
Ellen Wayenberg 
Instituut voor de Overheid  
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COVENANTS AS A STEERING INSTRUMENT IN 
(FLEMISH) INTERGOVERNMENTAL 

RELATIONS 
 
 

 
 
 

A focus on the incentives towards successful implementation enclosed  
within IGR model based policy programs 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
 

In accordance with one of the statements postulated by the 
sociological neo-institutionalism, understanding the so-called Sinn 
of the rules of a social system will immediately provide the rationale 
for action in it. But what can happen whenever an actor centrally 
positioned in this system undermines the so-called Sinn of the 
existing rules by the introduction of new ones in terms of the 
rationale for action of another system actor who lacks the immediate 
appropriate understanding ? Our initial effort to provide a 
theoretically grounded answer to this question has lead us to the 
construction of an analytical tool, capable of capturing to a certain 
extent the reality of the current changeovers taking place in Flemish 
intergovernmental relations.  
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COVENANTS AS A STEERING INSTRUMENT IN (FLEMISH) 

INTERGOVERNMENTAL RELATIONS 
A focus on the incentives towards successful implementation enclosed within IGR model 

based policy programs 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Today, the Flemish central-local relationship could be said to have reached a new era in its 
short history: on the 8th of March 1999 the Flemish government and the VVSG, taking up the 
role of representative of the Flemish local governments, signed the so-called Pact met de 
lokale besturen; a political agreement aimed at improving intergovernmental policy-making. 
No less than 63 action points have been put forward in this pact, all conceived with a view to 
fostering the realisation of a genuine partnership between these two governmental levels. Of 
course, changing the rules of a social system in which different actors are involved, is not 
without any risk: a basic requirement towards any successful transformation lies in the 
elementary, but not seldom overlooked condition that all parties involved have to be fully 
aware of the scope of the proposed turnaround in all its positive and negative dimensions. 
Making such a statement is not meant to reveal scepticism on our part towards the 
introduction of the partnership’s idea into intergovernmental relations; on the contrary, while 
entering the era of the so-called wicked problems, reciprocity and mutualism among 
governmental bodies dealing with the same issue is no longer regarded as an option but as a 
mere necessity. 
 
This paper is aimed at elaborating upon what is likely to occur whenever changeovers are 
induced by one upon another governmental actor within the content of their interrelatedness, 
while insufficient consideration has been given to the possibility of generally otherwise 
grounded conceptions held by that other party involved. By means of spinning out some kind 
of theoretical arguing about the probable alteration in the impact of specific policy program 
enclosed incentives, we will try to indicate whether the unit involved will still face stimuli 
which are likely to persuade it to engage itself for voluntary participation in the event of 
dealing with a highly ranked point on the societal agenda. Or as Bish has put it: in the current 
epoch of increasingly emerging wicked problems, the essential question should no longer be 
envisaged as how a single policy can be created and implemented in a multi-organisational 
environment, but whether individual units still face incentives which lead them to achieve 
formally stated objectives.1
 
A neo-institutional light shed upon models of intergovernmental relations 
 
Taking the highest common factor among the content of well-known models of 
intergovernmental relations (IGR) can be envisaged as an appropriate manner in an attempt to 
find elements capturing the bulk of central-local interrelatedness. Consequently, the actual 
filling in of these elements can be thought of as being of an utmost importance to the 
governmental bodies involved as well as to be likely to bring forth some significant effect on 
their part whenever subject to major alterations. 
 
Models of intergovernmental relations 
 

                                                           
1 HANF K., SCHARPF F., Interorganizational policy-making: limits to coordination and central control,  
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In order to get a grip on the role subcentral authorities play within the internal governmental 
structure of a country, distinct components of the intergovernmental relations can be the 
subject of thorough investigation: one can point out to the division of authority, to the 
financial ties or to the control mechanisms which are institutionalised among the 
governmental layers under study. Taking the analysis of these interrelations one step further, a 
combination of specific scores on these distinct IGR dimensions has been given rise to 
genuine models with explicatory value towards the outline of the subcentre’s position from a 
formal point of view. As a case in point, Batley and Stoker have distinguished between three 
models of intergovernmental relations, namely the agency, the interaction and the relative 
autonomy model, while varying the filling in of these three dimensions in the following 
manner2:  
 
1) The agency model 
This is the model in which local authorities are seen mainly as agents for carrying out central 
government’s policies. This is ensured by detailed specification in legislation, the 
development of regulations and the operation of controls. There is therefore little need or 
justification for significant local taxation. Grants or other non-local funding make up the bulk 
of the local authority’s income.  
 
2) The interaction model 
In this model it is difficult to define the spheres of action of central and local government, 
because they are involved in a complex pattern of relationships, in which the emphasis is on 
mutual influence. The political processes of central and local government are closely inter-
related –possibly through the dual mandate- with issues often being resolved by mutual 
discussion. The officers of both levels are closely involved in joint discussions of projects and 
plans. In this model it is difficult to define responsibilities, since the emphasis is on working 
together. Local government finance will involve both taxes and grants, but taxes may be 
shared and grant levels protected.  
 
3) The relative autonomy model 
This model gives an independence to local authorities while not denying the reality of the 
nation state. The emphasis is on giving freedom of action to local authorities within a defined 
framework of powers and duties. Central government relations with local authorities are 
therefore determined largely by legislation. Controls are limited. Local authorities raise most 
of their revenue through direct taxation. Within the relative autonomy model local authorities 
may pursue policies which they share with central government or which differ those 
advocated by central government. 
 
For the purpose of this paper, we will adopt the tripartite developed by Batley and Stoker to 
cover the reality of the central-local relationship, with this restriction however that we attempt 
to upgrade these models to a more abstract level by varying the assumptions concerning the 
division of authority, the financial ties and the control mechanisms, ravelled out as the distinct 
IGR dimensions, alongside a continuum. More specifically, we will associate each of the IGR 
models with answers evolving from maximal to minimal on the following questions: 1) how 
should the opportunity of the local implementer to pursue its own policy objectives be 
characterised ?, 2) how should the possibility belonging to the local government of taking up 
financial responsibility for the realisation of its own policy objectives by turning to the use of 
local taxes be defined and 3) how should the recognition of the local government’s 
                                                           
2 BATLEY R., STOKER G., Local government in Europe: trends and developments, Houndmills, Macmillan, 
1991, p. 6.  
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autonomous policy sphere translated in terms of the severity which features the control 
mechanisms applicable by the central over the local level be envisaged ?. By roughly 
converting these different dimensions of the central-local interrelatedness to the same scale, 
the three models can be positioned towards each other in the following manner:  
 

Minimal       Maximal 
 

    Agency   Interaction       Relative autonomy 
          Model            Model           Model 

 
 
A neo-institutional perspective 
 
Without failing to appreciate the fact that these models will not ever be traced in day-to-day 
policy practise as they can be sketched from a theoretical point of view; we do believe that the 
identification of the contours of a specific model, when overlooking the whole array of the 
central-local relations under study or their conception in only one policy sector, will give us a  
first indication about the local government’s role as it has been conceived by the 
governmental level that holds political responsibility for the general outline of these 
intergovernmental relations. In accordance with one of the statements postulated by the 
sociological neo-institutionalism, namely that understanding the so-called Sinn of the rules of 
a social system will immediately provide the rationale for action in it,3 we could argue that a 
better understanding of the common outline of a centrally initiated intergovernmental policy 
program, referring to the total amount of activities that need to be executed in order to realise 
formal objectives politically agreed upon,4 would be within reach whenever the significance 
of a specific IGR model held by this centrally positioned government could be unravelled. 
Conversely, whenever major changes in the outline of these intergovernmental programs 
would appear, a theoretical case could be made about the coming into being of new rules 
shaped according to a different IGR model than the one previously dominating the centre’s 
conceptions about the central-local relationship.  
 
The question is however: what is likely to happen whenever new rules grounding possibly 
initiated changeovers are not really understood by the local government involved since its 
conception of the central-local relationship can still be thought of as being shaped by the old 
rules filled in according to the previous dominant IGR model and consequently, what can the 
different understanding of the new rules featuring the central-local relationship signify in 
terms of the basic attractiveness of a newly conceived intergovernmental program towards 
that same local government, attributed with at least an important role in the actual event of 
carrying out this program’s objectives ? By introducing into the analysis the element of the 
implementation of the intergovernmental program grounded upon these new rules, we have 
found ourselves an appropriate way by which two attended objectives come within reach: 
firstly, to try to give a beginning of an answer to the question(s) mentioned above on a 
theoretical ground and secondly, to confront our findings with the developments which have 
been taken place over the last decade in the Flemish central-local relations. Before being able 
to put a step in any direction at all, clarification should be provided concerning the typical 
features of an intergovernmental program shaped according to the rules as they have been 

                                                           
3 LANE J.E., Public sector: concepts, models and approaches, 1995, pp. 226-227.  
4 MAARSE J. A. M., “Enkele aspecten van de uitvoering van beleid”, in: Beleid en Maatschappij, 1979 (5), p. 
115.  
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filled in within one of the three models possibly dominating a centre’s conception towards the 
general outlook of intergovernmental relations. 
 
IGR model based policy programs and their enclosed incentives 
 
Outlining an intergovernmental program according to the proper filling in of the IGR rules as 
they are said to be combined within a specific model possibly dominating the central-local 
system will give rise to recognisable program features, that are believed to be of an utmost 
importance to both the central and the local government involved. Hence, it deserves attention 
at this point to look which characteristics are actually present under the condition of one 
predominant IGR model in order to include  later the element of a changeover in this respect. 
 
The intergovernmental programs associable with the distinct IGR models 
 
Irrespective of the institutionalisation of a specific IGR model’s contours within the internal 
governmental structure of a country, the so-called wicked problems, with which every modern 
society is said to be confronted,5 are believed to force central and local governments to an 
increasing extent to cooperate within the framework of intergovernmental policy programs. 
As postulated earlier, we approach the outline of these programs as the written reflection of 
the central-local interactions as they are shaped according to the IGR model dominating the 
belief system6 of the government(s) that holds a key position in this IGR system.7 Therefore, 
we implicitly hold the assumption that the central government will be the driving force behind 
the design of these policy programs. Taking this topdown point of view does not imply that 
we exclude the local government completely from a possible participation in the formation 
stage of these intergovernmental programs; neither do we fail to recognise the importance of 
policy experiments initiated by the local government in its own area.8 In the Flemish practise 
however, the central government mostly seems to play the role of leading actor; be it by 
defining the intervention possibilities belonging to the local level or by translating a locally 
initiated policy initiative in its own terms before turning it into a formal mandate.9  
 
Indicating the hypothetical characteristics of an intergovernmental program answering to the 
underlying conception of a specific IGR model as it is held by the central government can 
happen briefly. A policy program constructed on the grounds of the agency model can be 
theoretically thought of as having a clearly specified content, as stipulating the centrally 
provided resources for adequate implementation and as installing severe control mechanisms 
applicable by the central over the local level; whereas a policy program anchored on the 
interaction model will allow a certain contribution on the part of the local level in the process 
of goal-setting while at the same time calling upon the provision of local funding to make 
successful implementation probable, these repeated interactions as regards content and 
                                                           
5  
6 The concept of belief system refers to the specific filling in of the distinguished IGR dimensions held by the 
government referred to. Within the content of this paper, we assume that this belief system is not likely to be 
shaped by another combination of IGR dimensions than the ones linked to the three IGR models adopted from 
Batley and Stoker.  
7 See p. 37. 
8 MAES R., “Het profiel van de lokale politiek”, in: Res Publica, 1997, p. 11.  
9 Recently, the Flemish government and the VVSG, acting as representative of the Flemish local governments, 
have signed the so-called “Pact met de lokale besturen”, a political agreement aimed at improving 
intergovernmental policy-making. Within this pact, both parties agreed, among other things, upon the possibility 
of the local governments to take the initiative to negotiate a covenant’s terms with the Flemish government. 
Apart from the fact that initiating negotiations differs substantially from topdown mandating, there is at this 
moment no policy sphere in which the local governments have seized this opportunity yet.  
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financial matters can also be thought of as giving the control element a less negative 
connotation; a policy program based upon the relative autonomy model at last will respect 
local autonomy to the biggest extent by letting the specification of the policy objectives as 
well as the pursuit of the acquired resources to the local level’s responsibility, hence the 
reserved attituded towards stringent control mechanisms on the part of the central 
government. In the light of the specification that these program features are also believed to 
be of an utmost importance to the local government, the question rises which incentives 
towards successful implementation can be expected to be enclosed within a standard 
intergovernmental program grafted upon a specific IGR model from the local point of view. 
Fully capturing this question’s scope requires however first and foremost a solid 
understanding of its compiled elements; a prerequisite to which we have applied ourselves to 
in the next pages.  
 
