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Dear reader,

We are presenting you an expert publication dedicated to the horizontal policy coordination in 
the selected countries of  the European Union, which has been prepared as part of  an initiative 
aimed at creation of  conditions for better understanding of  the public administration reform in 
the context of  the European integration of  the Republic of  Serbia.

This publication has for its aim to clarify the concept and importance of  the horizontal 
policy coordination, to present the horizontal policy coordination in the selected countries of  
the European Union, and to, based on the presented experiences, give recommendations for 
establishment of  a functional system of  horizontal policy coordination in the Republic of  Serbia.

The publication has been prepared within the project “ Support to the Serbian Public 
Administration Reform Strategy – second phase”, which is implemented by the Ministry of  
Public Administration and Local Self-Government, in cooperation with the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and financially supported by the Swedish International 
Development Cooperation Agency (Sida).

Sincerely yours,
Milica Dražić
Assistant Minister
Sector for European Integration, International Cooperation and Projects
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PAr t i
Policy-Making аnd coordination

1.1	Policy	and	Policy-making

Policy is a complex term, with multiple meanings. It is used to describe activities in many spheres of 

human existence – personal, commercial, legal, governmental and constitutional. In this paper, we use 

the term policy in a restricted sense, focusing on the policy that is developed and implemented by the 

executive branch of government. Policy-making is a core function of government, central to a country’s 

political and economic life. It is about how governments make choices and manage resources in order 

to achieve their economic and social objectives.

It is important to understand that the activities of the government (and also of the legal system) 

at any point in time are based on the sum total of all previous policies. Policies accumulate over time. 

Many of them are reflected in legal acts, but some are based on other decisions, such as spending 

public and donors’ money, or decisions to strengthen implementation and enforcement of existing 

legal acts. In fact, the vast majority of the day-to-day ongoing activities of Ministries and agencies 

concern the implementation of the accumulated policies of all the governments to date (including old 

and new policies, changes and repeals). 

In addition, ministries and the Government are engaged in making new policies, so the total 

accumulated policies of governments are not a fixed quantity but are constantly subject to change 

through the policy decisions of successive governments. This brings us to the focus of this paper, which 

looks at the process through which new policy is developed and agreed, especially how the policy 

output of governments is coordinated. A useful working definition for the purposes of this paper is: 

“New policy is a deliberate action of government (the executive branch) that in some way alters 

or influences the society or economy outside the government. It includes, but is not limited to, 

taxation, regulation, expenditures, information, statements, legal requirements, legal prohibitions, and 

enforcement.”

The reader should be aware that it is difficult to distinguish clearly between the terms “policy” and 

“strategy” as these terms are commonly used. What one government calls “an economic development 

strategy” another might call “an economic development policy”. In this paper, we attempt to use the 

term “strategy” to refer to documents with broad objectives that cut across a number of ministries 

and have at least a medium-term horizon. In this sense, a strategy cannot be, in and of itself, directly 

implemented. Rather, in order for the goals of a strategy to be achieved, it requires that a number of 

policies and pieces of legislation be developed and passed. Thus, an economic development strategy 
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would have a time horizon of, say, five to ten years, and would require that a large number of ministries 

develop policies and legislation that, taken together, would promote the objectives of the strategy. 

A policy, on the other hand, can normally be directly implemented through legislation, regulation or 

government spending.

It is also difficult to distinguish between the terms “policy” and “politics”, and many languages do 

not even have separate terms for these two concepts. It is useful to distinguish them by using the term 

politics to refer to all the activities of parties, and the considerations and activities of politicians that are 

directed towards their attempt to get elected or re-elected and to create personal and group alliances. 

Policy, on the other hand, is what politicians decide to implement. To be sure, the decision to adopt 

and implement a policy is often based on political considerations, but it normally remains possible to 

distinguish between these considerations and concrete policy outputs.

Policy is produced through the policy process, which is normally conceptualised as a cycle. 

There are many models of this process, and almost every writer on the subject has a different model 

to emphasise different aspects. The reason for this is that the policy process itself is abstract, not fully 

codified, and at least some of its aspects are informal. Even in the same country at the same time, it is 

possible for different policies to be developed by somewhat different processes. For example, for one 

policy there are public consultations, but for another there are none. Or, one policy originates from a 

coalition agreement, while another policy originates from public pressure on a specific Minister. 

A very basic simplified model of the policy cycle is presented in the chart below, and much of this 

paper provides further elaboration of the process represented by this cycle. 

SIMPLIFIED POLICY CYCLE

DECISION ON

INSTRUMENTS
IMPLEMENTATION

POLICY OPTIONS AND

DRAFT LAWS

ENACTMENTS

ASSESSMENTS

ASSESSMENTS

POLITICAL DECISION

POLICY DEVELOPMENT
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As this model shows, the policy process is normally initiated by a political decision, usually 

in the form of general policy objectives. Such political decisions may originate from election 

promises, coalition agreements, the Government Programme, or the adoption of a strategy by the 

Government. This is then followed by detailed policy development (by ministries or ad hoc bodies) 

that produces options for more specific decisions on the specific policy instrument to be enacted 

(passed by government and/or parliament). Once enacted, the instrument is implemented and 

subsequently assessed, which in turn leads to further policy development, and possibly amendments 

to the instrument or even reconsideration and modification of the initial political decision. It should 

be understood that these steps are not always deliberate and orderly, or of high quality, but that 

nevertheless they always happen to one degree or another, in a conscious or unconscious way.

1.2		What	horizontal	Policy	coordination	is	and	Why	it	is	necessary

Decision-making in democratic parliamentary systems is predicated on the performance of a 

dual role by all members of the government. Ministers are normally assigned personal responsibility 

for a specific sectoral policy area (finance, health, education, agriculture, etc.). In addition, they come 

together regularly at the sessions of the government, where they discuss proposals from members of 

the government, make decisions, and are required to take collective responsibility for the government’s 

program, and for specific decisions. The main responsibility of the Prime Minister is for the collective 

performance of the government, a role normally performed by chairing the sessions of the 

government, and ensuring orderly and coherent fulfilment of the Government Programme. The Prime 

Minister also has a personal responsibility to represent the country abroad, and to manage coalitions. 

