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Abstract: Cities play an increasingly important role in international relations and are indispensable in solving global challenges. In this context, the authors have been wondering to what extent they can interact autonomously on the international stage, and what tools do national governments use to shape and control their actions? This paper uses the meta-governance approach to examine intergovernmental relations in the context of cities’ international relations. The authors reveal that states mostly rely on a full range of hands-off tools rather than hands-on ones. Attempts to hierarchically regulate cities’ international relations are limited and depend on the country’s context. Furthermore, the authors reveal that informational tools play a dominant role in intergovernmental relations and are rarely the result of strategic policy structuring by the state government. These findings have important implications for future efforts to address the multi-level governance approach in the context of cities’ international cooperation.
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INTRODUCTION
In the 21st century, cities have assumed an increasingly significant role in international relations and global governance, becoming indispensable in multi-level decision-making processes (Szpak et al. 2025). This assertion is supported by empirical evidence from a wide range of policy areas, including climate change (Kahn 2006; Hughes, Chu and Mason 2018), migration (Swiney 2020; Oomen and Baumgärtel 2018; Oomen 2020), sustainable development (Taylor 2021; Sassen 2010), and security (Triviño-Salazar 2019; Ljungkvist 2019).
The involvement of cities has been observed not only in terms of internalizing and enforcing international law, but also in exerting influence on it (Bodiford 2020). A substantial body of literature has emerged on the subject of the creation of international law through a bottom-up approach (Levit 2007), as well as the evolving legal position of cities in this context (Nuzzo 2022). The active role cities have played in international organizations, such as the European Union and the United Nations, is also part of this process. Furthermore, cities may be considered actors that implement a strategy to bypass the state and implement international norms and law without obtaining formal consent (Nijman 2011). This phenomenon can be observed in instances where a state is deemed to be either failed or fragile (Börzel & Risse 2010), where a state is unwilling to act (Roberts 2017), or in the presence of significant political tensions between a state and cities (Szpak et al. 2023).
In this context, the issue that has not attracted significant attention in research literature and practice is the state’s role in navigating cities’ international cooperation. From the state’s perspective, conducting specific actions by subnational entities might be helpful, but it might not be reflected in the broader national agenda and could even create tensions in central and local government relations (Pejic & Acuto 2022). The literature review indicates that the dynamic between cities and nation-states is undergoing a significant transformation. As Judith Resnik (2012, p. 537) observes, the increasing prominence of local initiatives has led some scholars to describe the phenomenon as “rescaling”, portraying it as a novel restructuring of the traditional nation-state model. Evidence of this transformation is also seen in the international engagements of cities, which reflect the broader reshaping of statehood – shifting from a centralized and uniform entity toward a more fluid and complex form embedded in global systems composed of interlinked subnational actors, such as urban networks (Lin 2018, p. 17; Curtis 2018, p. 82).
These cities often operate independently of national governments, engaging directly with international legal instruments, treaties, and global agendas, particularly in matters regarding human rights and climate policy. This trend reflects a broader redistribution of authority, with local institutions asserting more significant influence and national governments increasingly compelled to decentralize or share governance responsibilities (see also Abdullah & Garcia-Chueca 2020, p. 43).
Despite this shift, Curtis (2014, 211) maintains that states remain the primary actors within the international order despite having relinquished some of their traditional sovereign powers. Nevertheless, the global landscape continuously evolves, creating space for alternative actors to assert their influence. Much like the historical emergence of the state system in the early modern period, we may now be witnessing a new phase of institutional competition. In this context, states are guided by territorial imperatives. At the same time, rising actors – such as global cities – operate within a more de-territorialized framework that often runs counter to state-centric logic. This perspective is not limited to a handful of global metropolises; in fact, all cities increasingly exhibit characteristics of globalization through the activities that occur within them. As Frug and Barron (2006, p. 8) provocatively suggest, some cities may eventually exert influence over national behavior, potentially inverting the traditional power dynamic.
This clearly indicates a research lacuna in the field of the state’s role in facilitating cities’ international cooperation.
[bookmark: _Hlk208289882]Despite the growing role of cities in international relations, they remain part of sovereign states and function within the legal framework implemented by state institutions. Legal tools are sometimes implemented to limit cities’ opportunities to conduct international cooperation. A good example is the City and State Diplomacy Act, which the US parliament adopted, and Australia’s Foreign Relations (State and Territory Arrangements) Bill 2020. This article aims to identify and compare the national meta-governance mechanisms that shape municipal international cooperation in Europe. Specifically, it asks: What instruments do states use to coordinate or steer cities’ international activities, and how do these reflect broader governance traditions? The underlying hypothesis is that states with decentralized administrative systems rely more on informational and collaborative tools, whereas centralized systems employ legal and hierarchical instruments to regulate local international engagement. The underlying hypothesis is that the way states regulate local international engagement differs due to their distinct administrative traditions. More specifically, it raises the following questions: is there any specific legal act/ or regulation inside the general act regulating cities’ international cooperation? Is there any practice or organizational mechanism that the central government uses to coordinate cities’ international cooperation? Is there any national program or policy devoted to cities’ international cooperation? Lastly, how does the central government scrutinize cities’ international cooperation?
