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Abstract

The main role of municipalities and their self-governments is to provide adequate
public services and support for the local development. A significant limiting
factor in achieving their effectiveness and quality is the insufficient size of
municipalities, which makes impossible to realize economies of scale, and the
absence of sufficient level of the human and social capital. A large number of small
municipalities and a fragmented settlement structure are typical for the territory
of Slovakia. In this respect, the support for inter-municipal cooperation as an
alternative to amalgamations of the local self-governments is a possible solution.
One of the platforms of this cooperation is Local Action Group (LAG), which is now
receiving increased attention. Support for inter-municipal cooperation in the form
of LAGs has also appeared in the “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017" under the Rural
Development Programme of the Slovak Republic 2014 - 2020.The aim of the paper
is to assess the spatial allocation of financial means from the above-mentioned
call to individual LAGs across the self-governing regions of the Slovak Republic in
relation to their socio-economic status. Financial allocations were monitored in
the total volume as well as in respect to the number of inhabitants of LAGs and
socio-economic status of the regions was defined by a set of 14 selected socio-
economic indicators. The regression and correlation analysis was used to assess
the spatial justice of the distribution of financial means to LAGs, with the Pearson
correlation coefficient as a measure of the linear correlation between paired data.
The obtained results show that funding volumes have developed a growing
tendency towards the least developed regions in the south-east of Slovakia,
however, considering the level of socio-economic status of the individual regions
of the Slovak Republic, the allocation of financial means is not quite optimal.
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INTRODUCTION

Regional development as well as development of individual municipalities depend
on their internal availability, whether of natural or socio-economic character.
However, for many rural communities (especially the small ones), this development
potential is insufficient as well as insufficiently utilized, mainly due to the absence
of the corresponding level of human and social capital. These missing endogenous
resources can be partly compensated by exogenous in the form of cooperation
with other municipalities as well as local and regional entities.

The paper is precisely aimed at inter-municipal cooperation and its possibili-
ties for regional development in the form of Local Action Group (LAG). Attention
is directed to the spatial allocation of financial means to a particular LAGs within
the regions of Slovakia. The socio-economic status of these regions has also been
analysed, what makes it possible to define the major objective, and that is the as-
sessment of the spatial justice of financial distributions to LAGs within individual
regions of Slovakia in relation to their socio-economic status. Two partial objec-
tives stem from the major objective in terms of the socio-economic analysis of the
regions of Slovakia and the assessment of regional distribution of financial means
to LAGs both, in the total volume as well as in relation to the number of inhabitants.
We assume that in terms of regional policy and support for less developed regions,
the largest amount of financial resources will be directed to the LAGs located in the
regions with the lowest levels of socio-economic status.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The main mission of the local self-governments is to provide public services. In
recent years, the emphasis on efficiency as well as quality of their provision have
increased. In order to achieve the above-mentioned conditions, the suboptimal
size of the local self-governments becomes an important limiting factor, which
makes impossible to exploit economies of scale and the synergy effect resulting
from the concentration of the social and human capital (Allers, van Ommeren
2016, p. 717). Fixed costs increase the average spending of small self-governments
(Drew et al. 2016). A traditional way how to solve this problem is consolidation of
the local self-governments (Bell, Warner 2015), whose the most common form is
amalgamation, or merging of the local self-governments into larger units.
Niaounakis, Blank (2017, pp. 533-4) have drawn attention to several empiri-
cal studies, which point out that consolidation may not always lead to expected
expenditure cuts of self-governments (Dollery, Johnson 2005, Fox, Gurley-Calvez
2006, Hanes, Wikstrom 2010, Drew 2016, Allers, Geertsema 2016). This is related
to the fact that services provided by local self-governments are differentiated in
terms of the effects of economies of scale. Another disadvantage of amalgamation
is the loss of jurisdictional autonomy and local identity of originally autonomous

Folia Geographica, Volume 61, No. 1,36-67, (2019) « 37




LOCAL ACTION GROUP AS ATOOL OF INTER-MUNICIPAL COOPERATION:
CASE STUDY OF SLOVAKIA

local self-governments, which merge into a larger unit (Niaounakis, Blank 2017,
p. 534). For the reasons given above, in addition to the traditional approach, al-
ternatives to the problem of efficiency and quality of providing public services by
local authorities have been suggested. One of them is inter-municipal cooperation.

Reasons for the cooperation of different entities are based on the existence of
the“synergy effect’, or in other words, the fact that corporations will achieve better
results than each entity individually. Cooperation can be generally considered as
the interaction of a certain number of entities when achieving a particular common
goal (Galvasova et al. 2007). Cooperation is an important element in the function-
ing of the public administration as well as in the development of municipalities and
regions. According to Furmankiewicz (2002), De Jong (1986) and Hardin (1989), five
different forms of interaction between two territorial self-governing entities can
be defined: conflict (the problem lies in the fact that what is convenient for the first
entity, is not convenient for the other one), competition (neighbouring entities can
accept different solutions for unrelated problems, while the solution for the first
entity reduces the chance for the success of the second entity), control (one entity
is subordinate to the other one, whereby it manages a smaller part of the common
territory), coordination (both entities are in the same relationship with possible
solutions, and at the same time, they both prefer the same solution independently
of each other) and cooperation (entities consciously cooperate from the aspect of
common interest, along with the possible conflict in the distribution of potential
benefits).

In order to develop inter-municipal cooperation, the last two forms of interac-
tion are promising, although, in the case of mutual cooperation, it is also possible
to overcome the obstacles in the form of conflict, competition and control.

Inter-municipal cooperation is, thus, a form of association of municipalities
mainly based on the mutual cooperation, and it is one of the starting points for an
effective solution and higher quality of performance of the transferred competenc-
es, when solving the problems of municipalities, especially the small ones. This fact
is also emphasised by Hasprova et al. (2012), who state that the inter-municipal
cooperation is a typical substitution for the so-called smallness of municipalities as
well as their inability to provide independent public services.