Horizontal policy coordination refers to the procedures and activities that are established 

within the policy system to create balance between the sectoral responsibilities of Ministers for 

policy development, and the government’s collective responsibility for its overall policy output. 

The fundamental assumption is that both of these elements (ministerial autonomy and collective 

responsibility) are critical for success. The secret lies in the little word “balance”, because this balance is 

itself subjective and dynamic, and can vary over time and for different issues.  If there is no horizontal 

coordination, there is policy chaos and the policy system will produce contradictory policies that are 

difficult to implement. On the other hand, if there is too much coordination, the system becomes 

overly centralised, thus stifling the policy initiative of ministries and reducing responsiveness to public 

needs. 

This is why coordination is treated here as a process, not as an outcome. We cannot usually 

determine if a specific policy has achieved a balance between sectoral interests and governmental 

interests and is thus “fully coordinated”. Rather, we can ask only if a given government has established a 

good process to coordinate and to attempt to achieve this balance. The World Bank puts this well:
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“We should continue to shift our focus from the content of public policy to the way policy is made and 

implemented”, and “rather than focus primarily on providing policy prescriptions, the World Bank needs to 

focus more on helping countries develop the processes and incentives to design good policies themselves.” 

(Reforming Public Institutions and Strengthening Governance: A World Bank Strategy. Washington DC: 

World Bank �000)]  

Horizontal policy coordination is necessary because modern government and administration are 

complex organisations with complex tasks. There is an almost infinite variety of subject matter that 

concerns governments: human rights, economic development, environment, transport, education, 

agriculture, police, and pensions. Governments have to deal with the immediate, the medium, 

and the long-term, with the values of individuals and the aspirations of collectivities, with local and 

global issues, with individual citizens, groups, regions, ethnic minorities, nations, and the international 

community. In the countries of central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans, governments must deal 

with all these issues within the context of transition (national, political, and economic), and in light of 

the overall objective of joining the EU and becoming effective members within it.

Government and administration are also organisationally complex, made up of a multiplicity 

of Ministries, themselves comprising many sectors and units and decentralised and deconcentrated 

bodies, as well as Agencies, Commissions, and international representations. Democratic governance 

combines a variable element (politicians), who are subject to periodic elections and replacement, 

with permanent staff (civil servants) who serve both citizens and politicians. The interaction of these 

elements, each with their own motivations and aspirations is often less than easy. For all these reasons, 

coordination is crucial to effective government, and without coordination a government is not likely to 

achieve its objectives or implement its programme. 

 “Coordination” is defined by the American Heritage Dictionary as “The regulation of diverse 

elements into an integrated and harmonious operation”. The Cambridge Dictionary defines “to 

coordinate” as “to make various different things work effectively as a whole”. There are a few things 

to note about these definitions. First, the term “coordination” tends to have positive connotations, 

indicated by the use of words such as “harmonious” and “effective”. The second is the implied 

assumption that coordination does not happen all on its own, but requires management and 

regulation. Third, “coordination” is normally defined as a process, rather than as an outcome. Finally, 

coordination allows elements and actors to remain plural and different, while it aims for results that are 

harmonious and effective. 

All large and complex organisations develop means for coordination, often at various levels 

within the organisation. The analogy to government is clear. In parliamentary systems, the apex of 

the decision-making system is the weekly session of the Government, chaired by the Prime Minister. 

In these systems, the Government sessions exist primarily to ensure coordination, especially in the 

following areas:



H o r i z o n t a l  P o l i c y  C o o r d i n a t i o n   �

P A r t  i  –  P o l i c y - M A k i n G  A n d  c o o r d i n A t i o n

n Strategic: establishing the overall Government objectives, setting priorities among them, and 

allocating resources to these priorities;

n Communications: discussing political and communications issues facing the Government;

n Policy and legislative decisions: taking major decisions on behalf of the government, ensuring 

that all ministers are committed to them;

n Coherence: taking decisions that are lawful, for which financial and staffing resources have been 

identified, and in which the different interests of Ministers have been identified and conciliated; 

and

n Collective responsibility: ensuring that ministers take collective responsibility for the decisions of 

the government. 

In practice, it is often not possible to determine with any certainty if a specific policy is good or not 

in terms of achieving its purposes until some time after it has been implemented through concrete 

actions. What can be done in advance is to try to maximise the chances that the agreed policy, that is 

“the course of action selected from among alternatives” is the optimal choice. 

Nevertheless, there are basic criteria for assessing in advance if the policy proposals submitted to 

the Government have a good chance of being optimal. The main ones are:

n The policy or law is in line with the Government programme and other commitments made by 

the Government

n The policy or law is actually needed in order to address a real problem or deficiency

n The policy or law actually addresses the identified problem or deficiency

n The policy or law is cost-efficient (compared to alternatives)

n The policy or law does not create (serious) new problems

n The policy or law does not contradict other laws, or create legal and enforcement confusion

n Means for implementation of the policy or law are available (money, human resources, 

organization)

The objective of horizontal policy coordination is to ensure that these criteria are carefully assessed 

before items are proposed to the Government for decision.

1.3		the	Policy	system	

The “policy system” is a convenient general name for the abstract process that produces concrete 

policy and legislation. It is abstract because it is made of various players, processes and procedures 

that are not visible as concrete institutions. Yet this system as a whole, whether it is strong or weak, 

produces policies and legislation that affect individuals, institutions, and society as a whole. 

The main players in the policy system are:

n The government (both as a collective and as individual members) 
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n The ministries

n The Centre of Government (CoG), consisting primarily of the General Secretariat, and in some 

countries also the legislative secretariat and the body coordinating EU affairs. 

Other players in the system, either regularly or from time-to-time, are NGO’s, outside experts, and 

the media. 

In terms of process and procedures, it is convenient to look at the policy system as comprising �� 

steps. In general, these steps are sequential, although in practice some of the steps may be performed 

outside the sequence, and at times some of the steps are skipped altogether. Normally, the Rules of 

Procedure of the government specify how these steps are to be performed, and the institutions 

responsible for performing and/or supervising their performance. The ��-step policy system is shown 

in the table below. Seven of the �� steps deal directly with horizontal policy coordination, and they are 

shown in grey for emphasis.