Through a qualitative analysis of the state-cities relations in the context of international cooperation, the authors document how and by which tools states might exert influence on cities in this matter. To achieve this, a meta-governance approach has been implemented. As the literature review below indicates, existing research focuses on the agency of cities themselves, leaving the meta-governance structures – the national frameworks that shape or constrain this engagement – largely underexplored. This study fills that gap by systematically examining how European states govern and support municipal participation in transnational cooperation.
The article contributes to both theory and practice by introducing a comparative typology of meta-governance tools applied to city-level international cooperation across selected European countries. It operationalizes the meta-governance framework developed by Sørensen and Torfing (2005, p. 2007) to capture the use of hands-on (direct control) and hands-off (indirect steering) instruments – ranging from legal and financial to informational measures – at the national level. The study thus provides the first cross-European mapping of how different governance traditions (federal, unitary, decentralized) influence the coordination of local international action.
This paper begins with a review of the literature on the meta-governance approach and the role of the central government as a meta-governor. The third section presents the methodology of this study. The fourth section presents the deployment of research results, and the last part of the paper concludes with the presentation of conclusions.

META-GOVERNANCE. LITERATURE REVIEW
The state, working through public administration, remains one of the most important actors in the government process in each country. It creates the conditions for order rules and collective action within the political realm, which are especially important in the context of self-organizing, interorganizational networks (Rhodes 1996; Peters & Pierre 1998). In doing so, it may employ different coordination mechanisms, primarily defined as a Weberian bureaucracy, mechanisms provided by the market or through interest articulation, and, lastly, governance (Stoker 2004). However, due to the growing complexity of governing processes, considerable attention has been given to non-hierarchical forms of governance, which involve interactions between a plurality of public, semi-public, and private actors through the creation of a governance network (Peters 2009). As Ayres pointed out, while traditional top-down forms of bureaucratic control remain a feature of political decision-making, public governance is increasingly enacted by actors brought together due to resource interdependency, trust, and shared rules (2018, p. 282). This array of agencies has been seen as an organizational network or intergovernmental relations (Dunleavy 1980; Rhodes 1988). Cities are responsible for many public services and serve as integrators of interaction between different actors at the territorial level; thus, for some researchers, cities have been even recognized as the third generation of multi-level governance (Szpak et al. 2022). Having this in mind, Sørensen & Torfing raise an increasingly important issue of how and to what extent governors can regulate self-regulating networks (Sørensen & Torfing 2007), which is referred to as meta-governance. The term “meta-governance” has been used to describe how public authorities and other central, capable, and legitimate actors can govern governance networks without reverting too much to traditional forms of command and control (Sørensen & Torfing 2017). Bailey & Wood (2017, p. 966) defined meta-governance as “a theory of how governments steer decentralized networks by indirectly shaping the rules and norms of those networks”. For Torfing, it involves the art of governing more or less self-regulating governance arenas, producing concrete acts of governance (2016, p. 526). For the purposes of this paper, meta-governance refers to the structures and practices involved in the regulation and coordination of relations between the center of government and cities, in order to explore how interactions between them have been (re)shaped in the context of cities’ international cooperation.
[bookmark: _Hlk195500883]In their literature review of meta-governance, Gjaltema et al. (2019) found that a meta-governor can employ a wide range of means and may be classified in several ways. Most meta-governance is fulfilled through means such as authority instruments, economic instruments, and/or informational instruments. Another approach is to examine meta-governance through process design in which networks are institutionalized. Kickert, Klijn and Koppejan (1997) present their three types of meta-governance strategies in which they distinguish: (1) network design which means an attempt to shape and structure a network; (2) network framing strategies which focus on the formulation of goals and objectives; (3) resourcing strategies, which look at providing actors with funding, legitimization and knowledge. Őstenberg and Qvist (2023) point out that meta-governance can be understood as a process of balancing discretion with control where an interactive arena implies the creation of a ‘governance space’ in which market or network actors are given room to manoeuvre within regulative, normative, and discursive frames. Sørensen and Torfing, in their framework of meta-governance tools introduce typology based on variables such as (1) Network design that aims to influence the scope, character, composition and institutional procedures of the networks; (2) Network framing that seeks to determine the political goals, fiscal conditions, legal basis and discursive storyline of the networks; (3) Network management that attempts to reduce tensions, resolve conflicts, empower particular actors and lower the transaction costs in networks by providing different kinds of material and immaterial inputs and resources; (4) Network participation that endeavours to influence the policy agenda, the range of feasible options, the premises for decision-making and the negotiated policy outputs (Sørensen & Torfing 2005, pp. 236-237). Although institutional design and interactions between different kinds of actors matter, values, norms, and principles underpin governance systems and governing approaches and cause substantive consequences on how the governance system works (Kooiman & Jentoft 2009). By looking at interdependency theory, governability theory, integration theory and governmentality theory Sørensen and Torfing distinguish two types of forms which governors have at their disposal, namely hands-on meta-governance (giving the governor tools to direct interaction with the self-governing networks by the process management or network participation) and hands-off which means that governor is present by institutional design and set the conditions under which self-governing actors interact, and structure the relations (Sørensen & Torfing 2007, pp. 169-173). Last, but definitely not least, Kooiman and Jentoft conceptually divided meta-governance into three major components: (1) governance elements: images, instruments, and actions; (2) governance modes: hierarchical governance, self-governance, and co-governance; and lastly (3) governance orders: first-order, second-order, and meta-governance (Kooiman & Jentoft 2009).

