
CR
O

AT
IA

N 
AN

D 
CO

M
PA

RA
TI

VE
 P

UB
LI

C 
AD

M
IN

IS
TR

AT
IO

N

Decentralisation of City Administration and 
Competences of Decentralised City Units

Dejan Vučetić*

UDK   351.071.55/.6(4)
Review scientific paper / pregledni znanstveni rad
Received / primljeno:  29. 6. 2015.
Accepted / prihvaćeno:   1. 4. 2016. 

A balanced city system, coordination, and cooperation be-
tween city units are necessary preconditions for effective 
governance, as well as for avoiding internal imbalances and 
underdevelopment. The first part the paper focuses on the 
legal position of inner city units in European cities (primar-
ily those in Central Europe), with specific reference to the 
effectiveness of administration and democratic processes. 
The second part analyses city administration and compe-
tences of city units in Serbian cities, internally divided into 
city municipalities. Neither Serbian local government reg-
ulations nor legal theory have sufficiently defined the legal 
nature and position of city municipalities. The analysis fo-
cuses on the statutes regulating the internal organisation of 
six cities for the purpose of examining the administrative 
bodies and competences of city municipalities. These stat-
utes do not regulate all the issues necessary for the suc-
cessful operation of city municipalities; moreover, some 
municipalities exist only in statutes and not in reality. 
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1.  Introduction

The classic organisation of city administration dates back to the period 
featuring the dominance of agricultural areas over urban areas. Howev-
er, in due course, administrative systems in modern states have gradually 
become distinguished by a high degree of urbanisation, the consequence 
of which is a larger and wider regional impact of cities. Large cities are in-
creasingly assuming a leading role in the development of their states and, 
according to the data provided by the UN (UN, 2014: 7), this role will 
keep expanding in the future. Due to their social, economic, and political 
potential, the complexity of relations they entail, as well as the number 
of problems underlying their operation, the study of large cities cannot 
be reduced to discussing the classical problems of local self-government; 
on the contrary, it must be given a broader theoretical dimension, which 
would reflect the similar efforts of many administrative systems to re-
spond to the changing circumstances by acknowledging the special legal 
status of cities. For example, the Italian Constitution recognises the spe-
cial constitutional status of large cities in Article 114/1: “The Republic 
is composed of Municipalities, Provinces, Metropolitan Cities, Regions, 
and the State. Municipalities, provinces, metropolitan cities, and regions 
are autonomous entities having their own statutes, powers, and functions 
in accordance with the principles laid down in the Constitution.” (Pa-
jvančić, 2009: 6).

An ordinary city turns into a large city by transforming the quantitative 
characteristics of its growth into qualitative ones, and by creating a com-
plex system which includes surrounding areas that gravitate towards it 
(Vujčić, 1981: 53). For the purposes of this paper, a city may be defined 
as a populated centre characterised by a higher level of economic, social, 
cultural, urban, scientific, and political growth. The distinctive legal status 
of cities guarantees them a higher level of independence in relation to 
basic local self-government units, which necessarily gives rise to a greater 
number of original and assigned competences and, in certain systems, a 
greater number of direct revenues (Dimitrijević & Vučetić, 2011: 137). 
The consequence of acknowledging a special legal status of cities, which 
is most frequently accomplished by enacting a systemic legislative frame-
work on local self-government, necessarily implies a precise regulation of 
the relationships between the city and its suburban municipalities due 
to their resistance to forming centralised institutional relations (Jovičić, 
2006: 66). Their relationships must be based on the principles of coordi-
nation and cooperation, which are to provide for an efficient operation of 
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a large city system and prevent a growing imbalance between developed 
and underdeveloped parts within the same urban area. It is very common 
practice that the relations between the city and its suburban municipal-
ities are regulated by contract, primarily in the field of providing utility 
services, transportation, urban development planning, and environmental 
protection. However, in order to maintain a sustainable and fair balance 
between the city units, it is essential to reduce to some extent the inde-
pendence and autonomy of city decentralisation units and concurrently 
reinforce the cooperation, communication, and exchange of information 
inside the city system (Dimitrijević & Vučetić, 2011: 139).

The European Charter on Local Self-Government does not recognise cit-
ies as separate forms of local self-government. On the other hand, the 
Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe has 
adopted two recommendations significant for the effective administration 
of cities (Dimitrijevic & Vucetic, 2011: 143). Bearing in mind that the 
subject of this paper is primarily the internal decentralisation of larger 
cities, especially their administrative structure and competences, this arti-
cle does not address many questions which have been discussed by other 
authors (Ilić, 2001; Pavić, 2001; Koprić, 2009; Jacobs, 2010), such as the 
criteria for obtaining the legal status of a city.

The subject of analysis is the decentralisation of city governance in Eu-
rope and the competences of decentralised city units in European cities. 
In the second part of the paper the research focuses on the statutes of 
Serbian cities, as primary legal sources, for the purpose of examining the 
internal decentralisation of Serbian cities, the conceptual framework and 
legal nature of these city units, the competences of city municipalities, 
and their organisational structure. The author has applied the standard 
methods of legal jurisprudence (comparative, historical, dogmatic, nor-
mative, and axiological methods) in order to provide a comprehensive 
systematisation of the analysed norms and draw conclusions on the legal 
nature of city municipalities in the Republic of Serbia.

2.  Decentralised City Units in European Countries

Different countries regulate the organisation of the internal decentral-
isation of their major cities in different ways; however, all models can 
be divided into two large groups. According to the first model, a large 
city is joined together with its suburban areas into a single decentralisa-
tion unit – a metropolis – i.e. a self-governed decentralisation unit whose 
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jurisdiction entails a set of original affairs. The second approach involves 
creating one or more single-purpose or multi-purpose authorities which 
perform their activities within the framework of city competences (Jovičić, 
1974: 70; Dimitrijević & Vučetić, 2012: 139). In most cases, especially in 
capital cities, the city government is organised in two layers, making pro-
visions for a clear differentiation between the genuine self-governing units 
and the administrative branches of major city authorities within the scope 
of decentralised city units. We shall exempt from our research a large group 
of cities whose constituent units have an administrative character (Jovičić, 
1974: 71).

The process of modern internal decentralisation of cities became promi-
nent in the second half of the 20th century, with its first offshoot in Ita-
ly (in Bologna in the 1960s). Bologna’s inner city decentralisation units 
were at first established as deconcentration units because they used to be 
appointed by the city government; they were directly elected from 1974, 
which resulted in the expansion of their competences. At the beginning of 
the 1970s, over 100 Italian cities followed the examples of Bologna, Ven-
ice, Rome, Milan, and many other large cities, thus inciting the legislator 
to react to the new circumstances by amending the systemic legislative 
act on local self-governance and allowing cities with more than 40,000 in-
habitants to form inner city decentralisation units (Ivanišević, 2008: 411). 
However, regardless of the citizens’ right to directly elect the members of 
representative bodies, chairpersons of executive authorities in decentral-
ised units were initially elected by city representatives (CoE, 1996: 30). 
The Italian model was adopted by a number of Spanish cities.