Program enclosed incentives: their presence identified 
 
Subscribing Ostrom’s understanding of incentives as “the positive and negative outcomes that 
individuals perceive as likely to result from particular actions taken within a set of rules in a 
particular physical and social context”10 has two advantages. Firstly, such a specification 
elaborates the significance of this notion above the widespread identification with financial 
stimuli; Ostrom for example mentions the following types of incentives when studying the 
sustainability of large infrastructural projects in developing countries. “1) opportunities for 
distinction, prestige and personal power, 2) desirable physical conditions in the workplace 
inducing clean quiet surroundings or a private office, 3) pride in workmanship, service for 
family or others, patriotism or religious feeling, 4) personal confort and satisfaction in social 
relationships, 5) conformity to habitual practices and attitudes, 6) a feeling of participation in 
large and important events.”11 Secondly, this explanation backs the point of view that 
incentives can be thought of as being institutionally enclosed within a specific structure and 
do not solely have to be identified with externally induced (positive) stimuli upon an existing 
social system. In the network literature, this view on incentives has been identified with a new 
way of steering namely the so-called meta steering explained as the practise of creating new 
rules which will drive the network in a desirable direction.12 However, the question has to be 
asked in what respect this meta steering differs from the authority belonging to a centrally 
positioned actor towards the outline of an internal governmental (network) structure.13 An 
important difference could be lying in the fact that while outlining the internal governmental 
structure of a country via incentives, the level that holds political responsibility for this task 
can be assumed to turn to the use of institutionalised stimuli to whom the local authorities are 
believed to be very vulnerable; while thoroughly considering the presumed impact of stimuli 
will not necessary occur when the central government just forces its own belief system 
throughout the IGR system.  
 
Without wanting to take this discussion any further, we will return to the essence of this 
paragraph by postulating that we reserve the term incentives for the positive and negative 
outcomes that a local government, faced with a centrally induced intergovernmental policy 
program, is likely to perceive towards the program’s filling in of a) recognition of local 
discretion, b) central support in the financial burden accompanying the acceptance of the 
(implementation) task at issue and c) provision of a formal two-way bargaining forum aimed 

                                                           
10 OSTROM E., Institutional incentives and sustainable development, 1993, p. 8.  
11 OSTROM E., Institutional incentives and sustainable development, 1993, p. 8.  
12 KICKERT W. J. M., Planning binnen perken, 1985, p. 144.  
13  WASSENBERG, “Netwerken binnenste buiten”, in: Netwerken rond het openbaar bestuur,  
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at clearing out possibly occurring obstacles, when participating in the event of carrying out 
the formally stated objectives. With this clarification and the specification of standard IGR 
model based programs in mind, it becomes possible to table the presence of the incentives 
under study within the outline of an intergovernmental policy program as it has been 
conceived on the grounds of a specific IGR model.14 However, in order to get a grip on the 
probable impact each of these program enclosed incentives is likely to exercise on a local 
government, it deems necessary to expand upon the subject of (successful) implementation.  
 

Table 1: Presence of the identified incentives within an intergovernmental policy program  
grounded on the rule combination of a specific IGR model  

 
               : Present  
 
               : Absent 
 

     Basis of the IGR 
                Program 

Program 
Enclosed Incentives 

Agency 
Model 

Interaction 
Model 

Relative 
autonomy  

Model 

Recognition of local discretion 
 

   

Central support in the financial 
burden 

   

Provision of a formal two-way 
forum for bargaining 

   

 
 
Caiden’s Achilles’ heel of a policy’s life cycle under scrutiny 
 
Including the implementation of the intergovernmental programs under study into our analysis 
has been pointed out earlier as a necessary step in our effort to tackle the central issue put 
forward in this paper. Indeed, while expatiating on the prevalent theoretical pluralism in this 
research field, elements will be handed in which can clarify the why and wherefore of treating 
this putting-into-practise stage, often in Caiden’s words referred to as the Achilles’ heel of a 
policy’s life cycle, 15 as well as the respective position we feel obliged to hold in some 
instances considering the course we have been pursuing so far. Additionally, the prerequisites 
for a successful implementation of these IGR programs will be spelt out.     
 
The prevalence of theoretical pluralism in the implementation field 
 
Since Pressman and Wildavsky published in 1973 their classic “Implementation: How great 
expectations in Washington are dashed in Oakland; or, Why it is amazing that federal 
programs work at all. This being a saga of the Economic Development Administration as told 
by two sympathetic observers who seek to build morals on a foundation of ruined hopes”, 
implementation has been put at the centre of attention in an increasing number of policy 
scientific research projects.16 The result of almost 30 years of study in this research field can 
                                                           
14 Clearly, in this manner we take distance from the previous presentation of these IGR models by use of a 
continuum.  
15 MAARSE  J. A. M., “De uitvoering van overheidsbeleid”, in: Overheidsbeleid, p. 148.  
16 VAN DE GRAAF H., HOPPE R., Beleid en politiek: een inleiding tot de beleidswetenschap en de 
beleidskunde, Muiderberg, Coutinho, 1992, p. 353.  
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be summarised by pointing out to the development of a better understanding about how policy 
implementation can be envisaged, to the significant advancement that has been made in 
linking characteristics of the policy’s design and setting with implementation performance 
and to the wide variety of critical variables towards policy execution that have been 
identified; however, everyone trying the cover this field of research will still be struck by the 
scope of present theoretical pluralism.17 First and foremost, implementation researchers are 
still not in agreement about what exactly constitutes their field of inquiry.18 While reviewing 
the literature on hand, Lester for example concludes that implementation can be 
conceptualised as a process, as an output and as an outcome.19 Clearly, pinning 
implementation down to one of these concepts has its implications for the positioning of the 
execution of policy towards the preceding and the successive stages as differentiated when 
using the policy cycle’s approach. In consequence with the absence of an universally accepted 
demarcation of policy implementation, there is no unanimity with regard to the variables 
which should be taken into consideration when focusing on the execution of a policy.20 A last 
element adding up to the variegating image of the implementation field lies in the fact that 
researchers tend to work from either a topdown or a bottom-up point of view; more recently, 
however, several attempts have been undertaken to tune both theoretical perspectives more to 
each other.21  
 
Of course, when entering the era of the so-called wicked problems urging mutual action on 
the part of distinct governmental bodies; the researcher focusing on the implementation of 
intergovernmental programs is facing the same dilemma’s, possibly even put in a more 
challenging way, than his counterpart focusing on the evolution of a policy within a single 
governmental body. How should the implementation phenomenon be demarcated ? Which 
variables should be envisaged as being critical to implementation research ? And through 
which theoretical lens should policy execution be looked upon ? Considering the primary 
motivation of this expatiation over the implementation field, unravelled earlier as trying to get 
a grip on the impact program enclosed incentives are likely to exercise on a local government, 
we will proceed by highlighting the existing controverse towards these issues in order to make 
our own positioning more comprehensible.22

 
How has the implementation stage been demarcated ? 
 
A definition of policy implementation similar to the one developed by Maarse, where 
implementation is understood as the application of the policy means chosen in order to 

                                                           
17 LESTER J. P., “Future direction for research in implementation”, in: Policy studies review, 1987 7 (1), pp. 
208-209.  
18 O’TOOLE L. J., “Policy recommendations for multi-actor implementation: An assessment of the field”, in: 
Journal of Public Policy, 1986 6 (2), p. 183.  
19 LESTER J. P., “Future direction for research in implementation”, in: Policy studies review, 1987 7 (1), p. 210. 
As a process, implementation refers to a series of decisions and actions directed toward putting a prior 
authoritative federal legislative decision into effect, whereas implementation defined in terms of outputs refers to 
the extent to which programmed goals have been satisfied; implementation outcome at last implies that there has 
been some measurable change in the larger problem that was addressed by the program, public law or judicial 
decision under study.  
20 O’TOOLE L. J., “Policy recommendations for multi-actor implementation: An assessment of the field”, in: 
Journal of Public Policy, 1986 6 (2), pp. 184-189.  
21 SABATIER P., “Topdown and bottom-up approaches to implementation research: A critical analysis and 
suggested synthesis”, in: Journal of Public Policy, 1986 6 (6), pp. 36-44.  
22 Anyone having affinity with the subject of policy implementation can easily skip the next paragraphs and 
immediately turn to “What is our positioning in the implementation field ?”. 
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achieve policy objectives formerly agreed upon,23 clearly implies some kind of succession 
with regard to the stages of policy formation and implementation when reasoning in terms of 
the policy cycle’s approach.24 Repeatedly, a question has been raised towards the sense of 
making such a conceptual distinction25, since these different phases seem to overflow in 
practise. Moreover, the so-called continuum model, in which the policy process is envisaged 
as a continuously evolving process of action of the will, decision-making and activities and in 
which consequently the idea of a clear caesura between distinct stages is abandoned, is said to 
take a dominant position in modern implementation research.26 Hence, an explication is 
provided for the flood of research-based recommendations addressed to policy practitioners 
which encourage improving the close interrelatedness among the theoretically distinguished 
segments.27  
 
Of course, the existence of some interaction between the policy formation and implementation 
stages can hardly be denied. Not only does policy formation shape implementation by 
handling some major issues affecting the latter phase of policy execution; but implementation 
also shapes policy formation whenever the political nature of this stage is rightly being taken 
into consideration.28 However, arguments are still spelt out in favour of the preservation of the 
policy formation-implementation distinction. Firstly, the execution of a policy requires by 
definition a policy and implies therefore some kind of follow-up when thinking in terms of a 
policy process. Secondly, it can be argued that making inquiries into the extent of a policy’s 
goal achievement becomes quasi impossible whenever, in accordance with the continuum 
model, goals are considered as constantly being reshaped. Thirdly, explicitly taking distance 
from the approach of a policy’s life cycle by means of distinct stages clashes with the division 
of competencies between elected public officials on the one hand and career administrative 
officials on the other hand, identifiable as a longstanding approach within the tradition of 
policy sciences. Finally, the maintenance of the formation-implementation distinction has also 
been justified on the ground of the observation that this twofoldness has practically always 
been taken into account.29   
 
The demarcation issue poses not only the difficulty of distinguishing implementation from the 
precedent stage(s), but urges also a positioning towards the successive events, captured here 
under the denominator of evaluation.30 It is however difficult to say what evaluation is (not), 
because it seems to muddle through every phase of the policy cycle, including through the 
                                                           
23 MAARSE J. A. M., “Enkele aspecten van de uitvoering van beleid”, in: Beleid en Maatschappij, 1979 !5), p. 
115.  
24 Theoretical pluralism seems also to be present when trying to label whatever precedes policy implementation. 
Some scholars distinguish here different stages like for example policy preparation and policy adoption; whereas 
others simply tend to refer to it as policy. For the purpose of this paper, the broad concept of policy formation 
will be used to cover everything preceding policy execution. 
25 MAJONE G., WILDAVSKY A., “Implementation as evolution”, in: Implementation: How great expectations 
in Washington are dashed in Oakland, 1984, p. 163.  
26 KORSTEN A. F. A., DERKSEN W., Uitvoering van overheidsbeleid: gemeenten en ambtelijk gedrag belicht, 
Leiden, Stenfert Kroese, 1986, pp. 25-26.  
27 O’TOOLE L. J., “Policy recommendations for multi-actor implementation: An assessment of the field”, in: 
Journal of Public Policy, 1986 6 (2), pp. 192-196. A forerunner of this flood can already be found in the work of 
Pressman and Wildavsky, where they dismantle the divorce of policy (formation) and implementation as the real 
devil of policy failure.  
28 MAJONE G., WILDAVSKY A., “Implementation as evolution”, in: Implementation: How great expectations 
in Washington are dashed in Oakland, 1984,  
29 MAZMANIAN D. A., SABATIER P. A., Implementation and public policy, London, Lanham, 1989, pp. 7-9.  
30 In accordance with the remark on the use of policy formation as a label for whatever precedes policy 
implementation, we preserve the broad concept of evaluation to cover everything successive to a policy’s 
execution as defined.  
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implementation stage: in the words of Rossi and Berk “Evaluation research may be conducted 
to answer questions that arise during the formulation of policy, in the design of programs, in 
the improvement of programs, and in testing the efficiency and the effectiveness of programs 
that are in place or being considered.”31 Conversely, given the identification of the primary 
focus of implementation research as the description and the explanation of policy execution 
processes,32 we can postulate that whenever turning to the practise of implementation 
research, the policy under study can be considered as being evaluated to some extent. In order 
to define implementation from evaluation research, reference has been made on several 
occasions to Van Horn and Van Meter’s widely adopted distinction between policy 
implementation and policy impact studies, clarified in the following manner: ‘Policy 
implementation studies are less concerned with outcome than with output and attempt to 
identify the conditions under which an intended output may be achieved, whereas policy 
impact studies attempt to evaluate policies by measuring the amount of change brought about 
by them, comparing it with the amount intended and accounting for any difference.”33 Before 
stressing our position in the demarcation debate, the two other issues of theoretical pluralism 
in the field of policy implementation will be treated. 
 
Which variables should be envisaged as being critical to the study of policy implementation ? 
 