METHODOLOGY 
This paper uses qualitative research tools to examine how the central government acts as a meta-governor and what strategies it implements to coordinate cities’ international cooperation. The investigation relies on information gathered by a questionnaire, which was circulated among the European Ministries of Foreign Affairs (MFA) and selected cities. A sample of 36 European countries was selected to capture a comprehensive cross-section of governance systems within Europe, ranging from federal to unitary and from centralized to decentralized structures. The authors sought geographical and institutional diversity, encompassing both EU and non-EU states, to identify patterns of meta-governance under different administrative traditions.
Respondents were asked the following questions: (1) Is there any specific legal act/or regulation inside the general act regulating cities’ international cooperation? (2) Does the central government use any practice or organizational mechanism to coordinate cities’ international cooperation? (3) Is there any national program or policy particularly devoted to cities’ international cooperation? (4) How does the central government scrutinize cities’ international cooperation? The reason for sending the same questionnaire to both MFA and selected cities was to increase the range of information on the topic sought. The 74 questionnaires were sent to 36 countries, and 18 responses were received. The 18 responses represent about half of the outreach. While this limits full representativeness, it still provides a balanced sample across various governance types and regions (e.g., Nordic, Central European, Southern European states). Responses were not clustered geographically, which reduces regional bias; however, the limited sample suggests that the findings should be interpreted as indicative rather than conclusive. The authors acknowledge that uneven data coverage across states constrains inference. The reliance on voluntary participation and documentary accessibility may lead to response bias, with more institutionally developed or transparent states represented more fully. Consequently, conclusions should be seen as exploratory typologies rather than comprehensive regional generalisations. Future research could incorporate quantitative surveys or case-specific interviews to confirm and refine the patterns identified.
Secondly, the authors conducted desk research regarding information and documents found on the MFA websites. It allowed us to check if and what kind of actions MFAs have conducted in cooperation with cities regarding their international cooperation. To ensure data validity, the authors triangulated questionnaire responses with documentary sources, including national legislation, official websites of ministries of foreign affairs, and legal acts regulating local government activity. Where responses were unclear or incomplete, desk research was used to verify them. This process strengthened internal validity and consistency between self-reported and documentary data.
A further layer of analysis was added by referring to well-established traditions in public administration. It aimed to determine whether the positions of city councils on international city cooperation reflect the differences and similarities in those traditions. However, while the contemporary administrative system may not be a replica of historical administrative patterns, there are ‘legacies’ that continue to influence public bureaucracies (Meyer-Sahling 2009). The contemporary political and administrative systems are the products of political and managerial changes, as well as the underlying ideas and traditions that shape them. These elements collectively influence the structure and practices involved in regulating and coordinating relations between the center of government and cities. It also helps in recognizing the historical background of public administration and does not rely solely on administrative tools currently in use (Rugge 2013). As Steinebach mentioned, administrative traditions have a central concept in public policy, and despite substantial insights gained, it remains unclear how this concept affects the way public administration operates (2023, p. 1163). The administrative traditions approach facilitates a more nuanced understanding of cities’ international cooperation. The typology of administrative traditions proposed by Peters (2021) is utilized in this study, encompassing the Napoleonic, Germanic, Scandinavian, Anglo-Saxon, and other traditions. 
The information collected using the indicated research tools was analyzed based on the classification of meta-governance tools that had been prepared. Responses were coded deductively according to the established meta-governance framework by Sørensen & Torfing. Data were categorised into hands-on and hands-off tools, each subdivided into authority, economic, and informational instruments (as summarised in Table 1). This typology allowed comparison across cases and identification of dominant coordination strategies (e.g., informational instruments prevailing over legal or financial ones). The authors have chosen to do so because these tools consider different theoretical perspectives on governance analysis (interdependency theory, governability theory, integration theory, and governmentality theory). Subsequently, each tool (hands-on and hands-off) was internally categorized into three types of authority: economic and informational, which, according to Gjaltema et al. (2019), are most commonly used by the governor. In effect, there are hands-on tools based on authority (i.e., legal tools), economic (i.e., economic and financial tools), and information (i.e., a city’s responsibility to inform the governor about its international cooperation) that the governor has at his disposal to coordinate cities’ international cooperation directly. Conversely, hands-off tools are emerging in the areas of authority, economics, and information, which governors can use to set the conditions under which cities can interact with international partners and to structure their relationships. 