In German cities, the first units of internal decentralisation (with directly 
elected authorities and original competences) were created in the mid-
1970s; consequently, by the early 1980s, approximately 85% of cities with 
over 95,000 inhabitants had instituted genuine internal decentralisation 
(Ivanišević, 2008: 409). According to the type of decentralisation and 
their competences, decentralised city units in Germany are classified into 
four large groups (Ivanišević, 2008: 410). The first group comprises the 
districts of large cities with the largest population, which are concurrently 
federal units (e.g. Berlin and Hamburg); the second group includes the 
districts of cities in Northern Germany (e.g. Cologne is divided into 9 city 
districts with an average population of 110,000 inhabitants);1 the third 

1 However, is it disputable whether they are self-governing inner city decentralisation 
units or deconcentration units.
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group covers the districts of cities in Southern Germany (e.g. Munich 
is divided into 41 inner city units with an average population of 30,000 
inhabitants) with relatively smaller population numbers; and the fourth 
group comprises the districts within those cities whose territory is not en-
tirely divided into city districts. With certain modifications, the German 
model has been applied in Austria, Switzerland, and Holland.

In France, the process of internal decentralisation began almost a dec-
ade later (in 1982), but only in three large cities: Paris, Marseilles, and 
Lyon. Two thirds of the city unit representatives were elected directly, 
and one third was composed of city representatives elected on the terri-
tory of the internal decentralisation unit, which eventually served as the 
basis for electing the head of the city unit and his/her deputies (Ivanišević, 
2008: 412; CoE, 1996: 16). Initiative, consultative, and diverse commit-
tees were constituted as special bodies of internal decentralisation which 
included representatives of associations holding public services on their 
territory. Obviously, this model did not represent full decentralisation, 
as a result of which these units were vested with a small number of orig-
inal competences. Later on, the application of this model was optionally 
expanded onto cities and city units with more than 100,000 inhabitants.

In Nordic cities (in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark), members of commit-
tees as principal authorities of city units are appointed by the city council; 
hence, they cannot be regarded as internal decentralised units despite the 
fact that some authors refer to them as such (Ivanišević, 2008: 415).

As for Central European countries, we can point out that inner city decen-
tralisation units are not generally accepted as a solution to problems that 
large cities are facing, and that this model is largely used in the capitals.

In 1990 Poland introduced a special form of urban self-governance units, 
the so-called “subsidiary units” (a model implemented in only a few ma-
jor cities); thus, the three-tier organisation of Warsaw was regulated by a 
special law (lex specialis) in 1994, which caused serious problems in city 
administration due to the unclear distribution of competences (Ivanišević, 
2008: 417).

As opposed to Czech cities, which are organised as single units and not in-
ternally decentralised, Bratislava and Košice in Slovakia are divided into city 
districts as self-governing units of internal decentralisation with their own 
executive powers. The same model has been introduced in Budapest, which 
is the only city in Hungary divided into internal decentralisation units.

A very interesting solution has been applied in Bulgaria. In this country 
large cities do not have decentralised city units; however, within the basic 
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decentralisation units of the rural type, it is possible to establish special 
local community offices which include settlements with over 5,000 inhab-
itants, whose heads are elected directly by citizens.

2.1.  Distribution of Competences

The criteria for specifying the competences of the city and its parts, es-
pecially when referring to the so-called classical public offices and servic-
es, should be established in accordance with the principle of subsidiarity. 
Therefore, major city authorities should only be vested with those func-
tions which would be more efficient if performed in a wider area (in case a 
city has been internally decentralised). Given the above, it is essential that 
there is a particular group of administrative affairs that constitute the core 
competences that should be granted to major city governments,2 such as: 
economic development, urban and land planning, public transport, estab-
lishment and development of industrial zones, typical utility services (en-
ergy and water supply, collection and disposal of waste and wastewater, 
transportation, health care services, and rescue and firefighting services), 
environmental protection, and city infrastructure. The situation is similar 
in capital cities. If city districts are internal self-governing units, the distri-
bution of competences is regulated by law. In cases where the constituent 
units are established by capital cities, and when there is hierarchy among 
the constituent units, the “central” city government has much broader 
competences. Typical competences of central city governments are: creat-
ing a development plan for the entire city, public transportation, hospitals 
and special health services, public law and order, the police, public utility 
services, and road maintenance; on the other hand, typical competenc-
es of local decentralised units are: social security, primary health care, 
elementary education, environment protection, culture, and sports and 
recreation (Dimitrijević & Vučetić, 2011: 147).

As far as European cities are concerned, we can conclude that there is no 
unique model of internal organisation. Moreover, the position of major 
cities in the administrative systems of European states is most frequently 
regulated within the framework of systemic legislation on local self-gov-
ernment; hence, major cities are granted the status of self-governing units 
whose position is equal to the position of districts (upper-tier units). Spe-

2 The term major city does not imply a hierarchical relationship between the city as a 
whole and its constituent decentralised units.
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cial legal status is usually given to the internal units of capital cities, while 
other large cities seldom pursue such a status unless such an option is ex-
plicitly envisaged in the applicable law. In any case, internal self-governing 
units are a second tier of governance within the city; in fact, no European 
city has built its internal local self-government on more than two tiers of 
self-government (e.g. city municipalities and local communities).

3.  Internal Decentralisation of Serbian Cities

According to Article 12 of the Constitution of the Republic of Serbia 
of 2006, the right to local self-governance is defined as a basic citizens’ 
right, which imposes some limitations on the powers of state authori-
ties (Pajvančić, 2009: 242). By adopting systemic legislation in this field 
(the Local Self-Government Act, the Territorial Organisation Act, etc.), 
the territory of Serbia has been decentralised into provinces, the City of 
Belgrade, cities, and municipalities. The monotypic nature and one-tier 
organisational structure of the existing system is partially moderated by 
vesting special competences in the cities and the City of Belgrade, whose 
municipalities have the status of legal entities (with some elements of 
self-governance) even though they do not hold the status of decentralised 
units de iure.3 The 2007 Local Self-Government Act explicitly defines the 
city (as well as the municipality) as a form of local self-government unit. 
Under the provisions of this act, the municipality is “a basic territorial 
unit where local self-government is exercised through relevant authorities; 
it shall exercise all the rights and duties within its jurisdiction through 
relevant local bodies, and it shall include at least 10,000 inhabitants”. The 
city is a unit of local self-government regulated by law, which represents 
an economic, administrative, and cultural centre for a wider area, and has 
more than 100,000 inhabitants – in exceptional cases involving specific 
economic, geographic, or historical reasons city status may be granted to 
a decentralised unit which does not meet the requirement on the specified 

3 This was also confirmed by the Serbian Constitutional Court decision UI–199/2004, 
which stated that the status of local self-government unit is acquired in accordance with the 
constitution and legislation regulating the system of local self-government; thus, it is the city 
that has the status of a local self-government unit, not the city municipalities as its constitu-
ent parts. 
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number of inhabitants.4 The city territory must be a natural, geographical-
ly and economically connected, area with a well-developed infrastructure 
and communication system between its constituent settlements, and the 
city centre as a gravitational hub. Under the Local Self-Government Act, 
all legal provisions regulating the operation of municipalities shall also 
apply in regulating the activities of the city. 