An important and characteristic attribute of the inter-municipal cooperation
can be seen in the fact that there is no complete transfer of the competences
and responsibilities of municipalities to newly established organizations of the
inter-municipal cooperation. Municipalities have at least indirect control over their
decision-making (Swianiewicz 2011). A certain degree of autonomy and a possibili-
ty to cooperate with other municipalities that are interested in the cooperation, are
maintained by municipalities.
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Cooperation of municipalities is also considered as a politically more accept-
able solution and its voluntariness is often promoted as well. Cooperation of
municipalities, is not simpler in comparison to the amalgamation of municipalities
(Jezek et al. 2015). According to Kopri¢ (2012), a cooperation agreement between
municipalities could be a functional substitution for the territorial consolidation.

According to Galvasova et al. (2007), Chabicovska, Binek (2007) or Teles (2016),
it is possible to observe different characteristics of the inter-municipal cooperation
based on its: function (efforts to achieve a common development of the territory),
goals (development of the territory, creating the material and technical condi-
tions, cooperating on projects), instruments used (non-financial — administrative
instruments, institutional, material; financial - non-investment and investment
incentives, capital shareholding, tax reductions), stakeholders (local government,
self-government, non-profit organizations, entrepreneurs, citizens), level of in-
volvement of entities in the cooperation (institutionalised cooperation, cooperation
agreement, ad hoc cooperation) and legal form (micro-regions, common municipal
offices, local action groups - in the form of interest groups, associations of legal
entities and charitable organizations).

Kofsut (2015) affirms that regarding inter-municipal cooperation, the most
frequently assessed issues are: the level of cooperation, cooperation subjects, co-
operation issues, problems of cooperation network functioning and cooperation
factors.

In addition to the indisputable benefits of inter-municipal cooperation, it is also
necessary to point at its limitations. Hasprova et al. (2012) point to the following:
the problem with ensuring democratic control, the loss of autonomy, conflicts of
interest, the growth of bureaucracy, the lack of transparency of financial operations
and activities of personnel management, and the fact that newly created entities
of the inter-municipal cooperation are not directly responsible to the local voters
at the same level as municipal authorities. Similarly, Teles (2016) points out that
some of the weaknesses of the cooperation such as tendencies for democratic
deficits, when no mechanism of responsibility or instability are introduced in case
cooperative measures are not smooth and change over time, provide strong argu-
ments for those who support an amalgamation.

Szmigiel-Rawska et al. (2010, p. 89) with regard to the restrictions of the
inter-municipal cooperation indicate that “the cooperation is perceived as an
action requiring additional administrative effort with uncertain effects because it
depends on the good will of others”.

Last but not least, according to Maes (1997), Istok, Klamar (2005), processes of
merging municipalities into the larger self-governing regions are very adminis-
tratively demanding and sensitive to citizens, and therefore, they require careful
preparation and a detailed research.
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Inter-municipal cooperation and its development in Slovakia in the form of mi-
cro-regions became a central topic of various investigations: Bucek (1997), Kuklis
(2002), Tichy (2003), 1stok, Tej (2004), Zarska (2006), Klamar (2006), Slavik, Bacik
(2007), Pustd, Dolna (2010), Pusta (2011), Faltan et al. (2011), Angelovi¢, Benc (2012),
Grac (2014), Slavik et al. (2016), Faltan, Strussova (2016), in the form of local action
groups: Tvrdoriova (2006), Hradiska (2007), Donauer, Raj¢akova (2014), Babinsky
(2015), Poncikova (2015), Wisterova (2016), Székely (2017), Kvasova (2018) and
common municipal offices: Lovacka (2006), Slavik et al. (2010) and many others.

LOCAL ACTION GROUP (LAG) AS ATOOL OF THE INTER-MUNICIPAL
COOPERATION IN SLOVAKIA

Persistent fragmentation of the structure of local self-governments is a typical
feature for Slovakia. In foreign countries as well as in Slovakia, debates on solutions
of this issue (e.g. Nizriansky 2004, Galvasova et al. 2007, Klimovsky 2009, Pust3,
Dolna 2010, Dusek 2010, Jezek et al. 2015) focus on two basic approaches that are
aimed at increasing the efficiency and effectiveness of the municipal management,
namely: amalgamation of municipalities or inter-municipal cooperation.

The term municipal amalgamation in the Slovak conditions means giving up
or transferring the competences (autonomy) of one or more municipalities to
a newly established municipality. A municipal amalgamation takes place in the
form of merging at least two municipalities into one, or affiliating one municipality
to another, usually the larger one (Nizhansky et al. 2014). The municipal amalgama-
tion occurs either on a voluntary or forced basis. In many countries, volunteering
plays a major role. The application of the principle of voluntarism, while merging
municipalities, means considerable demands on the motivation of municipalities
(Jezek et al. 2015). In case of constraint, internal resistance and disagreement might
appear among the local residents as well as local stakeholders what might lead to
the subsequent complications in the amalgamation process. Ali et al. (2012) have
pointed to the negative consequences of the municipal amalgamation through
the analysis of several works written by foreign authors. In the Slovak context, it
was Klobucnik et al. (2018) who have driven attention to this issue.

It has led to the preference of the second approach based on the principles of
the inter-municipal cooperation. Local Action Group (LAG) is one of its platforms.
They represent a partnership of the representatives of public, private and civil
sectors operating on the entire and coherent territory. This concept is built upon
the assumption that a determining role in the process of development of rural
regions is attributed to the non-governmental organizations and communities
of the local character that are able to define the values of the region. They also
integrate and activate citizens, thereby complementing activities of self-govern-
ments. It is mainly cooperation among public administrations, entrepreneurs,
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social organizations and representatives of local communities leading to the de-
velopment of socio-economic initiatives as well as activation and integration of
the local communities, and thus, their economic development (Czapiewska 2012).
According to Guinjoan et al. (2016 in Székely 2017, p. 33) the shifts of concepts of
rural development (“new paradigm of rural development”) are going from sectorial
focus to the spatial one, and/or from the top-down development strategy to the
bottom-up one.