RESULTS
Hands-on tools
[bookmark: _Hlk195695165]The European Charter of Local Self-Government (1985) guarantees the right to international cooperation of local authorities and serves as a point of reference for many states parties to the Charter. Based on art. 10.3 local authorities shall be entitled to cooperate with their counterparts in other States; however, the manner of such cooperation shall respect legal rules existing in each country. Legal provisions regulating the general conditions for international cooperation between cities have been introduced in almost all of the analyzed countries. However, the scope of the subjects of these regulations varies significantly. On one end, there are countries where cities’ international cooperation needs formal approval, but on the other, there is a lack of any legal requirements. That said, a direct legal tool is available to the government in cases such as Poland, Spain, and Malta. Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs decides by administrative decision on the possibility for cities to join international organizations and other associations (Act on the Rules of Accession of Local and Regional Authorities to International Associations of Local and Regional Communities, Art. 4.5). The condition set by the legislator for the cities is twofold. Firstly, local governments and international organizations are delivering the same task. Secondly, cities must act in accordance with Polish internal law, the government’s foreign policy, and international obligations. If this condition is breached during the international organization membership, the MFA may change its decision and prohibit further membership. These regulations do not apply in terms of city-to-city cooperation. With reference to Spanish cities, there is a Law on State Action and Foreign Service of 25 March 2024 (Ley 2/2014, de 25 de marzo, de la Acción y del Servicio Exterior del Estado), which outlines rules on local governments’ foreign actions. Based on these regulations the activities that the Autonomous Communities, Autonomous Cities, and the entities forming part of the Local Administration may carry out abroad within the framework of the powers conferred upon them by the Constitution, the Statutes of Autonomy, and the law, shall respect the principles established in this law and shall align with the guidelines, purposes, and objectives of Foreign Policy as determined by the government and shall conform to the planning instruments of External Action, prepared and approved in accordance with the provisions of this law and established by the state in the exercise of its coordinating powers in this area, when such instruments define guidelines inherent to the State's Foreign Policy or fall within the sphere of Spain's international relations. In all cases, the government must establish measures and guidelines to regulate and coordinate the external activities of the Autonomous Communities and Autonomous Cities to ensure compliance with this law. Lastly, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation shall be informed in advance, in accordance with the provisions of the relevant national legislation governing agreements, of any administrative international or non-normative agreements that these administrations intend to enter into with authorities or administrative bodies of a subject of international law. To this end, it shall obtain the opinion of the competent ministerial departments by subject matter and, in all cases, of the Ministry of Finance and Public Administrations” (email from Jorge Fuentealba, adviser of the Department of International Relations of Barcelona, 28 March 2024).
A similar situation exists in Bulgaria, where city councils are only limited in their adherence to national laws and regulations when engaging in international cooperation. These include compliance with foreign policy, trade regulations, and other legal requirements established by the central government. In the case of Malta, the MFA has legal tools to agree or disagree on cities’ international cooperation. Regulations are contained in the Local Government Act – Chapter 363 of 1993 and Subsidiary Legislation S.L. 363.141 – Local Government (Twinning) Regulations. The Act indicates that, before being approved by the Minister responsible for Local Government, requests for twinning are evaluated by the Local Councils Association and the Ministry responsible for Foreign Affairs. The Minister responsible for Local Government is also competent in making further regulations to regulate twinning agreements between local councils (art. 79 (1)). Moreover, the Local Government Regulations suggest that the twinning process should regard primarily countries – members of the European Union or candidates to join the European Union (art. 3). 
