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Abstract


Local governments in the Slovak Republic are important in public administration and form an important part of the public sector, as they provide various public services. Until 1990, all public services were provided only by the state. The reform of public administration began in 1990 with the decentralization of competencies. Several competencies were transferred to local governments from the state, and thus municipalities began to provide public services that the state previously provided. Registry offices were the first to be acquired by local governments from the state. This study aimed to characterize the transfer of competencies and their financing from state administration to local government using the example of registry offices in the Slovak Republic. In the paper, we evaluated the financing of this competency from 2007 to 2018 at the level of individual regions of the Slovak Republic. The results of the analysis and testing of hypotheses indicated that a higher number of inhabitants in individual regions did not affect the number of actions at these offices, despite the fact that the main role of the registry office is to keep registry books, in which events, such as births, weddings, and deaths, are registered.
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1. Introduction


The public sector represents a substantial portion of international economic activities due to its size and related activities and is also a major employer, service provider, and consumer of resources (Brammer and Walker 2011). As a result, there is a growing need for, and interest in, integrating sustainability-based strategies and practices in the public sector. Compared to that in the private sector, the adoption of sustainability initiatives in the public sector is more complicated due to the lack of mandatory evaluation requirements, specific guidelines, and the absence of political support (Farneti and Guthrie 2009) and because the employees have specialist roles (Kassim et al. 2019). Ramos et al. (2021) add that there are also cultural barriers, a lack of public and political pressure, and, in general, resistance to change. Nevertheless, by defining its policies and strategies, the public sector should regulate and manage the performance of its organizations in the context of sustainability and thus improve its performance. It is, therefore, necessary to identify the current sustainability profile of public sector organizations in terms of potential improvements and to identify good policies and practices that already exist (Figueira et al. 2018).



Public sector reform has been at the top of the OECD policy agenda for at least three decades. In the early 1980s, many OECD governments struggled with large budget deficits during the recession caused by OPEC’s second oil shock. After a long period of rapid public sector expansion, several countries have embarked on a series of public sector reforms to curb public spending and improve public sector productivity (Philippopoulos 2016). Canada and 192 other UN member states adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 2015. Given the critical and urgent need to make progress on sustainability, Canada is paying increased attention to sustainable public procurement (Da Ponte et al. 2020). Sustainable public procurement, defined as the procurement of goods and services by government entities that considers social, economic, and environmental aspects, is an underused, yet effective, mechanism (Gelderman et al. 2017). Another tool for enhancing the sustainability of public sector organizations is the use of sustainability reporting, which serves to improve and change the performance of the organization in terms of sustainability. However, there are barriers to creating a sustainability reporting process, such as a lack of appropriate support from managers and leaders, etc. Though public sector organizations lag behind other organizations in creating sustainability reports, they have started to use these reports as a communication tool that can lead to organizational change (Domingues et al. 2017).



With globalization, public organizations have come under pressure to find a common system of governance. On the one hand, this represents competitiveness and the need to improve their economic position, service delivery, and efficiency, and on the other hand, pressure to maintain traditional, historical management practices (Zhong et al. 2021). As a result, there is a growing similarity between the values and principles of public administrations around the world (Huque 2019). These values reflect the need to improve internal and external processes for effective management, to strengthen public relations, and to develop strategic thinking aimed at clearer and more measurable goals in the same way that private companies operate (Trondal 2021). At present, the concept of sustainability in public administration has evolved to the point where dialogues about it have largely changed to “green growth” and “smart cities” strategies. However, commitment to the sustainability of public administration is also inextricably linked to civic participation, especially at the local level (Spicer and Bowen 2017). This context has required a radical change in the traditional role of public administration organizations; their functions have shifted from policy-making and providing public services to managing local public service networks (Mazzara et al. 2010). Sustainability as a key aspect of public administration has been defined as the long-term preservation of economic, social, and environmental benefits (Beare et al. 2014). This is also supported by Erkkilä (2015), who noted that, in recent years, public bodies have increasingly included environmental and social information in their annual economic reports. From the point of view of politicians who want to promote transparency in the field of the sustainability of local governments, it is necessary to note that the factors influencing transparency differ from country to country. In the Nordic countries, there are financial factors (e.g., budget surplus/deficit, debt per capita, financial autonomy, and fiscal pressure) and legal factors (e.g., judicial quality of law) that have a significant impact on the transparency of sustainability. On the other hand, only one of the financial factors (i.e., debt population) has such an effect in Anglo-Saxon countries. Socio-economic factors (e.g., political competition) and financial factors (e.g., debt per capita and financial autonomy) are relevant to local governments in southern Europe (Rodríguez Bolívar et al. 2018; Manes-Rossi et al. 2020). Further, innovative activities in the field of sustainability of Norwegian local governments, according to Pedersen (2020), can be associated with three roles: local government as a beneficiary, collaborator and co-creator, and as a pioneer of well-being. These roles are not precisely defined or mutually exclusive (Table 1).



