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Abstract: Due to the national importance of metropolitan areas, central governments seek to make
them as attractive and competitive as possible. In many cases, this is done through state control
over metropolitan areas and their governance arrangements. This article examines the relationship
between state control and metropolitan governance capacity based on a comparative case study of four
metropolitan areas: Auckland, Dublin, Montreal and Oslo. These areas represent different models
of metropolitan governance, as well as different forms of state control. We studied state control by
focusing on political and administrative decentralization: how independently can the metropolitan
government make decisions and perform its tasks? The conclusion is that the different dimensions
of decentralization are connected to capacity, but not straightforwardly. This study indicates that
state involvement through different forms of control can increase metropolitan governance capacity,
but only if it is combined with mandate and supportive policy actions.
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1. Introduction

Metropolitan areas have an important role to nation states, as they are the nodes of human
activity and they also drive the economy (see e.g., Kübler and Heinelt 2005, p. 1; OECD 2015a, p. 12).
State governments hence aim to enhance the development of metropolitan areas. On the other hand,
the importance of metropolitan areas gives them a high level of influence and power in the state
(Brenner 2003). Especially in the case of small nations, the metropolitan areas can be interpreted to be so
important for the nation that it results in structural conflict, “balance of terror”. Therefore, the relationship
between state governments and metropolitan areas is often complex, as state governments not only seek
to support these areas, but also to control them (Beeri and Magnússon 2019; cf. McKinlay 2011, p. 9).

Metropolitan governance addresses several different challenges, which include multi-layered
and multi-leveled social and spatial issues (Walsh and Williams 2013). These issues include housing,
transport and land use at the neighborhood, regional and supraregional level, as well as wider issues that
are more difficult to grasp, such as enhancing global competitiveness. Moreover, metropolitan governance
address complex social matters, such as reducing social segregation (cf. Kübler and Heinelt 2005;
Sellers and Hoffmann-Martinot 2005, pp. 11–16; Lefèvre 1998, p. 9).

Mechanisms of metropolitan governance range from hierarchical bodies to networked arrangements,
and the administrative tiers upon which metropolitan governance is founded vary between municipal
cooperation, regional bodies and the state. According to the OECD (2015b, p. 17), metropolitan
governance structures can improve competitiveness, whereas higher levels of governmental
fragmentation may make metropolises less productive. Thus, metropolitan governance structures
represent the efforts of national and subnational authorities to close the gap between socioeconomic
areas and administrative jurisdictions (cf. Brenner 2003; Davoudi 2008).
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Contextual factors, such as administrative traditions, cultures and structures, as well as historical
progressions and political power relations, determine what are viewed as suitable, realizable and/or
desirable governance structures in different metropolitan areas (cf. Jouvé 2002). Furthermore, different
schools of thought in different times have alternated in emphasizing local, regional and city-regional
levels as principal metropolitan actors. Searching for a balance between state control and metropolitan
autonomy is part of the structural tension embedded in rescaling, in which actors and institutions struggle
to define the “best” territorial scale for dealing with contemporary issues (Savitch and Vogel 2009; Sohn
and Reitel 2016, p. 308).

Together, these conditions generate a large variety of metropolitan governance arrangements
that are positioned differently vis-à-vis the state. While some governments have chosen to increase
efficiency by using municipal amalgamations, other governments have allowed existing municipalities
to collaborate for one or more purposes, within a more or less institutionalized framework. States
also enhance metropolitan competitiveness by enacting economic development initiatives and by being
involved in the financing of large infrastructures (Savitch 2010, pp. 13–14; OECD 2015b, pp. 12, 17, 102).
Hence, central governments play a significant role not only in funding metropolitan governance
structures, but also in steering, maintaining and supporting them.

Based on the studies presented above, it is clear that the relationship between the state and a
metropolis is intertwined. In this article, we examine the state’s role in building metropolitan governance
capacity by comparing four metropolitan governance structures that face different manifestations of
state control. The four studied areas are Auckland, Montreal, Dublin and Oslo.

This article contributes to the theory of metropolitan governance by discussing the relationship
between the state and a metropolitan area through four ideal types of governance capacity.
This knowledge can be applied in achieving governance capacity in metropolitan areas. Using
empirical evidence, we respond to the question: What is the role of state control in building metropolitan
arrangements’ governance capacity?