3.1.  The Concept of the City Municipality as a Form of 
Internal Decentralisation in Serbia 

According to the provision contained in Article 189/4 of the Constitution 
of Serbia, city authorities are given  discretionary power to establish city 
municipalities by enacting legislative acts called statutes. This provision 
necessarily involved a change to the former legal solution, which was in 
force until 2006 and which implied that the necessary prerequisite for 
obtaining city status was the establishment of at least two city munici-
palities. The city statute has become the fundamental constitutive legal 
act by means of which city municipalities are established, organised, and 
abolished, given the fact that it regulates the activities, competences, and 
organisational structure of city municipalities. The exception to the rule 
is the capital of the Republic of Serbia, the City of Belgrade (inhabited 
by 2 million people); according to Article 6 of the Capital City Act, the 
establishment of city municipalities is mandatory in the City of Belgrade.

A city municipality in the Republic of Serbia may be defined as a special 
form of internal decentralisation unit with the status of a legal entity of 
public law. Under the city statute, its bodies are directly elected by citizens 
by popular vote, and it is entrusted to perform specific delegated activi-
ties from the scope of city competences. Notwithstanding the ambiguous 
and declarative standpoint of the legislature that city municipalities are 
not local self-government units, due to the fact that they have their own 
self-government (including their municipal assembly comprised of mem-
bers directly elected by citizens, and their administrative and executive 
bodies) and that they have the capacity of a legal entity, it is irrefutable 
that they are a special, partly optional, type of internal decentralisation 

4 Thus, under the 2007 Local Self-Government Act, there are 23 cities on the terri-
tory of Serbia, excluding Kosovo. In addition to the 5 existing cities, 19 municipalities were 
granted city status. A total of 9 cities were established by applying both conditions, while the 
remaining 10 cities were established by virtue of exception (Vučetić, 2007: 42).



115

Vučetić, D. (2016). Decentralisation of City Administration and Competences... 
HKJU-CCPA, 16(1), 107–136

CR
O

AT
IA

N 
AN

D 
CO

M
PA

RA
TI

VE
 P

UB
LI

C 
AD

M
IN

IS
TR

AT
IO

N

unit, deprived of full legal status. In any case, the legal position of city 
municipalities is weaker than the position of municipalities envisaged as 
basic local self-government units, whose organisation and functions are 
guaranteed by the Constitution, the Local Self-Government Act, and the 
Territorial Organisation Act.

Considering that the legal provisions in this field regulate neither the 
criteria for establishing city municipalities nor their organisational and 
operative structure, further on in this paper we shall present a synthesis 
of normative solutions from the statutes of those Serbian cities which 
have established city municipalities (Belgrade, Niš, Novi Sad, Požarevac, 
Užice, and Vranje), the aim of which is to clarify the characteristics and 
organisational structure of the existing Serbian city municipalities.

City municipalities have been established in six out of a total of 24 Serbi-
an cities. On the territory of the capital city of Belgrade, there are 17 city 
municipalities (Barajevo, Voždovac, Vračar, Grocka, Zvezdara, Zemun, 
Lazarevac, Mladenovac, Novi Beograd, Obrenovac, Palilula, Rakovica, 
Savski venac, Sopot, Stari grad, Surčin, and Ćukarica); the city of Niš 
comprises 5 city municipalities (Medijana, Niška banja, Palilula, Pan-
telej, and Crveni Krst); the city of Novi Sad includes two city municipal-
ities (Novi Sad and Petrovaradin); Požarevac has two city municipalities 
(Požarevac and Kostolac); Vranje has two city municipalities (Vranje and 
Vranjska Banja); and Užice has two city municipalities (Užice and Sevo-
jno) (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2012: 15).

In Belgrade, there are three types of city municipalities: urban (Stari grad, 
Vračar, Savski venac, and Novi Beograd); mixed (Zemun, Ćukarica, Vož-
dovac, Zvezdara, Palilula, and Rakovica); and suburban (Barajevo, Grocka, 
Lazarevac, Mladenovac, Obrenovac, Sopot, and Surčin).5 In terms of the 
number of inhabitants, six of these city municipalities (Novi Beograd, Ćuka-
rica, Voždovac, Zvezdara, Palilula, and Zemun) are equal in size to the largest 
Serbian cities, which is why there are initiatives to establish new city munic-
ipalities on the territory of the capital city of Belgrade (Orlović, 2009: 71).

Article 6/2 of the Capital City Act contains a provision on the most appro-
priate circumstances in which to establish city municipalities; i.e. when 
it is required for a more economic and efficient performance of certain 
duties and activities of the city. It is interesting that the legislator places 
greater emphasis on the principle of efficiency than on the principle of 

5 A similar classification of city municipalities can be made in other cities. For ex-
ample, in Niš only one city municipality (Medijana) is entirely urban. 
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subsidiarity and greater democracy in the city system. In addition, the 
provisions contained in Articles 20-24 of the Statute of the City of Bel-
grade precisely regulate the procedure for changing its territorial organi-
sation, which may serve as a guideline for other cities whose statutes still 
do not regulate this subject matter. Historical records prove that the City 
of Belgrade has always been subject to frequent administrative changes 
and adjustments in response to the constant growth of its population. 

3.2.  Historical Development of City Municipalities in the 
Republic of Serbia 

A city municipality, as a unit of local self-government and a legal catego-
ry, is not a new phenomenon in Serbia. In the multi-type system of local 
self-government, established by the Law on the Organisation of Munici-
palities of 1839, city municipalities were the basic form of local self-gov-
ernment units, alongside rural municipalities. In 1934, the Law on City 
Municipalities was passed (together with the Law on Municipalities); 
therein, the legal status of city municipalities was made equal to that of 
ordinary municipalities and they were given broader powers, such as the 
right to give their opinions on legislative acts and other matters, as well 
as the authorisation to perform certain deconcentrated duties of state 
administration (Dimitrijević & Vučetić, 2011: 189).

City municipalities became part of the legal system after World War II, as 
a response to the issues concerning the organisation of large cities. In that 
period, the City of Belgrade was divided into two districts which included 
the suburban areas and so-called zones, providing space to include parts 
of Zemun, Vračar, and Podunavlje into the so-called District of Belgrade 
in 1955. The Constitution of 1963 envisaged the possibility of dividing 
a city into city municipalities, which was initially done by six cities: Bel-
grade, Zagreb, Sarajevo, Skopje, Ljubljana, and Maribor (Jovičić, 2006: 
79). The number of municipalities in Belgrade kept growing over time, 
thus fully confirming the tendency towards differentiating administrative 
institutions and organisations. In 1965 there were thirteen city municipal-
ities; in 1971 Belgrade comprised fifteen city municipalities. In 1974, hav-
ing separated from Ćukarica, Rakovica became the sixteenth municipality 
of Belgrade. In 2003, the Surčin municipality became independent from 
Zemun (Vukotić-Lazar, 2008: 7).

On the other hand, the city of Novi Sad featured a more firm, hierar-
chical organisation, given the fact that in the period between 1980 and 
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1989 it was made up of seven city municipalities: Stari Grad, Podunavlje, 
Liman, Slavija, Petrovaradin, Detelinara, and Sremski Karlovci. In 1989, 
a single city municipality of Novi Sad was established by joining together 
the six municipalities, while the municipality of Sremski Karlovci was ex-
cluded from the internal city structure and  became an independent local 
self-government unit.