Although public managers and non-governmental actors play an important role in supporting sustainable communities, little is known about how these actors work together across sectors to improve sustainability innovation. At the same time, local communities can promote bottom-up sustainability innovation through cross-sectoral cooperation, combining local and non-governmental organizations at the local level with the technical capacity provided by the government (Swann 2019).



As far as public administration is concerned, few studies have focused on the dynamics inherent in the concept of values, which allows for theoretical constructions and bibliographic measurements in the context of public management, which is also related to the sustainability of public administration organizations (Marques et al. 2021). Sustainable public administration is a necessary condition for the provision of public services. While a large amount of literature suggests that public sector organizations are deeply unstable and unsustainable in the long term, few studies offer long-term data on this issue (Olsen 2017). Dynamic changes in public administration systems are taking place in all European countries, including those in Central and Eastern Europe. Many of these countries are making fundamental qualitative changes in their systems; as a result, their systems and institutions and the functions and interrelationships between them are changing. In addition, methods of financing, the legislative environment, the related personnel and financial equipment, as well as the methods of management and decision-making are changing (Møller 2020). Pedersen (2020) discusses Norwegian local government as an example. In 1978, it was not uncommon for a municipality to have 60–70 political committees; since the late 1970s, this old committee structure has been replaced in many municipalities by a new model of main political committees based on several policy areas. At the start of 1986, approximately 50% of Norwegian municipalities had adopted this model, and only two years later, it was adopted by almost all Norwegian municipalities. In the late 1990s, especially in the municipal elections in 1999 and 2003, some municipalities experimented with directly elected mayors.



One possibility for the sustainability of local government is the reform of public administration, which has taken place in several countries. The reform is not a completed process; it is constantly underway. Even with the reforms, there are conflicts between efficiency and effectiveness. Johnsen (2019) notes that many reforms in the public sector focus on increasing transparency, accountability, and improvements in public administration (Ball and Bebbington 2008; Biondi and Bracci 2018). Reform of public administration is based both on internal pressures to improve its functioning and on external pressures from social changes, in response to which it is necessary to create a suitable institutional and administrative framework. This is supported by Hendrych et al. (2014), who note that the reform of public administration is not only a normal organizational change but a significant intervention in the structure of the relationship between the state and its inhabitants and, as a result, its acceptance is often met with opposition (Vavrek et al. 2020). Hamalová et al. (2015) define the reform of public administration as a continuous process of change that alters the quality of the original system. The aim of the reform is to create modern, smart governance, which should be not only effective but accessible to citizens. The extent of the reform, according to Ochrana and Půček (2011), and its focus, are determined by the framework provided by the state which guides the potential reform of the public administrative systems, with clearly defined objectives and a time horizon for implementation. Public administration reform, according to Cirner (2013), can be seen as a change in the executive procedures applied to public services which are no longer consistent with the expectations of the political and social environment. The influence of political parties and ideologies, the willingness of officials, and the impact of society-wide events on the overall course of the reform, also contribute to the dynamism of administrative reform. Rubtcova et al. (2020) note that, therefore, during reform, the very nature of the interaction between inhabitants and the state requires to change. Paternalism, which excludes the ability of citizens to participate in key management decisions, has been replaced by partnership. The key problem of public administration, in this situation, is the controllability of the public service, which means the ability and willingness of officials to set and achieve certain goals in cooperation with other actors, such as politicians and civil society institutions. From the outset, the process of European integration has placed a strong emphasis on the role played by public administration. Public expenditure on these institutions influences their behavior (Hudáková et al. 2017; Hornyak Greganova and Orszaghova 2019). For this reason, the process of European integration has required the definition of organizational models of public administration, that are compatible with the protection of competition and economic freedoms enshrined in the Treaty of Lisbon, as necessary conditions for the creation of a free market in an open economy (Solombrino 2019). Despite reforms made to public administration, the financing of local governments is always tied to the funds of state budgets of individual countries (Farneti and Siboni 2011). However, Gherardi et al. (2021) note that in the current international context, which requires addressing global and emerging issues with adequate solutions in different territorial areas, public administration must not focus only on the financial dimension. The path to sustainability and ownership by current and future generations is becoming a central political theme of the EU which in this regard launched the Europe Green Agreement. To meet the objectives defined in Agenda 2030 and the related objectives defined by cohesion policy, it becomes necessary to link territorial development with the sustainability of public administration.



