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“Local democracy in times of austerity: For better or worse?” 

The global financial, economic and fiscal crisis has led governments to take 

economic recovery measures and to implement drastic budget cut-backs. 

Some countries have also implemented recentralization agendas with respect 

to crucial policies and functions, in order to manage the politics of austerity 

better. We can easily identify this trend in Southern European countries 

(Italy, Greece, Portugal, Spain), where the severity of the economic crisis has 

renewed debates about the available strategies to economize public resources 

in order to reduce the deficit. In doing so, those countries have questioned the 

decentralizing ethos that had dominated the past several decades. The up-

scaling of policy competencies in crucial sectors, as well as the reform 

initiatives which have aimed to supervise and to exert direct control over local 

governments’ financial autonomy, resource management, and decision 

making, amongst others, constitute clear evidence of this path. While some of 

the reforms in question might well be justified as necessary in order to reduce 

the public deficit, others can be regarded as attempts to advance particular 

political agendas. 

Focusing on Spain, our talk will present this evidence and discuss the effects 

of the crisis on local autonomy: is local autonomy incompatible with financial 

stability and consolidation measures? Does up-scaling of power, imposed by 

a top down policy style, weaken local democracies? Is there a trade off towards 

output legitimacy (performance) at the expense of input and throughput 

legitimacy?  
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