2. Theoretical Approaches to Metropolitan Governance Capacity and State Control

Nelles (2013) defined metropolitan governance capacity as metropolitan arrangement’s potential
to “act”, to construct effective policy and to participate in multilevel policymaking, while Lafortune
and Collin (2011, p. 402) as the “capacity to initiate and to offer a collectively discussed and defined
solution to the metropolitan stakes affecting a region”. Based on these definitions, we understand
metropolitan governance capacity as the workability of the governing structure, which involves the
arrangement’s ability to make decisions, set objectives, frame resources and implement policies at the
metropolitan level.

Heinelt and Kübler (2005, p. 190) and Van den Berg and Braun (1999) definitions of metropolitan
governance capacity include the importance of higher levels of government as sources of capacity and
thus combine state control with metropolitan capacity. Heinelt and Kübler discusses how upper levels
of government provide incentives to enhance metropolitan governance capacity, and Van den Berg and
Brown discusses how the state provides administrative structure and political support to increase and
maintain it. Accordingly, in this study, state control refers to all forms of state steering, from coercive
measures to incentives (cf. Lafortune and Collin 2011, p. 402; Sellers and Lidström 2007, p. 615).

State control is usually most evident when the metropolitan governance structure is created,
as the state often plays an important role in setting up the structure (Savitch and Kantor 2010;
Vogel 2010, p. 64). The state government can provide various incentives to local and regional
governments to induce cooperation, but it can also regulate cooperation or amalgamations (cf. Savitch
and Vogel 2009). As the governance arrangement continues to exist, the state can hold on to control or
it can cede authority and power to the governance structure.

Control is usually seen as a feature of hierarchical government rather than as a form of governance
(cf. Stoker 1998, p. 24). However, in a governance relationship, even if no single body may be in
complete control, the structures operate in the shadow of hierarchy, as different levels of administration
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seek to dominate governance processes creating a persistent tension between the wish for authoritative
action and the dependence on the compliance and action of others (cf. Whitehead 2003; Rhodes 1996).

The nature and intensity of control exercised by state governments over local and regional
governments change over time. It appears as fluctuation between centralization and decentralization,
rooted in the constant reorganization of administrative structures through administrative tiers and
overall changes in society (Goldsmith 2002; Nyholm 2011, p. 128).1 Even though metropolitan
governance structures often differ from other local and regional bodies in the country, they are still part
of the same central–local relationship that defines what kind of governance structures can be applied.

We study the state control through its counterpart decentralization, which is divided into political
and administrative decentralization (Loughlin 2007, 2009).

Political decentralization refers to the metropolitan governance structure’s autonomic
decision-making power and the ability to undertake the political functions of governance, such as
representation, in which local officials are chosen locally, have the right to make final decisions regarding
policy issues and have the resources to implement those decisions. Administrative decentralization
refers to the metropolitan level implementation power and the ability to carry out tasks that are formally
under the metropolitan arrangement’s jurisdiction (cf. Schneider 2003; Treisman Daniel 2007, p. 2).

In this study, we use the dimensions of decentralization as an analytical basis to address the
relationship between state control and metropolitan governance capacity. We analyze political
decentralization through the following questions: What is the role of representative democracy in the
metropolitan arrangement? How significant is the arrangement’s budget, and can it make financial
decisions autonomously? Administrative decentralization is analyzed by asking: Is the jurisdiction of
the metropolitan governance arrangement equivalent to the tasks it has? What is the arrangement’s
position vis-à-vis other administrative structures and tiers? Is the distribution of responsibilities clear,
or do the jurisdictions overlap?

We study governance capacity by asking: Does the metropolitan-level arrangement have tasks
that are central to metropolitan governance? Can it perform these tasks?

3. Data and Its Limitations

To compare the four metropolitan areas selected for this study, data were collected from publicly
available sources between 2014 and 2016. For most metropolitan areas, comprehensive information
on governance structures can be found online. Generally, the information on governance bodies is
detailed and up to date. As most of this information comes from the official websites of governance
bodies, its accuracy can be trusted with a high level of confidence (cf. OECD 2015b, p. 19). However,
governance bodies may present information to depict themselves in a positive light. Therefore, we also
used scientific articles and other research reports about the governance structures in question to support
the critical analysis.