This is illustrated by Figure 1, which shows that the EU-28 countries spend an average of 11.30% of GDP for local government. The Slovak Republic spends half of the financial resources from the state budget on local government compared to the EU-28 countries. (In 2007, EU countries spent 10.9% of GDP; in the Slovak Republic, it was 6.1% of GDP; in 2017, EU countries spent 10.6% of GDP and the Slovak Republic spent 6.9% of GDP). Data for 2018 within the EU-28 is not available. The Czech Republic and Poland spent almost the same amount of funds each year for financing local government, although in the comparable years 2008 and 2016 there was a slight decrease in these funds in both countries. However, in 2017 and 2018, there was an increase in these funds in both countries. It follows that local governments play a key role in the sustainability of public policies. Their proximity to citizens, the volume of resources and services they manage, and the high levels of debt and deficit caused by the public financial crisis in many industrialized countries, make this level of government particularly interesting for sustainability studies that have economic, social, and environmental implications for public entities (Randma-Liiv and Kickert 2017). This is also confirmed by Surówka (2017), who noted that local government units are an important feature of the public finance sector in Poland. The base of their operations is connected with meeting the needs of the population of municipalities (gminas), districts (poviats), and voivodeships. The basics of financial management are determined by legal regulations, which define the scope of their activities and affect the state of financial resources at their disposal. The financial condition of Polish municipalities and districts is significant because local governments are responsible for funding more than 30% of public functions in Poland. However, Satoła et al. (2019) note that financial autonomy varies significantly from one Polish rural municipality to another. Almost 60% of these are at a medium or low level. As a result, their financial situation and ability to perform their tasks depend on the resources allocated from the state budget. This poses a significant problem for their ability to remain financially stable. A significant decrease in funds in Hungary has also been observed, where the decline in 2018 compared to 2007 was 59.48% (Figure 1). Hungary currently has a relatively complicated intergovernmental system, and the most important sources of funding for local governments in this country are grants, which have accounted for around 60% of total income over the last six years (Nam and Parsche 2001).




2. Literature Review


Organizational models of public administration represent a simplified schematic representation of the method of organizational construction of the entire system from individual executive units of public administration. There are many approaches to creating models that are based on different criteria for their conception. However, even applying the same criterion does not guarantee the creation of identical models in different countries. Many external and internal factors influence their development. The group of important internal factors includes, above all, the state establishment, which determines the system of relations between the state and its territorial parts. The administrative–legal division is usually applied in unitary states, such as the Slovak Republic. In centralized states, hierarchical structures are in place, typical of total vertical subordination of public administration bodies. France is a classic case of a centralized unitary state (Hamalová et al. 2015). Olsen (2017) adds that the processes of public administration and the behavior of civil servants are probably systematically influenced by the organizational structures of the central state administration and not by the requirements of its immediate surroundings. In decentralized unitary states, the degree of decentralization of power to regional and local government may vary. Part of the state’s power is legally excluded from the competence of central bodies and is transferred to local government bodies (Adamisin and Tej 2012). Decentralization is a crucial step for changing the principle of administrative sub-coordination and hierarchy. Treisman (2007) notes that decentralization comprises a dizzying variety of political and economic transformations, including decentralization, deconcentration, delegation, administrative decentralization, privatization, bureaucratization, fiscal decentralization, and federalism. Democratic decentralization, according to Tester (2019), implies the decentralization of state planning to lower levels of government, which are to some extent accountable to local voters. In many respects, political decentralization is not a new idea. Sub-national governments have long existed in many countries, including Egypt, Cambodia, El Salvador, Iran, and the United States. Edoun (2016) and Cabelkova et al. (2021) note that decentralization increases transparency and accountability and also increases the efficiency of service delivery to the inhabitants. As a result of decentralization, development projects are more sustainable and cost-effective because local people are more often involved in their design, implementation, and monitoring. This is also supported by Henry (2006), who noted that decentralization supports communities in finding solutions to their everyday problems while bringing innovative ideas that are more adapted to local conditions. According to Krnáč (2007), decentralization, as a process of transferring part of the competencies of state administration bodies to local government, also includes the transfer of financial powers and material resources (movable and immovable property). In practice, this is a procedure for determining local government competencies and the competencies that the state has proposed to transfer to local governments from state administration bodies (Vojtech et al. 2019; Beresecká 2017). This process is linked to many other reform steps and requires a systematic approach. Barzelay (2001) notes that decentralization frees managers and employees of public administration bodies from restrictive rules and bureaucracy while strengthening their ability to respond to inhabitants’ perceptions and changes in the environment. More autonomous decision-making also allows employees’ expertise and skills to be used to increase the efficiency of the public administration system.



