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Abstract 

Municipal mergers and other forms of scale reforms keep dominating the political agenda in 

several European countries (and even beyond). It is often believed that these reforms 

increase the efficiency of the involved municipalities significantly. These reforms are 

motivated by a certain search for efficiency. Thereby one assumes that municipalities, after a 

reform, will gain from economies of scale, deliver cheaper services to their citizens and know 

a faster decision making. Particularly the argument of economies of scale is adopted from 

the private sector. The more units produced, the lower the average cost. All too often, those 

benefits are summarized under the label of ‘efficiency’. 

However, the question arises whether this is also true in practice. Different studies (in 

several European countries) have shown that a lot of questions can be raised about these 

arguments. A recent Dutch study (from the University of Groningen, 2013) revealed that 

amalgamation does not lead to lower spending. Similar findings were done in Denmark and 

in Sweden (Christoffersen & Bo Larsen, 2007; Hanes, 2015). 

Therefore, in this paper, we want to take a closer look at those researches and their findings. 

Does amalgamation lead to a more efficient local government level, or is this only wishful 

thinking? And if it is, why is there an ongoing movement towards a larger scale of our local 

authorities? In this way, we hope to bring at least some clarification in the actual scale 

debate. 
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1. Introduction  

Scale reforms and municipal mergers in particular are on the agenda in several European 

countries. Thought that is not a recent phenomenon, it can be seen as remarkable, since 

quite some questions arise about the perceived advantages of these reforms. Different 

recent studies revealed that many of those advantages are unrealistic, or only appear after a 

long time. Therefore, in this paper we want to look into this and explore why so many 

politicians and administrators are in favor of scale reforms and municipal mergers in 

particular.  

The issue of scale and (local) government forms an ancient debate in political science. It goes 

back to the Greeks where the city-states were seen as the only possible form of government. 

However, Dahl and Tufte point out that this had more to do with geography then with 

political thought (1973). The Greeks found themselves in a mountainous area with little 

possibilities for these cities to expand. In that sense the small scale city-state was more a 

necessity then a choice. In the course of history, the locus of democracy shifted from this 

city-state to the nation-state. During the American Constitutional Convention in 1787 the 

issue of scale was still present. For one of the first times in history, one was confronted with 

an immense territory with several million citizens. By the middle of the 19
th

 century, the idea 

of democracy suited only for the city-state had lost almost all its force. 

Municipals boundaries are based on historical grounds in almost all European countries. In 

Belgium for instance the oldest local boundaries date back from the Roman period, when 

the first cities (civitas) were formed (De Ceuninck, 2009). Some of them were divided into 

villages. After the Roman period, the local administrations came into the hands of Counts, 

Dukes or other local representatives of the imperial or royal authority. The French 

Revolution meant in many respects a major break with the past. This was also the case for 

local authorities. On October 1, 1795 the areas that would later become the present-day 

Belgium, were incorporated into France. Where the ‘Ancien Regime’ was characterized by a 

very diverse system at the local level, the French legislation introduced an important 

unification. The municipalities were divided into cantons, districts and departments. The 

intention was to create a more rational territorial division and some (limited ) elements of 

local democracy (such as partial elections). However, many of the elements that were 

introduced during this period still exists today. 

A major leitmotiv during this history was the trend towards a larger scale for the local 

authorities. Especially in the 20
th

 and the beginning of the 21
st

 Century many forms of scale 

reforms saw the light. Kersting and Vetter pointed out that many European countries 

implemented some reforms of their local government level (2003). They made a distinction 

between administrative and political reforms. The first were divided into territorial and 

functional reforms on the one hand and management oriented reforms on the other hand. 

One of the best examples of this first division, the territorial reforms, are of course municipal 
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amalgamations. This paper wants to go deeper into the reasons of this strong focus on scale 

reforms in general and amalgamations in particular.  

 

2. Scale reforms through the years 

 

Scale reforms in waves 

 

As mentioned earlier municipal amalgamations occurred in a large majority of European 

states, mainly in the 1960s and 1970s as well as after 1990 to present. Especially several 

Scandinavian countries conducted large scale mergers. Yet the motivation to implement 

such scale reforms were not the same during the two periods mentioned (Marcou & 

Wollmann, 2008, pp. 133-134 ). In the 1960s and 1970s the focus was on implementing a 

minimum or optimal scale for the municipalities so that they could exercise their assigned 

tasks. Many recent mergers were inspired by a more functional issue, namely what level of 

government is most appropriate to take up certain tasks? Hence alternatives to municipal 

mergers (mainly inter-municipal cooperation) also increasingly came to be on the political 

agenda. 