After 1990, and after passing the Territorial Organisation Act of the Re-
public of Serbia and the Local Self-Government Act, there was a tenden-
cy of forced establishment of city municipalities, which was a prerequi-
site for gaining city status. In the period from 2002 to 2008, Kragujevac 
was divided into five city municipalities, which were later abolished by 
amendments to the city statute. Novi Sad was divided into two munici-
palities. Niš was initially divided into two city municipalities and later into 
five municipalities. In the internal structure of the city of Požarevac city 
municipalities were established in 2009; in the city of Vranje, they were 
established in 2010.

3.3.  Competences of City Municipalities in the Republic  
of Serbia 

Considering the question of competences of Serbian decentralisation 
units, a double-track system has been implemented, according to which 
the competence of decentralised units falls within the scope of compulso-
ry competences, which departs from the classical Central European mod-
el where genuine self-governing competences are divided into compulsory 
and optional.

The consequence of the constitutional solution according to which city 
municipalities do not have the status of local self-government units lies in 
the fact that they do not have their self-governing competences, but that 
they conduct some competences they have been delegated under the stat-
ute. In addition to self-governing competences delegated by the central 
city government, certain city municipalities in Serbia perform sub-dele-
gated competences of the state administration (e.g. Novi Beograd). Tak-
ing into account the nature of these competences, city municipalities can-
not perform further sub-delegation of these competences, as confirmed 
by the Constitutional Court in 2009 (decision UI no. 45/2009), which 
declared unconstitutional the decision of the Palilula city municipality in 
Belgrade to provide legal assistance to citizens by engaging members of 
Belgrade Bar Association.
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The second consequence of the deprived legal status of city municipalities 
in Serbia lies in the fact that the nomotechnical principle which was ap-
plied in determining their competences – the enumeration principle – de-
parts from the principle of subsidiarity. In their statutes, cities specifically 
enumerate the activities of their city municipalities in order to prevent a 
conflict of competences. Apart from the statute of the city of Novi Sad, all 
other city statutes leave room for municipalities to: “perform other activ-
ities of direct interest to citizens, in accordance with the law, the statute 
and other provisions of the city.”

Furthermore, given the fact that this matter is regulated by city statutes, 
activities of city municipalities vary in different cities. It is therefore nec-
essary to compare them.

All city municipalities in Serbia enact the statute,6 the budget, and the 
annual financial statement (balance sheet); give their opinion about the 
urban development programme, and spatial and urban planning that refer 
to the territory of the city municipality; regulate and ensure the perfor-
mance of activities related to construction, maintenance, protection, use, 
and management of local and uncategorised roads; monitor the situation 
and take measures for the protection and management of the environ-
ment on their territory; and make decisions on establishing, abolishing, 
and organising the territory of local communities and other forms of local 
self-government.7

Except for the city municipalities of Novi Sad, Belgrade, Niš, Požare-
vac, Užice, and Vranje, city municipalities adopt programmes and man-
age urban development projects, make provisions for the improvement 
of the general framework of economic activity, ensure the observance of 
communal public order on their territories, promote the development of 
culture and creative arts, provide conditions for organising cultural events 
of significance for the population, monitor and provide for specific needs 
in the field of sport, and provide conditions for organising sports com-
petitions. Moreover, the city municipalities of the aforementioned cities 
make provisions for the development of the catering industry, crafts, and 
tourism on their territories; regulate the organisation and work of mu-

6 The only exception is the city of Novi Sad, according to whose statute city munici-
palities decide on their own organisation and scope of work. 

7 In comparing the normative solutions contained within the statutes of city munici-
palities in Serbia, the author has largely relied on the research conducted by Saška Milošević 
in 2012 for the purpose of writing her master’s thesis entitled “City Municipalities” at the 
Faculty of Law in Niš.
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nicipal conciliation panels (for peaceful dispute resolution); ensure legal 
assistance to citizens and encourage the development of different forms 
of self-help, solidarity with persons with special needs; and regulate and 
ensure the use of the name, emblem and other symbols.

The city municipalities of Belgrade, Požarevac, Užice, and Vranje have 
certain competences in the field of agriculture (e.g. to ensure its develop-
ment and improvement, to implement protection measures, and to decide 
on the application and improvement of agricultural land on their territo-
ry), the management of their own assets and the usage of state assets, 
exercising youth rights (e.g. the adoption and implementation of a youth 
action plan), establishing communal utilities companies, and public dis-
semination of information (on issues important for the life and work of 
citizens on the territory of the city municipality).

Taking into account the urban character of some of its municipalities, 
Belgrade and Novi Sad have not transferred the authority to promote and 
develop co-operatives to their constituent municipalities, which is a highly 
disputable solution considering the fact that not all municipalities in Bel-
grade are urban ones, and that some of them are suburban.

The only activities that the city municipalities of Belgrade cannot conduct 
are those concerning protection against natural and other major disas-
ters, protection against fire, and elimination and mitigation of fire effects. 
Moreover, the municipalities of Belgrade and Požarevac have no compe-
tences in the area of keeping and protecting domestic and exotic animals.

The city municipalities of Belgrade, Niš, Užice, and Požarevac propose 
measures to the city for the organisation and maintenance of the exter-
nal appearance of commercial and residential buildings; they also keep a 
record of the maintenance of residential buildings, and prescribe misde-
meanour penalties for the violation of these regulations.

The city municipalities of Belgrade, Užice, and Požarevac are obliged to 
ensure the exercise, protection and promotion of human rights, which is 
apparently a competence of a declarative nature, as the city municipalities 
of Požarevac are the only ones which are explicitly given the authority to 
cooperate with humanitarian organisations in performing their activities.

The city municipalities of Požarevac and Vranje have no competence in 
the domain of evicting illegal tenants from apartments and common stor-
age/utility areas in residential buildings, nor do they have the competence 
to decide on setting up prefabricated buildings on public land. In addition 
to these two cities, the city municipalities of Belgrade are not authorised 
to regulate and determine the manner of using and managing rural water 
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supply systems, water springs, public wells, and fountains. They are also 
not authorised to make decisions on the use of pastures and their conver-
sion into arable land,8 nor are they authorised to decide on the mainte-
nance or management of cemeteries on their territories.

The cities of Belgrade, Niš, and Užice have vested their municipalities 
with some competences that other urban municipalities do not have; thus, 
they can regulate and provide for the use of business office premises un-
der their management, determine the fees to be charged for the use of 
these premises, and supervise their use.

The Niš city municipalities are the only ones in Serbia which have been 
vested with the authority to draft civil defence plans for their municipal 
territory, in compliance with the applicable city plan.