It is difficult to compare governance structures across different countries for several reasons. First,
seemingly similar metropolitan governance models have been successful in some metropolitan areas
but have failed in others. No matter which governance level the principal actor is, or which mechanism
of governance the metropolitan governance model is founded on, the model can either succeed or
fail. Moreover, there is a wide range of governance structures as well as cultural differences that drive
those structures (Kübler and Heinelt 2005, pp. 9–10; Haveri et al. 2018).

In addition, the data used in this research limit the study’s level of analysis. Data comprising
information from the official websites of metropolitan bodies and previous studies on those
arrangements do not enable a detailed analysis. Different forms of control, jurisdictions and especially
“the amount” of metropolitan capacity cannot be studied on a level that compares to evaluation studies

1 Metropolitan governance paradigms have changed over time (see, e.g., Savitch and Vogel 2009), but there has also been
criticism of the OECD’s role in circulating paradigms (see, e.g., Pollit 2006).
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in a sense they are traditionally understood. In addition, the comparison of four metropolitan areas does
not cover all types of state-metropolitan relationships. Nevertheless, it is possible to draw conclusions
about the dynamics between state control and metropolitan governance capacity using this analysis,
because the cases serve as examples or ideal types of different manifestations of the relationship.

Due to these limitations, the four metropolitan models are described, and their governance
capacity is analyzed individually. The comparisons are only made on a conceptual level. In addition,
various aspects are emphasized in the descriptions of the studied metropolitan arrangements because
control and capacity appear in different contexts in different areas (cf. Ragin 1987, p. 4). The nature of
the descriptions of the cases is historical rather than cross-sectional because the relationship between
control and capacity is visible in the institutional changes and reforms that have been conducted in the
areas (cf. Salminen 2007, pp. 24–30).

4. Metropolitan Governance Structures in Auckland, Montreal, Dublin and Oslo

The studied metropolitan areas were chosen based on their similarities and differences. They are
similar in terms of many of their basic features: they are all quite small, with populations between
1.2 and 2.9 million inhabitations; they are all Western democracies; they are all the most important
metropolitan areas and engines of economic growth in their respective countries (or province, in the
case of Montreal); and they all have mechanisms for metropolitan-wide cooperation. The metropolitan
areas are different in terms of their governance structures and mechanisms and especially on how they
have developed. The similarities make the comparison possible, and the differences illuminate the
dynamics between state control and metropolitan governance capacity.

4.1. Auckland

New Zealand’s local government sector is comprised of two levels of local authority. There
are also five unitary councils that exercise the powers of both levels. The Auckland Council is the
largest unitary authority and has a special status among the local government structures in New
Zealand. The Council was founded in 2010, when seven existing city and district councils and the previous
metropolitan body were disestablished, and a unitary council was established (Derby 2012; McKinlay 2011;
Auckland Council 2015).

Metropolitan governance in Auckland is characterized by integrated transport, infrastructure and
land-use planning, environmental regulation and globally oriented urban competitiveness. The mayor
has a strong leadership role in the Auckland Council, and he is also part of the Council’s governing
body. In a two-tiered governance structure, the governing body focuses on the big picture and on
region-wide strategic decisions. The twenty-one local boards focus on local issues, such as supporting
local arts, culture, events and community groups and maintaining local parks and sports fields.
The Council-controlled organizations oversee the most significant services and activities, such as
transport, investments, property and economic development. They are independent but accountable
to the governing body. The Council plans are long term; even the budget’s time span is ten years.
The funds collected by the Council cover about one-third of the Council’s funding; the rest is derived
from state allowances, fees and loans. The state is the principal funder of several activities, such as
road building and transport infrastructure. The biggest areas of spending are transport and parks,
communities and lifestyle (Mouat and Dodson 2013, p. 142; Auckland Council 2015; McKinlay 2011, p. 9).

The relationship between the Auckland metropolitan governance structure and the central
government has varied over recent decades and so has the level and nature of the central government’s
control. The Auckland Regional Authority (ARA) was founded in 1963. It was responsible
for metropolitan regional planning and infrastructure service delivery and aimed to harmonize
metropolitan decision-making. It was, however, by no means unified, as it had more than forty
governing bodies. The ARA was replaced by the Auckland Regional Council (ARC) in 1989. The ARC
had a strong democratic mandate, as it was composed of directly elected representatives. However,
the ARC had less autonomy than its predecessor, as the central government deliberately weakened the
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metropolitan governance structure as a result of neo-liberal reformation. Many of its service delivery
functions were privatized, and its role in urban planning was circumscribed. The body’s weakness
led to overburdened and ageing water, transport and power infrastructure that adversely affected
Auckland’s economic competitiveness (Memon et al. 2007, p. 46; Mouat and Dodson 2013, p. 139).