As part of decentralization reform, public finances have also been decentralized, which, on the one hand, strengthens the transparency of public finances and, on the other hand, supports the management approach and responsibility for managing the various parts of government. The reason behind public finance reform, according to Jakubek and Tej (2015), was the partial completion of the reforms of public administration. One of the causes included the high deficit of public finance and the state budget deficit (Bečica 2014). According to Mihóková et al. (2015) and Buleca and Mura (2014), financial administration plays a key role in securing the public resources of the Slovak Republic. Its duty and obligation is to ensure that public resources are used as effectively as possible, including both income and operating expenses needed for running the organization. In addition, Burak and Nemec (2016) and Fiľa and Kučera (2015) state that the European Charter for local government expressed in the European context implies that the revenue base of municipalities is the basis of its economic integrity, while creating economic sovereignty of the municipality’s ability to pay their expenses to meet local needs arising from the original functions of the municipality (Vavrek 2015). Adamisin and Tej (2012) state that local authorities are entitled to their own financial resources which they may dispose of freely within their powers.



The accounting approach itself is closely linked to the financing of local governments. According to Sicilia and Steccolini (2016), it comprises managerial accounting, the basis of performance management systems at the level of local governments, which links the budget to various outputs and results. In recent decades, managerial accounting has changed from a traditional budgetary perspective, in which the role of the budget is limited to deciding how much to spend on what, to one that involves limiting expenditure to available revenue and avoiding high costs. From the beginning of 2000, the budget began to function as an incentive for the economy and society, as a governing and managerial territorial tool, and as the primary tool of accountability in public administration.



Administrative reforms at the level of public administration can thus be considered part of “efficiency savings”. Not only does the government have to deal with presented crises, but citizens, politicians, and various interest groups may also see public administration reforms as part of resolving them. Politically and organizationally, efficiency measures can be considered the most effective method of achieving savings, as they avoid real cuts and appear less threatening and more akin to technical adjustments than direct cuts (Pollitt 2010).



Public administration reform in the Slovak Republic has been occurring almost continuously since 1990 and concerns all parts of government. The philosophy of reform, namely the decentralization of public administration, focuses on strengthening the state as a whole and strengthening the position of local governments. The main aim of the decentralization of public administration in the Slovak Republic was the transfer of competencies from the state administration to the level of the regional or the local government. This is supported by Železník et al. (2014), who stated that extensive decentralization of responsibilities within the public administration has brought challenges for local authorities; specifically, how to provide a wide portfolio of different public goods and services and bring a higher level of efficiency, professionalism, and quality of these services for inhabitants. The decentralization of the competencies from the state administration to local government is closely related to changes in the financing of local government. This means that when some of the competencies from the state are transferred to local government, property, and financial resources, which are used for the execution of these competencies, are also transferred. Yang et al. (2020) have stated that fiscal decentralization helps to improve the efficiency of the public sector and promotes economic growth because local governments are better positioned to provide public services that match local preferences and needs. According to the OECD, fiscal consolidation represents a set of governmental measures which should lead to a reduction in budget deficits and reduce the accumulation of public debt. Fiscal consolidation focuses on two fiscal variables: flows (e.g., public budgets) and status (e.g., public debt). This distinction is important because the goal of fiscal consolidation is to reduce the public debt on a long-term, stable basis in a way that does not cause negative externalities in the economy (Zimčík 2013). The conception of decentralization and modernization of public administration in the Slovak Republic was approved for the period 2000–2004, in which more than 300 competencies were planned to be transferred from local state governments (i.e., regional and district offices) to regional and municipal governments. By adopting Act No. 416/2001 Coll., as amended, on the transfer of certain competencies from state administration bodies to municipalities and higher territorial units, all the municipalities in the Slovak Republic were suddenly responsible for the performance of additional competencies in 36 areas (Nižnanský 2005). However, Jankurová (2016) notes that public administration has existed in the Slovak Republic for a long time in a kind of stalemate due to the unsystematic approach of previous governments. On the one hand, public administration bodies are constantly accused of incompetence while, on the other hand, its modernization and adaptation to the standards of the countries of the European Union have long not been prioritized by the state. Krnáč (2007) notes that the structure of competencies transferred to territorial local government points to the inconsistency of the approach of individual central state administration bodies and non-compliance with the principles of an effective division of political responsibility. This is reflected in the opacity in the fulfillment of tasks, the increase of divided responsibility between state administration and territorial self-government (e.g., education, health care, social assistance services), but also the division of responsibilities between levels of territorial self-government (e.g., social assistance services), lower efficiency and higher financial demands, but also on the negative impact on the user of public services. According to Škultéty (2016), if we examine the positive and negative aspects of the so-called transfer of authority from the state to the municipalities, the criteria need to include that the transfer entails optimization of the performance of state administration by self-government, reflecting historical, social, cultural, and legal preconditions. It should be emphasized that this system is implemented in most European democracies with some modifications (e.g., Austria, Germany, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Belgium, Italy). By delegating the performance of certain tasks of state administration to municipalities, the government reinforces its position in the system of ensuring the needs of the state. However, on the other hand, it requires municipalities to perform the delegated tasks properly and in a timely manner (Palúš et al. 2010). Territorial self-governing units cooperate with state bodies in performing tasks within the delegated competences. State bodies provide territorial self-government units with assistance in professional matters, the necessary data from records kept by state bodies, and participate in the training of municipal employees, as well as members of local councils (Urbaníková and Štubňová 2018). In addition, state administration bodies communicate with the municipalities and their associations the measures concerning the municipalities before their adoption and inform them of the adopted measures (Buleca and Mura 2014). State administration is the most important part of public administration in the Slovak Republic. The change in the political system in 1989 significantly affected the state administration. The conditions for the performance of state administration in this period were regulated by Act No. 347/1990 Coll. on the organization of ministries and other state administration bodies of the Slovak Republic and Act No. 472/1990 Coll. on the organization of local state government. In 2001, Act No. 416/2001 Coll. on the transfer of certain powers from state administration bodies to municipalities and higher territorial units, which started the reform of state administration, was accepted (Škultéty and Kaššák 2014).