Pursuant to Article 77 of the Statute of Belgrade, the Belgrade city mu-
nicipalities are the only ones in Serbia which have been entrusted with the 
following competences: to make strategies of local importance; to alienate 
and lease construction land in public ownership, in accordance with the 
applicable law and a decision of the city, for the construction of objects 
up to 800m2 of the total building area (except in cases involving direct 
settlement in legalisation proceedings); to decide on requests for the an-
nulment of legally enforceable decisions on the exemption (of one’s es-
tate) from the construction land owned by the city; to decide on requests 
to terminate the right to use the construction land (in case the decision 
on the right to use the land for construction purposes was issued by the 
competent authority of the city municipality); to make first instance deci-
sions on the construction permit for building or reconstructing objects up 
to 800m2 of the total area, and decisions on converting common storage 
and utility areas in residential buildings into residential space or business 
premises; to perform supervision and inspection activities over construc-
tion projects whose construction permits have been issued by the city mu-
nicipality; to monitor and provide for the maintenance of kindergartens 
and elementary schools; to monitor the process of enrolment in primary 
schools and schools for children with special needs; and to supervise regu-
lar attendance in primary schools and initiate misdemeanour proceedings 
against parents or guardians. This group of competences also includes the 
organisation of activities pertaining to: the transportation of preschool 

8 Due to its completely urban character, the Medijana city municipality in Niš does 
not have this competence, nor the competence to participate in preparing development pro-
grammes for the construction, service, management, and use of country roads, field roads, 
and other uncategorised roads. 
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children and their caretakers at distances greater than 2 kilometres for 
the purpose of attending a preparatory preschool programme, as well as 
transportation of elementary school children at distances greater than 4 
kilometres from the school; transportation, accommodation and nutrition 
for children and pupils with disabilities, irrespective of the distance be-
tween their place of residence and the school; transportation of children 
to national and international contests; adoption of measures and activities 
for the protection and safety of children and pupils during the educational 
process and other activities organised by the educational institution; legal 
protection of the rights and interests of the municipality; and, optionally, 
the establishment of a municipal ombudsman with relevant authorities 
within the territory of the city municipality. In addition to all these com-
petences which have been granted to all city municipalities of Belgrade, 
the city municipalities of Barajevo, Grocka, Lazarevac, Mladenovac, 
Obrenovac, Sopot, and Surčin are authorised to provide conditions for 
the efficient operation and development of communal utility services. In 
that context, they may establish public offices; issue construction permits 
for the building and reconstruction of roads and facilities of linear and/
or communal utility infrastructure on their territory; give information on 
building locations and location permits for facilities for which they issue 
a building permit; decide on the names of streets, squares, villages, and 
other parts of an inhabited settlement on their territories; and raise mon-
uments, put up memorial plaques, or sculptures.

Under the Statute of Novi Sad, competences vested only in the city mu-
nicipalities of Novi Sad are as follows: giving opinions on planning doc-
uments and reports on the performance of public utility companies and 
offices; issuing urban planning permits for individual residential buildings 
(family houses, outbuildings, and garages) as well as allotment permits; 
making decisions on the temporary use of public traffic surfaces in the 
streets and on local roads9; maintaining, proposing measures, and pro-
viding conditions for the development and maintenance of urban open 
spaces, public green areas, playgrounds, public lighting facilities, and traf-
fic signs (these competences are also granted to the city municipality of 
Sevojno in the city of Užice); undertaking activities aimed at promoting 
farming; keeping records on good-quality and select male breeding ani-
mals, and deciding on the conditions for performing certain activities to 
ensure the quality of livestock; regulating the terms and conditions for 

9 Except for the area which was covered by the General Plan of the City of Novi Sad 
until 2001.
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keeping bees, setting up apiaries and determining the area for the selec-
tion of bees; providing conditions for chimney sweeping services; and pro-
viding conditions for the improvement and maintenance of open markets 
that do not fall under the competence of the city.

Unlike some other municipalities, the city municipality of Sevojno in 
Užice has certain competences within the field of environment protec-
tion, such as: deciding on environmental issues and environment taxes 
and fees;  adopting plans for the conservation and protection of the envi-
ronment; providing conditions for the preservation, use, and development 
of natural parks and areas known for their medicinal properties; and pro-
moting the activity of (and providing assistance to) organisations dealing 
with persons with disabilities and other humanitarian organisations oper-
ating within its territory. 

3.4  Organisational Structure of City Municipalities

The city municipality assembly. As confirmed by the Serbian Constitutional 
Court (Decision UI–199/2004), the provisions of the Local Self-Govern-
ment Act regulating the bodies of local self-government units do not refer 
to the bodies of city municipalities, whose structure and organisation are 
autonomously defined in the statute of each individual city. In spite of this 
fact, the vast majority of city municipalities have copied the organisational 
structure of municipalities operating as full-fledged local self-government 
units. This solution is inefficient and represents a financial burden for the 
functioning of the cities.

With the exception of those of Novi Sad, all city municipalities have the 
following bodies: the  city municipality assembly, the municipality chair-
person, the city municipality council, and the  city municipality admin-
istration. In the city of Vranje, city authorities are concurrently the bod-
ies of the city municipality of Vranje, whereas the city municipality of 
Vranjska Banja has bodies similar to those mentioned above, given the 
fact that activities of city administration are conducted by the munici-
pal administrative unit. The city of Novi Sad has taken a significant step 
forward in terms of its statute, but, unfortunately, not in practice. Thus 
the two municipalities in Novi Sad have two bodies: the city municipality 
council and the municipal administration, whereby the legislative and the 
executive branch of the local government operate as a whole in the city 
municipality council. Unfortunately, there is no opportunity to see how 
such an organisational framework would work in practice.
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According to the provisions of their respective statute, city municipality 
assemblies formally have the highest position in the organisational structure 
of municipal authorities; municipal assemblies are composed of members 
elected by citizens in direct elections by secret ballot, and whose number 
varies from 15 to 75 in different city municipalities.10 Members are elected 
every four years; they cannot be employed in the municipal administration 
and they cannot be persons appointed by the assembly. As there are no 
original competences whose exercise should be regulated by general acts 
and decisions of municipal assemblies, a question may be raised regarding 
the purpose of such a classic representative body, whose operation is nec-
essarily accompanied by numerous committees and expenses. In the city of 
Niš, in 2004, both municipal assembly and municipal council chairpersons 
were elected, while the assemblies themselves did not exist.

Competences of city municipalities can be roughly divided into three 
main groups: the quasi-normative, organisational, and initiative-propos-
ing competences. The first group of competences includes the adoption 
of the city municipality statute and rules of procedure, the budget and 
the annual financial statement on the city municipality budget, as well 
as the city municipality development programme. The second group of 
competences includes: establishing local communities and other forms of 
local self-government; establishing bodies, organisations, and services to 
meet the needs of city municipalities and regulating their operation and 
coordination; establishing public companies (apart from Belgrade city 
municipalities, this competence is also given to Vranje city municipali-
ties), institutions and other organisations envisaged in the city statute; 
and appointing and discharging members of administrative and superviso-
ry boards in public companies. Yet the most significant among these com-
petences are certainly the election and revocation of the city municipality 
chairperson and his/her deputy, as well as members of relevant working 
bodies. In addition, the city municipality assembly makes decisions on 
cooperation and association with local self-government units in the coun-
try and abroad, which is another indicator of the genuine self-governing 
character of city municipalities. The third group of competences includes: 
giving opinions on city spatial planning, calling a referendum, and provid-
ing consent to the use of the city municipality coat of arms.