The Auckland Council represents a step further from central government dominance towards
intensive metropolitan decentralization. However, the arrangement’s governance capacity depends on
the culture of governance in the local public sphere. Its relationship with the New Zealand government
is essential, as the government has made it clear that it will play an active role in the development of
Auckland as a major funder of the Council. The government will not release its control due to the
importance of Auckland to the country (McKinlay 2011, p. 9).

4.2. Montreal

In Canada, the provinces have significant power over the local and regional governments. This is
also the case in Montreal. The metropolitan governance structure, the Communauté métropolitaine
de Montréal (CMM), was formed in 2000 as part of a three-level institutional reform that included
municipal amalgamations and the creation of borough councils. The province of Quebec initiated the
reform, but it was not popular among some of the amalgamated municipalities and political parties.
Political power relations changed, and the party that opposed the reform won in the 2003 provincial
elections, which led to de-mergers of the newly amalgamated cities (Lambert 2008; Collin and Tomàs 2004;
Lafortune and Collin 2011).

The CMM operates as a planning, coordinating and financing agency, and it is responsible for
activities such as urban planning, economic development, waste management, societal housing and
public transportation. It is managed by a council consisting of mayors and councilors of its member
cities and municipalities. Its financing comes mainly from the contributions received from its members
based on their fiscal capacity. This accounts for two-thirds of the CMM’s budget. The remainder of the
financing comes from conditional transfers from the provincial government, loans and other revenues.
Overall, the CMM’s annual budget is modest (Lafortune and Collin 2011; CMM 2015).

The CMM is responsible for the most important metropolitan governance tasks, but it is relatively
weak. The council of the CMM is not directly responsible for the population, and there is no mechanism
in the CMM for engaging civil society in decision-making, which creates a distance between the CMM
and the people living in the metropolitan area. The consequence of the distance is the absence of
societal debates at the metropolitan scale (Lafortune and Collin 2011, p. 405). In terms of metropolitan
unitary land-use policy, there has been some progress since the CMM launched its land use and
development plan in 2011. The plan frames CMM’s planning and clarifies overlapping jurisdictions in
land use.

However, the CMM does not have independent or sufficient financing. When it was founded,
it aimed to have direct taxing power, but these plans did not come to fruition. The CMM can propose
but not impose investments (Ville de Montreal 2015; PMAD 2012). Moreover, the CMM shares its
competences in public transportation with the province. Although technically one of the responsibilities
of the CMM, the management of public transportation remains the responsibility of the Provincial
Transport Agency (AMT). Although the CMM has representation in the AMT council, the jurisdictions
of the CMM and AMT overlap, which makes the coordination of public transport unclear and inefficient
(AMT 2015; OECD 2004, pp. 16–17). Thus, the CMM’s autonomy is overridden by the government of
Quebec Province. The CMM was founded as part of the municipal reform initiated by the province,
but its mandate never grew to reach the initially intended level.

4.3. Dublin

Ireland is an example of a country where the state has a strong grip on the local and regional
governments (cf. Bartley and Treadwell Shine 2005, p. 147), and the local governments were recognized
as part of the national governmental system only in the 1990s. There are eight regional authorities,
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and the local government is two-tiered. Altogether, its complexity makes Ireland’s regional and local
government structure unique in the European context. The EU plays an important role in framing
Ireland’s governance, and the country’s metropolitan governance is widely organized through channels
that are similar to those of structural funding programs (Dexia 2008, pp. 379–93).

Dublin metropolitan area usually refers to the area covered by the Dublin Regional Authority
(DRA) alone or together with the Mid-East Regional Authority (MERA). The DRA consists of board
representatives from Dublin City and three counties operating within the region. The DRA became
effective in 1994 together with all regional authorities in Ireland. It prepares and implements regional
planning strategies with the neighboring MERA and co-ordinates provision of public services between
public authorities and other bodies. The DRA monitors the overall development needs of the region.
It reviews the development plans of local authorities and is responsible for providing proposals,
information and recommendations to the government. Altogether, the regional authority follows the
planning guidelines framed by the central government, makes its own plans accordingly and reviews
the plans made by the local governments.