3. Materials and Methods


The aim of the paper is to characterize the transfer of competencies and their financing from state administration to local government using the example of registry offices in the Slovak Republic.



With the transition of the Slovak Republic from a command economy to a market economy, not only did the economy change, but the transition also required changes in the management of public administration. The central model of public administration, which was applied in Slovakia until 1989, was characterized by its centralism and bureaucracy, which essentially copied the then management of the country’s economy.



Public administration reform began in 1990 and is ongoing. In 1990, the self-governing position of municipalities was restored with the adoption of Act No. 369/1990 Coll. on the municipal establishment, and public administration as a whole moved from a centrally managed model to a dual model. In the second stage of the reform (in the period 1995–1996), regional self-government was to be created, and at the same time, the decentralization of public administration was to begin. However, regional self-government, as well as the decentralization of public administration, did not take place until 2002. The registry offices were the first area of competence acquired by local government. In addition, fiscal decentralization took place in 2005, which significantly changed the financing of local and regional government in relation to the state. For this reason, information on the financing of devolved competencies became fully available at the level of individual regions only in 2007. Therefore, we evaluate the financing of this competence from 2007 to 2018 at the level of individual regions of the Slovak Republic using cumulative data from all the registry offices in the Slovak republic. The database was obtained from the Ministry of the Interior of the Slovak Republic.



In connection with the aim of the article, we sought to find an answer to the question of whether there are regional differences in the performance of registry activities. The registries were the first public service acquired by local governments in the process of decentralization of public administration in the Slovak Republic. In this context, we examined the following four hypotheses:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

We predict that with increasing number of inhabitants of individual regions of the Slovak Republic, the number of operations carried out by registry offices in these regions will increase at a statistically significant level.





Hypothesis 2 (H2).

We predict that with increasing number of operations carried out by registry offices in individual regions of the Slovak Republic, the volume of subsidies in these regions will increase at a statistically significant level.





Hypothesis 3 (H3).

We predict statistically significant differences between individual regions of the Slovak Republic in terms of the number of actions per capita.





Hypothesis 4 (H4).

We predict statistically significant differences between individual regions of the Slovak Republic in terms of the total subsidy allocated to registry offices per capita.





Several mathematical–statistical methods were used to test the above hypotheses. Individual analyzes were processed in MS Office, Statistica 13.4, and Statgraphics XVIII.



We used the Kendall rank correlation coefficient (hereinafter “Kendall coefficient”), which is calculated as follows:


   r K  =    n c  −  n d    n  (  n − 1  )  / 2    








where:




	
 n —number of observations



	
   n c   —number of concordant pairs



	
   n d   —number of discordant pairs.