Summary Table: 12 STepS of The policy SySTem (STepS relaTed To horizonTal coordinaTion are in grey)

steP
bodY with leAd role For 
the PrePArAtion And/or 

suPPort oF this steP
other contributing bodies decision/ 

APProvAl

1. definition of Priorities
PArties, PM cAbinet (GenerAl 
secretAriAt) GenerAl secretAriAt, All Ministries

GovernMent, 
PArliAMent

2. Policy And leGislAtive 
PlAnninG

GenerAl secretAriAt All Ministries, leGislAtive secretAriAt GovernMent

3. PrePArAtion of Policy 
ProPosAls

sPonsorinG Ministry WorkinG GrouPs, nGos, outside exPerts Minister

4. PrePArAtion of leGAl 
drAfts

sPonsorinG Ministry
WorkinG GrouPs, nGos, leGislAtive 
secretAriAt, outside exPerts

Minister

5. inter-MinisteriAl 
consultAtions

sPonsorinG Ministry
soMe/All other Ministries, leGislAtive 
secretAriAt, GenerAl secretAriAt

Minister

6. subMission to GenerAl 
secretAriAt

sPonsorinG Ministry Minister

7. revieW by GenerAl 
secretAriAt

GenerAl secretAriAt

leGislAtive secretAriAt
sPonsorinG Ministry secretAry GenerAl

8 revieW by coMMissions GenerAl secretAriAt sPonsorinG Ministry
coMMission chAir, 
GovernMent

9. decision by GovernMent GenerAl secretAriAt sPonsorinG Ministry GovernMent

10. PArliAMentAry Process 
And PAssAGe

PArliAMentAry office
GenerAl secretAriAt, sPonsorinG 
Ministry

PArliAMent

11. iMPleMentAtion sPonsorinG Ministry
nGos, outside exPerts, locAl 
GovernMent

Minister

12. MonitorinG And 
evAluAtion

sPonsorinG Ministry, GenerAl 
secretAriAt

outside exPerts, nGos
Minister, 
GovernMent
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As can be seen from this table, steps �, �, �, �, 8, 9 and �� are specifically related to horizontal 

policy coordination. As can also be observed in the table, Ministers and their Ministries are responsible 

primarily for developing and implementing sectoral plans, strategies, policies and legislation, the 

collective government and the Centre of Government (General Secretariat, Legislative Secretariat) are 

responsible for ensuring horizontal policy coordination. The one area in which ministries play the lead 

role in horizontal policy coordination is step �, inter-ministerial consultations. However, even in this 

step the General Secretariat should play an important supporting role.

Given the central role of the General Secretariat in horizontal policy coordination, the rest of this 

paper focuses primarily, though not exclusively, on this institution. 
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Generally, the administrative apparatus responsible for horizontal policy coordination is referred 

to as the Centre of Government (CoG). There is no country that actually has an institution called the 

“Centre of Government”, so this is a conceptual name for the group of institutions that include the 

General Secretariat, and in certain cases one or two additional administrative bodies. The authority, 

structure, and capacity of the General Secretariat, and the respect it can command within the political 

and administrative system are the most critical aspects for designing and managing a good system of 

horizontal policy coordination. This is why any country that wishes to improve its policy management 

system must start by ensuring that the General Secretariat, the main tool of coordination, is well 

designed, well staffed, and has the support of the top political level, in particular the Prime Minister 

under whose authority it operates. 

The responsibilities of CoG derive directly from the collective responsibilities of the Government 

and the Prime Minister. Above all, the unique purpose of CoG is to serve the Government and the 

Prime Minister in their responsibility to coordinate the activities of all the Ministries, with the objective 

of facilitating the effective and efficient performance of the Government’s collective duties. 

2.1	the	Functions	oF	the	centre	oF	government	(cog)

The CoG consists of a small number of central institutions (e.g., Government Office/ General 

Secretariat/Chancellery, Legislative Secretariat, Office for European Integration). Countries tend to 

structure their CoG according to their political and administrative traditions, the current challenges, and 

even the personality of the Prime Minister and coalition agreements. However, extensive comparative 

research has shown that, as a general rule the CoG normally performs the following eight tasks, which 

have come to be known as the eight dimensions of horizontal coordination:

�. Coordinating the preparation of Government sessions;

�. Coordinating legal conformity;

�. Coordinating the drafting of Government Strategic and Work Plans (prioritization, strategic 

planning and adjustment to the Budget); 

�. Coordinating the content of policy and legislative documents (quality of policies) and settling 

divergences; 

�. Coordinating Government communication with mass media;

P A r t  i i  –  t h e  c e n t r e  о f  G o v e r n M e n t
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�. Coordinating the monitoring of Government performance; 

�. Coordinating relations with other public authorities (Presidency, Parliament)

8. Coordinating certain horizontal strategic priorities (European integration, public administration 

reform etc.).

Here is a brief description of each of the eight functions of the CoG.  

2.1.1	 Coordinating	the	Preparation	of	Government	Sessions

The most common way in which the CoG contributes to coordination is through the management 

of the logistics of the preparation of the sessions of the Government. This function is found in all 

Government Offices, in the OECD, CEEC and Balkan countries. This is essentially a technical function, 

and it is fundamental to the success of the Government because it concerns the management of 

the process of decision-making by setting the rules and by enforcing them. As a process, policy 

coordination is directed at creating conditions – in particular, standard procedures within the state 

apparatus – under which coordination can be achieved within and across different policy sectors. As 

will be shown later, procedural coordination is not sufficient to ensure high-quality output from the 

sessions of Government; but it is absolutely necessary for high-quality decision-making. 

2.1.2	 Coordinating	Legal	Conformity

Closely related to the preparation of Government meetings is the coordination of the legal 

conformity of draft legislation. In Continental Europe, and especially in central and Eastern Europe 

and the Balkans, the Government has an important quasi-legislative role, and legislative material 

brought to the Government for decision needs to be reviewed to ensure that it meets the country’s 

legal requirements. These requirements traditionally address three dimensions: conformity with the 

Constitution, conformity with other laws and regulations, and conformity with legal-drafting style. For 

countries wishing to join the EU, conformity with the Acquis is now added as a forth dimension.

