involving their French counterparts could be useful, but a distinction
should be made between this approach and a similar one, on a larger

scale, that concerns all mutual relationships between
civil society associations, the private sector, or institu-
tions of two territories and that is not always part of
a process for local institutional and governance rein-
forcement.

How to cooperate…
In view of the different contexts involved in cooperation, three types
of action have been identified for the reinforcement of institutional
and governance capacity: support to “local public authority” build-
ing; support to develop specific sectoral capacities; exchanges of
ideas and experience in which partners engage in a relation of
mutual collaboration between peers, leaving behind situa-
tions in which a local authority from the North comes to
the South to offer its knowledge and expertise in a one-
way relationship.
In practice, these three types of action cannot
be totally dissociated, and combinations
of the three are frequently
observed.

This leaflet is especially addres-
sed to local elected officials. It

summarizes several of the main
lessons learned from the capita-

lization on experience carried
out by F3E, Cités Unies France,

and PAD Maroc. 

The study, completed in the
beginning of 2009, is based on

the expertise of ten local
governments engaged in decen-

tralized cooperation partner-
ships. 

A final capitalization report and
a summary of this report are

also available.
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How can decentralized
cooperation reinforce

the institutional and
governance capacity of

partner local authorities?

F3E (Fund for the promo-
tion of preliminary studies,
transversal studies, and
evaluations) brings toge-
ther NGOs and French
regional and local authori-
ties involved in develop-
ment cooperation. Its mis-
sion is to help its members
to enhance the quality of
their interventions, mainly
by providing support in
studies’ procedures and
methodology.

The PAD-Maroc, support pro-
gram for decentralization in
Morocco, also supports coope-

ration initiatives between French and Moroccan
local authorities for exchanges of experience and
expertise in local management and exercising
powers devolved to local governments in Morocco.
The program contributes to strengthen the capaci-
ties of local authorities.

Cités Unies France is an
association of French local
and regional authorities
engaged in international
relations. For the past thirty-
five years, it has supported
and worked in decentralized
cooperation.

PAD-Maroc 
(Support Program for Decentralization

in Morocco) 
Annex of the Ministry of the Interior 

Hay Riad - Rabat, Morocco 
Tel.: +212 037 28 6193 

www.padmaroc.org 

Cités Unies France
9, rue Christiani 

75018 Paris, France
Tél. : +33 (0)1 53 41 81 81

www.cites-unies-france.org 

F3E 
(Fonds pour la promotion des
Études préalables, des Études

transversales et des Évaluations)
32, rue Le Peletier

75009 Paris, France
Tél. : +33 (0)1 44 83 03 55

www.f3e.asso.fr 

G
ra

ph
ic

 D
es

ig
n:

 F
ab

ri
ce

 L
eh

ou
x

/f
ra

gm
en

ts
 o

f 
an

 o
il 

pa
in

ti
ng

 b
y 

Ja
cq

ue
s 

Fo
ug

er
ou

x

CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS

With the support of
the French Ministry
of Foreign and
European Affairs
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WHY IS IT A CHALLENGE
FOR DECENTRALIZED

COOPERATION?
We are dealing with governance. Even if the issue is “local” gover-
nance, it has a much larger impact, and it may also influence “glob-
al” governance. 

Local authorities of the South are often confronted with challenges
concerning technical expertise, organization skills, or local
resources. As a result, it is difficult for them to assume their respon-
sibilities, which in turn undermines their legitimacy in the eyes of
the local population. The successful outcome of the decentraliza-
tion process is compromised, and on a larger scale, the legitimacy
of local authorities to influence national and international
negotiations. 

Now then, who could be in a better position than local authorities
to exchange with another local government on the subject of local
governance. Here is where decentralized cooperation shows its
true added value compared with other forms of cooperation (bilat-
eral or multilateral donors, or NGOs). The two partner local gov-
ernments may pro-
ceed together going
beyond “concrete”
development projects
(infrastructure, equip-
ment, or cultural
exchanges, for exam-
ple) to discuss more
political issues related to the capacity to govern their territories.

Many believe that because contexts are different, the concerns of
local governments of the South are also radically different from
those of local authorities in the North. But actually, it is not so sim-
ple. Both North and South, local authorities have had to innovate
and must continue to find new means to assume competences
often transferred overnight, without adequate matching resources.
Elected officials are confronted with difficulties to link the elabora-
tion of long-term policies with the need to justify their mandate to
their constituents. On all of these issues related to institutional and
governance capacity, northern local officials may share their spe-
cific knowledge that is somewhat different from the technical
expertise necessary for local services. To do so, local elected offi-
cials from both partner governments must be directly involved in
the partnership as well as in the steering mechanisms of decentral-
ized cooperation. 