Conversely, there is a group of countries where the government lacks direct legal tools to agree or disagree directly with international cooperation of cities and relies on hands-off legal tools. In this situation, hands-on legal tools are used to establish a minimum standard that cities must adhere to; it is an obligation to operate in accordance with the legal regulations. Good examples are Lithuania, Austria, the Netherlands, and Romania (in the latter, the Law No. 215/2001 of 23 April 2001, on Local Public Administration and the Law No. 315/2004 on Regional Development. Additionally, cities can enter into cooperation agreements, partnerships, or twinning arrangements under the Law No. 590/2003 on Treaties and the Government Emergency Ordinance No. 57/2019 on the Administrative Code). These laws establish the principles and mechanisms for local authorities to engage in international relations while ensuring compliance with national interests. However, while the current legal framework in Romania provides cities with some flexibility, there are ongoing discussions about improving coordination between local and central authorities to maximize the benefits of international partnerships while maintaining alignment with national policies (email from Adrian Popescu, Foreign Representation Expert, Foreign Relations and Protocol, Bucharest City Hall, 11 February 2025). A similar mechanism is in place in the Netherlands, where municipalities must comply with national laws and regulations when engaging in international cooperation. This includes compliance with the Joint Arrangements Act (Wet gemeenschappelijke regelingen, WGR), as well as other relevant laws such as those governing public procurement, financial management, and transparency (email from Rob Schuurmans, Head of International Affairs, the Hague, 28 February 2025). As C. Schéele mentioned, “The Swedish municipalities have a relatively high level of autonomy, hence the national government does not interfere in cities’ international cooperation. A lot of Swedish cities are engaged in various forms of such cooperation; however, the Swedish Government does not monitor it” (email from Cecilia von Schéele, Kansliråd Landsbygds- och infrastrukturdepartementet Enheten för samhällsplanering (SPN), 13 February 2025). In the Czech Republic, the international engagement of municipalities is principally governed by the Act on Municipalities (Zákon o obcích, No. 128/2000 Coll.), which explicitly empowers local governments to form international partnerships independently. Similar legal provisions are enshrined in both the Act on Regions (Zákon o krajích, No. 129/2000 Coll.) and the Act on the Capital City of Prague (Zákon o hlavním městě Praze, No. 131/2000 Coll.), thereby extending comparable autonomy in international matters to regional authorities and the capital city (email from Ivana Slezáková, City of Prague, Prague City Hall, CEO’s Office, International Relations Unit, 31 January 2025).
In Slovakia, the Act of the Slovak National Council No. 369/1990 Coll. on the Establishment of Municipalities is the central regulation that covers international cooperation among cities. It indicates that the municipality can cooperate with territorial and administrative units or with offices of other states performing local functions within the scope of their competencies. The cities also have the right to join an international association of territorial entities or territorial authorities (email from Veronika Štefániková, Department of Foreign Relations and Protocol, Magistrate of the Capital City of the Slovak Republic Bratislava, 14 February 2025).
 A slightly different situation is in Germany. As a federal state, it is unsurprising that there is no dedicated federal law regulating international municipal cooperation. However, municipal partnerships remain under the remit of local self-government, based on Länder-level legal frameworks where domestic inter-municipal cooperation is regulated (e.g. Bavaria’s Kommunale Zusammenarbeitsgesetz – Law on Municipal Cooperation – KommZG of 1994). 
Whilst economic instruments are not used in hands-on tools, governments have implemented several informational ones. In the Polish case, cities are legally responsible for informing the Ministry of the Interior and the MFA about their access to international organizations. The MFA publishes a list of local authorities that joined or withdrew from the association during the previous calendar year. With reference to Spanish cities, according to  Art. 5.2 of the Law on State Action and Foreign Service of 25 March 2024, local government entities (“entidades que integran la Administración Local”), like cities, must inform the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation about the trips, visits, exchanges, and activities with foreign influence. In fact, when Barcelona’s political representatives travel abroad, they must complete a form and submit it to the relevant ministry (email from Jorge Fuentealba, adviser to the Department of International Relations of Barcelona, 28 March 2024). Also, as mentioned above, prior to the conclusion by cities of any administrative international or non-normative agreements with authorities or administrative entities of subjects of international law, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation must be duly notified, in accordance with applicable national legal provisions governing such agreements (Art. 11 of the Law on State Action and Foreign Service of 25 March 2024). The Government of Malta uses informational tools by introducing a detailed description of how to establish the twinning process, among others, the objects and reasons of the proposed twinning, and an estimate of the expenses and Twinning Work Plan (art. 4 of the Local Government Act – Chapter 363 of 1993 and Subsidiary Legislation S.L. 363.141 – Local Government (Twinning) Regulations).