2.1.3	 Coordinating	the	Drafting	Government	Strategic	and	Work	Plans

Planning – both strategic planning and work planning – and the management of the dynamic 

linkages between them, are the quintessential responsibilities of the Government and the Prime 

Minister. A Strategic framework is a central tool for achieving policy coherence. In parliamentary 

democracies, setting the Government’s strategic goals is a political responsibility, often reflected in 

the statements of the Government in Parliament. But the preparation of plans, the analysis required to 

sustain the plans, and the activities required to implement the plans, are the task of the administration. 

As Ministries prepare ideas and analyse information in their different domains, the CoG has the 

responsibility to coordinate the material, and to assist the Government in establishing priorities among 

P A r t  i i  –  t h e  c e n t r e  о f  G o v e r n M e n t
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competing demands on fiscal and other resources. The CoG is also responsible for coordinating (with 

input from ministries) the preparation of the Government’s annual work plan in line with its strategic 

priorities.

2.1.4	 Coordinating	the	Content	of	Policy	and	Legislative	Documents

Policy review is the central tool of the General Secretariat in serving the collective responsibility of 

Government to develop and implement coherent policies. Specifically, the General Secretariat needs 

to be able to ensure that items reaching the Government and its ministerial committees are consistent, 

coherent, and well coordinated. 

To do this, the General Secretariat should be tasked to review all substantive proposals coming to 

the Government session with a view to;

n ensure that sectoral and cross-sectoral issues have been considered and addressed;

n ensure that the analysis and analytical material (fiscal, economic, social, environmental, etc.) that 

underpin proposals from Ministries are of an acceptable standard;

n ensure that proposals from the Ministers are in line with Government strategic and budget 

priorities;

n ensure that disagreements between Ministries over materials submitted to the Government, are 

resolved or minimised prior to sessions of CoM; and

n ensure that the Prime Minister and the Chairs of Ministerial committees are briefed on issues 

reaching the committees and the CoM for decision.

2.1.5	 Coordinating	Government	Communication	with	Mass	Media

Many Governments develop a collective approach to communications, normally placing with the 

Prime Minister the overarching responsibility for ensuring that the public is informed about the work of 

the Government. Ministers, on the other hand, are responsible, in consultation with the Prime Minister, 

for ensuring that the public is informed on developments in their own particular areas of competence. 

Often, the day-to-day management and coordination of the communications function is placed with 

the CoG, directly in the hands of the Government Spokesperson or the head of the Government/Prime 

Minister’s press office. 

The CoG then establishes mechanisms to ensure, for example, that the information provided by 

one Ministry is consistent with information issued by others and by the Government Spokesman, and 

that initiatives are synchronised and announcements are timed to maximise their impact. 

2.1.6	 Coordinating	the	Monitoring	of	Government	Performance

The implementation of specific government decisions and the monitoring of the results of policies 

and legislation are in essence the responsibility of individual ministers. However, the government 

P A r t  i i  –  t h e  c e n t r e  о f  G o v e r n M e n t
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collectively, and especially the Prime Minister personally, have a responsibility (constitutional, legal, 

or by convention) to ensure overall collective performance of the Government. To support the Prime 

Minister in this responsibility, it is customary for the CoG to compile a regular report on the programme 

of the government and the progress of projected policy proposals. 

2.1.7	 Coordinating	Relations	with	Other	Public	Authorities	(Presidency,	Parliament)

The task of ensuring horizontal policy coordination often has to continue beyond the decision 

by the Government. Parliament must pass all primary legislation, and it may attempt to amend 

government legislation in the process. In addition, Parliament is also an initiator of laws, and these 

laws may or may not harmonise well with the Government’s own priorities and policies. This issue 

is particularly acute in countries where Parliaments tend to initiate a large number of laws, or when 

there are difficult or unstable coalitions, so the Government may have difficulties controlling the policy 

agenda. There is, therefore, a need to coordinate relations with the Parliament, to ensure that Ministers 

are available to discuss and defend laws within their portfolios, and to present a common position 

when necessary. 

Another important link for the Government is the President (and his/her office). Even in 

Parliamentary systems, the Head of State has, at least from time-to-time, influence on policy, and, in 

any case, the President normally signs bills into law, not always automatically. 

For these reasons, it is quite customary for the CoG to be responsible for managing and 

coordinating the relationship with Parliament and the President on behalf of the Government.

2.1.8	 Coordinating	Certain	Horizontal	Strategic	Priorities

Almost all Centres of Government include some attached functions, whereby they perform tasks 

that are not fundamental to their core responsibilities to manage the decision-making system on 

behalf of the Prime Minister and the Government. 

In countries in the process of preparing for accession to the EU, the process of meeting the 

requirement and negotiating with the EU requires major horizontal coordination. For this reason, the 

process established to manage European Integration must be seen as an integral part of horizontal 

policy coordination. The institutions set up to manage this process should be seen as a part of the CoG.

2.2	the	structure	oF	centres	oF	government

Having looked at the functions of the Centre of Government, it is now useful to look at how the 

CoG is usually structured. In general, we can say that there is no one structure common to all (or even 

most) Centres of Government. However, despite the many variations, it is possible to conclude from 

reviewing a large number of such Centres, that certain basic units are almost always present, even 
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if their institutional positioning varies. This is hardly surprising given that the CoG performs similar 

functions across most governments (“the eight dimensions of horizontal coordination”). In all cases, 

the main body in the Centre of Government is the General Secretariat (or equivalent such as Cabinet 

Office, Government Office, or Chancellery)

The chart below shows the organizational units normally present in Centres of Government, 

although the reporting relations and overall structure vary significantly. This is not the Centre of 

Government of any specific country, only a schematic model based on research. For example, most 

Centres of Government have a legal review function, but in some countries the legislative functions are 

performed by a unit within the General Secretariat while in others an independent unit (as in Serbia) 

is responsible for this. In some countries, the EU coordination function is performed by a unit within 

the General Secretariat, but in other countries (especially before membership) this is usually done by a 

separate body within the CoG. What is important is to have the necessary units to perform the required 

8 dimensions of coordination.