According to the Associations Act no. 83/1990 Coll. and its later amendments,
LAGs represent public-private partnerships in which local communities, entre-
preneurs, public administration, agricultural and forestry entities, young people,
women as well as other important local stakeholders are represented. The main
condition is that private sector representatives should make up at least 50% of the
partnership.

Each LAG must meet certain conditions regarding partnership, territory and
development strategies: population of the LAG must be between 10 and 150
thousand inhabitants; population density must not be higher than 150 inhabitants
per km?; the minimum number of municipalities of the LAG is 7; each LAG has legal
personality; LAG have structure of authorities that are able to manage public funds
as well as activities of LAG; members must operate in the territory of LAG, they must
have a permanent or temporary residence, seat or business in the territory of LAG;
LAG must have a local development strategy developed and led by the community
(called the CLLD strategy) with clearly defined objectives and measures fostering
local development; strategy referring to the territory of LAG must cover a coherent
territory bordering the land registry of all municipalities involved (www.nsrv.sk).

For each municipality, becoming a member of the LAG brings several benefits:
networking that provides exchange of information and experience; ensuring re-
ciprocal knowledge and experience among members of LAGs; promoting coop-
eration with other LAGs; representing and debating the legitimate interests of all
stakeholders; creating cooperative environment and supporting mutual aid; pro-
moting and disseminating experience and examples of good practice; supporting
and developing cooperation and partnerships of rural residents, representatives
of the municipalities and towns, representatives of the non-profit sector as well as
other micro, small and medium-sized enterprises active in rural areas; cooperating
with the National Rural Development Network, the Managing and Paying Authority
under the Rural Development Programme of the Slovak Republic and other com-
ponents of the state government and self-governments; providing documents on
the development, education and information activities for the rural development;
organizing seminars, workshops, conferences and other professional meetings;
the possibility of drawing subsidies from the LEADER subsidy program, which is
intended exclusively for LAGs (Wisterova 2016).
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LEADER as a main philosophy of the management and development of LAGs is
aimed at supporting the development of rural areas through the pilot integrated
strategies implemented into the specific territories on the basis of mutual coopera-
tion between the local entities in a particular region (Slovakova et al. 2015). LEADER
can be characterised by seven key characteristics complementing and influencing
each other: local development strategies, bottom-up approach, public-private
partnerships: LAGs, facilitating innovation, integrated and multi-sectoral actions,
networking and cooperation (CLLD management system, 2017).

The LEADER approach and profiling network of LAGs pointing to the viability
of this inter-municipal cooperation platform are also created in the neighbouring
countries. In Hungary, Katona-Kovacs et al. (2011) evaluated active and passive
participation of the cooperation partners within the network of LAGs. Kassai,
Farkas (2013) focused on the opportunities and threats, with special regard to the
institutional framework and governance of LAGs in the east of Hungary and Patkds
(2018) traced the history of the LEADER programme and LAGs, the number of co-
operating municipalities and dominant forms of the LAG management in Hungary.
In the Czech Republic, Svobodova (2010) focused on the content analysis of the
selected CLLD strategies of LAGs and identification of their problems. Varvazovska
(2012) monitored the functioning of the LEADER programme and LAGs as well
as benefits of the LAG membership, Pechrovd, Boukalova (2015) created a LAG
typology based on the organizational characteristics - ‘stabilized;, ‘experienced,
‘absorbing’ and ‘well-informed’ LAGs. Partlova, Hron (2016) focused on the use
of LAGs' leaders as experts for directing resources where they are most needed
and Nunvarova (2016) evaluated the strategic planning of LAGs and their contri-
bution to the rural development in the Czech Republic. Semian, Novacek (2017)
approached LAGs in the Czech Republic and they used history and historical and
historicizing elements to present the region’s image. Within the territory of Poland,
Zajda, Kretek-Kaminska (2013) assessed the question whether the high level of
professionalisation and economisation has a positive influence on the activities of
its members or - the opposite — it constitutes a hindrance. Zajda (2014) addressed
the analysis of the LAGs main problems and their social capital in the six Polish
voivodeships, Sienkiewicz (2015) monitored the LAGs' role in promoting local so-
cio-economic development, on the example of the region of Lublin. Parlinska, Ignar
(2016) assessed the financing of LAGs from sources of the LEADER programme in
the Mazovia Voivodeship. Michalcewicz-Kaniowska et al. (2017) focused on the
management of the LEADER programme and functioning of LAGs in terms of local
and regional policy of sustainable development in Kujawsko-Pomeranian Voivode-
ship. In Croatia, for example, Luki¢, Obad (2016) dealt with LAGs and Leader issues,
in Slovenia it was Volk, Bojnec (2014) and in Romania, Mosora, Mosora (2012), Albu,
Chitu (2014), Pocol, Kassai (2016) and many others.
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DATA AND METHODS

When achieving the first partial goal in terms of assessing the level of develop-
ment and socio-economic status of individual regions (self-governing regions were
selected as the core observation units, and their selection is explained in the fol-
lowing text), the point-rating method was used as a basis. This method is, by its
nature, one of the indirect methods, and it uses a set of predefined variables when
evaluating data. The advantage of this method is above all, its ability to include the
indicators presented in different units into one synthetic characteristic, which is
a dimensionless quantity, and thus, to enable the comparison of the regions.

A set of 14 selected indicators was chosen while applying the method (gross
birth rate, average monthly wage, monthly labour costs per employee, employ-
ment rate, unemployment rate, net monthly income per capita, net monthly
expenses per capita, the number of completed dwellings per 1,000 inhabitants,
regional gross domestic product per capita, gross value added per capita, labour
productivity from turnover per employee in industry, labour productivity from
turnover per employee in construction, the number of enterprises in total per
1,000 inhabitants, the number of tradesmen in total per 1,000 inhabitants), which
characterise the level of development and socio-economic status of the assessed
regions.