Considering the repeated characterisation of the implementation field as having a strong 
inductive orientation, with numerous case studies and most of the conceptual work consisting 
of loosely linked hypotheses and identification of critical variables mainly derived from case 
materials;34 the predominantly non-cumulative nature within this research sphere can hardly 
come as a surprise. However, trying to capture the highest common factor among the different 
sets of critical variables which are encountered when making an overview of the existing 
implementation literature, can be considered as a first step in the process of dealing with this 
non-cumulative estate of the field. When taking up this challenge, our study of the work of 
scholars modelling intergovernmental policy implementation so far,35 allows us to point out  
 three variables which seem to be widely recognised as being worth to put under scrutiny.36 
Abstracting from the influence of the specific institutional setting, of the induced changes in 
this regard and of the typical characteristics of a policy shaped within this setting on the 
process of intergovernmental policy implementation;37 a case can be made towards the 
necessity of highlighting the conceptions of the implementing actors involved, their capacity 
and their received information when trying to explain implementation performance. Or as 

                                                           
31 BROWNE A., WILDAVSKY A., “What should evaluation mean to implementation ?”, in: Implementation: 
How great expectations are dashed in Oakland, 1984, pp. 184-185.  
32 MAARSE J. A. M., Uitvoering en effecten van arbeidsmarktbeleid,  
33 DUNSHIRE A., Implementation in a bureaucracy, Oxford, Robertson, 1978, pp. 17-18.  
34 MAZMANIAN D. A., SABATIER P. A., Implementation and public policy, London, Lanham, 1989, p. 152. 
35 In particular, this statement has been based on an overview of the work of among others Goggin M. L., 
Edwards G. C., Maarse J. A. M., Sabatier P., Van Horn and Van Meter.  
36 The importance of the same variables is also acknowledged by O’Toole. In his effort to take the highest 
common factor among the variables identified in over more than 100 studies, he comes to the conclusion that: 
“Roughly half of the published studies in the field identify policy characteristics (especially clarity, specificity, 
and/of flexibility of goals and procedures, and validity of a policy’s causal theory) as significant; approximately 
the same number claim that resources (financial and other) are crucial. Other frequently identified categories of 
variables include: implementing-actor or multi-actor structure, number of actors, attitudes and perceptions of 
implementing personnel, alignment of clientele, and timing (including the possibilities for learning among 
implementers).” O’TOOLE L. J., “Policy recommendations for multi-actor implementation: An assessment of 
the field”, in: Journal of Public Policy, 1986 6 (2), p. 189. 
37 The reason of taking distance from these variables which also seem to be common to the work of many policy 
implementation scholars, will become clear during the further conduct of this paper.   
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Glasbergen puts it concisely, the three most important conditions in order to achieve a 
policy’s objectives are that 1) the implementing agents must be willing to execute a policy; 
this willingness is believed to be more present whenever a policy’s objectives tend to coincide 
with those held by the implementers, 2) the implementing actors have to be capable to carry 
out a policy, what implies that they have to dispose over the required financial, personnel and 
other necessary resources and 3) the implementers have to be aware what they are expected to 
do and therefore, precise and sufficient information has to be communicated to them.38 Before 
turning to the significance of these variables for the purpose of this paper, we will touch 
lightly on the third characteristic of theoretical pluralism in contemporary implementation 
research.  
 
Through which theoretical lens has policy execution be looked upon ? 
 
The existence of a broad category of seemingly important implementation variables at first 
sight is not only due to the predominantly non-cumulative estate of this research field, but has 
also to do with the different perspectives from which policy execution has been approached. 
Traditionally, a distinction is made between the so-called topdown and bottom-up 
perspectives on policy implementation, which have been presented as being opposite on 
several occasions.39 This conception is not odd in the light of the apparently unreconcilable 
answers provided by the adherents of these perspectives to two basic questions of 
implementation research, namely 1) how does one identify, in a defensible fashion, the policy 
or policies around which implementation behaviour develops ? and 2) how does one frame the 
unit of analysis whose behaviour is to be observed and explained ?.40 The topdown approach, 
which has been dominant for a long time, has typically been to respond in the following 
manner: 1) the concept of policy (policies) is an officially approved mandate of central 
governmental authorities to which a variety of other institutions are required to adapt and 2) 
the unit of analysis is the set of governmental organisational actors who are formally required 
to implement. The bottom-up critique has pointed out to the fact that doing this kind of 
research implies that the perspectives held by other actors involved, like for example street 
level bureaucrats and target groups, will be neglected and therefore also the effect of their 
strategies on the  implementation performance. Moreover, a genuine topdown perspective will 
be difficult to hold whenever there is no dominant policy at stake.41 Consequently, the 
bottom-up approach provides other answers to the questions raised above: 1) while the 
primary focus is not on a centrally authorised policy but on the implementers’ behaviour, the 
policy itself will be approached as an important variable towards the element of conduct and 
2) the unit of analysis will be demarcated from the bottom up via examination of the 
interaction patterns among the actors who are disguised as actually taking part in the 
implementation event.  
 
More recently, the coming into age of the implementation field has been stressed by several 
scholars, referring to the fact that attempts have been undertaken to reconcile both approaches 
with each other.42 Without failing to recognise the significance of this work, the question has 
                                                           
38 GLASBERGEN P., “Beleidsuitvoering als probleem: oorzaken en perspectieven”, in: Handboek 
Beleidswetenschap, 1987, pp. 84-85.  
39  
40 O’TOOLE L. J., “Goal multiplicity in the implementation setting: subtle impacts and the case of wastewater 
treatment privatization”, in: Policy Studies Journal, 1989 18 (1), p. 2.  
41 SABATIER P., “Topdown and bottom-up approaches to implementation research: a critical analysis and 
suggested synthesis”, in: Journal of Public Policy, 1986 6 (6), pp. 30-31.  
42 WITTROCK B., “Beyond organisational design: contextuality and the political theory of public policy”, in: 
Policy implementation in federal and unitary systems, 1985, p. 17.  
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to be raised, however, whether the differences between these perspectives can indeed be 
overcome, since they do not only seem to clash from the point of view of the research design 
but also from a normative standing. Or as O’Toole has put it: “Topdowners often do not pay 
special attention to variables in the hands of central authorities; they also implicitly suggest 
that this is where discretion ought to reside in democratic systems. Bottom-uppers, on the 
other hand, do not always merely describe but also celebrate the diversity and cacaphony of 
adaptive implementation arrangements.”43 Assuming that a scholar’s choice for one of these 
perspectives does not irreversibly point out to his normative standing, but that it can also be 
motivated otherwise, we will now pass on to the unravelment of our positioning towards the 
issues of theoretical pluralism as can be argued from the point of view of this paper’s purpose.  
 
What is our positioning in the implementation field ? 
 
Notwithstanding the fact that the prevalence of theoretical pluralism within a research field 
does not solely have to be perceived negatively, the moment has arrived to clarify how we 
position ourselves in this respect. This expatiation on the issue of implementation has been 
motivated by the assumption that it would provide a meaningful way to get a grip on the 
importance of program enclosed incentives in order to value correctly changes in this respect 
as they have been brought about in policy practise and therefore to contribute towards a first 
estimation with regard to the consequences of possibly appearing turnarounds. Since we have 
taken intergovernmental policy programs as our point of departure, we join those making an 
explicit distinction between policy formation and implementation, while at the same time 
subscribing to the demarcation of implementation from evaluation research in the tradition of 
Van Horn and Van Meter.  
 
Earlier, we have identified the central government as the driving force behind the design of 
these intergovernmental policy programs; a postulation that does not imply however that only 
the centre’s goals will be taken into account when capturing a program’s goal achievement. 
However, since we preserve the label of successful implementation for those programs 
whereof the objectives as they are explicitly stated as being desirable are reached, we do get a 
different situation for each of the distinct intergovernmental policy programs. Referring to our 
characterisation of policy programs associable with a specific IGR model, we could argue that 
in an agency model based program the specification of objectives will be solely in the centre’s 
hands; whereas the local government at stake will be able to contribute more to the process of 
goal-setting in the case of a program inspired by the interaction model; in a program outlined 
on the grounds of the relative autonomy model at last, the stipulation of formal objectives will 
be left to the local level to the biggest extent. Therefore, notwithstanding the fact that our 
framework of analysis tends to be primarily shaped from a topdown point of view;44 we have 
put already a first step towards the enclosure of a bottom-up element by explicitly taking 
consideration of goal multiplicity.45 Moreover, continuing on our present path by highlighting 
the conditions of successful implementation on the part of the distinct IGR programs will 
reveal more clearly that we do not want to seclude ourselves from bottom-up reality.  
 

                                                           
43 O’TOOLE L. J., “Goal multiplicity in the implementation setting: subtle impacts and the case of wastewater 
treatment privatization”, in: Policy Studies Journal, 1989 18 (1), p. 2.  
44 This statement can be motivated since we focus upon an officially approved mandate of a central 
governmental authority and since our unit of analysis is composed out of the governmental actors who are 
formally required to implement. 
45 O’TOOLE L. J., “Goal multiplicity in the implementation setting: subtle impacts and the case of wastewater 
treatment privatization”, in: Policy Studies Journal, 1989 18 (1), p. 1. 
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Prerequisites for successful implementation of IGR policy programs 
 
Broadly spoken, two basic requirements have to be met before the implementation of an IGR 
policy program can be labelled as being successful. First of all, successful execution requires 
that the actor(s) involved accepts his role of implementer, what brings us to the issue of the 
task allocation. Indeed, whenever an IGR program is authorised, a problem of cooperation 
between the governmental bodies at stake comes into being. In the implementation 
literature,46 three inducements towards this cooperation have been distinguished: authority 
referring to cooperation deriving from a sense of duty, common interest or cooperation 
because each participant values the goal and exchange explained as cooperation to receive 
something in return for achievement of the goal in question.47 Assuming, as we did, that the 
central government is more likely to take the lead in the outline of an intergovernmental 
policy program does not strictly imply that this program will be forced upon the local level. 
Therefore, starting from the characterisation of the distinct IGR models, we could think of the 
inducement of authority as being more likely to be turned to whenever the central government 
thinks of the local level in terms of the agency model; whereas similarly the principles of 
common interest and of exchange could be more associated with the dominance of 
respectively the interaction and the relative autonomy model within the belief system held by 
the central government. However, we do not want to give the impression of linking a specific 
inducement irreversibly and solely with a specific IGR model, since unilaterally mandating of 
a program for example can still be thought of in the case of the relative autonomy model, be it 
however that this will only be possible to a limited extent in order not to jeopardise the 
prevalence of this model. On the other hand, what we can state at this point is that program 
enclosed incentives can be thought of as fulfilling a double function in the case of a non-
authoritative inducement: not only are they likely to be of an utmost importance during the 
actual implementation event, they also have to be accredited a major role in a local 
government’s initial decision to get involved in an implementation process.  
 
The second requirement towards successful implementation has to do with the extent to which 
the intergovernmental program under study meets the three conditions, pointed out earlier as 
being critical to goal achievement. What are the implementer’s conceptions towards the 
policy objectives that have been formally laid down ? Can the implementing agent dispose 
over the required (financial) resources ? And has the policy executor been sufficiently 
informed about what he is supposed to do ? In his checklist constructed on behalf of policy 
practitioners, Maarse explicitly includes a fourth factor that should be taken into account in 
order to provide a smooth execution; namely the power of the implementing actor, as it can be 
formally or informally used.48 For the purpose of this paper, we assume that the local 
government in its role of implementer will turn to the use of its (in-)formal power whenever 
one or more of the three conditions mentioned above seem to be insufficiently fulfilled from 
its point of view. Under imperfect conditions, unsuccessful implementation can be thought of 

                                                           
46 O’TOOLE L. J., MONTJOY R. S., “Interorganizational policy implementation: a theoretical perspective”, in: 
Public Administration Review, 1984 (10-11), p. 491. MAARSE J. A. M., Uitvoering en effecten van 
arbeidsmarktbeleid 
47 Exchange is explained by O’Toole as cooperation to receive in return for something other than achievement of 
the goal in question; we have altered this definition by viewing exchange as cooperation to receive something-
and not necessarily something other-in return for achievement of a goal.  
48 MAARSE J. A. M., “De uitvoering van overheidsbeleid”, in: Overheidsbeleid, 1998, pp. 159-160.  The power 
factor seems to be present in the bulk of topdown implementation research; be it, however, that the recognition 
of the element of informal power mostly seems to occur whenever the explanation by means of the other critical 
variables does not seem to be sufficient.  
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as demonstrating itself in different manners, going from retardation over incomplete 
execution to actual detraction from the formally stated objectives.49  
 
The implementation of IGR model based programs and the issue of change 
 
How do the distinct intergovernmental policy programs score towards the fulfilment of the 
theoretical conditions of successful policy implementation ? This question will be answered 
by reverting to the identified program enclosed incentives, whose presence has been tabled 
earlier, because their institutionalisation into a specific program has to do with the extent to 
which these critical implementation conditions have been met. Acknowledging the fact that 
the scope of our analysis has been narrowed by solely focusing on the three program features 
pointed out earlier; this theoretical confrontation of the IGR programs with the success 
guaranteeing conditions during the actual implementation event has to be overcome before the 
element of change can be brought into the scene. 
 