There is an opportunity to set new horizons and give new
meaning to decentralized cooperation partnerships, to turn
them into true public policy within the global political proj-
ect of the local government, instead of seeing them as side-
line activities.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY 
“REINFORCEMENT OF INSTITUTIONAL

AND GOVERNANCE CAPACITY”?

The reinforcement of local authorities’ institutional and
governance capacity focuses on the essence of local gov-
ernance. In fact, it is nothing less than working and
cooperating with local authorities in the process of
governing their territory.

Analyzed from the point of view of the “maîtrise d’ou-
vrage”—a French concept originally related to the supply
of goods and services and defined within this context as
the “capacity of local authorities to exercise their powers
and assume their responsibilities”—local institutional
and governance capacity is best understood in a four-
dimensional configuration including: an organizational
dimension (organization and management of services,
human and financial resources, relations between elected
officials and local services, etc.); a technical dimension
(knowledge of procedures and projects, qualifications
and sectoral expertise, etc.); a political dimension (the
functioning of representative and participatory democra-
cy, elaboration of local public policy and strategies, etc.);
and a territorial dimension (mobilizing and stimulating
local actors, etc.).

Therefore, there is an essential political con-
stituent in all actions for the reinforcement of
local institutional and governance capacity, in
which elected officials play a vital role and cannot
be replaced.

“ an opportunity to set new
horizons and give new

meaning to decentralized
cooperation partnerships...”

WHAT ARE THE ADVAN-
TAGES FOR NORTHERN
LOCAL AUTHORITIES?

It would be a mistake to regard the reinforcement of local institu-
tional and governance capacity as something reserved exclusively
for technical experts on cooperation. Technical and political
spheres are equally concerned with the study of ways and means
to govern a territory. 

It is in this sense that cooperation may also benefit local elected
officials in the North. Today, exchanges between local governments

North and
South seem
part icular ly
relevant with-
in the frame-
work of
reforms to
northern local
adminis t ra -
tions and cur-

rent budget restrictions. It would not be realistic
to expect that the South will provide immediate
miracle solutions for the North, but it is an oppor-
tunity to step back and examine our own prac-
tices, to look at local governance from a different
perspective, and to explore new possibilities and
prospects of innovation. 

Both partners may benefit from exchanges on a
wide array of topics: relations between local gov-
ernment and local actors; linkages between local
political and technical spheres; dealing with cul-
tural and social diversity; a different approach to
inter-municipal relations and associations; etc. 

Naturally, northern and southern contexts are dif-
ferent—sometimes drastically different. Technical
choices and
options are
a d a p t e d
a c c o r d i n g l y
and may there-
fore vary. But
these contrasts
may lead pre-
cisely to question certainties on both sides. 

And many elected officials, both North and
South, would be surprised of what they
could learn by confronting their respective
political choices.

“ the reinforcement of
local institutional and
governance capacity
as something
reserved exclusively
for technical experts
on cooperation...”

The capitalization was based on decentralized cooperation experiences
through the analysis of five partnerships: the French Évry Centre Essonne
Conurbation and the Municipality of Kayes in Mali; the General Council of the French
Department of Loire-Atlantique (with member municipalities of Association Guinée
44) and the Urban Community of Kindia along with nine rural development commu-
nities of the Prefecture of Kindia in Guinea; the French Aquitaine Region and the
Souss-Massa-Drâa Region in Morocco; the French Rhône-Alpes Region and the
Timbuktu Region in Mali; and the General Council of the French Department of Seine-
Saint-Denis and the Municipality of Figuig in Morocco.

A team of consultants from ACT Consultants and the GRET (A Solidarity and
International Cooperation Association) participated in the process under the supervi-
sion of and in close collaboration with a steering committee composed of represen-
tatives of the French Development Agency, ARRICOD, Cités Unies France, F3E, IDEAP
(Switzerland) and the French Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs (DAECL,
Delegation for External Action of Local Authorities), PAD-Maroc (Morocco’s Support
Program for Decentralization), and the Panthéon Sorbonne University - Paris 1.

“The elected repre-
sentatives have a

role there to be
played necessary

and irreplaceable...”
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