2.3	sPecial	note:	structures	For	coordination	oF	activities	related	to	euroPean	integration	(ei)

In addition to looking at the overall structure of the CoG, it is useful to address the special 

organisational structures established to manage and coordinate activities related to European 

Integration, and to ensure horizontal policy coordination in this area. Over the last ��-�0 years, 

countries of central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans have invested much effort in the process 

of European Integration, and at present �0 are already EU members, two are Candidates and others 

(including Serbia) have signed an SAA and are proceeding with accession-related activities. It is useful, 
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therefore, to pause briefly on the horizontal EI coordination structures normally established in countries 

progressing toward EU membership.

As in the case of overall CoG organization, there are variations in the types of organizational 

systems established by different countries to manage and coordinate EI affairs. Nevertheless, research 

shows important similarities in the main elements of these management structures. In general, the 

European Integration coordination systems found in Central and Eastern European Candidate countries 

(during the time of their candidacy) have normally included the following elements:

(i) A mechanism for collective ministerial direction and strategic co-ordination

This top decision-making mechanism is typically a Standing Committee of relevant Ministers, or 

specifically designated monthly meetings of the Government as a whole to deal with major strategic 

questions related to the EI process. 

(ii) A minister with lead responsibility for eI matters

This is usually a member of the Government with the rank of a Deputy Prime Minister, or a Minister 

of European Integration. This responsible Minister normally has direct management authority over the 

administrative unit responsible for EI coordination.

(iii) An administrative body to manage and coordinate the european Integration process 

There is always a body within the administration to coordinate EI activities throughout the 

administration and to support the responsible Minister. This body can be considered a part of the CoG. 

In some cases, this body is placed directly within the General Secretariat, and in other cases it is an 

independent body (a Secretariat of the Government or even a Ministry). In rare cases, the coordination 

body is placed in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (but this arrangement has not tended to work well). 

In the usual situation, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has an additional specialized unit to deal with 

external matters related to the EU. 

(iv) A designated body responsible for checking legal compliance

There is normally a body entitled to “certify” the harmonization of national legal acts with the 

acquis. This function is placed either in the administrative body responsible for coordination, or in the 

Legislative Secretariat.

(v)  An inter-ministerial committee of senior officials from all ministries

There is normally an inter-ministerial working body at a senior administrative level, normally the 

Heads of EI Units in Ministries or their superiors, who meet regularly to follow-up progress and resolve 

cross-ministry issues.

(vi)  A european Integration unit in every ministry

A focal point for EI matters is normally established in each ministry. This focal point might be a 

special unit or a designated person in the General Department or the Legal Department. While many of 
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the staff in Ministries are inevitably engaged in EI matters, it is often found useful to designate a contact 

point within the ministry as counterpart for the administrative body responsible for EI coordination. 

(vii)  A network of working groups 

Inter-ministerial working groups of officials are established along the lines of the chapters of acquis.

(viii) A senior member of the Government designated Chief Negotiator

When negotiations are about to begin, it is customary for the Government to appoint a Chief 

Negotiator supported by a negotiating team. This person may be the EI Minister, the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs, or a specially designated person.

2.4	comParative	structure	oF	general	secretariats

It is useful to compare the structural elements of General Secretariats in a number of countries. For 

this purpose, three old EU members were chosen (Austria, Germany, and Ireland), and also Latvia as an 

example of a new Member State. 

The comparison is shown in the table below, indicating that in these countries most of the 

functions exist in the General Secretariat. The main exception is the legal coordination, where in two of 

the four countries this is a function performed by another body. With respect to policy coordination, in 

two of the countries there is more than one unit, and these units are normally organised along sectoral 

lines (e.g., social policy units, economic policy unit). 

uniT To prepare 
meeTingS

policy coordinaTion uniT
planning and 

moniToring uniT
legal uniT

communicaTionS 
uniT

AustriA yes yes no yes yes

germAnY yes yes (More thAn one) yes

no 
(Ministry of 

justice)
yes

irelAnd yes yes (More thAn one) toGether With 
Policy unit

no (Attorney 
GenerAl office) yes

lAtviA yes yes
toGether With 

Policy unit
yes yes

In order to be effective in ensuring horizontal policy coordination, the General Secretariat in these 

four countries has extensive authority to return items to ministries if they are not adequately prepared. 

What is important is the authority to return items not only on the basis of formal criteria, such as 

missing documents or wrong format. In order to be effective, the General Secretariat needs to be able 

to review the content of proposals and return items that do not meet quality standards. The grounds 

on which the general Secretariat can return items is shown in the table below.
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generAl secretAriAt cAn return items to ministries: auSTria germany ireland laTvia

if PresentAtion Procedures Are not folloWed x x x x

if the coverinG note is incoMPlete or not Well-PrePAred  x x x

if leGAl drAftinG or leGAl conforMity Are inAdequAte  x x x

if the substAnce of ProPosAls is not reAsonAble x x x x

if objections froM other Ministries Are not Addressed And/or resolved  x x x x

if the iMPActs of the ProPosAl Are not sufficiently Assessed x x x x

if the ProPosAl is not in conforMity With 
GovernMent Priorities And/or ProGrAMMe x x x x
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PAr t i i i
tools оf Horizontal Policy coordination

There are different types of tools for achieving horizontal policy coordination. In general, these 

tools are managed and supported by the General Secretariat. For the purpose of analysis, the tools are 

divided here into three main groups:

n Political tools: these are concerned with activities of members of the government;

n Administrative tools: these cover activities of institutions in the administration;

n Procedural tools: these are rules of operation, requirements and methodologies used to guide 

the policy system.

This section looks at each of the tools specifically as they are related to horizontal policy 

coordination and the activities of the General Secretariat. It is noted that each of these tools may have 

other functions, but these are not addressed here. For example, the members of the government also 

engage in activities not related to policy making, and the Rules of Procedure address many issues that 

are not related to policy coordination.