Program enclosed incentives: their impact towards successful implementation unravelled 
 
The three cornerstones on which the IGR model based policy programs are said to have been 
built, namely the extent to which autonomous policy sphere for the local government has been 
recognised, the proportion of financial support to which the central government has 
committed itself and the coming into being of a forum for mutual consultation concerning the 
program under study, have been pointed out earlier as taking up an incentive’s function with 
regard to the local body involved. With the expatiation on implementation (success) in mind, 
we could state that these incentives, whenever present, will undoubtedly give some filling in 
to the theoretical prerequisites for unproblematic execution. More precisely, the problem 
whether discretion on the local level’s part has to be recognised or not while outlining an 
intergovernmental policy program can be considered as having in either way an impact upon 
the conceptions of the implementing actor involved and hence on his willingness to execute; 
whilst the incentives of support in the financial burden and of the creation of a forum for 
bargaining can be thought of as being connected with the requirements of disposing over the 
adequate financial resources and over the necessary communications during the 
implementation event.50  
 
However, notwithstanding the fact that for example the conceptions of the implementing actor 
have been generally identified as a critical factor towards successful execution of the policy 
involved, this point of view does not irreversibly imply that an intergovernmental program 
has to provide a significant autonomy for the local level in the process of goal-setting and 
implementing and consequently, that a program based on the relative autonomy model has to 
be considered as being optimal towards smooth implementation. Indeed, the reality of a local 
government that does not strive to dispose over a considerable amount of autonomous policy 
sphere because its belief system can be thought of as being dominated by the agency model, 
can not be disregarded. Clearly, we have stipulated before that a local government can be 
expected to turn to the use of its (in-)formal power, whenever one or several of the crucial 
                                                           
49  
50 Again, we do not want to give the impression of linking a specific incentive exclusively and solely with just 
one of the prerequisites towards successful policy implementation. As a case in point, the limited amount of 
central support possibly enclosed within an IGR program can not only be thought of as having to do with the 
prerequisite of disposing over the required (financial) resources; but also with the conceptions upon that program 
developed by the implementing actor. Clearly, this paragraph was aimed at indicating the interrelatedness 
between the identified program enclosed incentives on the one hand and the prerequisites towards successful 
implementation on the other hand.  
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implementation conditions have been insufficiently met in the outline of an IGR program 
from its point of view. Therefore, explicitly taking the local government’s viewpoint into 
account adds another bottom-up element to the scope of our analysis, which has so far been 
limited to solely including the belief system held by the central government, since this system 
has been assumed to reveal itself in the initial shape of the distinct intergovernmental 
programs under study.51

 
Given the identification of the present incentives towards successful implementation enclosed 
within a standard intergovernmental program grafted upon a specific IGR model, the question 
towards the actual elaboration of these incentives during the implementation event can easily 
be answered in the case of the obvious appearance of one specific belief system, shared by 
both the central and the local government. Under these conditions, the incentives that have 
been tabled as being present, can be considered as resorting a positive influence to their fullest 
extent upon the local government involved,52 an impact that can be expected to reveal itself 
not only during the actual putting-into-practise stage, but also during the event of persuading a 
government to participate voluntarily in the case of a non-authoritative inducement. 
Consequently, the absence of the other incentives, that have not been included in the outline 
of a specific IGR program, does not have to be regarded as a missed opportunity from the 
point of view of the central government, since the mutual belief system will not turn the local 
government involved vulnerable towards the attractive and stimulating function attributed to 
these incentives whenever present.  
 
Let it be clear, however, that the stimulating impact of present incentives is not envisaged as a 
guarantee towards the actual acceptance of an implementation task, nor towards the certainty 
of unproblematic execution. Indeed, one can not move past the case of for example the 
predominance of the agency model in the belief system of both the central and the local 
government as well as in the general outline of a typical IGR program, whilst the actual 
execution of the program’s objectives does not enrol in an unproblematic manner. This 
implementation deficit can be ascribed to the fact that, among other possibilities, the local 
government, fully aware of its primary role of implementing agent, can not range itself with 
the objectives uniquely formulated by the central government; a reality that can come through 
in the rejection of accepting the task involved as well as in the act of lingering with the actual 
execution.53 Of course, the situation can be thought of as becoming even more complicated 
whenever central and local government’s attitudes and acts have been shaped by the 
attachment to a different IGR model, a problem that will be addressed in the next section.      
 

                                                           
51 See p. 5.  
52 One could undermine this statement by for example pointing out to the fact that, all other things equal,  a local 
government holding an interaction model based belief system and consequently being attracted to the presence of 
partial central support would even be more attracted to a program that would be completely financed by the 
central government. However, whenever we stipulate that a government, be it on the central or the local level, 
holds a specific belief system; we mean that the governmental body at issue holds a view on intergovernmental 
relations that reveals the proper value attributed to each of the IGR dimensions according to that model. In terms 
of our example: the local government at issue will be considered to be only attracted by a limited amount of 
central support, since it also appreciates seeing its financial responsibility respected. Moreover, considering our 
previous remark concerning the concept of belief system, we do not take any degeneration towards the specific 
combinations of IGR dimensions as they have been enclosed within the three adopted IGR models  into account. 
53 This expatiation on the unacceptability of central stated objectives by the local government only holds in the 
case of the agency model dominating the common belief system, since the detailed stipulation of program 
objectives belongs to the local government itself in the case of the predominance of the relative autonomy 
model, whilst the presence of a forum for bargaining in the case of the interaction model can be thought of as 
ruling out the local government’s discontents whenever the prevalence of the interaction model is at stake. 
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Changes in intergovernmental relations, turnarounds in the impact of program enclosed 
incentives 
 
Reminding Bish’s formulation of the critical question in the current era of wicked policy 
problems as whether individual units still face incentives which lead them to achieve formally 
stated objectives, it deserves attention to focus upon the consequences in terms of the impact 
likely to result from the distinguished program enclosed incentives upon a local government 
whenever different belief systems are held by the central and the local government involved. 
Prolonging on the path that has been followed so far, the situation of a specific belief system 
shared by both governmental levels will function as our point of departure.54 Subsequently, 
we will try to capture the expected turnaround in the impact of each single program enclosed 
incentive for a local government confronted with this program while firstly simulating a 
gradual shift in the belief system held by a single governmental body,55 be it the central or the 
local government, before turning to the hypothetical situation of a more radical turnaround in 
the belief system of one of these actors. 56 More specifically, the six possible cases in which a 
different belief system is held by respectively the central and the local government will be 
handled according to the order tabled below.  
 

Table 2: Order in which the six emerging cases will be treated 
 
LG : Local government 
CG : Central government 
 

LG
CG 

Agency 
Model 

Interaction 
Model 

Relative Autonomy 
model 

Agency model 
 

 (3) (6) 

Interaction model 
 (1)  (2) 

Relative Autonomy 
model (5) (4)  

 
 

                                                           
54 The choice for this starting-point seems plausible in the light of this paper’s purpose, clarified earlier as trying 
to get a grip upon what can happen whenever newly introduced rules are replacing the existing ones of a social 
system in which different actors initially lived according to the same rules. Moreover, initially assuming the 
dominance of a different IGR model in the belief system of respectively the central and the local government and 
from that point proceeding with simulating changes in any possible direction of the belief system(s) involved, 
does not bring forward any new end results than the ones described in this paper.  
55 A shift in belief system is labelled gradual, whenever the hypothetical change is always thought of as evolving 
from one end of the continuum of IGR models to the mid position; whilst the additive radical is reserved for 
these turnarounds going from one extreme position to the other.  
56 Opting for the inclusion of a shift in the belief system of a single governmental actor a time instead of letting 
the different belief systems evolve at once has been no more than a choice in the effort of presenting our work. 
For example, it would have been possible to start from the initial dominance of the interaction model in the 
belief system held by both the central and the local government and to proceed with simulating a gradual shift in 
their respective belief system in an opposite direction; however, the end result brought forward under these 
conditions, namely one extreme position on the continuum of IGR models shaping the belief system of the 
central government and the other extreme dominating the one held by the local government, coincides with the 
end result of a simulation in which an initially shared extreme belief system will be left for the other extreme by 
only one of the actors involved.   
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In our effort to capture a possible alteration in the impact accredited to a specific program 
enclosed incentive on a local government due to the presence of different IGR models 
dominating the central and the local government’s belief system, we have been guided by the 
framework sketched on the next page. By running through different questions, depending on 
the proper course, an attempt is made to indicate the proper impact that each of the program-
enclosed incentives will exercise upon a local government confronted with that program. First 
and foremost, the question has to be answered whether a specific program’s feature, believed 
to take up an incentive’s function, will still be present or not within the intergovernmental 
policy program at stake. Clearly, whenever a specific feature is absent, it can not be thought 
of as taking up an incentive’s function with regard to the local government. In this case, two 
different observations still remain plausible in the light of this exercise’s final goal of pointing 
out a program’s overall attractiveness for the local level under each of the six possible 
combinations in belief system. Hence, the answer on the second question specified as “Does 
the presence/absence of this program’s feature represent a new situation from the point of 
view of the local government confronted with the IGR program under study ?”, still has to be 
taken into account. Under the condition of a no longer present incentive, the observation can 
be made that the program does not include an element to which presence a local government 
is believed to be vulnerable; consequently, this situation could be labelled a missed 
opportunity in the effort of upgrading a program’s attractiveness to the biggest extent. On the 
other hand, such a label can not be accredited to the situation in which a defined program’s 
feature has remained absent; since the local government involved is not at all assumed to have 
grown habitual to this element’s presence. Therefore, this situation can be left out in the 
process of outlining a program’s initially overall attractiveness. 
 
A completely different path has been outlined whenever a specific program’s feature has been 
pointed out as being present within the standard outline of an intergovernmental policy 
program. Whenever this presence is new from the local viewpoint, the impact immediately 
brought forth by this incentive remains questionable, since it can not be unambiguously 
pointed out in which direction the attractiveness of the program at this point will evolve if of 
course, any impact will be exercised at all. On the other hand, the situation in which a defined 
program enclosed incentive is still present, is the only one allowing the stipulation of the 
positive or negative direction in which the attractive effect attributed to this program’s feature 
has altered with regard to the local level’s positioning, because it is only under these 
conditions that the extent to which the same element has been shaped previously and currently 
can be compared with each other Additionally, further refinement has been enclosed in 
presenting the occurrence of such an unfavourable situation by pointing out in which way the 
altered presence of the program feature at stake can be characterised from the local viewpoint; 
an elaboration whereof the necessity will become clear later on.57 This brief expatiation on the 
framework developed towards capturing the impact that a single program enclosed incentive 
is likely to exercise under different conditions will (hopefully) become more comprehensible 
during its actual application spelt out in the next paragraphs. 
 

                                                           
57 See pp. 34-36. 
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FIGURE 1: WHICH IMPACT IS LIKELY TO RESULT FROM EACH OF 
THE PROGRAM ENCLOSED INCENTIVES ? 
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A gradual shift in the belief system of the central government 
 
What can be expected in terms of the importance of program enclosed incentives whenever 
the central government no longer honours the agency model in its vision towards the outline 
of intergovernmental relations, but instead opts for a predominance of the interaction model 
while the local government involved still envisages itself primarily as a mere implementing 
agent ? Corresponding to the nature of our analysis so far, we therefore assume that the local 
government will be confronted with an intergovernmental policy program constructed on the 
grounds of the interaction model and hence characterised by a well-defined scope for 
contribution on the local level’s part in the process of goal-setting and implementing, by a 
necessity for the local level to provide a considerable amount of the required financial means 
and by the provision of a forum for bargaining constructed on behalf of the IGR program at 
stake. However, the belief system of the local government is still considered as being 
dominated by the agency model, resulting in the rational attendance of an intergovernmental 
program featured by the presence of centrally specified policy objectives, by the canalisation 
of the necessary financial means and by the installation of far-reaching control mechanisms 
applicable by the central over the local level. Under these hypothetical conditions, a 
theoretical case could be made to postulate that the seemingly positive incentive towards 
partial support in the financial burden enclosed within the interaction model based policy 
program can hardly be imagined to exercise a lot of attraction on a local government 
expecting to be provided with all the necessary means: when comparing the extent to which 
the incentive of support in the financial burden has altered, it can indeed be stipulated that a 
local government confronted with this new interaction model based program is not tended to 
envisage this incentive’s filling in as being attractive given its proper background. On the 
other hand, the impact expected to result from the centre’s option to build into the program 
some local discretion as well as the guarantee to create a formal two-way bargaining forum 
can not unambiguously be specified. These two program features are new for the local 
government, which can be thought of as responding to them in a variety of manners: 
indifferently by not at all acknowledging their inviting character, negatively by being 
suspicious about the changeover they represent or rather positively by feeling some attraction 
towards the offer to desert the usual role of implementing agent. (1) 
 