When assessing status of the regions, the following procedure was used: as the
basis for the comparison for each selected indicator, its highest achieved level (the
maximum value or the minimum according to the character of the indicator) was
chosen in the region. It was used a maximum value of 100 points which was intro-
duced as a base variable when comparing different regions. The values assigned
to each indicator in different regions were compared with this value based on the
relationship:

u
u =—"--.100, (1)
' UITIGX
where u-isa calculated point level of the indicator in the selected region, U -
a real value of the indicator in the region, U, —amaximum value of the indicator
in the observed file.

Assessing the point level of the selected indicators in individual regions and
adding their ratings, an overall rating of the region, with the maximum achievable
value of 1,400 points, was obtained.

The socio-economic status of the regions was assessed in the following years
observed: 2001, 2004, 2008, 2012 and 2016, whereby the year 2001 was the first
year of the assessment, 2004 represented the entry of the Slovak Republic into the
EU, in 2008 the economic crisis appeared, 2012 was a comparative year and 2016
was the last assessed year with regard to the availability of statistical data.
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Based on facts introduced by Korec (2005), Dzupinova et al. (2008), Klamar
(2011), Matlovi¢, Matlovicova (2011), Matlovicova et al. (2014), Matlovic¢ et al. (2018)
indicating the west-east gradient of the economic status of the Slovak regions,
the hypothesis H1 was formed: socio-economic status of the Slovak regions
by means of the point-rating method in 2016, will have a declining trend in the
west-east direction. In accordance with this hypothesis, the hypothesis H2 was set
up: development of the socio-economic status of the Slovak regions by means of
the point-rating method in the years 2001 - 2016, will indicate weakening of the
position of regions in the south-east of the Slovak Republic (the Banska Bystrica
Region, the Presov Region and the Kosice Region).

Spatial distribution of the financial allocation to LAGs in the context of their
socio-economic status was analysed by using the point-rating method. It was
second partial aim of our study. This financial allocation consisted of two compo-
nents: basic allocation and additional performance allocation. Financial allocation’
to LAGs was consequently assessed as a whole for each region as well per person
of the LAG (only the population of those LAGs for which the financial allocation
was approved). It is important to explain the choice of the self-governing regions
(NUTS3) as the evaluation units (and not for example the district level - LAU1)
because of a large number of LAGs belonging to two or more districts (LAU1), what
made their locating within this hierarchical level unambiguous. At the same time,
statistical data of a larger number of assessing indicators are also available at the
regional level (NUTS3).

In order to express spatial fairness of the allocated financial means to each
LAG in relation to the socio-economic status of the region, a regression and cor-
relation analysis method - Linear dependence of a pair of vectors, was used. An
independent variable represented the socio-economic status of the region and the
allocation of financial resources to LAGs in the region was represented by a de-
pendent variable. The aim was to find out whether it is possible to assume certain
dependence between variables and strength of this dependence. Suppose there is
a relationship between the two variables, whose strength can be expressed by the
shared variance, it is possible to do approximation with one variable by means of
the other one and to create a regression model. The suitability of the model was

1 Basic financial allocation to LAG was established under the “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017"

according to the formula:
350,000 € + (number of habitants of LAG) * X + (size of the territory of LAG) *Y + (degree
of unemployment of LAG minus 13.5%) * Z + (number of municipalities) * W,

while the coefficients were set in “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017" at the level: X = 9.66,
Y=1,150.61,Z=110,413.2, W = 12,395.25 and statistical data included in the calculation were
collected as of 31 December 2014. Additional performance allocation was set in accordance
with the conditions stated in the document Management System CLLD (LEADER and
Community Development) for the programming period 2014 - 2020.
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verified by ANOVA (Analysis of Variance) in the program STATISTICA, where the null
hypothesis HO was tested: “The model is not appropriate for use’The F value repre-
sented test characteristics, whose significance was given by the p-value indicating
the smallest possible level of significance for rejection of the null hypothesis. When
the p-value was <0.05, the null hypothesis was rejected at a given significance level
a = 0.05. The assessment of the strength of the linear relationship was indicated
by the Pearson correlation coefficient (R) whose absolute values approaching 1 in-
dicated a stronger relationship between the status of the region and the amount
of funds allocated to LAGs. The coefficient of determination (R?) is expressed as
a percentage of the variation of the dependent variable explained by the variation
in the independent variable.

When assessing the socio-economic status of the regions and the volume of
funds allocated to each LAG in the region (total as well as per inhabitant), the H3
hypothesis was formed: the volume of funds allocated under the “Call for propos-
als 21/PRV/2017" will increase with a decline of the socio-economic status of the
regions.

ACHIEVED RESULTS

The socio-economic status of the regions of the Slovak Republic was assessed on
the basis of the point-rating method (Figure 1). Based on a set of 14 selected in-
dicators (gross birth rate, average monthly wage, monthly labour costs per em-
ployee, employment rate, unemployment rate, net monthly income per capita, net
monthly expenses per capita, the number of completed dwellings per 1,000 inhab-
itants, regional gross domestic product per capita, gross value added per capita,
labour productivity from turnover per employee in industry, labour productivity
from turnover per employee in construction, the number of enterprises in total
per 1,000 inhabitants, the number of tradesmen in total per 1,000 inhabitants)
in 2016, the Bratislava Region was the best ranked region which earned 1,397.1
points out of a total possible 1,400 points. It earned a maximum of points in 12 out
of 14 indicators, excluding the unemployment rate (the Trnava Region as the high-
est-ranked region - 4.4%) and the number of tradesmen per 1,000 inhabitants
(the Zilina Region as the highest-ranked region). The neighbouring Trnava Region
earned 950.5 points as the highest number after the Bratislava Region, and it rep-
resented 68.0% of the region’s value. The status of this region is also evidenced in
the fact that it gained the second highest number in 8 indicators and was ranked
first regarding the unemployment rate. The Zilina Region was the third econom-
ically strongest region (861.7 pts). It ranked third and fourth in most indicators,
whereby the indicator related to the number of tradesmen per 1,000 inhabitants
was the highest in the Slovak Republic. In 2016, the Tren¢in Region obtained a total
number of 834.7 points and it was ranked fourth. The Nitra Region (797.3 pts) was
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economically the weakest region in the most developed north-western part of the
Slovak Republic.