 

Not all countries went even far in the implementation of scale reforms. Therefore some 

figures can make things clear. In doing so we make a division between the period before and 

after 1990. 

Figure 1: Reduction of the number of municipalities in 17 European countries in the period 

1952 - 1990 (Rose, 2005, p. 400) 
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This overview makes clear that the first wave of scale reforms in Europe mainly affected 

Northern European countries and the United Kingdom. Sweden most drastically reduced the 

number of municipalities by 87 %. Belgium is also situated at the top of this group thanks to 

the large scale operation in 1976. In the majority of Southern European countries scale 

reforms appear to be limited or even completely absent. Austria, Norway and the 

Netherlands take an intermediate position in this group with a reduction in the number of 

municipalities by about 40 %. 

 

We get a different picture when we scrutinize the scale reforms after 1990 (see Figure 2). In 

that period, it are no longer the Northern European countries that set the tone. It is striking 

that both Latvia and Greece implemented large scale reforms. Latvia conducted in 2009 a 

merger by which the number of municipalities was reduced from 524 to 119 (Dexia, 2011, p. 

5). In Greece, the same thing happened in two movements (Hlepas, 2010). In 1997 the total 

number of Greek municipalities was reduced from 5,825 to 1,033, a reduction of 83 %. There 

followed a second reform in 2007, in order to secure European support within the EU 

cohesion policy framework. This operation reduced the number of municipalities further to 

400. 

 

The last country that recently carried out a major reform was Denmark (Mouritzen, 2010). 

That is remarkable because Denmark already enlarged its local authorities in the previous 

period studied (1952 - 1990). In 2007 Denmark reduced the number of Danish municipalities 
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from 275 to 98. That reform went hand in hand with an abolishment of the Danish 

provinces, that were replaced by regions with a limited number of competences.  

Figure 2: Reduction in the number of municipalities in 12 European countries in the period 1992 - 

2007 (Baldersheim & Rose, 2010, pp. 6-7 and own calculations) 

 

 

In the United Kingdom, Germany and the Netherlands, scale reforms were also present 

during this period, albeit to a lesser extent. In those countries there was mainly a 

continuation of a previously initiated policy. 

 

The history of local government in the UK is one of continuous scale reforms that started in 

1963 when several councils in London merged into a unified Greater London Council (John, 

2010, pp. 106-117). These reforms continue until present. The result is that the local 

authorities, with 140,000 inhabitants on average, currently are the largest in Europe. Those 

numbers make it difficult to speak of “local’ governments at all. 

 

The scale reforms implemented in Germany after 1990 are entirely attributable to mergers 

in states that belonged to the former East Germany (Walter Rogg, 2010). After German 

reunification in 1990, a process started in which the East German central administration was 

adapted to the West German system. Municipal mergers were an important part of that 
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adjustment. In 1990, East Germany counted 7,612 municipalities and half of them counted 

no more than 500 inhabitants. By 2006 that number had dropped to 3,813. 

 

In the Netherlands we also see (as in the UK) a continuous policy on scale reforms (Boedeltje 

& Denters, 2010). The country counted 994 municipalities in 1960, a number that has been 

reduced to 393 by January 1, 2015. The Dutch amalgamation policy was accompanied by 

extensive debates on the role of municipalities and the role of the provinces. The 

amalgamation policy however has to a large extent been coupled to a decentralization policy 

in favor of the local authorities. On different occasions, they received extra competences 

after an amalgamation process. 

 

Finally, Belgium, France and Italy witnessed no municipal mergers since 1990. However, that 

does not mean that there was / is a quite a thoroughly debate in those countries about the 

scale of the local authorities and by extension about the way inter municipal cooperation is 

organized. 

 

The above mentioned figures make clear that structural scale reforms by way of municipal 

mergers occurred in almost all European countries the last decades. Is it worth mentioning 

that also Eastern Europe is no exception here (Swianiewicz, 2010). After 1990, a period of 

territorial fragmentation started, often as a reaction against earlier territorial consolidations 

introduced by the communist government in an undemocratic manner. However, quite soon 

it became clear that this territorial fragmentation was one of the major barriers for the 

decentralization and effective functioning of the local government system. As a reaction 

several countries in Eastern Europe introduced some form of scale reform of the local 

government level, such as Macedonia and Georgia.  

 

The reasons behind those reforms 

 

Swianiewicz provides us with a short overview of the main reasons why scale reforms and 

territorial consolidation (leading to larger subnational jurisdictions) are implemented (2010). 

