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1. Introduction – Research background 

It is stated in Article 3 of the Treaty on European Union that the European Union „shall work 

for the sustainable development of Europe”. By way of transition to sustainability, which is 

ensured by the integration of the ideals of sustainability into policy, sustainable development 

becomes a part of the every day lives of European citizens. The requirements of sustainability 

must also be integrated into the various processes of decision-making on member state level 

as well as on subnational level, within the European Union’s framework. In my dissertation, I 

research the connection between sustainability transitions and the governmental sphere in 

the middle of the 2010s, following the 2008 global economic crisis. The UN’s Stiglitz Commis-

sion urged paradigm shift and systematic reforms. In my dissertation, I put forward proposals 

for the harmonisation of the UN’s, the EU’s and the local communities’ strategic objectives, as 

well as innovative methods for their implementation.  

Based on Agenda 2030, local communities increasingly become significant actors in the para-

digm shift and the transition. However, their success depends greatly on their resources, and 

the legal, economic and social circumstances. The success of the government departments, in 

particular the local municipalities, in managing these duties is predestined by the size of the 

public administration unit, in terms of geography, economy, and demography, as well as the 

delegated duties. It is expected that through the increase in significance of the lower admin-

istrational units, the duties shall shift toward the local level, and the distribution of duties will 

be transformed. From among the various levels of government, the synergy between bottom-

up and top-down initiatives must be found, and must be exploited. To achieve this, partner-

ships between the levels and a pragmatic distribution of duties are necessary. These efforts 

could be assisted by a European Union which is more federalised, more homogeneous in public 

administration than now, and could contribute more to the distribution of duties, and thus 

could participate more directly in fulfilling the duties of sustainability efforts. 

In my dissertation, I explore novel options for harmonisation serving the European Union’s 

sustainability transitions. Through the hierarchical structure, I progress from general to spe-

cific, from macro to micro level. In my dissertation, I asses the questions pertaining to the 
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interpretation of sustainable development; I will review the international implementation, the 

legal background of sustainability efforts; and I will clarify the sometimes confusing relation-

ship between sustainable development and climate change.   

In my dissertation, I will produce all my assessment from the perspective of the government 

sector, in particular the level nearest to the people, the local municipality sector. I will evaluate 

the current European public administration structure’s sustainability aspects as well as a new 

method of cooperation and coordination, and I will justify the functionality of innovative urban 

management. My aim is to contribute to the reconstruction of the sustainability-conscious 

European public administration, the deepening of the future-conscious vision, the decrease in 

government expenditures, and last but not least the integration of social initiatives.  

2. Research question, hypothesis and objectives 

In my dissertation, I researched the following question: 

Research question 

What innovative solutions are available for the harmonisation of the 

objectives of sustainable development, the strategic plans and social 

initiatives, in various levels of public administration, in particular re-

garding the unfavourable macroeconomic/macrofinancial circum-

stances, at (1) the European Union’s member state level, (2) the transna-

tional level, and (3) local level? 

In my dissertation, essentially, I researched this questions, which may essentially be answered 

theoretically. In view of the theoretic background, based on the research questions, I formulate 

the following hypotheses: 
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Hypothesis 1 

The rationalisation of European Union member states’ public admin-

istration and functions, recovering from economic crisis, created poten-

tial for the harmonisation of sustainability efforts on various levels.  

Hypothesis 2 

The gaps of the transnational governance of the sustainable develop-
ment transitions may be filled by the open coordination mechanism, 
and new means of cooperation may then be established.  

Hypothesis 3 

The urban symbiosis model provides opportunity for local governments 

and stakeholders to project and harmonise integrated sustainability 

(economic, social and environmental) objectives.  