Because of a 60.3 points drop, the economically strongest region in the
south-eastern part of Slovakia, the KoSice Region, was ranked sixth (737.0 pts)
followed by the penultimate Banska Bystrica Region with only a few points less
(722.3 pts). Absolutely, the economically weakest region of Slovakia is the PreSov
Region with only 702.8 points, what represented the value of only 50.3% of the Bra-
tislava Region and 73.9% of the Trnava Region. The negative results of the region
are based on the fact that it got the lowest value in 9 indicators, however, it ranked
second for birth rate, after the Bratislava Region (Figure 1).

Based on the above results, we can state that the hypothesis H1 has been con-
firmed.

Even more problematic is the fact that the regions in the south-eastern part of
Slovakia (Banska Bystrica, KoSice and PreSov Regions) are not only economically
the weakest regions in the country but their socio-economic situation has also de-
teriorated over the last 15 years. On the contrary, the improvement was recorded
in more developed regions in the north-west of Slovakia (Figure 1). According to
the Figure 1, it is clear that the Bratislava Region as well as the Trnava Region were
always ranked first or second during the years considered (2001, 2004, 2008, 2012
and 2016). There was a gradual improvement in the position of three other regions
in the north-western part of the Slovak Republic during the investigation period:
The Trenéin Region — 5t, 5t, 4th 4th 4th place, the Zilina Region — 41, 4", 3rd, 31d 3rd
place and the Nitra Region - 8™, 6™, 6™, 5! and 5" place. Regression and stagnation
are clearly visible in all three regions in the south-east of the country: the Kosice
Region - 3, 39, 5t 6%, 6 place, the Banska Bystrica Region — 6, 7t, 7th, 7th 7th
place and the Presov Region - 7t, 8t, 8%, 8t and 8™ place.

The findings of this analysis fully confirm the hypothesis H2 about the weaken-
ing of the position of the regions in the south-eastern part of the Slovak Republic
(Banska Bystrica, PreSov and Kosice) in the context of the entire Slovakia between
the years 2001 and 2016.

There are also sources confirming our findings (i.e. Korec 2005, DZupinova et
al. 2008, Raj¢akova, Svecova 2009, 2014, Padova et al. 2012, Klamar 2011, 2016,
Matlovi¢, Matlovicova 2011, Matlovicova et al. 2014, Madajova et al. 2014, Matlovic
et al. 2018), which indicate deepening of the differences between the economical-
ly prosperous north-west and the stagnant or declining south-east.
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The development and, in particular, the situation in 2016 referring to individual
indicators, bring us closer to the socio-economic status of the regions, what is only
the first step in the analysis.

The second step focuses on the spatial distribution of financial means for the
support and development of LAGs for which these public-private partnerships
appliedin 2017.

This support was based on the “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017" for approval of
the proposals for the Community-led Local Development Strategy and for granting
the status of LAGs for the measure 19 - Support to LEADER Local Development
and a sub-measure 19.2 - Support for the implementation of operations under the
community-led local development strategy.

The entire territory of Slovakia was entitled to get support under this “Call for
proposals 21/PRV/2017" while the Managing authority for the Rural Development
Programme of the Slovak Republic 2014 — 2020 granted 87 requests out of 121
submitted by the LAGs at a total value of € 137,734,280 (Figure 2).

As mentioned in the methodology of the paper, the assessment of financial
allocation had to be assessed at regional level, since the level of the districts was
inadequate due to the location of several LAGs in the territory of two or more
districts. Regarding regions, it was only a negligible minimum number of LAGs
exceeding the regional boundaries (it was more significant only for the LAG OZ
Podhoran at the borders of the Bratislava and Trnava Regions. The LAG was inte-
grated into the Trnava Region, where it is also based according to the registration
form database of the Rural Development Programme of the Slovak Republic for the
period 2014 - 2020).

The least supported LAGs (only 2) were in the most economically developed
region - the Bratislava Region (Figure 3). At the same time, the total financial
allocation was the lowest from all regions, only € 3.05 million (Figures 3, 5). It is
important to note that even if calculated per inhabitant (107,849 inhabitants in the
supported LAGs of the region) it was the lowest number within the Slovak Republic
— € 28.3 per inhabitant (Figures 4, 6). In the other two economically strong regions
(the Trnava Region and the Trencin Region), the support for LAGs was comparable.
It was supported by 9 or 8 LAGs with a similar amount of funding of € 9.8 million
and € 10.9 million, and in terms of per inhabitant, it was almost identical at an esti-
mated € 42 per inhabitant. It is also possible to add the Zilina Region to these three
economically mature regions. There were supported 8 LAGs with a total amount of
financial means of € 13.1 million. Compared to the previous two regions, however,
up to 363,151 inhabitants were supported, what was later demonstrated in less
amount of funding per inhabitant (only € 36). The least developed region in the
north-western part of Slovakia, the Nitra Region, had the most supported LAGs
(11) in comparison to the above mentioned regions. It was granted the highest
amount of financial resources per inhabitant (€ 51.7).
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A total value of € 88.5 million (64.2% of all finances) for 1.12 million of inhab-
itants (48.2% of all inhabitants of the supported LAGs in the Slovak Republic) was
sent into the backward south-eastern part of the Slovak Republic (Banska Bystrica,
Presov and Kosice Regions). In this area of Slovakia, most LAGs were supported
(49 in total, the Banska Bystrica Region — 15, the KoSice Region - 16, the PreSov
Region - 18, Figure 3). From a more detailed perspective, the total support for indi-
vidual regions varied from € 26.7 million in the Kosice Region, which is one of the
three economically strongest regions, to € 30.5 million in the PreSov Region and
€ 31.3 million in the Banska Bystrica Region (Figure 5). In the last two mentioned
regions there were 8 LAGs from the top ten most supported LAGs in the Slovak
Republic (the Banska Bystrica Region — LAG Malohont € 3.45 million, VSP Stredny
Gemer — € 3.24 million, LAG Cerovina, o0.z. — € 3.05 million, VSP Juzny Gemer —
€ 2.54 million, Partnership Muranska PIanina—Cierny Hron - € 2.54 million; the
PreSov Region — Pro Tatry, 0.z. — € 2.66 million, OZ Dukla - € 2.55 million, OZ pre
rozvoj regionu Spis — € 2.47 million, Figure 2, Table 2 in the Annex).