10 Belgrade city municipality assemblies have between 19 and 75 members, Niš has 
between 19 and 27 members, in Požarevac there are 21 members, and in Vranje there are 
15 members.
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Adoption of ethical codes of conduct for city officials and employees is 
still not an obligatory responsibility of all city municipalities, although it 
should be; for example, the statutes of Niš and Novi Sad do not envisage 
such an obligation.

The city municipalities of Požarevac can establish public institutions 
(such as a cultural centre which manages all museum, tourist, and sport-
ing activities) but it cannot establish public companies.

Belgrade city municipality assemblies have greater powers that any other 
city municipalities in Serbia, which is to a certain extent natural, given 
their position and the size of the capital.11

A very rare principle of co-optation has been applied in the work of per-
manent working bodies (various committees, councils, and commissions) 
of city municipality assemblies. Their members are appointed and dis-
missed by the assembly, but more than half of the members must be or-
dinary citizens.12 The number of these working bodies is high and their 
actual influence is minor; therefore it can be concluded that they are an 
unnecessary burden for the operation of city municipalities, which cer-
tainly increases overall costs.

11 These powers include: adopting strategies of local importance in accordance with 
city acts; establishing public prosecution offices, appointing, and dismissing the munici-
pality public prosecutor and his/her deputy; the possibility of establishing the municipal 
ombudsman and his/her appointment and dismissal; deciding on remunerations for council 
members and members of working bodies; deciding on the management of municipality as-
sets and the use of state assets; deciding on municipal borrowing; deciding on the names of 
streets, squares, villages, and other inhabited areas; deciding on raising monuments, setting 
up memorial plaques, or sculptures (this competence is held by those city municipalities 
which have additional competences in comparison with the rest of Belgrade municipalities); 
adopting a youth action plan; adopting acts which determine measures and activities for 
protecting and securing children/pupils during the educational process; deciding on cul-
tural and sports events important for municipalities; reviewing operative reports, financial 
reports, and giving consent to the work programmes of public communities, including the 
financial programme of public offices (the Council of Novi Sad City Municipalities provides 
an opinion on planning documents and reports on the work of communal utilities services 
and other public offices, discussed by the assembly); and prescribing penalities for violating 
municipal regulations. 

12 For example, the permanent working bodies of the Niš city municipality of Crveni 
Krst are: the Commission for Administrative, Mandate and Immunity Issues; the Com-
mission for the Work of Local Self-Government; the Commission for Education, Sports 
and Youth; the Commission for Agriculture; the Commission for Social and Health Issues; 
the Commission for Utility Services; the Commission for Economy and Development; the 
Commission for Gender Equality and Equal Opportunities; and the Commission for Coop-
eration with other city municipalities in the country and abroad. 
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Executive bodies. Executive bodies of city municipalities are the chairper-
son of the city municipality and the municipal council (except for Novi 
Sad as before).

All chairpersons represent their city municipalities, propose ways of solv-
ing certain issues within the competence of the city municipality assem-
bly, order the city municipalities’ budget payments, direct and coordinate 
the work of the city administration, and adopt individual and other acts.

Some chairpersons may establish advisory bodies (in Belgrade, Vranje, 
and Požarevac), some are obliged to submit reports on their work to the 
assembly of the city municipalities (in Niš and Požarevac), and some are 
allowed to conclude contracts on donations with natural and legal persons 
(in Belgrade and Požarevac), etc. The Belgrade city municipality chairper-
sons have the largest number of competences.13

The second body of executive power is the council of city municipalities, 
which, as a rule, consists of five members, except for Belgrade city mu-
nicipalities, which have eleven members. Their main responsibilities are: 
to propose the statute, budget, and other acts within the competence of 
the city municipality assembly; to supervise the work of the city adminis-
tration and annul improper acts; and to act as a second-instance authority 
for decisions on the rights, duties, and obligations of citizens, companies, 
and institutions in matters within their jurisdiction. 

Additionally, the council can establish professional working bodies (in Bel-
grade and Vranje), co-opt citizens as their members, appoint and dismiss 
the head of the city municipal administration (in Belgrade and Požarevac), 
adopt a temporary budget (in Belgrade and Požarevac), etc. The councils 
of city municipalities in Niš are obliged to submit regular reports on their 
work to the city municipality assembly. As with other city municipality bod-

13 Acting on behalf of the municipality, they conclude collective agreements for insti-
tutions, companies, and other public offices founded by the assembly; they adopt the book 
of rules on salaries and other reimbursements for the persons elected and appointed by 
the assembly and the municipal council, as well as the salaries of employees and appointed 
officials in the city administration; they appoint and dismiss deputy chairmen of the city 
municipality; they give consent on general acts concerning budget users, institutions, and 
offices established by the assembly and regulating the structure and number of employees; 
they organise municipal council activities, assign direct tasks to members of the council, and 
determine who shall be permanently appointed members of the council in the city munici-
pality; they decide on state-owned financial assets in accordance with the law; they decide 
on the acquisition and disposal of the equipment of greater value for purposes of municipal 
bodies; and they propose acts before the assembly on public debt and perform other activi-
ties stipulated in the statute. 
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ies, the councils of Belgrade municipalities have a large number of compe-
tences which the councils in other city municipalities do not have.14

The city municipality administration is established as a single body which 
is in charge of performing administrative activities in city municipalities, 
while the head of the city municipality administration is the chief adminis-
trative officer. Other units of internal organisation may be formed within 
the city administration,15 and these are headed by administrative officers. 
The city municipality administration deals with administrative and specif-
ic professional activities pertaining to the exercise of rights and interests 
of natural and legal persons; therefore these activities must be performed 
by persons of an appropriate educational background, who have passed 
professional examinations for working in state bodies, and who have rel-
evant work experience. The second main group of activities of the city 
municipality administration includes administrative supervision over the 
execution of general acts of the municipal assembly. Following a public 
call for the position, the chief administrative officer is appointed by the 
city municipality council and serves a five-year term of office.16 However, 
even though he/she is appointed by the council, the chief administrative 
officer submits reports on his/her work both to the council and to the city 
municipality assembly. The council will hold the chief administrative of-
ficer accountable if the assembly does not accept the report on the work 
of the city administration or if the chief administrative officer fails to sub-
mit the report.

Internal relationship between city authorities and the city municipality. The 
relationship between city authorities and city municipalities is based on 

14 They give consent to the financial plan, budget users’ plan, and local community 
plan; they take into consideration their reports and work programmes, except for public 
companies; they direct the competent city administration authority to take part in the prepa-
ration of city regulations whose content is of high importance for exercising the rights and 
duties of municipalities; they ask competent city authorities for an opinion on the amend-
ment of regulations and other general acts of the city; they give initiatives to city authorities 
for the regulation, adoption, or amendment of regulations under city jurisdiction; they ini-
tiate actions significant for the regulation of the rights and obligations of the municipality; 
they initiate the procedure for the assessment of the constitutionality or legality of this act or 
other general acts of the Republic of Serbia or the city, which violate the right of the munici-
pality; and, upon request, they provide information and response to the constitutional court.  