We formulate the main arguments he identifies: 

 

• Larger local governments have more capacity to provide a wider range of 

functions, so territorial consolidation opens the way for a decentralization 

towards the local level. 

• Economies of scale can be realized. They allow a less expensive and more 

effective production of services. This argument is taken over from the private 

sector, where costs reduces when more units are produced. 

• Since larger local authorities can provide more functions and services, it is 

more likely that citizens will be interested in participation in local politics. In 

this context Swianiewicz refers to the famous work of Dahl and Tufte (1973).  
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• Larger local governments results in less income disparities between these 

municipalities. In that sense a larger scale on the local level diminishes the 

need for horizontal equalization systems, which may be costly for the national 

(or regional) budget and which are almost always politically sensitive issues. 

• Large local governments can be more effective in planning and in economic  

development policies. 

• Problems of free-riding are easier to be solved in territorially consolidated 

systems. The chance that people live (and pay local taxes) in one area while 

they consume services in another municipality is smaller. In that sense 

territorial consolidation reduces the mismatch between administrative and 

functional boundaries.  

 

Especially the argument of economies of scale and the accompanying arguments of 

efficiency are often heard in the context of scale reforms. These arguments seem to be 

taken over from the private sector where they certainly apply. The question is if they also 

apply in a public context. ‘Efficiency’ in a public context can be interpreted in two ways. 

Either one can approach the concept purely financial. Then the questions are: is spending 

decreasing? Are costs decreasing? The answers to these questions are crucial for several 

reasons. Mergers are indeed very often justified and implemented as a way of savings. The 

argument goes that after a municipal merger, things will be organized much more efficient, 

and also a lot cheaper than before the operation. 

 

A second approach is broader than the first and is about the quality of public services. 

Usually the latter improve after a municipal merger, which is often due to a more efficient 

organization of the local government unit. Typically, after a merger, the level of service 

increases to the level of the former municipality that scored the best before the 

amalgamation.  

 

Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for the quality of local democracy, as several studies 

have shown (Swianiewicz, 2010; Kjaer, Hjelmar & Olsen, 2010; Lassen & Serritzlew, 2011). In 

smaller jurisdictions the link between the elected and the citizens is closer. As a result, there 

is a better flow of information, there is more mutual trust and local governments are more 

accountable towards the local population. Swianiewicz also points out that several studies 

show that citizens of small municipalities are more satisfied with local government 

performance than their counterparts in larger municipalities. In a research in Denmark after 

the structural reform in 2007, Kjaer et al (2010) revealed that local councillors from 

amalgamated municipalities reported lower levels of influence. A substantially larger 

proportion of councillors found it more difficult in 2009 (after the structural reform) than in 

2003 (before the reform) to realize their political ideas if these were not in agreement with 

the ideas of the leading administrative officers in the municipality. In that sense their 

research indicated that political influence moved outwards, from the local council to the 
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local administration. Finally they found that councillors reported that after the reform, the 

influence of central government regulations was stronger than before the reform. However, 

they could not conclude that this finding was a result of the structural reform. Anyway, these 

findings demonstrate the influence on local democracy that municipal mergers can cause. 

For that reason they should be considered very thoroughly before they are implemented. 

This conclusion is in line with the warning of the European Union’s Committee of the Regions 

in an opinion in April 2013 (CEMR, 2013, p. 11). The Committee argued that municipal 

mergers should been carried out on the basis of adequate studies. Inter-municipal 

cooperation can also represent an interesting alternative allowing for more efficient 

management of competences without losing proximity to the citizens. 

 

Finally, let’s not forget that municipal mergers are in several countries seen as an instrument 

in a broader picture, namely as a way to decentralize competences towards the local 

government level. The Netherlands are a good example of this policy. A recent study from 

the Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR) points out that a major wave of 

decentralization of competences is being prepared in Europe (CEMT, 2013). The question is 

whether this must be seen as a political commitment towards the local level or as a 

withdrawal of the state in a time of crisis? Nevertheless, the CEMR reveals that in some 

European countries (Luxemburg and Portugal) plans are made up to merge the local 

government level (Luxemburg) or several civil parishes (Portugal), municipal subdivisions 

with strictly local competences. 

 

 

3. Scale reforms questioned …  

The question arises whether there is something at stake that we can call path dependency? 

Once a certain path is chosen, it is difficult to come back on that decision and to explore new 

possibilities or new ways. The issue of scale reforms and municipal mergers in particular 

seems to be a good example of this. As demonstrated above, many European countries keep 

choosing for municipal mergers as a way to strengthen the local government level. This is 

however in contrast with several recent studies that all seem to suggest that economies of 

scale are not that easy to realize. In many cases, they are even completely absent after a 

structural reform. In other words, the perceived gains in efficiency are not that easy to reach 

or to identify.  