Hence, Dublin’s entire metropolitan governance is based on agendas provided by the state.
The regional and local authorities are mainly operational bodies with no independent mandate, and the
central government is also responsible for the funding of metropolitan operations, since the local governments
do not have taxation power apart from collecting small-scale taxes (Walsh and Williams 2013; DRA 2015;
MERA 2015). Strong central control is also evident in the national government’s role in addressing
metropolitan issues. The National Transport Authority is directly responsible for the transport
infrastructure, investments and the integration of transport and land-use planning in the Greater
Dublin Area (Walsh and Williams 2013; NTA 2015).

The Dublin metropolitan area has an important and twofold status in Ireland. Regional politics
focus on benefitting the entire country. Hence, the central government invests in cities, especially
in Dublin. Therefore, the Dublin metropolitan area has the means to make good use of its potential
through straightforward, state-led urban and transport planning. The flip side is that all the local
governments, including Dublin, have little say in their own matters, and they are also unequal in terms
of status. This, together with strong state control, has affected the regional authorities’ willingness to
cooperate in metropolitan tasks. The regional authorities have begun to engage in a “them and us”
politics of opposition and have thus reduced the potential for effective regional governance (Walsh and
Williams 2013; Dublin City 2008).

4.4. Oslo

The subnational government structure of Norway consists of municipalities and counties. The city
of Oslo has double status as both, a city and a county (Kartverket 2015; Oslo Kommune 2015). The Oslo
metropolitan area consists of forty-six municipalities, but there are no metropolitan government
structures covering this area. The only structure that operates in the field of metropolitan governance
is the Oslo Region Alliance. It was established in 2005 as a joint authority of fifty-seven municipalities,
but it expanded and now consists of seventy-eight municipalities. Its governance is based on regional
political collaboration that aims to respond to increasing pressure for growth on the national and
international levels. The Alliance’s focus areas also include spatial development, transport and
communications and climate politics. The Alliance’s political body, council, consists of the mayors of
the area, and the executive body consists of eighteen members. The Alliance has a small budget and is
funded through fees collected from its members. The Alliance only convenes once a year or at the
request of the board (Samarbeidsalliansen Osloregionen 2015).

Oslo’s lack of a strong metropolitan governance arrangement reflects Norway’s national politics;
although there are only a few large cities in Norway, the tension between urban and rural areas
constitutes one of the major cleavages in the political structure, and peripheral values latently dominate
the political discussion (Aars 2005, pp. 141–42). Therefore, in the political atmosphere, there is no
space for urban or metropolitan politics. For example, the ministry responsible for local and regional
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policy has clear definitions for rural but not for urban policy (Ministry of Local Government and
Modernisation 2015). Over the years, there have been some efforts to strengthen metropolitan politics
(Kommunal- og Moderniseringsdepartementet 2006; OECD 2007, pp. 139–41), but they have not
resulted in the establishment of a strong metropolitan body nor a stronger mandate for the Oslo Region
Alliance. As a result, the Alliance has grown bigger, but not stronger.

In addition, the city of Oslo has indicated the need for metropolitan politics in its strategy
(City of Oslo 2008, pp. 5, 30–32), and it has joined forces with the Akershus County to address land-use
and transport planning (plansamarbeidet) and to organize public transport (Ruter) (Plansamarbeidet
2015; Ruter 2015). The state has also implemented three major investment packages to develop the
road network and public transport in the same area that is much smaller than the one considered
as the metropolitan area, or the area covered by the Alliance. These investments have not been
labeled as metropolitan politics, possibly due to the domination of rural politics over urban politics
(cf. Næss et al. 2009; Statens Vegvesen 2015).

5. Decentralization and Capacity in Auckland, Montreal, Dublin and Oslo

In terms of political and administrative decentralization, there are significant differences among
the governance structures of Auckland, Montreal, Dublin and Oslo. This also leads to differences in
their metropolitan governance capacity.

In Auckland, the central government has played a strong role in creating the metropolitan
governance structure. The Auckland Council is an example of political decentralization through a
two-tier, directly elected governing body. It also has a significant annual budget and autonomy in
allocating its funds. The administrative decentralization shows in clear jurisdictions, a strong mandate
and a wide operating field. There are no other competing governance arrangements that have the same
responsibilities as the Council, and the state does not control the operations of the Council. However,
the state still plays an active role in metropolitan governance as the Council’s principal funder and
has expressed its willingness to maintain a certain level of control over the metropolitan area, as the
metropolitan area has such a great importance for the nation (cf. Beeri and Magnússon 2019).