The difference between regions was evaluated using Kruskal–Wallis one-way analysis of variance.


  Q =   12   n  (  n − 1  )      ∑   i = 1  I     T i 2     n i    − 3  (  n + 1  )   








where:




	
 n —number of observations



	
   n i   —number of observations in i-th group



	
   T i 2   —total number of orders of i-th group.








The difference between regions was evaluated using Kruskal–Wallis one-way analysis of variance. The regression analysis presents a separate method to analyze an indicator of progress for the period 2007–2018. The least-squares method was used for estimation of regression model parameters.


    ∑   i = 1  n    (  y i  −    y i   ^  )  2  =   ∑   i = 1  n   e i 2  → m i n  








where:




	
   y i   —measured value of dependent variable



	
    y ^  i   —estimated value of dependent variable



	
   e i 2   —random error of dependent variable.








The subsidy to cover the costs of the transferred performance of state administration for registry offices is provided to the municipality, which is the seat of the registry office from the budget chapter of the Ministry of the Interior of the Slovak Republic. Registry offices mainly keep registry books, in which they record births, marriages, deaths of the population, or a change of name or surname. The subsidy is provided for the employee’s salary, for goods and services, and for increased costs associated with the employee’s clothing. In terms of the structure of the total subsidy, in 2018, the biggest share consisted of wage costs of employees (88.48%), office operating costs accounted for 9.85%, and costs associated with the employee’s clothing accounted for 1.67% (Figure 2).



The trend in the amount of subsidy per inhabitant and the trend in the number of operations per inhabitant in registry offices are shown in Figure 3.




4. Results and Discussion


The Slovak Republic applied an integrated model of public administration for 45 years (1945–1990). The public administration was the state administration, which implemented a centralized administrative model of management and financing of public needs. The decision to apply a dual system of public administration in the Slovak Republic since 1991 has fundamentally changed the approach to decision-making and meeting public needs at the local level (Knežová et al. 2016). This is confirmed by Gecikova (2013) and Čepelová et al. (2010), who state that inhabitants began to decide for themselves (especially through elected representatives) the options and ways of meeting public needs and how to take responsibility for their performance. This fundamental change in philosophy, especially the practical approach to meeting public needs, required a reinterpretation by inhabitants and elected representatives of the role and status of municipal government in democratic governance. Changes in public administration were part of the changes in the social and state system. According to Hendrych et al. (2014), the reform of public administration does not present a conventional organizational change but a significant intervention in the structure of public authorities in the relationship between state and citizen, and therefore its acceptance is often met with opposition. The reform of public administration (Hamalová et al. 2015) is defined as a continuous process of change that alters the quality of the original system. The aim of the reform is to create modern, smart governance, which should be not only effective but accessible to citizens (Ochrana and Půček 2011). The extent of reform and its focus is determined by the conceptualization of the state from which is derived the parameters of the reform of the public—administrative systems, entailing clearly defined objectives and time horizon for implementation.



Act No. 416/2001 Coll. stipulates the transfer of powers from ministries, regional authorities, and district offices to municipalities and higher territorial units in the Slovak Republic. In the years 2001–2004, more than 200 competencies were transferred from the state to municipalities. The transfers of powers from state bodies to municipalities were based on the principle that the self-governing competencies of municipalities include competencies that are not the responsibility of state administration. Škultéty (2016) notes that laws regulating the so-called delegated state administration should explicitly state that it is the exercise of a delegated state administration. In the event that the law does not contain such an explicit provision in the regulation of the competence of the municipality, the exercise of self-governing competence of the municipality applies. This interpretative rule contains § 4 Section 2 of Act No. 416/2001 Coll. At the same time, it should be emphasized that a similar rule in relation to municipalities was duplicated in Act No. 369/1990 Coll. on the general establishment, as part of its amendment in 2001 (Section 4).



Based on Act No. 154/1994 Coll. on registry offices, registry offices were located in 926 municipalities, which represent 32.04% of the total number of municipalities in the Slovak republic. Distribution of the registry offices in individual regions was approximately uniform and depended on the size and settlement structure of the region. Despite the fact that most municipalities are located in the Prešov region, the total number of registries is only 105, which is due to multiple settlement structures and a large number of small municipalities in the area. By contrast, in the Nitra region, even though the area has 1.8-fold fewer towns and municipalities compared to the Prešov region, it has the highest number of registry offices in the area, 163, representing a total of 17.60% of the total share. Though there are only 66 registry offices in the Bratislava region, which represents a total of 7.13% of the total number of registry offices in terms of the number of municipalities, there are the highest proportion in this region (there are 66 registry offices per 80 towns and municipalities). Such significant representation of registry offices is related to the settlement structure of this region. In terms of the average number of operations in one registry office, the highest number were performed in the registry offices in the Košice and Prešov regions, which cover a relatively large catchment areas. In practice, this means that existing registry offices serve a relatively large population (registry offices operate only in every sixth municipality or town in the regions). Conversely, on average, the lowest number of operations for one registry office is in the Trnava region, but this is due to the fact that, in this region, the registry offices are located in every second city or municipality (Figure 4).