The question is also where we place the focus? Efficiency remains a hard to define concept 

and the many studies in this field tend to be very different in what they examined and how 

they operationalized their research. Some authors look at public spending, others at the 

quality of services provided by the local level. Some authors even tried to identify economies 

of scale after amalgamation. In what follows we take a closer look at some of these studies 

in order to explore what they found. 
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The Netherlands  

A good example is the recent study conducted by Allers and Geertsema in the Netherlands 

(2014). Based on 15 years of boundary reforms, they studied the effects of amalgamations 

on public spending and service levels. In that context it’s good to know that the Netherlands 

have quite a good reputation when it comes down to evaluation studies of municipal 

mergers. That has to do with the fact that the country has what we can call a permanent 

amalgamation policy. Each year the number of municipalities drops slightly. The Dutch 

provinces play, as an intermediate government level, an important role in this amalgamation 

policy. The fact that the amalgamation policy in the Netherlands is an ongoing debate, 

results in the fact that there is quite some discussion and research into the effects of 

amalgamation, both on the level of internal efficiency and on the effects for local 

democracy. 

In their conclusion Allers and Geertsema are very clear: ‘Our study consistently finds that 

there is no significant effect on total per capita municipal spending before or after 

amalgamation’. The question is however in what way municipal amalgamations influence 

municipal spending. In order to determine this the authors developed two hypotheses. First, 

amalgamations may have different effects on municipalities that work in opposite directions. 

As a result there is no aggregate effect. Second, it is possible that economies of scale do 

exist, but that they rather result in higher service levels and not in lower levels of spending. 

Both hypotheses were rejected in their research. ‘First, we found no robust evidence of an 

effect of amalgamation on aggregate municipal spending. Neither an increase nor a decrease 

of spending can be observed either before or after amalgamation. Secondly, we find no 

evidence that economies of scale do in fact occur, but only for amalgamations of small 

jurisdictions, or jurisdictions with homogeneous preferences. Thirdly, we find no evidence 

supporting the hypothesis that amalgamations generate economies of scale, but that these 

are used to raise service levels, not to reduce spending’ (Allers & Geertsema, 2014, p. 29). 

The authors conclude their research however with a nuancing statement. Amalgamations of 

municipalities remain a valid instrument, but it is important to know that economies of scale 

should not been taken for granted, budgetary savings may be elusive and public services do 

not automatically improve after a merger.  

Sweden 

Hanes studied the amalgamation impacts on local public expenditures using data from the 

1952 municipal reform in Sweden (2015). Although this reform lies already 63 years behind 

us, the results are relevant today. The author points out that many of the elements at stake 

in the fifties (such as a decreasing population in smaller and rural municipalities in the 

northern part of Sweden) still play an important role today. The total number of Swedish 

municipalities was reduced in 1952 from 2,498 to 1,037. This reform wanted in the first 

place to put an end at the large number of very small Swedish municipalities. 
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He found that the amalgamation of small municipalities had a negative impact on per capita 

expenditures. In that sense his results imply that amalgamations between small 

municipalities indeed results in economies of scale as long as the municipalities do not 

exceed a critical size. Next to this size effect he also found differences caused by the 

typology of the municipalities involved in a merger. Amalgamated municipalities with a 

fragmented structure had a slower expenditure growth than amalgamated municipalities 

with a more concentrated structure. This illustrates that an amalgamation between similar 

and equally sized municipalities is more likely to realize economies of scale than a large 

municipality that is amalgamated with a small municipality. 

Australia 

Aulich et al conducted a research into the effects of municipal consolidation in Australia 

(2014). Although that may sound far away, their results are surprisingly similar with several 

European researches. Australia counts currently around 560 local councils, with an average 

population of 40,000 inhabitants. In a European perspective this means that the Australian 

local councils are quite large. However, as is often the case with average numbers, they 

mask huge diversities between those municipalities. Australia still counts about 200 rural 

municipalities with a population of less than 10,000. This makes them (at least in terms of 

population) very similar with many of their European counterparts.  

The authors used a quite broad definition of municipal consolidation. Their research 

encompassed shared services delivery, various models of regional cooperation, boundary 

adjustment, and voluntary, forced and failed amalgamations of councils. They concentrated 

on the effect of these reforms on four important fields concerning local government: 

economies of scale and cost savings, strategic capacity, service delivery and finally local 

democracy. In this paper we only focus on the first three of these dimensions. 