Hands-off tools
[bookmark: _Hlk195685288]In many countries, there is no legal basis or organizational setting that allows governments to coordinate cities’ international cooperation. In the case of Lithuania, there are rather ad hoc consultations. In this context, an interesting example is Poland, where Common Committee of Government and Self-Government has been established (Act on the Common Committee of Government and Self-Government and on Representatives of the Republic of Poland in the Committee of the Regions of the European Union 2005) to coordinate not only center-local government relations, legislative processes, but also international cooperation between MFA and local governments. A special Working Group on International Relations, European Integration and Regional Development provides it. In the case of Bulgaria, the National Association of Municipalities (NAMRB) plays an important role in occasionally coordinating international cooperation issues with the MFA. The diplomatic missions abroad often propose to local authorities that they participate in expos, fairs, and high-level events at their places of mission, and propose twinning possibilities. Several mechanisms and support structures are in place to coordinate the international activities of Dutch cities through the central government. National authorities and partner organizations often manage or facilitate these to promote effective international cooperation. As the international branch of the Association of Netherlands Municipalities (VNG), VNG International supports Dutch municipalities in their global engagement. It includes building partnerships, promoting knowledge exchange, and implementing capacity-building initiatives abroad. It also runs various programs to support Dutch municipalities in their international activities. These programs include policy advice, knowledge exchange, and capacity-building projects. VNG International ensures that municipalities comply with national and international regulations. Through its ministries and agencies, the Dutch central government plays a coordinating role by providing financial support, policy direction, and facilitating connections between municipalities and international counterparts. Lastly, there is a special role called urban envoy. It plays a significant role in coordinating international cooperation for Dutch cities. These mechanisms provide Dutch municipalities with the tools and guidance necessary to actively participate in global cooperation efforts, combining local capacities with international opportunities (email from Rob Schuurmans, Head of International Affairs, the Hague, 28 February 2025). The central government in the Netherlands oversees the international cooperation of cities through several mechanisms. One of them is policy guidance and funding, where the central government, through various ministries, provides policy guidance and funding for international cooperation projects. This includes ensuring that projects align with national priorities and international agreements (email from Rob Schuurmans, Head of International Affairs, the Hague, 28 February 2025). As to the practice or organizational mechanism to coordinate international cooperation of cities that the central government uses, “the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR) – an organization that represents and advocates local government in Sweden and of which all of Sweden’s municipalities and regions are members of – could be treated as such an organizational mechanism”. Moreover, in Sweden, there is no national program or policy specifically devoted to international cooperation among cities. There is also no real control over cities' international work from the state level. The framework is relatively straightforward and is generally complied with. There have, however, been cases where citizens have reported municipalities to the administrative court when they considered that some part of the international work exceeded the municipal competence, for example, in terms of foreign policy (email from the International Affairs Unit, City of Stockholm’s Executive Office, 14 January 2025). Interestingly, the Czech Republic does not maintain a dedicated national program to govern or support the international cooperation of cities. However, municipalities undertake such activities on their own initiative, often forming informal partnerships and participating in transnational municipal networks, particularly to advance their interests within the European Union framework. In Slovakia, the current legislation also sets the conditions for providing state support to regions and municipalities in their international cooperation, namely in cross-border cooperation and tourism. In 2008, three laws were approved: Act no. 90/2008 Coll. on the European Grouping of Territorial Cooperation (Zákon č. 90/2008 Z. z. o Európskom zoskupení územnej spolupráce – EZÚS); Act no. 539/2008 Coll. on the support of regional development (Zákon č. 539/2008 Z. z. o podpore regionálneho rozvoja) and Act no. 528/2008 Coll. on aid and support provided from European Community funds (Zákon č. 528/2008 Z. z. o pomoci a podpore poskytovanej z fondov Európskeho spoločenstva). Primarily, the regulations expanded and more precisely defined the competencies of self-governing regions and municipalities, particularly in the areas of European policies and cross-border cooperation (email from Veronika Štefániková, Department of Foreign Relations and Protocol, Magistrate of the Capital City of the Slovak Republic, Bratislava, 14 February 2025).
Governments more often use economic instruments as a hands-off tool rather than a hands-on one. In the case of the United Kingdom, economic tools are utilized to finance the annual UK-French Local Government Forum (UKFCDO). It allows mayors, leaders, cabinet ministers, unitary or county councils, and combined authorities to establish contacts and cooperate with their French counterparts. Each year, the forum is dedicated to a specific issue (e.g., social inclusion or placemaking) and forms part of the broader bilateral relations between France and the UK. The role of UKFCDO is to announce a call for operators and finance the project. In Denmark, although the state primarily handles international affairs, municipalities can also participate in international projects and partnerships to some extent. According to Lov om Erhvervsfremme (Law on Promotion of Trade, 2019), para. 14 allows municipalities to promote local business, including services and development. The division of roles between Erhvervshusene (Trade Houses) and municipalities depends on the level of specialization: Trade Houses offer tailored, market-specific guidance, while municipalities focus on basic, local business services. Highly specialized business promotion – such as export, investment, and capital access – is a state responsibility. However, municipalities may contribute if aligned with national programs and the framework set by the Danish Business Promotion Board, often in collaboration with Trade Houses. Under Kommunalfuldmagter (unwritten legal principles), municipalities are generally limited to actions that serve the interests of their own citizens and have a clear local connection. However, participation in international cooperation is permitted concerning municipal responsibilities or shared local government interests. Twinning agreements with foreign municipalities are also allowed, as they are seen as promoting local – not foreign – interests. According to administrative practice, municipalities can legally allocate funds for such twinning activities email from Jonathan Skovdal, Intern/Trade Council, Royal Danish Embassy in Warsaw, 7 March 2025). Regarding any formal mechanisms the central government uses to coordinate the international cooperation efforts of cities, the Lov om Erhvervsfremme (Law on Promotion of Trade) outlines one such structure in §12. It allows multiple Danish municipalities to jointly create Erhvervshuse (Trade Houses), independent public entities. These institutions serve four primary roles, as defined in a framework agreement between the Government and KL (Local Government Denmark[footnoteRef:1]) (email from Jonathan Skovdal, Intern/Trade Council, Royal Danish Embassy in Warsaw, 7 March 2025). In the case of Germany, cities are involved in the Urban Diplomacy Exchange (UDE) project launched in 2021. Since then, the project has addressed German cities and their twin cities in the United States of America and the United Kingdom. The project is commissioned by the German Federal Foreign Office and carried out by the Service Agency Communities in One World (SKEW) from Engagement Global (the central contact agency in Germany for development policy initiatives) in cooperation with the Association of German Cities (Deutsche Städtetag) and focuses on the implementing 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, with special regards to SDGs No 11, 16 and 17. There is also the German Government and Federal States Program (Bund‑Länder‑Programm BLP), which enables cities to participate in international partnerships with funding and technical support within development cooperation frameworks. Regarding the source of financing, municipalities applying to federal or Länder-backed programs (e.g., UDE or BLP) are subject to project selection, reporting, and evaluation. In contrast, oversight of public‑funded programs falls under parliamentary committees (e.g., the Bundestag’s Economic Cooperation Committee) and the Bundesrechnungshof (eng. German Federal Court of Audits), especially when the federal budget is involved. German cities exercise their autonomy and willingly participate in European and international activities (e.g., networking and twinning), engaging various stakeholders, including citizens, in a wide range of actions (email sent by Munich team of European and International Affairs on 30 July 2025). [1:  KL – Local Government Denmark represents all 98 Danish municipalities. It advocates for their collective interests, offers advisory services to individual municipalities, and ensures that local governments have access to relevant and up-to-date information.] 

Informational instruments, as a part of hand-off tools, are frequently used by governments to shape international cities’ cooperation. A good example of this is Lithuania, where the MFA publishes and updates a list of ‘friendly’ and ‘unfriendly’ countries (email from Kristina Šimkuté, Head of the Office of the Committee on State Administration and Local Authorities, Office of the Seimas, 23 January 2025). In this way, it aims to encourage or discourage cities from cooperating with international partners at their level. In France, the French local authorities are supported in their external actions by the Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs via the dedicated Delegation for the External Action of Local Government (DAECT), which is responsible for decentralized cooperation, making proposals to strengthen it, and implementing a policy of partnership with local government bodies, based on calls for projects. Under the auspices of the DAECT, an Atlas of Decentralized Cooperation has been created, and local governments have annually declared their official development assistance (ODA) since 2007 (France diplomacy website; mail from Ignacio Felpeto Santero, “Strasbourg European Capital” mission manager, City and Eurometropolis of Strasbourg, 30 January 2025). In Romania, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) and the Ministry of Development, Public Works, and Administration play an advisory role in monitoring and facilitating international cooperation at the local level. Although cities have some autonomy, international partnerships (especially those involving financial commitments or agreements with foreign governments) must be communicated to the central government for approval. Moreover, Romania's embassies and consulates often assist local authorities in establishing partnerships.
Additionally, Romania promotes city diplomacy through participation in EU-funded programs such as INTERREG, URBACT, and Horizon Europe, which facilitate cross-border cooperation and urban innovation (email from Adrian Popescu, Foreign Representation Expert, Foreign Relations and Protocol, Bucharest City Hall, 11 February 2025). Czech local governments possess broad discretion to engage in international cooperation without requiring prior authorization from the central government, as long as their actions remain consistent with domestic legislation and international treaty obligations. While cities may consult the Ministry of Foreign Affairs on issues of a diplomatic nature, their involvement in international initiatives and city networks is predominantly self-directed and decentralized (email from Ivana Slezáková, City of Prague, Prague City Hall, CEO’s Office, International Relations Unit, 31 January 2025). While in Austria, where there are no legal acts or regulations governing city-to-city cooperation and no central government oversight, some formats exist in which federal states are invited to share information of this kind. However, it is voluntary (email from Lara Schmidt, BA Chief Executive Officer, European and International Affairs, 25 February 2025). Lastly, the Greek Ministry of Interior occasionally prepares reports on cities’ international cooperation (email from Katerina Linoxylaki, Ιnternational Cooperation & Public Relations Department, Mayor’s Office City of Athens, 27 February 2025). 

Tab. 1. Tools utilized by the center of government to coordinate cities’ international cooperation
	Hands-on
	Hands-off

	Authority
	Economic
	Informational
	Authority
	Economic
	Informational

	(1) Formal approval (Poland, Spain, Malta);
(2) Formal obligation to act in accordance with internal law (all countries) – all traditions; 
(3) Formal possibility to withdraw approval given by the government (Poland) – other traditions;
(4) The government's responsibility to establish the measures and guidelines that regulate and coordinate the external activities of the cities (Spain) – other traditions.
	No tools identified.