The hypotheses will be supported by fulfilling the following objectives: 

Objective 1:  

The objective of the thesis is to demonstrate the features of the current form the European 

public administration structure: the fragmentation; the incoherence among the delegated du-

ties; the challenges in subnational management and harmonisation arising from thiis; and 

their impeding consequences concerning sustainability efforts. It is also an objective to fea-

ture a prominent European subnational public administration reform strategy, which manages 

the abovementioned features and provides for a better integration of the sustainability objec-

tives.  

Objective 2: 



8 
 

It is the objective of the thesis to demonstrate the preconditions and limits of the applicability 

of the open coordination method supporting the harmonisation among sustainability objec-

tives of the European level, the member state level and the transnational level.  

 Objective 3: 

It is the objective of the thesis to outline an innovative urban management model for the 

reorganisation of the management of local governments, and to prove the preconditions and 

limits of the practical applicability of the urban symbiosis model.  

 

3. The structure of the dissertation 

 

The first chapter of my dissertation presents the research topic; following the subject, the 

objectives, the structure of the dissertation and its limits, the hypotheses and the applied 

methods are presented.  

In the second chapter, I asses the questions pertaining to the interpretation of sustainable 

development; I review the international implementation, the legal background of sustainabil-

ity efforts; and I clarify the relationship between sustainable development and climate change, 

and the current state of strategic climate protection.   

In the thrid chapter, I demonstrate the role played by governments in sustainability transi-

tions. The presentation of the theoretical background of governments’ delegation of duties is 

followed by innovatuve solutions for the delagation of duties and the review of governance 

and sustainability from a political science perpsective.  

In the fourth chapter, I demonstrate the public administration renewal of a Europeon the way 

to a federation; starting with an overview of the current federalisation process of the EU, the 
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analysis of the Hungarian public administration structure, the review of the public admin-

istration structure of other member states, and the demonstration of the prominent reform 

strategies.  

In the fifth chapter, I present innovative organisational methods and tools for the coordination 

of governance.  In doing so, I present the open coordination mechanism, its applicability, pre-

conditions and limits.  

In the sixth chapter, I rethink the operation of the level of local governance with the help of 

an innovative urban management model. Following th presentation of the model and theoret-

ical support for its operation, I describe the conditions and limitations of its practical applica-

bility.  

Finally in the final seventh chapter I sum up the findings of my dissertation, I present my 

theses, and I provide an outlook on the possible direction of the continuation of the research, 

and the research questions to be addressed in a later research.  

4. The scope of the research topic 

My dissertation was written from the perspective of an aconomist specilized in environmental 

and spatial development, researching the harmonious relationship between public administra-

tion systems and sustainability efforts. While my topic touched upon engineering and mathe-

matics on numerous occasions, no less were legal sciences, political sciences and a number of 

other applied or theoretical sciences touched upon, thus forcing me to limit my research to 

my knowledge of these fields.  

It was not and nor could it have been the objective of my dissertation to provide an overview 

of the European Union’s whole sustainability; both limits in length and legal sciences consid-

ering their diverse issues have rendered this will impossible. It was also not the intention of 

my dissertation to explore state management, democracy theory and the issues of sovereignty 
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from all scientific aspects, with phylosphical foundations – although it was necessary to touch 

upon these areas in order to construct the reasoning behind certain ideas.  

There were only limited possibilities to perfrom statistical assessments: based on my previous 

experiences and prior literature review, I concluded that any further statistical assessment 

not included in my dessertation, based on ab ovo distorted data and forced mathematic mod-

els shall be omitted as the results themselves would be distorted or disproportionate. Instead 

I opted for the seemingly softer but, in social sciences, broadly and reliably used method of 

qualitative analysis, to support my theses with in-depth interview research.  

I consider the internal management, and the microlevel decision-making as we las the man-

agement techniques within an corporation to be out-of-scope, instead I deal with these as 

local legal entities, as sources and consumers of material and energy flow.  

Moreover, since government structures may not be researched through for example experi-

ments, I had to choose other, more applicable methods, thus I opted for comparison and anal-

ogy.  