1400 35000 000
1200 30 000 000
1000 25 000 000
800 20 000 000
600 | 15 000 000
400 | 10 000 000
200 | 5000 000
0 0
BA TT N NT ZA BB PO KE
I Ssocio-economic status of the regions (points)
I Financial resources (EUR) allocated to LAGs in the regions

Figure 5
Socio-economic status of the regions (points) in 2016 and financial means (EUR)
allocated to LAGs in the regions
Source: “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017" own elaboration of the Slovak Republic

In terms of per inhabitant, the economically weakest region, the Presov Region,
was awarded only € 62.2 per inhabitant compared to € 86.9 per inhabitant in the
Kosice Region and € 96.6 per inhabitant in the Banska Bystrica Region (Figures 4, 6).

The final analysis of the relationship between the level of socio-economic status
of all regions of the Slovak Republic and the amount of financial means allocated
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Figure 6
The number of inhabitants in the supported LAGs in the region and financial
means per inhabitant (EUR) in these LAGs in the region of the Slovak Republic
Source: “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017, own elaboration

to LAGs in these regions under the “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017" was the last
step. In order to express this relationship, the regression and correlation analysis
method was used in which socio-economic status of the region represented an
independent variable and the allocated financial means to LAGs in the region was
a dependent variable. The Pearson correlation coefficient was a measure of the
strength of a linear relationship between paired data, while the financial allocation
to LAGs was assessed globally and the financial allocation per capita of the LAGs
was assessed in two combinations - for all regions of the Slovak Republic and the
regions of the Slovak Republic excluding the Bratislava Region (Table 1).

Table 1 The relationship between the socio-economic status of the regions in 2016 and
financial resources allocated to LAGs in these regions

All regions Regions of the Slovak Republic
of the Slovak Republic excluding the Bratislava Region
R R? o) R R? o)

Financial allocation
to LAGs in total

Financial allocation
to LAGs per inhabitant

-0.7697 | 0.5924 | 0.0255 | -0.8836 0.7807 0.0083

-0.6658 | 0.4433 | 0.0715 | -0.7577 0.5741 0.0485

Note: dark grey colour - model fits, light grey colour - model does not fit (p-value >0.05)
Source: own calculations based on STATISTICA

Folia Geographica, Volume 61, No. 1,36-67, (2019) 53




LOCAL ACTION GROUP AS ATOOL OF INTER-MUNICIPAL COOPERATION:
CASE STUDY OF SLOVAKIA

The calculated values of the Person Correlation Coefficient (R) point to the high
level of dependence of the financial allocation to LAGs in relation to the socio-eco-
nomic status of the region (Table 1). Chajdiak (2009) considers the correlation to be
strong, where R values are in the range from 0.8 to 1 or from -1 to -0.8. The weak
correlation is the one with an absolute value R not exceeding 0.4. If the correlation
is zero, it denotes the statistical independence of the phenomena.

It is evident from the calculated data that in three out of four monitored
cases, values of the Pearson correlation coefficient were at a level of the strong
correlation (Table 1, dark grey colour), in one case the values were at a level of
the medium-strong correlation (Table 1, light grey colour). The negative values of
the mentioned coefficient generally indicate the increasing volume of financial
means allocated to LAGs, or the amount of financial resources per 1 inhabitant of
the LAG with decreasing socio-economic status of the regions. The absolute value
of the Pearson correlation coefficient R lower than 0.7 was recorded only in the
case of the calculation of financial resources allocated per inhabitant of the LAG in
all regions (Table 1, light grey colour). Also in this case, the overall aspect was con-
firmed by the indirect dependence between the growing socio-economic status of
the region and the volume of allocated financial means.

Financial means allocated under the “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017" are
intended to support job creation, develop local economy and improve the quality
of life within a particular LAGs. It is questionable whether the financial allocation
to LAGs is set optimally. Looking at the Table 1, it is clear that it can be expected
more suitable setting (assessed only in relation to the above-mentioned indica-
tors) if the economically most powerful and at the same time, significantly different
region — the Bratislava Region (a capital district and metropolitan area where 2/3 of
the inhabitants of the region live) would have been excluded from the analysis of
the financial allocation to LAGs and its allocation would have been under a special
scheme. At the same time, one can note that if financial means allocated per capita
had not been calculated, the linear regression model of the allocation of financial
means would have been satisfactory.

In case the Bratislava Region is excluded from the analysis, the possible changes
in the socio-economic status of the region will be reflected even more significantly
in the distribution of financial means to LAGs (R* = 0.7807, Figure 7). The linear re-
gression model is selected the best of all four cases (R = -0.8836, p-value = 0.0083,
what is significantly below the value of 0.05). The smallest standard deviations are
typical for the Zilina Region, followed by the Kosice Region. In these two regions,
financial means were almost optimally allocated regarding their socio-economic
status. It is encouraging that in this case, more financial resources were allocated
to LAGs in most regions that were less supported (PreSov and Banska Bystrica). On
the contrary, we consider inappropriate if the LAGs in the Trnava Region, which
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Figure 7
Relationship of the socio-economic status of the regions of the Slovak Republic
(excluding the Bratislava Region) and financial allocation (EUR) to LAGs concerning
the regions of the Slovak Republic (excluding the Bratislava Region)
Source: own calculations based on STATISTICA
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Figure 8
Relationship of the socio-economic status of the regions of the Slovak Republic
(excluding the Bratislava Region) and financial allocation (EUR) per inhabitant of LAGs
concerning the regions of the Slovak Republic (excluding the Bratislava Region)
Source: own calculations based on STATISTICA
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took second place after the Bratislava Region in the assessment of socio-economic
status in the years considered, are supported to the greatest extent. Regarding
LAGs in the Nitra Region, due to its socio-economic status, the least amount of
financial means was allocated and the support should have been more significant.