15 Except for Novi Sad, where the establishment of internal units is not allowed. 
16 The job requirements are: a diploma (LLB degree) from the Faculty of Law, a 

passed professional examination for working in state administration bodies, and at least 
five years of professional work experience. The chairperson can have one assistant but in 
Belgrade this number goes up to three for certain administrative areas. 
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the principle of hierarchical supervision, whereas the mutual relations 
between city municipalities are based on principles of cooperation and 
agreement. In the course of performing their activities, city authorities 
inform city municipality bodies and services (either upon the request of 
the city municipality authorities or upon the initiative of city authori-
ties) of issues of interest for the operation of city municipalities and local 
self-government; this duty is often neglected by city authorities. In that 
respect, city authorities are required to: ensure the participation of city 
municipality chairpersons in the drafting of city regulations significant for 
the city municipality; provide professional assistance to city municipality 
authorities and services; request reports, data, and information on city 
municipality performance; and give consent to some general legislative 
acts, such as the act regulating the number and structure of city munici-
pality employees.

On the other hand, while performing the activities within their compe-
tence, city municipality authorities are entitled to initiate the adoption 
or modification of regulations in a specific area within the competence 
of the city; they may call for the introduction of appropriate measures 
important for the operation of city municipalities; and seek opinions on 
the application of city regulations and participate in their drafting (if their 
content is of particular importance). In case of envisaged supervision over 
statutory acts adopted by the city municipality assembly and its opera-
tion, the  city municipality chairperson and the secretary of the city mu-
nicipality assembly shall be accountable for the timely submission of data, 
files, and documents to that effect.

Should a city municipality body fail to perform their competences envis-
aged in the statute for over a month, it shall be issued a warning. Follow-
ing the expiry of another month from the date the warning is issued, the 
city assembly (or the body authorised by the assembly) shall undertake 
the performance of those competences, suspending the transfer of finan-
cial assets, and taking appropriate measures to provide for the perfor-
mance of specific activities in the city municipality.

In case of collision between the city municipality statute and the city stat-
ute, the city assembly shall refer to the city municipality assembly, identify 
the problem, and request from the municipal assembly to comply with the 
city statute by making relevant adjustments (to the municipality statute) 
within a reasonable, specified period of time. Further on, in case the mu-
nicipal assembly has failed to comply with this request, the city assembly 
shall initiate a constitutional review proceeding for the assessment of con-
stitutionality before the constitutional court, asking the court to suspend 
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the execution of individual acts or activities which have been adopted or 
performed pursuant to that statute (in case the execution of these acts/
activities may give rise to irrevocable detrimental consequences).

In case of collision between a general legislative act adopted by the city 
municipality assembly, and the city statute or other regulations, the mayor 
(acting upon the proposal of the city administration, members of the city as-
sembly, or members of the city municipality assembly) first issues a warning 
to the authority which has adopted the act and requires the municipality to 
make adjustments in compliance with the city statute or to repeal the act 
within (the envisaged) one-month period; thereupon, acting on the mayor’s 
proposal, the city municipality assembly shall issue a decision on suspending 
the execution of this act, which shall subsequently be repealed or annulled. 
In such a case, the city assembly is obliged to initiate a constitutional review 
proceeding for the assessment of constitutionality before the constitutional 
court, asking the court to suspend the execution of any individual act or ac-
tion/activity which has been adopted or performed pursuant to the general 
legislative act of the city municipality, in case the execution of this act/activ-
ity may give rise to irrevocable detrimental consequences.17

In specific circumstances envisaged in the statutes of the cities of Bel-
grade and Požarevac, when a city authority does not perform the activities 
within its scope of competences, the municipal assembly shall warn the 
city authority about the observed lapse and request from the city author-
ity to perform the specific activity in accordance with the statute; there-
upon, the assembly shall refer the disputed issue to the government of the 
Republic of Serbia, which is required to take measures in accordance with 
the applicable law.

The most radical measure which the city assembly has at its disposal is 
certainly the dissolution of a city municipality assembly, which is initiated 
upon the proposal of the city council and followed by the decision of the 
city assembly chairperson to call new elections for the members of a new 
city municipality assembly within a period of 60 days (i.e. 30 days in the 
city of Niš). Except for the statutes of Novi Sad and Niš, the statutes of 
all other cities in Serbia have thoroughly regulated the reasons for the dis-
solution of municipal assemblies, which may be dissolved in the following 
circumstances: in case the assembly has been inoperative for more than 3 

17 Unfortunately, the statute of Niš, as opposed to other cities, does not specify the 
deadlines, nor does it envisage the obligation to initiate a constitutional review proceeding 
for the assessment of legality before the constitutional court. 
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months, in case it fails to elect the chairman of the city municipality and 
the council within the prescribed period of one month from the constitu-
tion of the city municipality or from the date of the deputies’ dismissal or 
resignation, or in case it does not adopt the statute or the budget within 
a prescribed time limit. Until the constitution of new representative and 
executive bodies of city municipalities, their current and urgent duties 
shall be performed by a temporary authority.18

In order to protect the rights of the city municipality and its citizens, the 
city municipality council may initiate a constitutional review proceeding 
for the assessment of constitutionality and legality of the acts which vio-
late the rights of the city municipality; (this authority is given to the city 
municipality chairperson in Kostolac as well). A constitutional complaint 
may be filed with the constitutional court if an individual act or actions 
of a state authority, city authority, or municipal body interfere with the 
exercise of the competences of the city municipality.

In addition, city municipalities can protect their rights and interests by 
means of establishing a municipal public defender’s office, whereas the 
city municipalities of Belgrade have their own public defenders. On the 
other hand, the statutes of the Kostolac and Niš city municipalities envis-
age that the city public defender’s office shall perform these activities on 
their behalf.

3.5.  Local Community Units – The Third Tier of City 
Government 

The statutes of some city municipalities envisage the possibility of estab-
lishing local community units and other forms of local self-government 
aimed at satisfying the needs and interests of the local population in one 
or more villages, or an inhabited area with an approximately similar num-
ber of inhabitants (in Belgrade, Požarevac, and Niš). On obtaining the 
citizens’ opinion, the city municipality assembly makes a decision to es-
tablish a local community unit by a majority vote of all assembly members; 
(the assembly is also authorised to decide on possible territorial changes 

18 A temporary authority is formed even when elections for city municipality mem-
bers are not held, or in the situation when (after regular elections) the assembly is not con-
stituted within the period of two months from the announcement of the election results. The 
same radical measures are envisaged in Article 85 of the Local Government Act of 2007 in 
relation to the scrutiny of the state over local government units. 
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to a local community unit and its abolition). The main authority and the 
representative body of a local community unit is the council. Local com-
munity units have been established within the Pantelej city municipality 
in the city of Niš. Members of the council of these local community units 
are delegated by the city municipality and their activities in this body are 
based on the principle of voluntarism. The composition of the council is pro-
portionate to the number of representatives of particular political parties 
in the city assembly. Yet it is highly disputable whether it is justified to es-
tablish local community units in cities which have already established city 
municipalities, because organising the city administration in this manner 
will increase the number of vertical relations between different tiers of city 
authorities, thus exceeding the European standard.