Auckland Council’s governance capacity is strong. The Auckland Council is responsible for
a wide variety of central metropolitan tasks and their implementation. The previous metropolitan
arrangement in Auckland was quite weak, which makes Auckland an interesting example of a case in
which the use of a directly elected structure did not lead to governance capacity as such. Therefore,
the achievements of the Council do not derive from the Council’s strong connection to representative
democracy or its governance structure, but from the differences between the Council’s former and
latter operating structures. The most significant difference is the strong mandate from the state.

In Montreal, the province of Quebec has played a strong role in creating the metropolitan
governance structure and has maintained control in several ways. The political decision-making is
decentralized in the form of the metropolitan council, but the council has no means to fully execute its
decisions. This appears for example in the fact that the CMM cannot impose investments in central
metropolitan tasks. In addition, the province steers operations that belong to the responsibilities of
the CMM. Overall, the metropolitan structure’s jurisdictions are unclear and not only overlap with
the province but also with other local authorities. As a result, the political dimension of metropolitan
governance is mostly decentralized, but the administrative dimension is centralized.

As a result, the CMM also has limited governance capacity. This is problematic because the
structure handles important metropolitan tasks, but its capacity to perform the tasks is diminished by
province control. The province established the body to take care of the tasks central to metropolitan
governance, but it has not let go of control over the matters that are under the CMM’s jurisdiction.
The CMM’s failure to achieve one of its most important goals, the establishment of a joint financial
system to balance the economies of the metropolitan center and the surrounding areas, reveals a gap
between planned and actual level of decentralization, as well as between planned and actual capacity.
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However, the CMM has gained some governance capacity over time, as joint land-use planning has
unified the fragmented field of metropolitan planning.

In Dublin, the metropolitan governance is highly centralized. It does not have independent status,
as it is based on program-based central government steering, and the regions, counties and local
governments only function as tools for the state-lead programs. The entire local government system,
including regional authorities, is relatively new and the central government has the opportunity and
legitimacy to control the core responsibilities of the metropolitan arrangement (Haveri et al. 2018).
The state also allocates funds for the metropolitan governance tasks because none of the subnational
levels have significant fiscal tasks. Hence, in Ireland, metropolitan governance is highly centralized
in terms of the political dimension. In addition, metropolitan governance is decentralized in the
administrative dimension, as the metropolitan regional authorities perform the tasks that are given to
them. Even if the regional councils operate under strict state control, their tasks and jurisdictions are
relatively clear.

The metropolitan arrangement in Dublin is able to perform significant metropolitan tasks, but the
tasks themselves are defined by the state. Thus, the core of the governance capacity is based on the
state level. Because the state possesses power over metropolitan decisions, as well as power over
local and regional governments, the jurisdictions between the metropolitan, state-led model and
other tiers are clear, and the planning and implementation of metropolitan tasks are straightforward.
The metropolitan level performs the tasks that are central to metropolitan governance. In addition,
the metropolitan arrangement has had some problems in reaching its full potential due to state control,
which has hindered trust among regional actors. Hence, Dublin’s metropolitan governance capacity
is limited.

The Oslo Region Alliance is an entirely autonomous governance arrangement led by the local
governments. The state steers metropolitan development in a small area around Oslo.

Both political and administrative tasks are decentralized, and, in theory, the Alliance could perform
metropolitan tasks completely independently. The issue is that the Alliance is not responsible for any
significant tasks. Therefore, the arrangement also has no governance capacity and appears to serve
as a platform for municipal cooperation rather than function as an actual metropolitan governance
structure. Its mandate comes from the municipalities, but it is not a governance arrangement vis-à-vis
the state. Because Norway does not largely address urban or metropolitan politics, there is no vertical
relationship between the state and the metropolitan governance structure, and therefore there is also
no state control.

6. Conclusions

This study provides examples of state control through all the possible combinations of political and
administrative decentralization (see Table 1). It is notable that different dimensions of decentralization
do not necessarily go together with capacity. For example, lack of political decentralization does not
automatically lead to lack of governance capacity.