An analogous exercise can be made under the hypotheses of a shift in the central 
government’s belief system from the relative autonomy towards the interaction model, while 
the local government involved still attends to be confronted with an intergovernmental policy 
program grafted upon the relative autonomy model. Translated in terms of policy programs, 
the central government will initiate an interaction model based policy program, as it has been 
described before, notwithstanding the fact that its local counterpart especially features 
sensibility towards the disposition over a considerable amount of discretionary sphere, the 
institutionalised respect for local responsibility in financial matters and the lack of stringent 
control mechanisms that have been identified as the enclosed stimuli for the holder of a belief 
system dominated by the relative autonomy model. In such a situation, the prescribed 
cooperation with regard to goal setting is not likely to exercise much attraction on a 
governmental body habitual to considerable discretion when specifying formal policy 
objectives. Indeed, the extent to which the incentive labelled as recognition of local discretion 
has been subject to change, can initially be thought of as bringing about a less favourable 
situation on the part of the local government. On the other hand the impact connected to 
respectively receiving central means in the event of carrying the financial burden 
accompanying an implementation task when not attending this kind of support and to the 
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inclusion of an official bargaining forum, both functioning as newly enclosed program 
features, is again not unambiguous to point out. (2)  
 
A gradual shift in the belief system of the local government   
 
Similar simulations to the ones described above can be set out under the assumption of a 
stable belief system held by the central government, while varying the IGR model dominating 
the thoughts and acts of the local body involved. Whenever the central government continues 
to inspire the outline of intergovernmental programs on the agency model while in fact the 
local government at stake considers itself worthy as an interactive counterpart, elements are 
hand in to presume that the local government’s confrontation with the necessity of pursuing 
program objectives stated in a typical unilateral topdown manner will clash with the locally 
vivid self-image of a government that possesses enough capacity to already have a say in the 
primary stage of goal-setting. Consequently, opting for leaving out some discretion on the part 
of the local government can be envisaged as a missed opportunity when striving at outlining 
an intergovernmental program to which the local government features sensibility. 
Notwithstanding the fact that the guaranteed transfer of all the required financial means to the 
local scale could be thought of as exercising a stimulating effect on the local government, this 
has to be contested since we are dealing here with a local government used of always seeing 
its financial responsibility respected to some extent. Finally, the centre’s option not to enclose 
the engagement towards the creation of formal bargaining possibilities into the program at 
stake, has also to be envisaged as a lost chance to upgrade the program’s attractiveness. (3)    
 
Under the condition of a central government inducing a relative autonomy model based 
program upon a local government holding a belief system fostered by the interaction model, it 
seems plausible to postulate that the failure to meet the local hoped-for amount of local 
discretion within the framework of the IGR program at stake, can be envisaged as bringing 
about an unattractiveness over this program from the local point of view. Furthermore, the 
neglect of the stipulation of some centrally transferred financial support and the absence of a 
forum for mutual consultation to whose respective filling in the local government has grown 
habitual, are again typical for a program that has not been completely attuned to the local 
level’s positioning. (4) 
 
A radical shift in the belief system of one of the governmental levels involved 
 
Since we do not want to exclude the appearance of a more radical transformation in the 
outline of intergovernmental policy programs, the cases will be highlighted in which the 
belief system of respectively the central and the local government are each predominated by a 
different IGR model, situated at one of the poles of the defined continuum. Again, we will 
variegate the description of these cases by firstly taking a shift into the centre’s belief system 
into account before simulating an even radical turnaround in the thoughts and actions of the 
local level. Under the conditions of a drastic changeover from the agency to the relative 
autonomy model as an inspiring source while initiating an intergovernmental policy program, 
the central government can be thought of as finding itself inducing a program upon its local 
counterpart that still hangs on to the agency model of intergovernmental relations. In the line 
of our previous arguing, we could attend that the centre’s recognition of local responsibility in 
financial matters will not, at least not initially, cause a similar encouraging impact upon a 
local government grown under the auspices of the agency model than whenever the relative 
autonomy model would be at stake. Therefore, the choice of giving this kind of filling in to 
this first incentive can hardly be applauded. Furthermore, the impact resulting from the built-
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in local discretion can not be pointed out in advance, since it is not clear how the local 
government will respond on its presence; while in fact the issue of an absent consultation 
forum does not have to be considered since the local government is not likely to feature any 
sensibility in this respect under the present conditions. (5) 
 
Finally, the situation has to be looked upon in which the local belief system is subject to a 
replacement of the agency by the relative autonomy model as an inspiring force while the 
centre still swears by the conception of the local government as an ordinary implementing 
agent. Under these conditions, it is not probable to stipulate how the local government 
involved is going to respond on the enclosed financial offer, since it is not used of being 
confronted with this apple of Eve. On the other hand, failing to recognise local discretion in 
this program stands far away from the reality of a local government used of looking after its 
own interests; while the absence of a commonplace is again not an issue, for the same reason 
as the one mentioned in the preceding paragraph. (6) 
 
Table 3 gives us an overview of the impact as it has been presumed to be brought forth by 
each of the identified program enclosed incentives under the appropriate conditions. While 
focusing upon this table’s content, some general remarks are in place. First of all, whenever 
the extent to which an incentive is enclosed within a policy program has been subject to 
change, this situation can of course also be referred to as an opportunity missed by the central 
government in its effort to outline a program that is likely to exercise attraction on a local 
government. However, we have opted to make a distinction in words as well as in symbols 
between the situation of an incentive that is no longer present and that of an incentive whose 
realisation within a policy program has altered in order to obtain maximal clarity in this 
respect. Secondly, even when an element’s impact is said to have altered in a less favourable 
direction, it can still be thought of as exercising some appeal on a local government being 
confronted with it; a reality of which we are certainly not unaware. Thirdly and related, our 
analysis has been narrowed from the beginning by solely focusing upon three possibly 
program enclosed incentives. Of course, other elements than the ones identified in this paper 
can still play an incentive’s role, so that even under the conditions that have been tabled here 
as being highly unfavourable, a local government can still be thought of as being persuaded 
towards participation.   
 
Table 3: Overview of the possible turnarounds in the impact of program enclosed incentives 

 
? . ambiguous in scope 
\ : missed opportunity 
X : not at stake 
- : less favourable situation because the extent  
             of enclosure is too little 
- : less favourable situation because the extent  
             of enclosure is too much 
1) recognition of local discretion 
2) support in the financial burden 
3) provision of a bargaining forum 
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The construction of an analytical tool aimed at capturing changeovers in 
intergovernmental relations: its usefulness limited by the difficulty of making the net 
balance of induced changeovers 
 
What does the outline of these six patterns possibly emerging in the appeal exercised by an 
intergovernmental program signify in the light of our final goal to point out a program’s 
overall attractiveness towards a local government ? Can they still be elaborated in some 
respect ? And where exactly are we going from here ? Clearly, these questions will have to be 
overcome before being able to turn to Flemish intergovernmental practise. 
 
The problem of making the net balance of induced changeovers 
 
The preceding section has dealt with ascribing the six possible cases in which a different IGR 
model dominates the belief system of respectively the central and the local government 
involved in the process of carrying out an intergovernmental policy program. Clearly, it 
would have been possible to clarify these different combinations without explicitly indicating 
where the initial shift in belief system has taken place. On the contrary, varying the 
governmental level on which the changeover in question has taken place has been a conscious 
choice on our part, brought forth by the consideration that the origin of these shifts does not 
solely have to be situated centrally. Granted, we have taken the central government as the 
driving force towards the outline of intergovernmental policy programs as our point of 
departure; an option that does not exclude, however, the occurrence of a new IGR model in 
the local belief system. This standpoint poses the problem of the why and wherefore of the 
presumed IGR model replacements, of which the answer necessitates to elaborate upon  
another presumption often made while working with models of intergovernmental relations. 
Until now, we have implicitly looked upon both the central and the local government as if 
they were monolithical entities, thinking and acting in an unambiguous and undifferentiated 
manner; a position that undeniably clashes with the image one gets while even hastily 
touching day-to-day reality. Not only do both governmental levels have to be regarded as 
being composed out of different compartments, possibly each holding a belief system founded 
on a different IGR model; also the reality of a fluctuation in the dominant belief system within 
a single subdivision due to for example a change in establishment has to be discerned. 
Consequently, an assumed alteration of predominant IGR model can be accredited to the 
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acknowledged necessity of a specific model’s value in the light of an emerging policy 
problem’s nature as well as to the spill-over effect expectable from the quite current presence 
of an IGR model in the entire governmental body at stake.58  
 
This expatiation on the origin of the appearance of a new IGR model on the scene has also to 
do with the final goal of pointing out a program’s overall attractiveness under specific 
conditions from the local government’s point of view.. Clearly, we have stated that whenever 
a new incentive has been enclosed within a policy program, it is not possible to predict 
unambiguously its probable impact: this program’s feature can be thought of as either 
accentuating the already existing unattractiveness, as taking up an outbalancing function in 
this respect or as simply having no impact at all upon the local government involved. 
Consequently, the presence of these new incentives complicates our effort to point out the net 
result of induced changeovers in terms of a program’s overall attractiveness towards a local 
government. Taking our remark regarding the conception of a single government as a 
monolithical block into account, a case could be made in favour of the statement that 
whenever a newly based IGR program is launched into one compartment of a local 
government while that same government breaths according to another IGR model, newly 
present program features in that specific policy sphere are likely to be approached from the 
point of that generally present belief system.59 Moreover, even if we would find ourselves in 
the possibility of pointing out which kind of impact has resulted from a newly enclosed 
element, making the net balance of the program’s attractiveness would still not be within 
reach. Clearly, getting a grip on the actual net result of a changeover in belief system urges 
also an argued attribution of the appropriate weight belonging to each of the enclosed 
incentives as they have been combined within the framework of a specific intergovernmental 
policy program;60 a prerequisite whereof the possibility of its actual realisation has not yet 
been subject of a thorough investigation on our part.  
 
The usefulness of our analytical tool approached 
 

                                                           
58 Hence, even when the shift in belief system has been situated on the local level, the central government’s role 
still has to be acknowledged in this respect: indeed, it will still be the central government that induces IGR 
programs upon the local level, but these programs are however thought of as being differently grounded than the 
one(s) in the policy sphere under study. 
59 Clearly, this sentence is not aimed at stating that this outcome will always occur; we just want to stress its high 
probability. 
60 As a case in point, we could refer to the first exercise made in which the central government no longer rests on 
the agency model but on the interaction model in the process of outlining the intergovernmental policy program 
at stake, whilst the local government involved still hangs on to its function of a mere implementing agent. Under 
these conditions, we have argued that the local government involved will face a loss of centrally transferred 
financial means, what is not likely to be perceived as an inviting situation. Furthermore, the impact expected to 
result from the centre’s option to build into the program some local discretion as well as the guarantee to create a 
formal two-way bargaining forum was not possible to point out, since both elements were newly enclosed into 
the program. Attributing a positive impact to these two elements can clarify the issue of the disposal over the 
appropriate weight of each of the program enclosed incentives in the following manner. Whenever for example 
the local government attaches more importance to the provision of the required financial means by the centre in 
comparison with the significance it attributes to respectively gaining discretionary power and to be subject to the 
exercise of a less severe central control; it can be stipulated that the enclosed decrease of the centre’s financial 
contribution within an interaction model based policy program will be judged to be much more far-reaching in 
scope than the impact attributable to respectively the changing amount of local discretion or of the severity of the 
central control. However, the scales can still be turned in favour of an interaction model based policy program, 
since the unattractiveness brought forth by the lack of centrally provided resources can still be thought of as 
being overruled by the combined positive impact of the changeovers with regard to the other two program 
enclosed incentives.  
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Consequently, our attempt to construct an analytical tool aimed at capturing changeovers in 
intergovernmental relations has allowed us at this point to stipulate the direction in which the 
impact of a still present incentive will alter due to the coming into being of a new IGR model 
in the belief system held by the government(s) involved. On the other hand, we are not 
capable at this instance to point out with certainty the impact exercised by a newly introduced 
incentive and its relation towards the other included elements, given our ignorance of the 
weight carried by each of them. What does it signify in terms of the usefulness of our 
analytical tool that we are not in the position to indicate unambiguously the net result of 
induced changeovers on the appeal of an intergovernmental program ? Clearly, our analytical 
framework has been built on two cornerstones, namely the IGR model dominating the belief 
system of respectively the central and the local government involved, allowing us to deduct 
six basic patterns of program enclosed incentives. Conversely assuming that this deduction 
has been founded on a solid basis, we could also think of a possible use of this framework as a 
means to discover the IGR model(s)61 dominating the belief system of the governmental 
levels involved whenever it is definitely settled which pattern has prevailed in the impact 
resulting from the incentives as they have been enclosed within an intergovernmental policy 
program.62  
 