5. Methodology 

From the perspective of the methodology, there is a fundamental conflict I had to resolve: 

considering the area of my research topic, verification through economic modelling or classic 

mathematics, is almost impossible, therefore in their place softer methods must be applied. 

The assessment of the success, the impact and the efficiency of innovative solutions, replacing 

the current administration-management structures in the 21st century (most importantly: 

networking), is almost impossible, or the results (projections) must be used with caution.  

The condition for the usability of the necessary data sets required for empirical economic 

modelling is the existence of targeted data collection, or data that may be considered reliable 

within well-established boundaries be generated. The particularity of sustainability econom-
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ics is that only recently have some of the key concepts made their way into mainstream eco-

nomics. The inherent information demand of the heterodox schools of environmental and eco-

logical economics is sparsely satisfied by sporadic data collection, and systemic data acquisi-

tion is virtually absent. Furthermore, data that has been generated will be reliable within 

rather large error margins. As with local authorities experimentation is impossible, hypothet-

ical scenarios may be analysed through interviews.  

Regarding methodology, from among the different areas1 of theoretical methods, comparison 

and analogy may be applied. However from a different view it must be noted that concerning 

sustainable development, other, non-scientific methods may also be important, such as per-

sonal experiences, intuition, traditions and individual conclusions, not free from subjectivity. 

(Fűr, 2015, p.12.) It is highlighted by Fűr, that the evolution in methodology due to the sequen-

tial paradigm shifts often times depends on if and when a non-scientifically acknowledge 

method becomes scientifically acknowledge, or vice versa. (Boros et al, 2013, in: Fűr, 2015) It is 

not rare that something new, creative and progressive is born from methods that were previ-

ously considered to be incompatible. Fűr points out that the popularity of mathematics derives 

from its applicability on a broad spectrum, however its excessive dominance in certain scien-

tific fields, where less abstract methods are necessary, may prove to be threatening. (Maródi, 

2003, p.15., in: Fűr, 2015, p.13.) 

During my research, I strove to quench the structural and procedural deficiencies with syner-

gies of complementary scientific fields: in my dissertation I did this through sustainability and 

regionalism, sustainability and political science, and sustainability and spatial administration 

harmonisation. In my dissertation I follow the vertical division outlined by Iván Illés in regional 

economics: issues of sustainability affecting public administration are addressed at suprana-

tional and transnational (or EU-level, or macroregional), and subnational levels. According to 

Illés, on different levels, different scientific fields are invoked, thus issues at lower levels are 

addressed mostly from a technical and management perspective, while on member state level 

                                                 
1  Tomcsányi lists the following theoretical methods: analysis and synthesis, comparison, abstraction, 

generalisation, induction and deduction, analogy, hípothesis and mathematics. 
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rather public administrative and legal sciences are applied, and above these legal and political 

sciences apply. (Illés, 2008) From a methodology perspective, I follow this structure.  

In my thesis I reviewed the existing literature for the definitive and accepted interpretations 

of sustainable development and assessed the questions of interpretation, as well as the rela-

tionship with the efforts for climate protection. I also reviewd the existing literature on the 

theoretical questions relating to sustainability and governance as a discipline of management, 

and the dilemma regarding the delegation of duties to preexisting structures, and the adjust-

ment of public administration to the duties. By reviewing the existing literature, I presented 

the foundations for the networking of public administration. In a similar mannar, I presented 

the open coordination mechanism, as an extraordinary public administration harmonisation 

tool and the conditions for its applicability in order to achieve sustainability goals. Finally, 

based on the existing literature I explored the circular economy as the theoretical foundation 

of the urban symbiosis urban management model. Within this framework I went on to analyse 

the theoretical and practical application of the industrial ecology. Subsequently, as a result of 

my empirical research (in-depth interviews) I presented the preconditions and the limits of 

the practical applicability of the urban symbiosis model in Hungary.  