As to the first element, economies of scale and cost savings, a clear distinction has to be 

made between internal cost savings and reduced rates and charges to consumers of local 

government services. The authors agree that cost reductions can be seen in some areas of 

service delivery, but they point out that such savings are very often ploughed back into other 

areas. At an aggregate level they found out that significant reductions in rates and charges 

were not an intrinsic part of consolidation through municipal amalgamation. The authors are 

also very clear when it comes down to economies of scale: ‘Little evidence supports the view 

that economies of scale would accrue consistently from amalgamation’ (Aulich, 2014, p. 10). 

The point is that amalgamation itself generates costs (disruption, time taken to review 

service levels or engage communities and compromises) which are rarely taken into account. 

As a result the authors conclude that: ‘there is little evidence that amalgamations will of 

itself yield economies of scale in service delivery greater than those achievable through 

shared services arrangements’. 
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The second and third element they studied, the strategic capacity of the municipalities and 

the service delivery, gave a more optimistic picture of consolidation reforms. According to 

the authors and based upon the experiences in 15 cases of consolidation reform it is here 

that the advantages of such a reforms become clear. The issue of size is especially relevant in 

this context. The authors argue that the enhanced strategic capacity is in part a function of 

increased size and resource levels, but is also related to the potentialities that are created by 

the pooling of knowledge and expertise. The authors also found a size effect in this respect. 

They argue that gains from economies of scale are more difficult to realize in smaller and 

more rural municipalities than in their larger (or more urban) counterparts.  

Denmark 

With a recent (2007) and thoroughly reform of the local level Denmark could not stay absent 

in this paper. The country implemented an already widely discussed and studied 

amalgamation of municipalities and at the same time an abolishment of the provinces. 

Nevertheless, in this context should be mentioned that the former provinces were replaced 

by five new regions (on a larger scale) with a limited and closed list of competences. The 

municipal reform in its turn was a far reaching amalgamation that reduced the former 275 

municipalities to 98. An average Danish municipality counts 57,000 inhabitants. 

Christoffersen en Bo Larsen studied whether economies of scale really play a role in 

Denmark (2007). They did so by both studying expenditure effects and quality effects using 

data from the period 1980 – 2000. One of the main problems they faced was that it is very 

difficult to measure the quality dimension in quantitative terms. Nevertheless, they included 

the quality dimension into their research. They indeed found a size effect. Smaller 

municipalities were to a larger degree exposed to a lack of resources to ensure some 

minimum requirements with respect to administration than larger colleagues. They also 

point out that these smaller municipalities lean more on state-formulated regulations, rather 

than to develop an independent policy on its own. In that sense they could demonstrate that 

smaller municipalities are faced with both weaker political and administrative leadership. 

Israel  

A final research that we mention here is a study conducted in Israel where a structural 

reform was implemented in 2003 (Reingewertz, 2012). Reingewertz argues that the fact that 

economies of scale do exist, not results in the appearance of economies of scale. It is 

possible that a reduction in cost results in a reduction in the level of services. ‘In this case the 

amalgamation is not efficient and does not bring economies of scale into practice’. 

The research done by Reingewertz uses the Difference-in-Differences methodology on a 

panel of municipalities in Israel between 1999 and 2007. He found that municipal 

amalgamations resulted in lower levels of expenditures, 9 % to be more precisely. At the 

same time those amalgamations did not seemed to decrease the quality of services provided 

to the residents. Reingewertz also found a scale effect in his results. As municipalities’ size 
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increases, the benefits arising from an amalgamation decrease. It is very remarkable that 

this finding is completely contradictory to the one made above in the Swedish case (Hanes, 

2015). 

 

4. Conclusion  

Drawing some provisional conclusions from the above mentioned studies we see that, at 

least, it is difficult to get a clear picture of the effects of municipal amalgamations. Many 

European countries chose (and keep doing so) amalgamations as an important tool to 

strengthen the local level, however it remains unclear what the exact outcomes are. Many 

studies demonstrated the positive effects of amalgamation (economies of scale, improved 

public services, efficiency gains, etc.), but many others formulate important questions about 

this policy or are very negative about the believed benefits. 

The question is how we should interpret this information and how we should deal with it. It 

remains (due to many reasons such as historical background or a different state 

architecture) difficult to compare the situation of municipalities in Europe and beyond, but 

nevertheless we should make efforts to get a better understanding of this phenomenon. The 

clear contradiction between the scientific research on the one hand and the political practice 

on the other hand calls for further research into this matter. In this respect it will be 

important to keep an eye on all the involved elements, such as economies of scale 

(operationalized as internal cost savings and a higher efficiency) and the quality of services 

delivery. 
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