Figure 2: The usefulness of our analytical tool 
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Before illustrating this usefulness by focusing upon a seemingly occurring changeover in 
Flemish intergovernmental relations today, namely the increasing appearance of covenants or 
policy agreements in the central-local relationship; an expatiation is still required on the issue 
of the six basic patterns possibly emerging in the way program enclosed incentives have been 
outlined. Indeed, the choice for the notion of “basic pattern” is not without significance; since 
whenever the impact attached to one of the enclosed incentives has been questionmarked in 
the outline of a basic pattern,63 the hypothetical filling in of a value at this point will give rise 
to several possibly emerging patterns grounded upon the basic pattern at stake. More 
specifically, we have stated that a local government confronted with a newly introduced 
incentive can be thought of as responding to it in a variety of manners: indifferently, 

                                                           
61 Clearly, whenever applying this analytical framework , it becomes possible to get a grip on the belief system 
held by the local government at the time that the policy program has been introduced and therefore also on the 
belief system previously held by the central government, since that current belief system of the local government 
is a consequence of IGR programs launched by the central government. Whenever this analysis is executed 
within one specific policy sector, indications can be gathered about the belief system dominating the interactions 
in other policy sectors, due to possibly occurring spill-over effects, as will be clarified further on in this paper. 
62 Of course, we assume to dispose over information about the implementation practise as well as over the 
written version of the IGR program itself; if not, possibly program enclosed incentives of which the impact has 
been question marked and to which presence a local government would be indifferent under specific conditions, 
would be wrongly left out the analysis whenever we base ourselves solely on information concerning the practise 
of carrying out the program at stake.   
63 See table 3. 
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positively or negatively. Whenever a local government is indifferent towards the enclosure of 
this element, the value of a zero has to be attributed to it in the effort of pointing out its 
possible contribution towards the net result in appeal of induced changeovers. On the other 
hand, whenever the local government shows a positive attitude because this incentive’s 
presence has been perceived as a favourable situation, the + symbol will be put to mark the 
positive contribution this element’s presence is said to make towards the overall attractiveness 
of the program in question. Finally, the possibility has to be acknowledged of a local 
government perceiving this incentive’s filling in as a less favourable program feature since the 
extent of this element’s enclosure is either regarded as being too little ( -     )  or too much (-          
    ) from its own standpoint.  
 
Assuming that the questionmarked impact accredited to newly present program incentives can 
be thought of as being perceived in each of the previously described manners by a local 
government, different patterns can be deducted from each basic pattern in which a 
questionmarked impact has been pointed out: in the cases where just one of the present 
incentives has been given a questionmarked impact, this exercise will give rise to 4 different 
patterns,64 while in these cases where the impact of two enclosed incentives has been put in 
question, 4² or 16 different patterns are likely to emerge.65 Of course, in the outline of all 
these possibly emerging patterns on the next page, a question mark still is at its place when 
striving to make up the net balance of appeal resulting from program enclosed incentives of 
which at least two of them have an opposite direction in their presumed impact, since we do 
not dispose over information concerning the weight carried by each of them.   
 
Covenants as a steering instrument in Flemish intergovernmental relations 
 
In our effort to construct an analytical tool useful to approach intergovernmental practise, we 
have come to the point of indicating the whole array of possibly occurring patterns in appeal 
brought forth by three identified program enclosed elements under the appropriate conditions. 
In the line of our argument so far, we could state that whenever a local government accepts to 
participate in the event of carrying out a task that has not been authoritatively induced; the 
pattern brought forth by the policy program’s incentives has resulted in a positive net balance 
from the local point of view. However, this statement assumes that the local government 
involved is fully aware of the proper IGR rules shaping the program at stake, has approved 
them and acts accordingly; an observation that leads us back to the crucial question of this 
paper. Indeed, we have asked ourselves what is likely to happen whenever newly introduced 
rules shaping intergovernmental programs are not really understood by the local government 
involved since it still perceives these programs from the point of view of the IGR rules that 
were previously present. Whenever a local government, unaware of the initiated turnarounds, 
still gets involved on a voluntary basis in the attempt to achieve a program’s goals; we could 
expect that the implementation practise will reveal indications about the manner in which the 
program enclosed incentives have been locally regaled. Consequently, a combination of these 
different indications could be thought of as resulting in a genuine pattern of appeal exercised 
by that program under study. The next step to be taken would then consist of comparing the 
discovered pattern with the ones drawn earlier and to seek its best possible match, what would 
provide us with some information about the IGR model attended to have previously 
dominated the centre’s belief system and currently still the one held on the local scale. Before 
actually illustrating this usefulness of our analytical tool, we will hold one moment to give 

                                                           
64 The cases (5) and (6) of table 3 are referred to. 
65 The cases (1) and (2) of table 3 are referred to. 
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some background information about the intergovernmental covenant, which coming into 
being has been announced earlier as a current changeover in Flemish IGR. 
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TABLE 4: OVERVIEW OF THE POSSIBLY EMERGING PATTERNS IN APPEAL 
 
 
 
 

 
1) + 
2) + 
3) + 
 

+ 

(3)
1)  \  
2) -  
3)  \ 

 
? 

(6)
1) \    \    \     \ 
2) O  +  -  -   
3) X  X  X   X 
 

?    ?   ?    ? 
(1)

1) O    +   -  -   O   +  -  -   O   +   -  -   O  +   -   -    
2) -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  
3) O   O    O    O  +    +   +    +   -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  
 

-     ?     -     -    ?    ?     ?    ?    -     ?    -    -     -     ?   -     - 

 
1) + 
2) + 
3) + 
 

+ 

(2)
1) -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  
2) O    +   -  -   O   +  -  -   O   +   -  -   O   +   -  -  
3) O    O   O   O   +    +    +   +   -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -   
 

-      ?    -     -    ?     ?    ?    ?    -     ?    -    -     -     ?    -    -     
(5)

1) O  +  -  -  
2) \    \     \    \ 
3) X  X   X   X 
 

?    ?    ?    ? 

(4)
1) -   
2) \ 
3) \ 
 

? 

 
1) + 
2) + 
3) + 
 

+ 
 

 27



The covenant as an IGR steering instrument: a theoretical approach 
 
On the 8th of March 1999 the Flemish government and the VVSG, the Flemish association of 
local authorities,66 taking up the role as representative of the Flemish local governments 
signed the so-called Pact met de lokale besturen; a political agreement by which both levels 
of government engaged themselves to 63 action points, aimed at improving the quality of 
intergovernmental policy-making.67 One of the elements which already came forward in the 
dialogue preceding the pact, was the willingness of the Flemish government to make an 
increased use of covenants in its relationship with the local level.68 A covenant or policy 
agreement can be defined as an agreement made by a government with another government 
but mostly with the private sector, to formulate or execute its policy as regards content or 
either institutional, on a broad basis or, mostly, focused on a specific sector.69 Until now, the 
bulk of the literature on covenants has been dealing with agreements between the (Flemish) 
government and the private sector, especially in the field of environmental policy; little or no 
emphasis has insofar been put on the covenants which can solely be situated in the public 
sector. 
 
In the literature, two related causes are pointed out with explicatory value towards the 
appearance of the covenant as a policy instrument.70 Firstly, the use of policy agreements is 
linked to the changing relationship between, generally spoken, government and citizen; often 
referred to as horizontalisation. This societal tendency is said to be characterised by the fact 
that the government consults in an increasing number of policy matters the (organised) citizen 
about the aims and the means of its policy. Not only the emancipation of the citizen in modern 
society offers an explicative element in this respect; also the increasing governmental 
dependency on outside information and expertise while preparing, taking and executing 
decisions adds up to a better understanding of this development in policy-making. According 
to Lubach, this horizontalisation can not only be perceived in the relationship between a 
government and its citizens, but also in an intergovernmental setting with the involvement of 
public bodies on the same as well as on a different level.71  
 
Secondly, the use of covenants is said to stem from an increasing hesitation of governmental 
bodies to solely limit themselves to unilaterally imposing regulations on third parties. Apart 
from the fact that covenants allow a more voluntary way of steering; they are praised to be 
less time-consuming and rigid, to evoke a higher degree of responsibility on the part of the 
contracting parties, resulting in a less problematic implementation of the obligations 
multilaterally agreed upon, and to foster a more positive image of the partners by the 
agreement into society in comparison with the traditional topdown way of governing. Given 
the advantages mentioned above, it can hardly come as a surprise that in the current context of 
                                                           
66 Vereniging van Vlaamse Steden en Gemeenten  
67 PACT TUSSEN DE VLAAMSE REGERING EN DE VLAAMSE GEMEENTEN EN OCMW’S, Brussel, 
1999, p. 1.  
68 VLAAMSE REGERING, Krachtlijnennota met het oog op het afsluiten van een pact met de gemeenten en 
OCMW’s, Brussel, 1998, pp. 36-37.  
69 VAN GERVEN W., Beleidsovereenkomsten, in: Academiae Analecta, 1984, p. 48.  
70 PEETERS B., Covenanten: in het bijzonder milieuconvenanten, Vereniging voor de vergelijkende studie van 
het recht in Nederland en in België, Zwolle, 1994, pp. 24-26.  
71 LUBACH D. A., Beleidsovereenkomsten, Kluwer, Deventer, 1982, pp. 8-9. This statement also seems to fit 
the case of the recent public administration developments in Flanders: not only did the Flemish and the local 
authorities recognise each other openly as partners in their search to improve their mutual relations; in the result 
of their dialogue, the Pact with the local authorities, there is a clear commitment to organise a platform for 
regular negotiation between the Flemish and the local authorities as well as between the distinct departments of 
the Flemish administration.  
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explicitly expressed reciprocity and partnership, the Flemish and the local authorities openly 
agree to turn more to the instrument of the policy agreement in their intergovernmental 
interactions.72

 
The illusion of the Flemish intergovernmental covenant 
 
When looking at Flemish intergovernmental relations today, four policy spheres can be 
indicated in which the Flemish government makes use of covenants as an instrument to steer 
local authorities: in the sphere of social welfare, mobility, employment and, not surprising, 
environmental policy, the 308 local governments in Flanders have been invited to sign a 
policy agreement with the Flemish government, often among other parties. However, 
notwithstanding the fact that the covenant has always been identified with an interaction 
model based view on intergovernmental relations in theory,73 this point of view can easily be 
question marked when putting the present policy agreements in Flanders next to each other. In 
terms of our analytical framework, when taking their respective filling in with regard to the 
specific score that we have attributed to each of the incentives enclosed within a standard 
interaction model based program into account. these covenants can hardly be scaled 
homogenous. Of course, every single covenant tends to meet to a certain extent the 
willingness of the Flemish government to include some discretion on the local level’s part in 
the process of goal-specification and implementation, to make a partial contribution towards 
carrying the implementation burden and to install some kind of meeting point where central 
and local representatives can negotiate and bargain about the program at issue; but whenever 
comparing the way in which a specific program enclosed incentive has been shaped within the 
distinct policy agreements, variation can not be denied.  
 
As a case in point, we can refer to the nature of the formally stated objectives within the 
different policy agreements at stake, an expatiation that will undoubtedly provide some kind 
of indication about the extent to which the attribution of discretion for the local level differs 
among the present policy agreements. In the case of the so-called SIF-covenant, the policy 
agreement in the domain of social welfare policy, the focus as regards the nature of the 
formally stated objective(s) lies clearly on introducing the concept of strategic planning on the 
local scale: by drawing the broad border lines according to which such a local plan has to be 
realised, considerable discretion towards the actual stipulation of the plan’s content has been 
put in the hands of the local government. A similar observation can be made when looking at 
the mobility covenant; be it, however, that apart from the redaction of a genuine policy plan to 
which a local government signing this policy agreement engages itself, the presence of ready-
for-use options centrally stated in separate contracts towards the actual obtainment of possibly 
planned objectives can be considered as functioning as some kind of curtailment towards the 
local level’s discretion in this respect.74 As regards the tasks stipulated within the first version 
of the environmental covenant, it has to be emphasised that they were not only quite large in 

                                                           
72 PACT TUSSEN DE VLAAMSE REGERING EN DE VLAAMSE REGERING EN OCMW’S, Brussel, 1999, 
pp. 9-10.  
73 NELISSEN N., In staat van vernieuwing: maatschappelijke vernieuwingsprocessen in veelvoud,  Bussum, 
Dick Coutinho, 1996, pp. 36-38.  
74 Moreover, this statement can be endorsed when considering the fact that signing one of these side contracts is 
not only likely to enhance the local government’s chances on a smooth approval of this policy plan by the central 
government and consequently on an rapid transfer of the centrally promised financial support for the introduction 
of strategic planning in this policy sphere; but also to help guaranteeing the actual obtainment of the mobility 
objective at issue, since extra financial support will be provided whenever the local government freely opts for 
taking the centrally drawn path towards the achievement of its goals.  
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number, but also quite strictly defined by the centre.75 Moreover, the discretionary scope 
attributed to the local level with regard to the redaction of a strategic plan in environmental 
matters, to refer to the same task, can be thought of as being surnarrowed by the stipulation 
that this plan’s goals have to be reconcilable with decisions made in this matter on the 
provincial and on the Flemish level.76 The employment covenant at last aims explicitly at 
encouraging the municipalities in taking up their role as director of local employment policy 
by creating a forum where all actors involved can meet. Clearly, this agreement’s goal has 
been stated by the central government, accompanied by a clear description of the 
prerequisities this employment forum has to meet.  
 