First, we examined relationships between the numbers of operations in registry offices in the individual regions and the amount of subsidy transferred from state administration (Table 2). Based on these results, we can infer a linear relationship between these variables in five of the eight regions in the Slovak Republic.



Interestingly, in the Bratislava region and the Trnava region, an increased level of subsidy to the transferred competencies was associated with increased number of operations by the registry office. Conversely, in the Prešov, Košice, and Žilina regions, the number of operations carried out by registry offices showed a negative linear correlation with the amount of subsidy. This means that increasing the amount of subsidy decreased the number of operations. This correlation was closely related to the salaries of employees in the registry office. The salary remuneration of employees in public administration was linked to their level of education and the length of experience. From the above information, it can be inferred that employees with longer experience work in the above regions, which is reflected in their higher salary evaluation. In Trenčín, Banská Bystrica, and the Nitra region, the relationship between these two variables was not confirmed. Based on the above results, we can confirm hypothesis (H1) only in some regions in the Slovak Republic, which means that we reject hypothesis H1 as a whole.



We also analyzed the relationship between the region’s inhabitants and the number of operations at the registry offices (Table 3). As with the first pair of variables, we observed differences between regions, especially the western and eastern Slovak Republic regions. A direct linear relationship (although not statistically significant) was found in the Bratislava and the Trnava region. In the Žilina, Prešov, and Košice region, despite the growing number of inhabitants, the number of operations at the registry office decreased. These differences are related to the settlement structure in individual regions. Based on the above results, we can confirm hypothesis (H2) only in some regions in the Slovak Republic, which means that we reject hypothesis H2 as a whole.



Considering differences between individual regions in the Slovak Republic (Figure 5), we first analyzed the differences using the Kruskal–Wallis test, which confirmed, at the 5% significance level, differences between regions in the number of operations per capita (W = 85.95; p ≤ 0.01). The test results confirmed Hypothesis 3. Statistically significant differences in the number of operations in registry offices per capita in comparison with other regions were recorded in the Bratislava and Trnava regions. The Bratislava region is one of the most economically developed regions of the Slovak Republic, which is associated with a growing population and a progressive age structure of the population in this region. The Trnava region is in a similar situation. Although there are a relatively low number of municipalities in both regions compared to other regions, there are a relatively high number of registry offices, with a registry office located in every second municipality in the region.



When comparing individual regions of the Slovak Republic (Figure 6) in terms of the total subsidy allocated to registry offices recalculated per capita, we used the Kruskal–Wallis test; a statistically significant difference was not confirmed (W = 12.617, p = 0.082). This means that Hypothesis 4 was not confirmed. It can be stated that, in terms of per capita subsidies in the period 2007–2018, there were no statistically significant differences between regions.



Based on the regression analysis results (Table 4), we can see the different development of the amount of subsidy per capita and the trend in the number of operations per capita in registry offices in individual regions in the Slovak Republic in the period 2007–2018. Differences can be observed in the absolute level of the dependent variable and in the steepness of the regression function.



Based on the above results of the correlation analysis, we can describe regional differences in the amount of subsidy per capita and the number of operations per capita in the region. In five regions (Bratislava, Trnava, Žilina, Prešov, and Košice), a linear correlation between the amount of the subsidy and the number of actions performed in the region was confirmed. In four regions (Bratislava, Nitra, Prešov, and Košice), a linear relationship between the number of inhabitants and the number of operations at registry offices in the region was also confirmed.




5. Conclusions


The primary aim of the transfer of competencies from state administration to local government was, on the one hand, to provide adequate public services to the inhabitants and, on the other hand, to create a modern and economically efficient public administration structure. However, the transfer of competencies from state administration to local government has meant that municipalities remain essentially an extended hand of state administration, which calls into question the basic principle of self-government. Registry offices were the first competency that municipalities acquired from the state. From the inhabitant’s point of view, the registry office is one of the least visited offices, but municipalities view it as prestigious to provide registry services directly to their residents in the municipality.