A more significant problem arises when assessing the financial allocation to
LAG per inhabitant. If the Bratislava Region is excluded from this model, the linear
regression model will be suitable for the selected data, but the correlation depend-
ence will decrease (R = -0.7577, p = 0.0485, Figure 8). As in the preceding case,
a higher amount of funding was distributed to the LAGs of the developed Trnava
Region than it should have been according to the selected model. An increase of
financial means to the LAGs of the Banska Bystrica Region as well as the Kosice
Region is perceived as positive. These regions have been long-term underfinanced
and so their development can be supported at least by this form. In the sense of
ensuring a more equitable distribution of financial resources, we would suggest
a stronger support for the LAGs in the Presov Region. Despite this region is, in
terms of socio-economic status, the worst-rated region in the long-term perspec-
tive, it was allocated the lowest per inhabitant funding to its LAGs.

A linear regression analysis of the financial allocation assessment to LAGs could
be also used in case we did not exclude the Bratislava Region from the statistical file
(R=-0.7697, p = 0.0255, Figure 9). Financial resources allocated to the LAGs of the
three largest underdeveloped regions (Banska Bystrica, PreSov and Kosice Regions)

3,5E7

5, r=-0,7697
Banska Bygsérica Region
o™

EE Presov Reij ion

KoéiceoReéiun

2,5E7

2E7

€ for LAGs

1,567 — N
Nitra Region  4iina Regio
[ AREN

o i
1E7 Trenéin Region TthavaRegion

5E6
Bratislaya Region

0 3
600 700 800 900 1000 1100 1200 1300 1400 1500
level of the socio-economic status of the region 0,95 Int.spol.
Figure 9

Relationship of socio-economic status of the Slovak regions and total financial allocation
(EUR) to LAGs concerning the regions of the Slovak Republic
Source: own calculations based on STATISTICA
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is satisfactory. More resources were distributed to LAGs than it is the optimum set
by the regression model, what could contribute to their development. It is striking
that considerable financial support provided for LAGs was reflected in the strongly
developed Bratislava Region. On the contrary, in the Nitra Region, the financial
means were lacking, although they would have been desirable, due to the level
of socio-economic status of the region, and comparing with other regions of the
developed north-western part of Slovakia.

Since the linear regression model for assessing the financial allocation to LAGs
per inhabitant in all regions was not satisfactory (p = 0.0715, Table 1, light grey
colour), its results cannot be considered as indicative. For this reason, we do not
include them in the paper.

To sum up, considering the findings obtained, the hypothesis H3 has been con-
firmed only partially.
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CONCLUSION

Local action groups as one of the most perspective platforms of the inter-munic-
ipal cooperation represent, within the fragmented settlement structure of Slova-
kia, the possibility for the future consolidation of the local self-governments and
support for the development of the regions. The success of their establishment
in the Slovak conditions is also evidenced in the “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017",
under which € 137.7 million were allocated to 87 LAGs in all regions of the Slovak
Republic in the year 2017. However, when allocating financial means, it is neces-
sary to take into account the fact that different regions have a different level of
socio-economic status and, therefore, it is necessary to approach them individu-
ally. This fact, in the form of the developed north-west of the Slovak Republic and
the problematic south-east, as also reported in the research findings of various
pieces of works (Korec 2005, Dzupinova et al. 2008, Klamar 2011, Matlovi¢, Mat-
lovicovd 2011, Matlovicova et al. 2014, Matlovic et al. 2018) has been confirmed by
the hypothesis H1. Moreover, this unfavourable situation is not only a temporary
condition, but it is a result of the gradual deepening of the south-eastern back-
wardness of the country (the Banska Bystrica Region, the Kosice Region and the
Presov Region) during the entire monitoring period (2001 - 2016) what has been
confirmed by the hypothesis H2.

A higher support for the underdeveloped south-east regions, in the form of
higher financial allocation to LAGs, should be at least partial compensation of
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this unfavourable situation. Based on the analysis, it is obvious that the most re-
sources in total, as well as per inhabitant of the LAGs concerned, were directed
to these backward regions — the Banska Bystrica Region (€ 31.3 million, € 96.6 per
inhabitant), the Presov Region (€ 30.5 million, € 62.2 per inhabitant) and the Kosice
Region (€ 26.7 million, € 86.9 per inhabitant). This fact was also declared by the
Pearson’s correlation coefficient R. In three cases, with the level between -0.7577
and -0.8836, the high dependence between the level of socio-economic status
and the amount of financial means allocated to LAGs were confirmed, and thus,
negative R values point to the indirect correlation. It means that with the decline of
socio-economic status, the amount of allocated financial means increased. At the
same time, it is important to add that financial resources were not fairly allocated
in either of the cases. Excluding the Bratislava Region, financial means allocated to
the LAGs of the developed Trnava Region were overestimated. When calculating
financial means allocated per capita, even the most underfinanced region - the
Presov Region, was the last one, whilst the LAGs in the Bratislava Region profited,
considering the level of its socio-economic status. Therefore, it can be stated that
the hypothesis H3 has been confirmed only partially.