Notwithstanding the fact that every single covenant gives expression to a basic respect of 
local discretion by the simple observation that the stated objectives in question are not being 
unilaterally authorised;77 this hasty tour among the present intergovernmental policy 
agreements clearly indicates the variation on their part towards the filling in of this first 
identified incentive. Without aiming at elaborating extensively upon the typical manner in 
which the central support in carrying the implementation burden and the construction of 
formal bargaining possibilities have respectively been realized among the different policy 
agreements existing in Flemish IGR today, we can confine at this point by stipulating that the 
present covenants can certainly not be lumped together in these matters. To put in briefly: 
there is no such thing as the Flemish intergovernmental policy agreement. Every single 
covenant has its own typical features and consequently its own filling in of the specified 
program enclosed incentives of which the respective scope can only be made understandable 
by placing them within the historical background of the policy sector in which they have been 
introduced; as a means to find out whether there is really a changeover at issue. Therefore, 
instead of trying to capture some highest common factor among the existing policy 
agreements in Flanders, we have opted to reserve the remainder of this paper for a more 
elaborate focus upon the oldest and most evolved policy agreement currently present, namely 
the environmental covenant.  
 
The environmental covenant in the spotlights  
 
Before confronting the usefulness of our analytical tool with the case of the Flemish 
environmental covenant, the history of this “mother” among all present policy agreements 
will be highlighted. 
 
The history of the Flemish environmental covenant 
 
From 1988 on the Flemish but also the federal government, attracted by the advantages of the 
policy agreement mentioned above, have several times turned to the use of this instrument to 
regulate environmental matters in their relationship with the industry.78 Inspired by this 

                                                           
75 See p. 28.  
76 OVEREENKOMST TUSSEN HET VLAAMSE GEWEST EN DE GEMEENTE/STAD OVER HET 
GEMEENTELIJK MINABELEID. 
77 If this basic respect towards the recognition of local discretion would not be present, the intergovernmental 
program under study would not be worth being labelled as a covenant or policy agreement. However, in the case 
of the SIF-covenant, it has to be noticed that this elementary recognition is in fact lacking: since the so-called 
Social Impulse Fund has taken over the functions previously exercised by different funds financing social events 
on the local scale, refusing to sign this agreement with the Flemish government can simply be equalised with 
committing social suicide. 
78 VAN OEVELEN, “Privaatrechtelijke aspecten van milieubeleidsovereenkomsten”, in: 
Milieubeleidsovereenkomsten, 1991, pp. 5-6.  
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innovative approach in policy-making, the concept of closing an agreement on a voluntary 
basis between the Flemish government and a local government has been introduced by 
Minister Kelchtermans, the Flemish Minister of Environment, at the end of 1991. Already at 
the beginning of his mandate, Minister Kelchtermans clearly defended four principles 
concerning the role of the local authorities in environmental policy. Firstly, the development 
of a genuine environmental policy in Flanders would be impossible without full co-operation 
of the local level. Secondly, this co-operation should be systematically in nature and should 
include citizen participation. Thirdly, while engaging local governments into Flemish 
environmental policy, constant consideration should be given to the financial repercussions on 
the local scale. Fourthly and most importantly, a permanent dialogue between the Flemish 
government and the local authorities had to be installed when drawing policy measures with a 
clear local impact.79 Looking at the environmental covenant from a historical point of view 
will indicate that these four principles, and especially the last one, have been respected within 
the process of preparing, determining and executing decisions concerning this new instrument 
in intergovernmental policy. 
 
Already in Mai 1991, Minister Kelchtermans undertook action to engage the local authorities 
in the process of outlining the concept of the environmental agreement. All 308 local 
governments were sent a draft of the proposed covenant’s text, with the invitation to 
formulate and transfer their remarks and objections. Also the VVSG was consulted, whose 
internal Commission for the Environment seized the opportunity to list a series of perceived 
shortcomings. Moreover, prior to the final approval of the covenant’s text by the Flemish 
government at the end of 1991, there has been repeated consultation of Minister 
Kelchterman’s cabinet with a delegation of the VVSG. When comparing the final text with 
the draft sent to the local authorities and the VVSG, it can be verified that the local point of 
view has, however partly, been taken into consideration: on some crucial points, the original 
text has been amended or changed according to the local needs. Among these adaptations, the 
following are worth mentioning: due to the arguments of the VVSG, the Flemish government 
has committed itself to transfer the amount of levied waste taxes back to the local level via the 
mechanism of the subsidies enclosed in the covenant; to adjust this amount annually with a 
percentage similar to the evolutionary percentage of the Local Fund; to continue the financial 
support for local environmental policy even after the covenant’s period has come to an end, 
but possibly organised in a different manner or under different conditions and to consult 
regularly with the VVSG on these and other financial matters.80 Clearly, the financial aspect 
of the intergovernmental relations dominated this first encounter about the environmental 
covenant, an aspect of, indeed, such an importance that it is even today labelled as the first 
basis for good relations between the different levels of government.81 Notwithstanding the 
early concern for the financial repercussions the obligations in the covenant could bring about 
on the local scale, it has been acknowledged on several occasions that the initial financial 
support of the Flemish government would not be sufficient to cover all local expenses 
needed.82  
 

                                                           
79 KELCHTERMANS T., De gemeente en het leefmilieu, in: De Gemeente, 1991 (11), p. 523.  
80 MARTENS P., Het gemeentelijk leefmilieubeleid en de milieuconvenant: rol van de Vlaamse steden en 
gemeenten, in: De Gemeente,  1991 (11), p. 518.  
81 PACT TUSSEN DE VLAAMSE REGERING EN DE VLAAMSE GEMEENTEN EN OCMW’S, Brussel, 
1999, p. 7.  
82 DE BATSELIER N., Beleidsbrief leefmilieu, natuurbehoud, landinrichting en drinkwatervoorziening, Brussel, 
1992, p. 9, MARTENS P., Het gemeentelijk leefmilieubeleid en de milieuconvenant: rol van de Vlaamse steden 
en gemeenten, in: De Gemeente,  1991 (11), p. 518.  
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In December 1991, the  Flemish government agreed upon the final text of the environmental 
covenant; so that even before the end of that year, all 308 local authorities in Flanders could 
be invited to sign a first policy agreement with the Flemish government. By voluntarily 
subscribing this covenant, the local government engaged itself to several tasks of whom the 
fulfilment was said to give a first impulse to the development of a genuine environmental 
policy on the local level. These tasks included the registration of all available data concerning 
the estate of the local environment, the redaction of a policy statement in which the 
environmental policy objectives for the following year were specified, the incorporation of 
human expertise required for the development of a local environmental policy in the 
personnel establishment, the redaction of a strategic plan including future decisions on the 
development and the protection of the natural scenery, the establishment of a local council for 
advise in environmental matters composed out of representatives of green associations, 
educational institutes, socio-cultural and professional organisations operating in the field of 
environmental policy and the closure of a special agreement about domestic waste with 
OVAM, the Flemish company for refuse matters, containing regulations with a further impact 
than those legally stipulated.83 Out of the 308 local authorities in Flanders, 278 immediately 
engaged themselves to fulfilment of these obligations during the period between the 1st of 
January 1992 and the 31st of December 1996, which equals the complete term of the first 
environmental covenant. 84 Other local authorities followed, so that by the term’s end only 14 
entities of local government had not signed a policy agreement with the Flemish 
government.85

 
As far as the preparation and the determination of decisions related to the environmental 
covenant were concerned, the Flemish government clearly took the point of view of the local 
level, by mouth of the VVSG, into consideration. Moreover, on request of Minister 
Kelchtermans, a forum for permanent dialogue and consultation concerning the 
implementation of the obligations agreed upon in the covenant was installed and operational 
from the beginning of 1993. This forum, labelled as IPO, was composed out of members of 
Minister Kelchtermans’ cabinet; civil servants of AMINAL, the Flemish administration for 
environmental matters; a delegation of the VVSG; the civil servants installed at provincial 
level to co-ordinate local environmental activity and representatives of some Flemish public 
institutions working in the field of environmental policy.86  
 
When the end of the covenant’s term came into sight, the members of IPO seized the 
opportunity to set up a first assessment of the experiences with the environmental covenant by 
bringing together all locally expressed findings concerning the use of this policy instrument 
and by analysing the content of a number of local statements on environmental policy. This 
initiative resulted in a listing of presumed shortcomings on different aspects of the covenant87; 
however, the overall experience with this new policy instrument was undoubtedly positive in 
nature. Not only has the agreement been honoured for giving an impulse to the development 
of an environmental policy among local authorities of which the majority had not yet been 
paying much attention to this policy sphere so far; the covenant was also said to stimulate the 
                                                           
83 OVEREENKOMST TUSSEN DE VLAAMSE GEMEENSCHAP EN DE GEMEENTE/STAD … OVER 
HET GEMEENTELIJK MINABELEID, 1991.  
84 VERENIGING VAN VLAAMSE STEDEN EN GEMEENTEN., Evaluatie van het gemeentelijk 
milieuconvenant-Voorstellen tot continuering, 1996, p. 1.  
85 VLAAMS PARLEMENT COMMISSIEVERGADERING, 1996 (1), p. 7.  
86 VERENIGING VAN VLAAMSE STEDEN EN GEMEENTEN, Evaluatie van het gemeentelijk 
milieuconvenant-Voorstellen tot continuering, 1996, p. 1. 
87 VERENIGING VAN VLAAMSE STEDEN EN GEMEENTEN, Evaluatie van het gemeentelijk 
milieuconvenant-Voorstellen tot continuering, 1996, pp. 2-17. 
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building-up of a genuine local expertise in structurally approaching environmental problems 
considering the impact the enclosed tasks were expected to bring about on the local scale. The 
underlying reason for this success was however ascribed to the open dialogue and the mutual 
consultation among all parties involved which accompanied the preparation, determination 
and execution of decisions concerning the first environmental agreement.88  
 
Given this positive assessment, it is hardly surprising that all parties involved expressed their 
willingness to continue working with the formula of the covenant in environmental policy. 
Taking the shortcomings of the first agreement into account, IPO designed a draft of the 
second covenant’s text, which has been the focus of attention in the so-called Round of 
Flanders organised by the VVSG in March 1996. During this consultation round, all local 
authorities but also the existing associations of local environmental civil servants were invited 
to forward their findings about this draft to the VVSG. Within its Commission for the 
Environment, the VVSG was then able to form itself an image of the local desires concerning 
the outline of a second generation covenant.89 According to the VVSG, there have been 
several specific issues on which its own action in IPO has contributed to a clear changing of 
the original course: apart from some adaptations with regards to content, especially in the 
field of refuse matters; the bulk of successful interventions on the part of the VVSG had to do 
with the financial repercussions of the covenant’s obligations on the local level.90 The 
repeated consideration for this aspect of intergovernmental relations is not odd in the light of 
the remark, made earlier, about the level of sufficiency of the provided financial means.91 
However, other objections were still standing, so that the VVSG explicitly declared its 
willingness to continue its effort to get these remarks accepted.92  
 
On the 3rd of December 1996, the Flemish government approved the so-called second 
generation covenant, with differs from the first in three aspects. Firstly, the covenant is 
composed out of two distinct parts: a package of measures whose fulfilment is obligatory for 
every local government subscribing the agreement and a series of options which can be 
separately signed when locally required. Secondly, the registration of all available data 
concerning the estate of the local environment according to the procedure prescribed in the 
first covenant turned out to be a very time and energy consuming activity which did not 
always result in the desired outcome; therefore this task was eliminated in the new text. 
Thirdly, on top of the fact that the available resources aimed at financially supporting the 
local authorities were judged to be insufficient; only a limited amount had actually been 
transferred to the local level.93 In the new covenant, more guarantees were built to see to the 
effective spending of the money; a disadvantage within the new system lies however in the 
fact that the financial means reserved for the support of the optional measures would be 
allowed within the budgetary bounds.94 The second environmental agreement has been given 
a two-year term, starting on the 1st of January 1997 until the 31st of December 1999. By the 
                                                           