3.1	Political	tools

3.1.1	 Government	Meetings

The weekly meeting of the government is the apex of the policy system. From the perspective of 

horizontal policy coordination, what is important is that members of the government receive items 

that are of good quality, that they receive them in time to review them and form an opinion, and 

that the sessions themselves are effectively managed. Clearly, how well the government sessions are 

run differs over time, depending importantly on personalities and political circumstances. But some 

elements of the meetings depend on preparation, and, if these elements are managed and controlled, 

the quality of the meetings has a chance to improve. A comparison of these planning criteria is 

presented in the table below.

miniSTerS geT maTerial 
in advance

prime miniSTer receiveS a briefing noTe 
from The general SecreTariaT

iTemS may come To governmenT meeTing 
wiThouT review

AustriA 5 dAys no froM tiMe to tiMe

germAnY 7 dAys yes, for every iteM no

irelAnd 3 dAys yes, for every iteM rArely

lAtviA 4 dAys yes, for every iteM very rArely
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3.1.2	 Government	Committees

The practice of using ministerial committees to filter items before they reach the government 

session varies among countries and over time. In developed systems, such committees are common, 

and they are believed to contribute greatly to horizontal coordination of Government policy decisions. 

Ministerial committees provide an opportunity for a group of ministers (normally specialised along 

policy lines such as economic policy, social policy) to spend more time on important items, and to look 

at them in more depth than is possible at the full Government session. They can also save time in the 

full meeting, time that can be directed toward the most important, or the most controversial issues on 

the agenda.

In the countries compared here, the use of committees is shown in the table below:

There are miniSTerial commiTTeeS aS 
parT of The deciSion-making SySTem

commiTTeeS review iTemS prior  
To governmenT

commiTTeeS are Served by 
The general SecreTariaT

AustriA yes yes, required for All iteMs yes

germAnY yes yes, required for All iteMs yes

irelAnd yes only required for iMPortAnt issues yes

lAtviA yes GenerAlly required for All iteMs yes

3.2	administrative	tools

3.2.1	 Inter-Ministerial	Consultations

Inter-ministerial consultations are one of the most important tools of horizontal policy coordination. 

They are used in all systems, but the quality varies widely. In some cases, the consultations are very 

formal, and carried out only after the legal drafts have been prepared. In such cases, it is normally not 

possible for other ministries with concerns to raise important policy issues in time to have a real impact 

on the proposal.

What is most important in inter-ministerial consultations is open dialogue on fundamental issues. 

It is commonly understood that most policies and legislation affect the competencies of more than 

one ministry. What happens in education will affect the job market, and what happens in transport will 

affect the economy and environment, to state only the most obvious. Consulting with Ministries early 

in the preparation process can help prevent many contradictions and unintended consequences of 

the proposed policies and legislation. 

The Rules of Procedure of governments generally specify who should be consulted, and when, and 

place obligations on the sponsoring ministry to consider the comments of other ministries. However, 

the Rules of Procedure should be seen as the minimum requirement. Informal consultations among 

experts, meetings to resolve issues, and open sharing of information among ministries should go 

beyond the minimum requirements in order to maximize the benefits of consultation.
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The Rules of Procedure of the Government of Ireland provide a good example of how to structure 

consultations to allow sufficient time and yet avoid deadlock. Here is some of the text:

Prior consultAtion
(from rules of Procedure of the Government of Ireland)

consultAtion with ministers directlY concerned 

Any Minister With A functionAl interest in A ProPosAl beinG subMitted to GovernMent Must be Given An oPPortunity to exPress vieWs 
on it And Where these Are not AccePted by the ProMotinG Minister, they should be set out (in full, if requested) in the MeMorAnduM 
(or APPended, if voluMinous) With the ProMotinG Minister’s coMMents. 

consultAtion with ministries oF the Prime minister And FinAnce And the oFFice oF the AttorneY generAl 

four coPies of every drAft MeMorAnduM for the GovernMent involvinG ProPosAls of A Policy nAture should be furnished, in 
AdvAnce, to the secretAries GenerAl of the Ministries of the PriMe Minister And of finAnce. A coPy should Also be suPPlied to 
the office of the Attorney GenerAl if the ProPosAls involve Any substAntive constitutionAl or leGAl diMension. coPies of drAft 
MeMorAndA should be suPPlied to the offices of All PArty leAders in A PArtnershiP GovernMent. 

 circulAtion to other ministers 

if A drAft MeMorAnduM is likely to be of interest to Ministers GenerAlly - APArt froM their Purely MinisteriAl resPonsibilities - coPies 
MAy be circulAted to All other MeMbers of the GovernMent. there is no need, hoWever, to delAy the subMission of A MeMorAnduM 
to GovernMent for the vieWs of Ministers Who do not hAve A MinisteriAl interest in its subject MAtter. 

 time-limit For receiPt oF observAtions 

excePt in the cAse of coMPlex issues, Ministries MiGht reAsonAbly be requested to Provide observAtions on drAft MeMorAndA Within 
tWo Weeks (10 WorkinG dAys) of receiPt. Ministries should not be Asked to Provide observAtions Within A shorter tiMe unless it is 
Absolutely essentiAl And, even then, the MAxiMuM tiMe Possible should be AlloWed. 

3.2.2	 Meetings	of	Administrative	Heads	of	Ministries

A weekly meeting of the administrative heads of ministries (Under-Secretaries, State Secretaries) 

is a useful tool to coordinate policies and legislation before they reach final decision at the political 

level (Committees and the Government). It does not exist in all countries. In the countries covered 

by this report, it is used in Austria, Germany, and Latvia, but not in Ireland. Over the past few years, it 

has proved a popular model in Central and Eastern Europe, being adopted in, for example, Estonia, 

Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, and Macedonia. One reason for this may be that in Eastern Europe, 

coordination between ministries is often difficult because authority is not sufficiently delegated 

to civil servants to reach compromises on behalf of their ministers. Consequently decisions tend to 

be referred upwards, so a weekly meeting of administrative heads of ministries is a useful tool for 

resolving interministerial concerns and for protecting the Government session from being completely 

overwhelmed with small disputes. 
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3.3	Procedural	tools

3.3.1	 Rules	of	Procedure

The Rules of Procedure (RoP) of the Government vary widely in their content and level of detail. 