6. New scientific findings 

In my thesis, I approach the resolution of the issues regarding sustainability on three different 

levels of public administration. The three levels are that of the European, the transnational 

and the subnational (local/sub-regional).  

First, I presumed that the fact that EU member states are recovering from the 2008 economic 

crisis creates a potential to incorporate the sustainability efforts within its competence into 

the subnational (below member state level, that is) rationalisation of public administration, 

and for the coordination of lower level efforts. Bearing in mind the exclusive competence of 

the EU member states on forming the public administration system, but questioning its legit-

imacy, I made the following findings during my research. I established that Europe’s public 
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administration structure is extremely fragmented and heterogenous. (Horváth és Szlávik, 2011, 

p.10.) Whereas in certain member states there are too many public administration levels on 

the lowest level (e.g. France, hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and notwithstanding the 

reform efforts Germany, Italy and Spain) (Horváth és Szlávik, 2012, pp.4-8.),, others, following 

comprehensive reforms, managed to significantly decrease the number of public administra-

tion units, while mainting the democratic control (e.g. Denmark, Sweden, Greece, the Nether-

lands).  

In consequence to the structural diversity the delegation of duties, their distribution on vari-

ous levels, remains member state competence: presently, the EU’s level is too far from the 

lower levels, while the lower levels do not dispose of holistic information. (idem, p.9.) The sub-

national distribution of duties, besides carrying certain common traits, induced very particu-

lar solutions in certain member states. However, mostly due to the cost-sensitive structure 

and the will to reach profound rationalisation, a significant part of the duties is concentrated 

on member state (central) level in multiple cases. The governments try to delegate these duties 

to lower levels partially through deconcentration, but in practice, in many cases, these duties 

are delegated based on executive competences, and through decision-making. The side effect 

of the decision-making getting ever more distant from the citizens, is that local initiatives 

remain mostly undiscovered. (Horváth és Szlávik, 2010, pp.1255-1257.) 

There exists however a public administration reform strategy that is currently implemented 

with examples in Scandinavia, the Balkans (Horváth és Szlávik, 2012, p.99.), and the Benelux 

countries, which may probably be successful in other regions as well regarding its sustainable 

development goals and the local efforts. Although most member states in the European Union 

don’t have a comprehensive public administraton reform on their agenda, the member states 

continuously corrrect and resrtucture their public administration structure and institutions 

due to the everchanging duties. We may assume that with the deepening of the European 

integration the public administration and management solutions as well as the best practices 

will spread across borders.  
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Thesis 1 

The significant heterogeneity and fragmentation of the subregional, 

district and local public administration units in virtue of rationalisation 

points the distribution of duties in the direction of centralisation, in 

particular among the countries that had changed their regimes, which 

consequently deteriorates the possible integration of bottom-up sus-

tainability initiatives. There exists a public administration reform strat-

egy that is currently implemented with examples in Scandinavia, the 

Balkans and the Benelux countries, which may probably be successful in 

other regions as well regarding its sustainable development goals. 

 

Related publications: 1, 2, 4, 7. 

 

Secondly, I searched for an innovative method for harmonisation (Horváth, 2011b, p.71.), which 

did not require the restructuring of the public administration, for the resolution of the gov-

ernance deficiencies in sustainability efforts among the EU, the member states and the sub-

national public administration levels. (Horváth és Varga, 2012, pp.110-114.) 

Elinor Ostrom discusses the issue of the optimal level of fulfilling public duties and examines 

how harmonisation may be possible among the objectives of the various institutional levels 

while maintaining the institutional system. (Horváth és Harazin, 2011b, p.1306.) 

In order to rationalise its operation and to imporove the coordination among the various 

stakeholders, the European Union created the open coordination mechanism, as a decision-

supporting mechanism which does not interfere with the competences but promotes its suc-

cess. While in the European Union traditionally the community method is dominant, in certain 
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cases we may reach better (more balanced, consensual) results, if the stakeholders with vari-

ous competences use a different kind of method for coordination in place of the traditional 

decision-making mechanisms. (Horváth és Varga, 2012, pp.114-117.) 