Striking a balance between central government incentives and disincentives can empower
metropolitan governance arrangements and create favorable circumstances for them to govern; in
other words, control and capacity can coexist. The national government can employ legal mandates,
control and incentives to orchestrate capacity from above (as in Auckland). Although a high degree of
control from above can allow the central government to have a monopoly on policy, this can also form
the basis for metropolitan governance capacity. In this way, the metropolitan arrangement not only
operates at the regional level, but also at the state level (as in Dublin). However, high- and low-level
governments must undertake different roles, or the high-level governments can block the development
of metropolitan capacity (as in Montreal). Weak state control in the form of lacking incentives and
disincentives from above leads to insufficient metropolitan governance capacity. A local mandate
may not be enough for the metropolitan arrangement to achieve capacity (as in Oslo) (cf. Sellers and
Lidström 2007, pp. 611–12; Daugbjerg 2017, p. 1232).
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Table 1. Political and administrative decentralization can lead to different combinations of: (1) having
metropolitan tasks; and (2) being able to perform them.

Political Decentralization

Administrative
decentralization

Yes No/Limited

Yes

AUCKLAND
The governance structure has

significant metropolitan tasks and
the ability to perform them

DUBLIN
The metropolitan arrangement
can perform metropolitan tasks

defined by the state level

No/Limited

MONTREAL
The structure was intended to have

a significant role in metropolitan
governance, but it does not have the

means to perform the tasks

OSLO
The governance structure does

not have any metropolitan tasks,
even though it is highly

autonomous

7. Discussion

The results of this study indicate, that the state has a significant impact in building metropolitan
governance capacity. This impact is connected to control, but not straightforwardly. Neither state
control nor lack of it makes a metropolitan governance structure able to govern. The key is applying
control in ways that are in harmony with the context. This context is wide and obscures such things as
administrative structure, culture, traditions and general policies towards local authorities. It creates an
invisible framework that defines which actors need to have a say in the establishment and development
of metropolitan governance structures under the existing circumstances and what kind of governance
structures could be realizable. Thus, the governance structure’s status vis-à-vis the state must match
with the administrative environment.

Altogether, the contextual reasons are a major factor why similar forms of control can enhance
or reduce governance capacity in different metropolitan areas. In one metropolitan area, governance
capacity can be achieved through direct state steering and, in another, through indirect control, such as
financing a politically decentralized arrangement. However, complete lack of state presence seems to
be problematic. State control forms a platform on which metropolitan governance capacity can evolve.

Incentives, disincentives, steering and/or financing make up different combinations of control
mechanisms that are possible to implement in different contexts. However, based on this study,
there are two features in the control relationship that define the existence or absence of metropolitan
governance capacity in all the cases: state mandate and state support.

State mandate is the formal framework of the relationship between national level and metropolitan
level actors. The mandate requires that the metropolitan arrangement undertakes specified activities or
provides certain services (cf. Zimmerman 1987). State participation in the form of mandate is particularly
important, when metropolitan governance structures are established. As Savitch and Kantor (2010) stated,
high-level governments must impose metropolitan governance arrangements on local government.

State support is about generating and maintaining a legislative and regulative environment,
in which metropolitan governance can take place. It is about long-term national urban policy, or at
least a sense of continuity that makes broad-based and sustained metropolitan planning possible. State
support is also the element that prepares the ground for the establishment of metropolitan governance
structures and makes clear jurisdictions between metropolitan actors possible.

State mandate and support convert state control into metropolitan governance capacity. In addition,
in many cases, the state cannot simply give a mandate for the establishment of a governance arrangement
or sustainably support its operations. Once again, contextual reasons such as legislation, administrative
culture, difficulties in achieving the approval of all the relevant metropolitan actors or prevailing
power relations can prevent the state from giving a sufficient mandate or support to the metropolitan
governance structure. In many cases, the context itself must evolve before a governance arrangement
with capacity can be established (Haveri et al. 2018, p. 11). Changes in contextual factors, for example
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in political power relations, may also result in a situation in which the state withdraws its support
or reverses the mandate. The importance of metropolitan areas can be seen as a threat for the
state: strengthening political power at the metropolitan level can weaken the position of the central
government in relation to other levels of government and hence hollow-out the state (cf. Lafortune
and Collin 2011, pp. 400–1; Boudreau et al. 2007; Tomàs 2012; Beeri and Magnússon 2019). This may
restrain the state’s willingness to give a strong mandate to a metropolitan governance structure.

Altogether, the relationship between state control and metropolitan governance capacity manifests
the complex and intertwined relationship between the state and the metropolitan areas: even the
control relationship is interdependent rather than hierarchical.
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