However, it is possible to list the main items that should be covered in the RoP in order to ensure that 

the rules are an adequate basis for horizontal policy coordination. A review of the RoP in the countries 

covered by this study (Germany, Austria, Ireland and Latvia) suggests that the basic items that they 

should include to ensure good horizontal coordination are the following:

n	 Rules for the preparation of the annual work plan of the Government;

n	 Rules for preparation of the agenda of Government sessions;

n	 Rules about deadlines for submission of items from ministries 

to the general Secretariat for scheduling;

n	 Rules on the roles and responsibilities of ministerial committees;

n Rules on the preparation by ministries of items for Government sessions;

n Rules about the content and format of material and explanatory memorandum 

to be presented to the Government;

n Rules regarding harmonisation with EU Acquis and the mode of certification;

n Rules regarding the consultations between ministries (timing, coverage, and format of response);

n Rules regarding the competencies of the General Secretariat to review, 

coordinate, and return items to ministries;

n Rules concerning the conduct of legal coordination;

n Rules about exceptional procedures in case of urgencies 

(this should not be left to individual ministers to decide);

n Rules about communication of Government decisions to the public;

n Rules about the roles and responsibilities of the weekly meeting 

of senior ministry officials (where these are held).

3.3.2	 Planning	System

A centrally important tool of horizontal policy coordination is the annual planning of the work of 

the Government. The planning system must ensure both a “bottom up” and a “top down” process. The 

“bottom up” element means that the planning process would start with the ministries proposing to 

the General Secretariat a list of items that they intend to bring forward to the Government for decision 

in the coming year. Ideally, this list is based on a good internal process within each ministry. Following 

this, the General Secretariat should perform the “top down” part of the process. Before preparing 

the final plan for approval by the Government, the general Secretariat should carefully review the 

submissions of the ministries and assess issues such as the following:

n Are all the items on the list really priority? Are there agreed government priorities 

that are missing from the list? This should be based on comparing the lists with the 
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Government Programme, The EI Programme, other strategies adopted by the Government, 

and other relevant previous decisions of the Government.

n Are there items that should first be decided on in principle before 

the ministry expends resources on drafting legislation?

n Are there policy contradictions between what is proposed by different Ministries?

n Is there a link between the planned work and budget considerations?

n Are timetables realistic? Are items well-spaced during the year?

The General Secretariat should have the competency, the capacity, and the resources to challenge 

the lists provided by ministries and engage in a constructive dialogue with them. Unless this process 

is serious, the annual work plan becomes no better than a “wish list” that has no chance of guiding the 

work of the Government in an effective manner towards its policy objectives. 
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PAr t iv
cHecklist: How to assess tHe Quality
of Horizontal Policy coordination

The most widely used method for assessing the quality of horizontal policy coordination is the 

regular review by SIGMA on behalf of the European Commission. Since �998, SIGMA has been assessing 

the quality of the policy coordination systems in Candidate and pre-candidate countries. (The policy 

system in Serbia was first reviewed in �00�, as part of Serbia & Montenegro. The last assessment in 

Serbia was conducted in �008). 

The assessment is carried out using a common Baseline that was developed by SIGMA and 

approved by the Commission. For each of �0 categories in the baseline, SIGMA provides a brief 

description of the state of affairs, and an assessment of the level achieved in the year of the assessment. 

The SIGMA Baseline provides a good checklist of the elements required in a good system of horizontal 

policy coordination. In addition to being used by SIGMA periodically to produce assessments for the 

Commission, the Baseline can be used by the General Secretariat or by authorities preparing plans for 

Public Administration Reform as a means of self-assessment and reform planning. 

The SIGMA Baseline for Assessment of the Policy-Making and Coordination system is as follows:

1. coherence of The policy-making framework

the overAll frAMeWork Within Which Policy is MAde should be coherent, should be cleArly set out in WritinG (usuAlly in A set 

of rules of Procedure of the GovernMent), And should be understood And AccePted by All Actors in the Policy-MAkinG Process. 

2. inTer-miniSTerial conSulTaTion on policy propoSalS

there should be cleArly estAblished ArrAnGeMents for co-ordinAtinG Policy betWeen Ministries before ProPosAls Are subMitted 

to the centre of GovernMent. these should ensure PArticulArly thAt the budGetAry, econoMic, euroPeAn inteGrAtion And leGAl 

iMPlicAtions of Any ProPosAl Are AdequAtely Addressed, And More GenerAlly thAt Any Ministry With An interest hAs been consulted. 

there should be ArrAnGeMents to ensure thAt ProPosAls Put to the GovernMent Are ‘filtered’ both At civil service And MinisteriAl 

level.

3. work-planning 

there should be systeMs for PlAnninG the GovernMent s’ Work, to coMbine:

n the iMMediAte AGendA of the GovernMent

n the AGendA of the GovernMent And its sAtellite bodies in the MediuM terM (e.G., on A quArterly bAsis)

n the GovernMent’s AnnuAl leGislAtive And Work ProGrAMMe (e.G. MeAsures to AdoPt the acquis And Meet strAteGic GoAls)
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4. diSpuTe reSoluTion mechaniSmS

there should be effective MechAnisMs for resolvinG disAGreeMents betWeen Ministers on Policy issues, e.G. throuGh MeetinGs 

betWeen Ministers in the filterinG MechAnisMs Mentioned in section 2 Above. 

5. cenTral co-ordinaTion capaciTy

there should be An effective centrAl AdMinistrAtive body (e.G. A GovernMent secretAriAt, GovernMent office, A dePArtMent 

in the PriMe Minister’s office) With the cAPAcity And Authority:

n to ensure thAt co-ordinAtion ArrAnGeMents Are enforced;

n to Provide AdequAte loGisticAl suPPort to the centre of decision-MAkinG (i.e. to the PriMe Minister, GovernMent MeetinGs, 

MinisteriAl coMMittees And their chAirMen);

n  to ensure the recordinG And circulAtion of decisions;

n to Monitor the iMPleMentAtion of decisions (includinG the necessAry secondAry leGAl instruMents).

6. cenTral capaciTy To adviSe on policy and STraTegic maTTerS

there should be A centrAl cAPAcity to Provide Advice to the PriMe Minister, the GovernMent And MinisteriAl coMMittees on 

(A) overAll strAteGic issues, And (b) to Advise theM on the substAntive And strAteGic iMPlicAtions of ProPosAls.

