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The position of mayor within local authority 
 relations in Hungary and Poland in a comparative 

perspective

Abstract: The study aims to compare the position of Hungarian and Polish mayors 
in horizontal relations of power, considering the changes taking place in this area 
over the last few years. The article presents the institutional and legal conditions of 
local leadership in Hungary and Poland, as well as the role of councils with regard 
to the executive body. It also describes the systems of election to legislative bodies, 
which is one of the factors influencing the status of councils and relations within a lo-
cal authority. The results of the analyses show that there are differences in the posi-
tions of Hungarian and Polish mayors and that the relations within local authorities in 
both countries have been affected by convergent and divergent trends. The study uses 
the comparative method and an institutional-legal approach, as well as the historical 
method.
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Introduction

The objective of many institutional reforms in the last two to three 
decades has been to strengthen the role of local executive power over 

legislative power, and to provide strong, visible, and effective leadership. 
The reasons for these reforms were the lack of transparency and account-
ability in local decision-making bodies (deficit of local democracy) and 
the diminishing ability of traditionally organized local government to deal 
with increasingly complex issues and challenges (management efficiency 
deficit) (Wollmann, 2008, pp. 279–280). One way to strengthen political 
leadership was to introduce direct mayoral elections. The reforms have 
resulted not only in a change in the methods of election and the scope of 
executive power, but also in the relationship between executive bodies 
and councils. At the same time, the strengthening of the political execu-
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tive in many systems of local government has raised concerns about the 
diminishing role of councils themselves, thus the need for them to restore 
their position has been addressed.

One of the most important factors influencing the relationship be-
tween the executive and the legislative bodies is the adopted model of the 
local executive. Poul E. Mouritzen and James Svara distinguished four 
basic types of executive power organization (Mouritzen, Svara, 2002, 
pp. 55–56): the strong mayor model (the elected mayor has a strong posi-
tion as compared to the council, and is given control of the local adminis-
tration); the committee-leader form; the collective form; and the council-
manager form. Although this typology is based on formal institutional 
arrangements, Mouritzen and Svara emphasize that informal rules and 
norms also play a role in shaping these four types of executive power. 
Based on the classification of leadership models formulated by Mouritzen 
and Svara, Hubert Heinelt and Nikos Hlepas in 2006 included Poland and 
Hungary among local government systems with a “strong executive may-
or” (Heinelt, Hlepas, 2006, p. 36). However, the indicator of the power of 
the Polish and Hungarian mayors in local government structures, based 
on several variables, was not the highest among the seventeen European 
countries studied and placed them 6th and 8th respectively (out of a maxi-
mum of 12), thereby placing both countries more or less in the middle of 
the ranking. In 2015, Hubert Heinelt, Nikos Hlepas, Sabine Kuhlmann, 
and Paweł Swianiewicz recalculated this indicator based on seven differ-
ent institutional variables (including the method of the mayor’s election, 
the scope of competence with regard to the legislative body, including 
chairing the council, the ease of dismissal procedures before the end of 
a term of office, ensuring the majority of the mayor’s party in a council 
by electoral law, the independent appointment of the head of the office 
and other leading officials). The research by these authors confirmed that 
Poland and Hungary belong to the group of countries with a strong posi-
tion of mayors. In both countries, the mayor’s power index was the same, 
at 10. Nevertheless, its value was not the highest on the European scale 
(Heinelt, Hlepas, Kuhlmann, Swianiewicz, 2018, pp. 19–78). In several 
other countries, the mayor’s dominance over other participants in lo-
cal political life is even greater (France (13), Spain, Slovakia, Greece 
and Iceland (12), Slovenia (11), Italy (10.5)) (Swianiewicz, Krukowska, 
2018, p. 30; Swianiewicz 2018, p. 57).

The aim of this article is to identify the similarities and differences 
regarding the positions of Hungarian and Polish mayors in horizontal re-
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lations of power, considering the changes recently taking place in this 
area and finding an answer to the question of whether the positions of 
Polish and Hungarian mayors can actually be regarded as equally strong. 
The hypothesis assumes that there are differences in the positions (power) 
of Hungarian and Polish mayors, in favor of the former, and that both 
convergent and divergent trends have influenced the shape of relations 
within local authorities in both analyzed countries. The paper is divided 
into five parts. The first two cover the institutional and legal conditions of 
local leadership in Hungary and Poland, i.e. the method of appointing the 
executive body and the area of its competence, also regarding councils. 
Additionally, a description of the role of councils towards the executive 
body is provided. Further, the paper examines the method of election to 
legislative bodies, which is one of the factors influencing the status of 
councils. The conclusion addresses the proposed hypothesis and points 
out the convergences and divergences in the implementation of reforms. 
The article uses the comparative method and the institutional-legal ap-
proach. Research studies on local government in Poland and Hungary 
employing a comparative perspective have been scarce, especially in the 
last decade.1