The main role of the registry office is to keep registry books, in which events such as births, weddings, and deaths are recorded. The results of the analysis and testing of hypotheses indicates that an increasing number of inhabitants in individual regions had no effect on the number of actions at these offices. However, when we tested the dependence of the number of these actions per capita, a statistically significant dependence was demonstrated. A large number of municipalities and the related settled settlement structure of the Slovak Republic have contributed to regional differences in the amount of subsidy spent on registry activity per capita.



However, experience suggests that the amount that municipalities spend on the performance of the registry offices exceeds the revenues that municipalities receive from the state in the form of subsidies. Municipalities finance this difference from their own resources, from current expenditure in their budgets. At the time of the economic and financial crisis, there were already thoughts about changing the financing of local government in Slovakia. The current COVID-19 pandemic has reopened this topic. Based on the results of the analysis, we can state that fiscal decentralization was not successful and did not ensure financial independence for the municipalities. It could be said that it has further deepened their financial dependence on the state. Although local governments are calling for a change in funding, there is no political will to open the subject yet. One of the significant barriers is the mechanism of pre-distribution of funds to local governments, where the basic consideration is the number of residents with permanent residence in the municipality. Therefore, further research in this area should focus on changes in the funding of this service and on monitoring the activities of registry offices, resulting from their administrative burden, using a range of individual measures.
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Figure 1. Development of general government expenditures (% of GDP) for local government. Source: Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic, own processing. 
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Figure 2. The structure of subsidies for registry offices in the Slovak Republic in 2018 (%). Source: Ministry of the Interior of the Slovak republic, own processing. 
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Figure 3. Development of selected indicators of the registry offices in the Slovak Republic in individual regions over the period 2000–2018. Source: Ministry of the Interior of the Slovak republic, own processing. 
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Figure 4. Individual characteristics of registry offices in the individual regions in the Slovak Republic in 2018. Source: Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic—Statdat, Ministry of the Interior of the Slovak Republic, own processing. 
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Figure 5. Differences between individual regions depending on the number of operations per inhabitant. Source: own processing. 
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Figure 6. Differences between individual regions depending on the amount of subsidy per inhabitant. Source: own processing. 
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Table 1. Innovation in Norwegian local governments: three historical roles according to Pedersen (2020).
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	Local government as a beneficiary
	The activities covered represent the recruitment of new organizational units, technology, policy, strategy, services, programs, and new positions in the municipal organization. In addition, this role includes local government as the implementer of state policies and programs



	Local government as collaborator and co-creator
	This role is associated with collaborative business activities. In other words, local governments are the main actors or participants in various external innovation activities. Such activities may include cooperation on tasks (intergovernmental or inter-municipal cooperation), management (political inter-municipal cooperation), etc.



	Local government as a pioneer of well-being
	This role does not necessarily mean inventing new social services, schemes, or measures, but rather pioneering, promoting, and mediating international trends or innovations from elsewhere. It can also be a task that individual municipalities develop or experiment with new solutions within the framework of state initiatives.










 





Table 2. The linear correlation of the number of inhabitants and the number of operations in the registry offices.
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	Bratislava Region
	Trnava Region
	Trenčín Region
	Nitra Region
	Žilina Region
	Banská Bystrica Region
	Prešov Region
	Košice Region





	rK
	0.7618
	0.464
	0.221
	0.221
	0.397
	0.198
	−0.397
	−0.486



	p-value
	<0.05
	<0.05
	0.273
	0.273
	<0.05
	0.324
	<0.05
	<0.05







Source: own processing.
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Table 4. The parameters of regression functions by individual regions in the Slovak Republic.
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Operations per Capita

	
Subsidies per Capita




	
Name

	
Intercept

	
Slope

	
Intercept

	
Slope






	
Bratislava region

	
−2.3972

	
0.00122751

	
−72.6843

	
0.0366018




	
Trnava region

	
4.41334

	
−0.00213591

	
−51.856

	
0.0263203




	
Trenčín region

	
9.40957

	
−0.00461745

	
−56.8909

	
0.0287828




	
Nitra region

	
−0.353757

	
0.000219084

	
−77.1567

	
0.0389046




	
Žilina region

	
6.71934

	
−0.00327687

	
−55.253

	
0.0279794




	
Banská Bystrica region

	
0.678928

	
−0.000274836

	
−61.9415

	
0.0313094




	
Prešov region

	
−2.71766

	
0.00138294

	
−63.7235

	
0.0322105




	
Košice region

	
5.0266

	
−0.00245695

	
−62.2742

	
0.0314832








Source: own processing.
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