7. co-ordinaTion of european affairS

there should be ArrAnGeMents to co-ordinAte euroPeAn inteGrAtion, includinG A MechAnisM for collective MinisteriAl 

strAteGic suPervision; inter-MinisteriAl WorkinG ArrAnGeMents With the cAPAcity And Authority to co-ordinAte eu inteGrAtion Work 

internAlly And externAlly, And to Monitor ProGress; An AdMinistrAtive unit or units to suPPort those co-ordinAtinG ArrAnGeMents; 

And AdequAte ei cAPAcity in Ministries.

8. The involvemenT of The governmenT in budgeT deciSionS

there should be MechAnisMs At MinisteriAl level to ensure:

n thAt A collectively AccePtAble liMit is fixed to GovernMent sPendinG;

n thAt discussions tAke PlAce on the sPendinG needs of eAch Ministry;

n thAt disPutes betWeen Ministers on budGetAry MAtters cAn be resolved.

9. impacT aSSeSSmenT

there should be MechAnisMs When PrePArinG Policy oPtions – includinG strAteGies, ProGrAMMes, secondAry leGislAtion And 

MeAsures to iMPleMent the acquis in the locAl context – to Assess:

n budGetAry cost;

n econoMic iMPAct (includinG the need to Avoid unnecessAry reGulAtory burdens);

n sociAl And environMentAl iMPAct;

n efficiency And PrActicAbility in iMPleMentAtion.

10. TranSparency, conSulTaTion and communicaTion wiTh The public

in order to suPPort PrinciPles of inteGrity in GovernMent, there should be: 

n MeAninGful consultAtion of the Public on siGnificAnt Policy ProPosAls, With ArrAnGeMents for inforMinG Ministers of the 

outcoMe of consultAtions As PArt of the  decision-MAkinG Process;
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n institutionAl MechAnisMs (e.G. A GovernMent inforMAtion office) resPonsible for iMPleMentinG systeMAtic Procedures for 

inforMinG the Public reGulArly of the Work of the GovernMent, includinG ArrAnGeMents to AnsWer queries froM the MediA 

And Public;

n ArrAnGeMents by Which the Public cAn Access the inforMAtion on Which GovernMent hAs bAsed its decisions, includinG 

stAtistics (e.G. An inforMAtion PublicAtion scheMe, or freedoM of inforMAtion leGislAtion); 

n A MechAnisM by Which lAWs And other decisions AffectinG the Public Are MAde Publicly AvAilAble (e.G. A stAte GAzette).
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PAr t v
Horizontal Policy coordination: lessons for reforM

As was demonstrated by this paper, the policy system in general, and the structures and tools 

for horizontal policy coordination are varied and complex. One general lesson from all the research 

is that horizontal policy coordination will not happen if it is not centrally managed. This important 

management role falls to the General Secretariat. Unless it is well-structured and adequately staffed, 

and unless it has the required competencies (in law if necessary) and the support of the top politicians, 

it will not be able to perform this critical management responsibility.

There is no one unique “correct” way of organizing the General Secretariat. The administrative 

apparatus supporting each country’s Government policy-making has developed incrementally, and 

often haphazardly. Arrangements have only rarely been based consciously or fully on foreign models; 

usually the Centre of Government is home-grown, influenced mainly by domestic traditions of law, 

politics and administration. Often it has been caused to develop in unexpected directions by political 

circumstance, personality and chance. The degree of variation is enormous. Such variation is certainly 

appropriate, and any attempt to create artificial uniformity is bound to fail.  

For example, as noted in a World Bank study by Gord Evans and Nick Manning, there is no blueprint 

for determining the size or structure of General Secretariats, nor the relationship between them and 

the private office of the Prime Minister. These will be affected by the broader institutional configuration. 

The size of General Secretariats ranges from very small (less than �0 in Denmark, Ireland, and Norway), 

to medium (approximately �00 in the United Kingdom) to large (��0 in Germany).  

Nevertheless, governments can learn from general models and from each other about different 

approaches to organizing and staffing the General Secretariat. Since no model fits all systems, the main 

advantage of a comparative approach is that Government Secretaries can study what has and has 

not worked in other countries, and may identify a few ideas worth transplanting. However, it must be 

remembered that transplantation is a delicate business. Institutional and procedural models must be 

adapted with great care and sensitivity to the needs and objectives of a given constitutional, political, 

and administrative system. 

Many countries in central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans, as well as countries all over the 

world have taken steps to reform and upgrade their horizontal policy coordination systems, and 

in particular their General Secretariats. There is some evidence that in central and Eastern Europe 

governments that reformed their General Secretariats had greater success in their overall public 

administration reform (PAR) efforts than countries that did not reform their General Secretariats. 
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While each case is unique, there are some common lessons from the efforts to reform horizontal 

policy coordination systems, and these are very applicable to Serbia at this time. The main lessons are:

n Reform of the policy management system needs to supported at the highest political level 

(initial decision by Prime Minister or Government);

n The reform of the policy system should begin by strengthening the main institution at the 

Centre of Government, that is, the General Secretariat;

n The reform of the General Secretariat should be led internally by a senior official, supported by 

an internal team and by Technical Assistance;

n Significant reform of the horizontal policy coordination system can be expected to last at least 

four years;

n Once a general approach to reform is agreed, the reform should proceed step-by-step, including 

legal changes, personnel recruitment, development of methodologies and procedures, training, 

etc;

n Additional Government decisions are normally required as the reform progresses;

n The Ministries should be included in the reform process at a second stage (a year or two into 

the reform process) to improve their policy development and planning activities. This would 

ensure that better horizontal coordination at the centre is matched by better prepared policy 

documents and legal drafts in the ministries.

Over the past few years, Serbia has been taking steps to reform its horizontal policy coordination 

system. To this end, Serbia established a ministerial coordinating body, chaired by the Prime Minister, 

and a new sector within the General Secretariat of the Government responsible for planning, 

monitoring, policy coordination and analysis.  The plan is for this Sector to expand its monitoring 

functions beyond pure compliance monitoring of the annual government work programme and 

government decisions, to include monitoring of some of the key results indicators from the ministry 

strategic plans. These are welcome developments that should continue so as to develop the CoG in 

Serbia into a body capable of performing all eight dimensions of horizontal coordination. 
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