	(1) Cities are legally responsible for informing the Ministry of the Interior and the MFA about their access to an international organization (Poland) – other traditions; 
(2) Cities must inform the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation about the trips, visits, exchanges, and activities with foreign influence (Spain) – other traditions;
(3) Introducing a detailed description of how to establish the twinning process, including the objects and reasons of the proposed twinning, and an estimate of the expenses, and a Twinning Work Plan (Malta) – other traditions.
	(1) Legally establish general  principles and mechanisms through which cities can engage in international relations while ensuring compliance with national interests (Lithuania, the Netherlands, and Romania) – other traditions; 
(2) National associations of municipalities, which occasionally coordinate international cooperation issues with MFA – all traditions. 
	(1) Central Government, through its ministries and agencies, plays a coordinating role by offering financial support, policy direction, and linking municipalities with international counterparts (Dutch, Czechia, Slovakia, U.K., France) – Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon traditions; 
(2) Financial support to organize a bilateral local government forum (British-French Local Government Forum) – Anglo-Saxon tradition
	(1) Ad hoc consultation -  all traditions; 
(2) Creating a list of ‘friendly’ and ‘unfriendly’ countries (Lithuania) – other tradition;
(3) Occasional information collection to portray the situation of cities’ international cooperation (Greece) – other traditions.


Source: Own compilation based on the case studies.

CONCLUSIONS
This article has demonstrated that European states employ a broad spectrum of meta-governance instruments to coordinate the international activities of cities, ranging from formal legal regulation to softer informational and financial tools. The meta-governance approach offers a valuable analytical lens for extending the discussion of intergovernmental relations, including cities, and facilitates broadening the field of scientific research. It also enables the authors to argue that states do not establish a structured policy for cities’ international relations and refrain from assisting in the development of municipal diplomacy. Although foreign policy is traditionally considered a state’s responsibility and remains formally within the remit of national governments, cities have many opportunities to cooperate with other partners on the international stage and establish international collaborations often without strict state guidance. States mostly rely on a range of hands-off tools rather than hands-on ones. While some countries have specific legal acts regulating cities’ international cooperation (e.g., Poland, Spain, Malta – countries described by Peters as ‘other traditions of Public Administration’), the framework is often either general or absent, leaving room for substantial independence, with cities such as those in Sweden, the Czech Republic, or the Netherlands enjoying greater autonomy.
Nevertheless, states coordinate cities’ international relations primarily based on ad hoc initiatives rather than a systematic approach. Only one measure is presented in all European states: cities must act in accordance with their internal statutes. Other coordination mechanisms between the central government and municipalities include joint committees (Poland), municipal associations (Bulgaria, the Netherlands, Sweden), or dedicated units in ministries (France – DAECT). National programs devoted exclusively to cities’ international cooperation are rare. More commonly, cities participate in state- or EU-funded initiatives, including financial instruments and support for cross-border or development cooperation. Finally, central government oversight is often limited to information duties (e.g., Spain, Poland, Malta) or informal practices such as recommendations (Lithuania) or reporting (Greece). In many states, like Sweden or Austria, systematic control is generally lacking. From a normative and policy perspective, this analysis highlights the delicate balance between autonomy, accountability, and coordination in multi-level foreign relations. Expanding city diplomacy can strengthen democratic legitimacy and responsiveness in international governance; however, it also requires a clear delineation of roles and responsibilities between state and local levels of governance. National frameworks should therefore evolve toward coordinated autonomy – granting cities the flexibility to pursue international partnerships aligned with local priorities, while ensuring transparency and coherence with national objectives. Mechanisms such as joint strategy-setting, intergovernmental consultation platforms, and information-sharing networks can enhance accountability without undermining municipal initiative.
What is worth highlighting is that the meta-governance approach offers a new perspective on the administrative tradition approach.  The difference in the use of tools by the meta-governor did not follow individual traditions. Instead, there was a clear division between the two groups. The first one consisted of countries that Peters classified as “other traditions”, which employed a variety of tools (hands-on and hands-off) to manage international cooperation conducted by cities. The second group consisted of countries that belong to traditions such as Napoleonic, German, Scandinavian, and Anglo-Saxon, where the meta-governor used tools to manage international cooperation conducted by cities that were mainly hands-off. These findings have important implications for future efforts to analyze and understand multi-level governance approaches in the context of cities’ international cooperation. It illustrates two distinct institutional and organizational settings within which each level of governance can engage in cooperation. Well-established administrative traditions (Napoleonic, German, Scandinavian, and Anglo-Saxon) could easily join the cooperation and even bypass the states. In contrast, countries from the other traditions are more likely to cooperate in the shadow of hierarchy and could be very easily limited in their international activity. Although from the point of view of cities, the hands-off approach gives them much more freedom and autonomy, for states, it makes effective coordination a real challenge, as it minimizes the likelihood of achieving long-term goals.  
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