4.  Conclusion 

All things considered, a number of conclusions can be drawn regarding 
the legal status of large cities. First of all, it should be noted that no pro-
vision of the European Charter on Local Self-Government requires the 
establishment of special internal units of decentralisation or any auton-
omous entities in cities. Yet Article 4/3 of the European Charter, which 
regulates the principle of subsidiarity, may be interpreted in this sense, 
given the fact that this principle supports the transfer of public activities 
and competences to local community units in the citizens’ vicinity. Not-
withstanding this fact and regardless of whether the internal decentral-
isation units include elected bodies or not, it is necessary to ensure the 
existence of a clear and open distribution of activities and competences 
between certain tiers of decentralised city units.

Considering the position of cities in the administrative and political sys-
tem of a country, we can conclude that it is usually defined by the sys-
temic legislation on local self-government. There are only a few countries 
which have enacted the Large Cities Act.

As for the model of organising city administration, one can observe that 
the organisation and constitution of city government bodies in certain 
countries differs from those in basic decentralisation units primarily be-
cause large cities are turning into potential decentralisation units. In this 
case, the structure of city administration is most frequently enhanced by 
the district model of organisation.

A special legal regime of internal decentralisation units (city municipal-
ities or local community units) is most common in capital cities, while 
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other large cities rarely opt for this even though it is envisaged in the law. 
Apparently, there is no general European model of internal decentralisa-
tion of large cities.

As far as the Republic of Serbia is concerned, the legal regime of local 
self-government does not recognise the concept of city municipalities as 
city decentralisation units; however, due to the direct election of their bod-
ies by citizens, they may be designated as a type of decentralised self-gov-
erning unit deprived of full legal status given to ordinary municipalities.

Except for the City of Belgrade, the establishment of city municipalities 
and their organisational and operative structure remain largely in the dis-
cretion of city authorities, which regulate these issues in their statutes.

City municipalities do not have genuine self-governing competences but 
they are entrusted to perform all their duties in compliance with the city 
statute and the principle of enumeration, which is a direct consequence 
of their contradictory legal status. City municipalities cannot delegate the 
entrusted duties any further. The number and type of these responsibili-
ties vary from city to city, and the only activities they all have in common 
are the activities in the field of urban planning, public roads, environment 
protection, and the establishment of local community units.

Considering the organisation of authorities in city municipalities, a vast 
majority of city municipalities have copied the organisational structure of 
ordinary municipalities which have the status of local self-governing units. 
Such a solution is inefficient and creates an unnecessary burden for the 
city and its operation. For this reason, it is worth considering some other 
models, or reinstituting those which formerly existed in the organisation 
of the city administration. For example, in the city of Niš in 2004,  city 
municipality chairpersons and members of city municipality councils were 
elected, while city municipality assemblies did not exist at all. Today, a 
largely obsolete principle of co-optation has been used in the operation 
of permanent working bodies of city municipality assemblies and of their 
councils. Nonetheless, the number of these bodies (various committees, 
councils, and commissions) is rather high, and their actual influence is 
minor; therefore it may be concluded that they are an unnecessary burden 
for the operation of city municipalities, as they increase costs.

In the end, it is highly disputable whether it is justified to establish local 
communities in cities which have already established city municipalities, 
because organising city administration in this manner will increase the 
number of vertical relations between different tiers of city authorities, 
thus exceeding the European standard.
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DECENTRALISATION OF CITY ADMINISTRATION AND 
COMPETENCES OF DECENTRALISED CITY UNITS

Summary

A balanced city system, coordination, and cooperation between city units are 
necessary preconditions for effective city governance, as well as for avoiding in-
ternal imbalances and underdevelopment of city units. But the question is how 
to achieve the required balance and equal development of all city areas. It is 
not always necessary to expand the autonomy of inner city units; sometimes 
it is enough to strengthen the mechanisms of cooperation, coordination, and 
information exchange in order to prevent the disintegration of the city systems. 
The first part of this paper focuses on the legal position of inner city units in 
European cities (primarily those in Central Europe, and to a lesser extent those 
in city conglomerates and metropolitan areas), with specific reference to their 
competences concerning the effectiveness of their administration and democratic 
processes. In the second part of the paper, the author provides a comprehensive 
analysis of the city administration and competences of city units in Serbian cit-
ies, which are internally divided into city units designated as city municipalities 
(gradske opštine). It can be concluded that neither Serbian local government 
regulations nor Serbian legal theory have sufficiently defined the legal nature 
and position of city municipalities. It is easier to determine what a city munici-
pality is not than what it is. In Serbia, only six out of twenty-four Serbian cities 
(including the capital of Belgrade) have established city municipalities. Due to 
the lack of normative provisions within the Local Government Act of 2007, this 
analysis focuses on the city statutes regulating the internal organisation of those 
six cities for the purpose of examining the administrative bodies and competenc-
es of Serbian city municipalities. These statutes do not regulate all the issues 
necessary for the successful operation of city municipalities; moreover, some city 
municipalities exist only in statutes rather than in reality.

Keywords: decentralisation, local government, cities, city municipalities, public 
administration
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DECENTRALIZACIJA UPRAVLJANJA GRADOM 
I NADLEŽNOSTI DECENTRALIZIRANIH GRADSKIH JEDINICA 

Sažetak

Uravnotežen gradski sustav, koordinacija i suradnja među unutarnjim (decen-
traliziranim, submunicipalnim) gradskim jedinicama nužni su preduvjeti kako 
bi se učinkovito upravljalo gradom, te izbjegla neravnoteža i nedovoljan razvoj 
pojedinih dijelova grada. Postavlja se stoga pitanje kako postići traženi uravno-
teženi gradski sustav. Odgovor ne leži uvijek u povećanju autonomije unutarnjih 
gradskih jedinica, već je ponekad dovoljno osnažiti mehanizme suradnje, koor-
dinacije i razmjene podataka kako bi se spriječilo urušavanje gradskih sustava. 
U prvome dijelu rada razmatra se zakonski položaj unutarnjih gradskih jedini-
ca europskih gradova – prvenstveno onih u središnjoj Europi, te nešto manje onih 
koji čine dio gradskih konglomerata i metropolitanskih područja, s posebnim 
osvrtom na nadležnosti koje se odnose na učinkovito upravljanje i demokratske 
procese. U drugome dijelu rada detaljno se analizira upravljanje gradom te 
nadležnosti gradskih općina – unutarnjih jedinica u koje su podijeljeni gradovi 
u Republici Srbiji. Zaključak je da pravna priroda i položaj gradskih općina 
nisu dovoljno dobro definirani ni teoretski ni pravnom regulacijom. Lakše je de-
finirati što gradske općine nisu nego što jesu. Gradske općine oformilo je šest od 
ukupno 24 grada, uključujući Beograd. Kako Zakon o lokalnoj samoupravi iz 
2007. ne sadrži normativne odredbe, u radu se analiziraju gradski statuti koji 
uređuju unutarnju organizaciju šest spomenutih gradova s ciljem razmatranja 
upravnih tijela i nadležnosti gradskih općina u Srbiji. No statutima nisu ure-
đeni svi aspekti potrebni kako bi gradske općine uspješno funkcionirale. Štoviše, 
pojedine gradske općine i postoje samo na papiru, a ne i u stvarnosti. 

Ključne riječi: decentralizacija, lokalna samouprava, gradovi, mjesna samou-
prava, javna uprava