Essentially, the method entails that a working group is set up for fulfilling well-defined coor-

dinational-harmonisational duites, whose members represent various institutional levels, with 

an interest in the outcome, and whose democratic authority is clear.  

The open coordination method, as a soft law tool, may probably be applied in the harmonisa-

tionof the sustainability efforts among the public administration levels, as  

1. there is no conflict with sovereignty and key competences;  

2. its procedures are well defined;  

3. the decision-making is cyclic and not sequential, therefore benchmarking and govern-

ance according to social pressure is possible;  

4. it may be observed that the network among the various policy areas, which reflects the 

European Unions own and the member states’ institutional system.  

The open coordination method’s applicability is limited in the harmonisation of the sustaina-

bility efforts among the public administration levels. In order to avoid the democratic deficit, 

the full-sclae democratic control must be guaranteed in addition, which not necessarily means 

a voting but a dialogue-based democratic procedure. (Horváth és Varga, 2012, pp.118-120.) 

Moreover, this mehod may only be applied in pre- and well-defined conditions, which may in 

extraordinary circumstances quench conflicts but does not substitute permenantly the tradi-

onal means of decision-making.  
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Thesis 2 

Besides the future-conscious, a sustainability approach has also started 

to become a part of the European culture, whose common features has 

increasingly been demonstrated within its diversity. The bottom-up so-

cial initiatives are in accordance with the objectives of the UN’s Agenda 

2030 and the European Union’s EU2020. The cooperation and the sus-

tainability efforts may be harmonised through the open coordination 

mechanism at the levels between the global and local level.  

Related publications: 2, 3, 6, 8. 

 

Regarding the second hypothesis of my disserttion, I explored within the framework of the 

theory of circular economy a novel urban management model based on industrial ecology. This 

model enables governments and stakeholders to project and harmonise integrated sustaina-

bility (economic, social and environmental) objectives.  

With the penetration of the idea of the circular economy, the concept of industrial ecology 

was highlighted again as one of the means of closing the open material and energy chains. In 

the traditional approach of industrial ecology, the main role was played by the enterprises, 

governmental participation was limited to mostly legislation and as audit authority in the 

process. Later, municipalities also appeared in the circular but their contribution was merely 

limited to their waste, and they did not appear as consumers at all. I viewed this step, as an 

incomplete, interum state and instead formulated the urban symbiosis urban management 

model. Essentially, the model means that the municipality also participates in the symbiosis 

of the settlement as a consumer in order to reduce the costs of the duties delegated to it, as 

well as the residents. (Horváth és Harazin, 2016) 
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The most promising area for the applicability of the model is the energy system switch, the 

harmonisation of its local and higher level objectives, and the integration of the strategic 

planning process. There are three factors impeding its practical application in Hungary:  

1. companies operating with large material and energy flows are missing from the local 

economic structure, and there are only a few in the country at all;  

2. as a result of the spatial structure of the country, only a few settlements exists whose 

size would allow the simple closing of the open material and energy chains; 

3. the legal surroundings, including the legal status, the acts on the autonomy and the 

management of local governments have numerous, known elements which may limit 

the autonomous efforts of the local governments. (Horváth, 2017) 

Thesis 3 

Besides the  theoretically established applicability of the „urban symbi-

osis urban management model”, there are three discovered limitations 

to the Hungarian application of it: (1) companies operating with large 

material and energy flows are mostly missing from the local economic 

structure, and there are only a few in the country; (2) as a result of the 

spatial structure of the country, only a few settlements exists whose 

size would allow the simple closing of the open material and energy 

chains; (3) the legal background does not grant the settlements future-

conscious initiatives – with settlements with significant savings as only 

exceptions to this. 

Related publications: 9, 10. 
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