The analysis and assessment have shown that the support under the “Call
for proposals 21/PRV/2017", the Rural Development Programme of the Slovak
Republic 2014 - 2020, aimed to strengthen the least developed regions (Banska
Bystrica, Kosice and PreSov) was set in general correctly, because the most finan-
cial means were directed to these problematic regions. However, in terms of the
optimal calibration, it was even more necessary to take into account the level of
socio-economic status of individual regions and the degree of regional inequalities
(and their development) between the prosperous north-west of the country and
the underdeveloped south-east.
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ANNEX

Table 2 The list of LAGs with approved subsidy from the “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017"
concerning the regions of the Slovak Republic

Financial Financial

No. Name of the LAG allocation | No. Name of the LAG allocation

to LAG (€) to LAG (€)
Bratislava Region 3047 547,5 Banska Bystrica Region 31263 663,1
Dolné Zahorie 1753117,0| 92 | LAG Malohont 3450437,6
4 | OZ Malokarpatsky regién | 1294430,5| 94 |VSP Stredny Gemer 3238903,2
Trnava Region 9750998,2| 93 |LAG Cerovina, o.z. 3053 194,0
5 | OZ Podhoran 1129531,3| 95 | VSP Juzny Gemer 2543 488,7
9 | LAG Zahorie, 0.z. 1603324,0| 83 Efarm;sf"é’l é\f:;a;rﬂf 2540 823,5
17 Z:;ei;s,t:z),pre Homée 14850000 | 78 | OZ Zlata cesta 2061637,0
7 g"aar't‘:;arrsf\‘j:';ez 1351361,0| 89 |LAG Hornadhrad 21162071
10 |LAG 11 PLUS, o.z. 1055000,0( 86 |Hontianske Poiplie 1941 366,8
11 | LAG Dubvah 864 000,0 | 87 |Ipelska kotlina — Novohrad 1872902,0
16 | OZ Poniklec - Vah 8100000 85 hﬁgo':l‘;;‘j:ggr‘merswo 1822804,0
12 | LAG Stara Cierna Voda 777 782,0| 77 | OZ Ziarska kotlina 1772840,8
15 | OZ Nase Jadro 67 5000,0 | 84 |LAG Podpolanie 1703555,0
Trencin Region 10867 024,8 82 | LAG Chopok juh 1285 027,6
26 | Nase Povazie 2453000,0| 91 \;Z:f::;‘r’s;f:h'g::;ﬁm 11749278
18 | LAG Kopaniciarsky regién | 1723 242,3| 80 | Nasa Lieska, o.z. 685 548,0
28 | Ziar 1330098,1 Presov Region 30525 091,2
25 | LAG Vrsatec 1306 183,0| 52 |ProTatry, o.z. 26611244
27 | LAG Rozvoj Hornej Nitry 1185060,0| 45 | OZ Dukla 2549 348,0
20 | LAG Stredné Ponitrie 1165720,8| 50 | OZ pre rozvoj regiénu Spis 2 469 864,6
19 | LAG Strazovské vrchy 1002615,5| 32 | LAG HornéaTopla 2422 549,0
23 | LAG Inovec 701 105,0| 35 | LAG Slanské vrchy —Topla 2136173,0
Nitra Region 12525516,5| 33 | LAG S Pod Vihorlatom, o.z. 2115008,7
116 | OZ Tekov - Hont 1925666,0| 54 |Tatry — Pieniny LAG 1982 409,6
110 | LAG Cedron - Nitrava 1449206,9| 40 |LAG Laborec, 0.z. 1912360,0
115 | OZ Radosinka 1337590,0| 46 | OZ LAG Sabinovsko, 0.z. 1852691,8
118 | Mikroregién Tribecsko 1166296,5| 47 | OZLAGLEV, 0.z. 1815693,0
120 | OZ Ipel - Hont 1137849,0| 44 |LAGTopola, o.z. 1608 200,0
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Financial Financial
No. Name of the LAG allocation | No. Name of the LAG allocation
to LAG (€) to LAG (€)
114 | OZ prerozvojmikroreg. |4 a5 0000 | 51 | partnerstvo Bachure#t 1402 000,0
Pozitavie - Sirocina
124 | LAG Vitis 1008298,1| 36 |LAG Safran 1157 905,6
123 | Regiondlne zdruzenie 891531,5| 41 |LAG Lubovniansko, 0.z. 1007 999,5
Dolnd Nitra, 0.z.
119 | OZ Zibrica 8742329 34 |LAG Skala, o.z. 949 676,0
122 | LAG SOTDUM 863697,0| 43 |LAG Straze 883 000,0
ZdruZenie mikroregionu P s
121 SVORNOST 791 148,8| 30 | LAG Horny Saris — Mincol 832 088,1
Zilina region 13064 498,9 [ 49 | OZ Partnerstvo pre region 767 000,0
105 | LAG Orava, 0.z 2613 000,0 Kosice Region 26 689 940,3
103 ?uzr izac”“e“t"o PreMAS | 5 108644,0| 62 |LAG Gemer - Rozhava 23138933
106 | LAG Biela Orava 1945884,2| 74 | OZ Kras 22922130
109 | Q% Partnerstvopre MAS | g5, 0000 | 60 |LAG Bodva 2079.069,0
Dolny Liptov
101 | LAG Rajecké Dolina 13603585 | 64 (L)AZG Homad - Slanské vrchy, | 5 31 576,4
100 | Q% ~Partnerstvopre MAS |y 55541 0| 55 | LAG Hnilec, 0.2 1990 028,5
Terchovska dolina
99 | LAG Bystricka dolina 1017 227,8| 57 | LAG Rudohorie, 0.z. 1723821,6
108 | OZ Stredny Liptov 877 183,4| 58 | LAG Secovsky region, o.z. 1700 245,1
70 | LAGTokaj - Rovina, o.z. 1686 500,2
72 | Miloj Spis, 0.z. 1528143,0
65 | LAG Olsava - Torysa, 0.z. 1517611,2
68 | LAG Ronava, 0.z. 1487 707,1
59 | LAG Bodrog, 0.z. 1467 154,2
61 | LAG Dusa, 0.z. 1307 492,8
63 LAG Hornad - Cierna Hora, 12241964
0.z.
67 | LAG Poondavie, 0.z. 11769744
69 | LAG Slubica, o.z. 1164 364,1

Note: LAGs are marked in blue in the Figure 2 of the table; LAGs for which financial means
were not approved (red colour, Figure 2) and LAGs, which did not submit the application un-
der the “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017" (grey colour, Figure 2) are not included in the table

Source: “Call for proposals 21/PRV/2017’, own elaboration
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