88 VLAAMSE RAAD, Beknopt Verslag, 1996 (8), p. 4.  
89 VERENIGING VAN VLAAMSE STEDEN EN GEMEENTEN, Evaluatie van het gemeentelijk 
milieuconvenant-Voorstellen tot continuering, 1996, pp. 1-2.   
90 VERENIGING VAN VLAAMSE STEDEN EN GEMEENTEN, Evaluatie van het gemeentelijk 
milieuconvenant-Voorstellen tot continuering, 1996, pp. 2-3.  
91 See p. 4. 
92 Due to a lack of inside information about IPO’s activities at this moment, we are not yet able to verify 
completely the impact of the VVSG’s action on the final text.  
93 VERENIGING VAN VLAAMSE STEDEN EN GEMEENTEN, “Het gemeentelijk milieuconvenant”, in: De 
Gemeente, 1992, pp. 393-394. DE BATSELIER N., Beleidsbrief leefmilieu, natuurbehoud, landinrichting en 
drinkwatervoorziening, Brussel, 1992, pp. 94-96.  
94 OVEREENKOMST TUSSEN HET VLAAMSE GEWEST EN DE GEMEENTE/STAD … OVER HET 
GEMEENTELIJK MINABELEID, 1997.  
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end of November 1998, 284 out of the 308 Flemish local authorities had voluntarily signed 
for fulfilment of the binding package. The success of the distinct options was up to then more 
variable: some tasks clearly answered more to local needs than others.95  
 
In the sphere of the growing partnership between the Flemish government and the local 
authorities, prior to the actual signing of the Pact, the VVSG has repeatedly hold a plea for the 
transformation of covenants into genuine co-operation agreements. As far as the 
environmental covenant is concerned, the following adaptations were said to be necessary 
when striving to put this partnership’s idea into practise. As regards content, the agreement 
should focus first and foremost on the desired outcome and not mainly on the procedures 
which have to be followed to possibly get to these results. Secondly, meeting the idea of fine 
tuning on the local scale requires, among other things, to enclose just a minimum package of 
obligatory measures for every government signing the agreement, while maximising the 
number of options which can be separately subscribed. In any way, more room for dialogue 
should be established between the Flemish government and an individual local government, 
when closing an agreement. Finally, from the point of view of implementation, it is advisable 
to see to the availability of the required financial and other resources and to tune a covenant’s 
term to the local legislature’s period.96 These and other considerations concerning the use of 
covenants as a policy instrument seem to have been taken into consideration when reading the 
part on covenants in the Pact with the local authorities.97 However, the question whether these 
recommendations from the part of the VVSG will actually be integrated within the text of the 
third agreement in environmental policy will only be provided with an answer after the 
preparatory talks within IPO, still taking place today, will come to an end. 
 
The usefulness of our analytical framework in the light of the Flemish environmental covenant 
 
What does this tour among the history of the environmental covenant present in terms of the 
usefulness attributed to our analytical framework ? Clearly, overviewing the history of this 
policy agreement of this policy agreement brings forth some information about the impact 
exercised by the three elements, said to take up an incentive’s function when enclosed within 
a specific policy program. On the basis of this first observation, a case can be made in favour 
of the interaction model as having inspired the central government in the initial event of 
deciding upon this policy program’s content: according to one of the foundations on which 
our argument has been developed, this type of intergovernmental policy program is the only 
one in which the three program features under scrutiny have been pointed out as being 
present. Accepting this model’s inspiring force on the part of the central government still 
leaves room for the situation in which either the agency, the relative autonomy as well as the 
interaction model have been shaping the belief system from which the local government has 
been looking and acting upon the environmental covenant. Therefore, in order to get some 
clarification in this matter, the pattern of appeal resulting from the three incentives’ impact 
has to be brought into the picture. 
 
Clearly, whenever the local government at stake fully subscribes the prevalence of the 
interaction model in the IGR system, this government is expected to view the impact brought 
forth by each single program enclosed incentive within that program as being sufficient in 
nature. Furthermore, the net result in appeal brought forth by combining the incentives’ 

                                                           
95 VERHOEVEN A., Signalen vanuit de gemeente aan het Vlaamse Gewest, VVSG, Brussel, 1998, p. 1.  
96 VERHOEVEN, Signalen vanuit de gemeente aan het Vlaamse Gewest, Brussel, 1998, pp. 3-6. 
97 PACT TUSSEN DE VLAAMSE REGERING EN DE VLAAMSE GEMEENTEN EN OCMW’S, Brussel, 
1999, pp. 9-10.  
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impact is then believed to bring enough attraction over this program in order to persuade the 
local government to voluntarily engaging itself towards its goals. Of course, the overall 
attraction exercised by the environmental covenant has to be thought of as having been 
sufficient in scope from the beginning; if not, it would become hard to understand why 278 
out of the 308 Flemish local governments freely signed the first version of this policy program 
as well as its successor. An overall attractive pattern in appeal has however not been pointed 
out as uniquely resulting from a situation in which a set of IGR rules is shared by the central 
and the local level and in which consequently no changeover at all is taking place. Indeed, 
also under the condition of a local government holding an agency or a relative autonomy 
model based belief system, the two other possible outcomes in this matter, an overall 
attractiveness can also be thought of as featuring the program in question. 
 
Which pattern in appeal comes into sight when looking at the local impact exercised by the 
different program enclosed incentives according to the gathered data in this respect ? 
Considering the partial inclusion of the VVSG’s remarks in the first environmental covenant’s 
text, its action within IPO on behalf of a different outline of this policy agreement’s second 
version and especially, its repeated plea for the transformation of covenants into genuine co-
operation agreements on the eve of the enclosure of the so-called Pact met de lokale besturen; 
a basis can be found to state that the amount of local discretion enclosed within this 
agreement, identified as the first crucial incentive in this matter, has not been perceived as 
being sufficient from the local point of view. ( - ) The same observation can be made 
whenever the covenant’s filling in of the second incentive regarding the centrally guaranteed 
financial support is at issue: again, repeated remarks on behalf of the local government could 
be heard concerning the insufficient level of the provided financial means. ( - ) On the other 
hand, the centre’s option to build into this program the guarantee of formal two-way 
bargaining possibilities seems to have been very positively regaled on the local scale.( + ) 
Consequently, the following broad pattern comes forward in the appeal exercised by the 
environmental covenant on the local level: 1) - , 2) - , 3) + ; what allows us at this point to 
state that the local government did obviously not hold an interaction model based view on 
intergovernmental relations when confronted with this policy agreement. Therefore, the 
introduction of the environmental covenant has rightly been announced as a changeover in 
Flemish intergovernmental relations.  
 
According to our analytical framework, two outcomes still remain possible in the case of the 
environmental covenant: the local government can either be considered to have held a belief 
system dominated by the agency model or by the relative autonomy model at the time this 
interaction model based policy program has been introduced. Indeed, the discovered pattern 
can be met among the whole array of possibly emerging patterns tabled under the condition of 
predominant local rules inspired by the agency as well as by the relative autonomy model of 
intergovernmental relations. In order to proceed from this point, it deserves attention to revert 
to a remark made earlier concerning the effort of estimating the extent to which one of the 
elements, believed to take up an incentive’s function, has been actually realised within the 
outline of an intergovernmental program. We have stated in this respect that the scope of each 
of the program enclosed elements can only be estimated correctly by taking the historical 
background of the policy domain in which the program under study has been launched into 
account. Applied on the case of the Flemish environmental covenant, this would urge a focus 
on previously initiated IGR programs dealing with the same environmental matters as the 
ones treated within the covenant.  
 

 35



Considering the fact that the environmental covenant itself has been repeatedly honoured for, 
among other things, the introduction of a concern for environmental matters in the Flemish 
central-local relationship;98 this policy sector can be characterised as making relatively 
recently part of Flemish IGR. Prolonging from here, environmental policy could be pointed 
out as a policy sector in which the local government could be thought of as disposing over a 
considerable autonomy and where consequently the presence of IGR rules shaped by the 
relative autonomy model could be assumed. In the line of our previous arguing, introducing 
an interaction model based policy program in a policy sector where the local government lives 
according to relative autonomy-rules, allows to point out that the amount of local discretion 
enclosed within that program will not be perceived on the local scale as an attractive 
program’s feature; an outcome that coincides with a direction attributed to this incentive’s 
impact in policy practise. (-     ) On the other hand, the impact exercised by the support in the 
financial burden and by the provision of a bargaining forum were said not to be unambiguous 
in scope under these appropriate conditions, since both elements would then be newly 
introduced on the local scale. Hence, it seems theoretically possible that the local government 
would envisage the support in the financial burden as being insufficient because too few 
resources would be provided into the program (  -      ); while at the same time contributing a 
positive and attractive label to the provision of formal bargaining possibilities ( + ); as it has 
been observed in the case of the environmental covenant.  
 
In other words, the theoretical possibility of a local government that, facing an offer to 
participate voluntarily in an interactive intergovernmental event, features the typical relative 
autonomy-attitude of demanding more discretion in this respect as well as the typical agency 
attitude of wanting to receive more financial means, seems to fit the case of the Flemish 
environmental covenant. However, the question has to be posed whether the local government 
really lives according to relative autonomy-rules when environmental matters are at stake. 
What does that other honourable aspect attributed to the environmental covenant, namely the 
fact that its introduction has stimulated a great number of the local governments to start 
developing an interest in environmental matters, mean in this context ? Did they simply not 
consider before the value of a genuine environmental policy on the local scale ? But, if this 
would have been the case, why did they voluntarily accept to step into the environmental 
project embodied by the covenant ? Or, is there another plausible explanation entering the 
scene ? Could it be that the local government really strives to act autonomously in this 
respect, but that it simply does not find itself in the position to do so ? Clearly, if this would 
be the case, the monstrous image of a local government striving to get more discretion 
without wanting to carry the accompanying financial burden could be viewed from another 
perspective: maybe this new policy sector has simply been subject to a spill-over effect 
brought forth by one of the longstanding IGR rules within the governmental body at stake. Or 
to put it differently: could it not be the case that the local government approached the 
environmental covenant from its typical agency model based rules while slowly putting out its 
feelers towards receiving more discretion in a content of a growing partnership ? In either 
way, the prospect to dispose over formal bargaining possiblities has to be thought of as having 
carried a lot of weight, since its presence has undoubtedly outbalanced the combined 
insufficiency brought forth by the other two enclosed incentives; a presence that can hopefully 
be of any significance towards possibly emerging inconveniences when introducing 
changeovers in the reality of intergovernmental relations.   
 
Where do we go from here ? 
                                                           
98 MERCKX R., Interactie tussen het Vlaams gewestelijk milieubeleid en het lokale milieubeleid, AMINAL, 
Brussel, pp. 2-12.  
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What will happen whenever an actor centrally positioned in a social system undermines the 
Sinn of the existing rules by the introduction of new ones in terms of the rationale for action 
of another system actor who lacks the immediate appropriate understanding ? Our effort to 
provide an answer to this question has lead to the construction of an analytical tool with 
which the problem of the intial and possible alteration in attractiveness of a newly grounded 
IGR program can be approached. Clearly, we have introduced the additive “initial”, since it 
can be attended that the local government will grow habitual to the presence of new IGR rules 
whenever they will keep on shaping intergovernmental programs. Applied on the presumed 
changeover in Flemish IGR today, the question can thus be raised whether the introduction of 
the so-called mother covenant has somehow paved the way towards a better understanding on 
the part of the local government of the interaction model based rules as they will also be 
enclosed within newly outlined policy agreements.  
 
However, keeping the neo-institutionalist statement in mind that understanding the so-called 
sinn of the rules of a social system will immediately provide the rationale for action in it, an 
even more crucial question comes into bear: whenever fully understanding the Sinn of (new) 
IGR rules, can the Flemish government be thought of as actually being in the position of 
acting according to these rules ? Abstracting from the fact that there exists no such thing as 
the Flemish local government; this question has disclosed a fundamental prerequisite towards 
any kind of attempted transformation in a central-local system. Indeed, failing to meet this 
basic requirement is unlikely to result in a profitable situation for both actors involved, since 
the central government will see its hoped-for smooth and voluntary execution of newly 
grounded IGR programs clash with the reality of a local government that continues to struggle 
with the actual practise of their underlying rules. Granted, an easy way out in this matter is not 
difficult to think of: the central government, regarded as the main initiator of alterations in the 
IGR system, would simply have to see to it that its local counterpart can dispose over the 
freedom to live and act according to the IGR rules at stake. But like it has not seldom been the 
case that a straightforward answer to a theoretically postulated problem is likely to reveal its 
hidden dimensions when being sought in policy practise; its Flemish variant features the 
difficulty of two centrally positioned actors in the central-local relationship; namely the 
federal as well as the Flemish government;99 what does not only pose the problem of the local 
government’s left over freedom of assessment, but turns it even more complicated in the light 
of possibly different sets of belief system(s) held on these governmental levels. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
99 In Belgium, the basic rules concerning the division of competencies between the federal and the Flemish 
government with regard to the organic regulation of the local government are enclosed within the Constitution: 
Article 162, 1° of the Constitution states that the local institutions are regulated by law; the Belgian 
Communities and Regions only dispose over specific assigned competencies in this respect. Notwithstanding the 
fact that a political agreement has been reached in 1992 in which the necessity of the regionalisation of the local 
government’s organic regulation has been pointed out and in which already a first step has been taken towards its 
probable future realisation, this issue has not come further today than occupying regularly a ranking on the 
political agenda. 
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