Poland and Hungary are particularly interesting countries in which 
to conduct comparative research. Firstly, they share common historical 
experiences, traditions, culture, and values. Secondly, both Poland and 
Hungary were in a similar initial position concerning the implementation 
of the idea of local government. Thirdly, until recently, both countries 
were leaders in decentralization in Central and Eastern Europe. In both 
countries, the municipalities gained a much stronger position than higher-
level units by being given the responsibility for most public services, tax 
control, greater financial independence, and a general competence clause 
in line with the subsidiarity principle. Fourthly, in these countries, the re-
forms and changes undertaken in recent years have aroused intense inter-
national interest and sparked concerns about a breach of the fundamental 
principles of the rule of law and liberal democratic values. After the vic-
tory of the right-wing party Fidesz in 2010, the constitution was changed 
in Hungary and a thorough reform of the state began, which led to radical 
recentralization and weakening the role of local government. In Poland, 
after the conservative party Law and Justice took power in 2015, the poli-

1 The article is a modified and extended English version of one of the chapters of 
the author’s book entitled Reformy samorządu terytorialnego na Węgrzech i w Polsce, 
Dom Wydawniczy ELIPSA, Warszawa 2019.
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ticians of the ruling party have frequently referred to Hungarian politics. 
Centralizing tendencies intensified, which resulted in the introduction of 
changes in the local government system, including the position of the 
mayor in relations within local authorities.

Although the public administration has been recentralized in both coun-
tries, the scale of this phenomenon has been much smaller in Poland than in 
Hungary (see Rajca, 2020, pp. 133–151). In both countries – as can be seen 
from many reports and academic literature – there has been a ‘backsliding’ 
of democracy, but in Poland, this process has taken place to a much lesser 
extent than in Hungary (see: Meyer-Sahling, Toth, 2021; Freedom House, 
2020, p. 3). A separate threat to local government, but also to the state, is the 
growing populism in Poland and Hungary (also visible in other countries), 
resulting from the crisis of trust in the institution of liberal democracy. Pop-
ulism, focusing on consolidating the belief that the interests of citizens are 
ensured by the central state authorities, in fact, questions the entire structure 
of multi-level governance and contributes to the weakening of the position 
of local government (Izdebski, 2017, p. 25).

The position of mayor in Hungary

In Hungary, direct elections of mayors in all municipalities were in-
troduced in 1994. Previously, the method of selecting a mayor was based 
on the size of the municipalities. In municipalities of up to 10,000 inhab-
itants, the mayor was elected directly, in larger ones by the council. The 
mayor could not be dismissed during their (4-year) term of office. The 
council could elect their deputy (or deputies). The mayor was the political 
and administrative leader of local authorities, the superior of local gov-
ernment employees and the head of the office. The head of administration 
in municipalities (traditionally referred to as “notary”) was responsible 
for the tasks of sectoral state administration and the tasks of local govern-
ment. The position involved ensuring the legality of the activities of the 
local administration by examining the compliance of the decisions of the 
council and the mayor with the law. As Agnieszka Pawłowska and Katar-
zyna Radzik claim, the relatively strong position of the professional head 
of administration created the conditions for shaping a less party-based 
local politics (Pawłowska, Radzik, 2008, pp. 36–38). For this reason, the 
above-mentioned authors included (2008) the Hungarian local govern-
ment system in the technocratic model.
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From 1994, mayors could hold a parliamentary mandate. Initially, 
about 10 percent of mayors were at the same time Members of Parlia-
ment. Later, the percentage of mayor-parliamentarians increased gradu-
ally in each subsequent local election (Pálné Kovács, 2016, p. 804). 
This accumulation of seats is emblematic of southern European local 
government systems. A large number of Hungarian mayors received 
parliamentary seats (almost 20%), but this fact did not translate into 
a significant increase in the prestige of local interests and lobbying forc-
es. It is worth emphasizing that the drastic loss of competence of local 
government resulting from the passing of the Act on Local Government 
in Hungary in 2011 was supported by mayor-parliamentarians associ-
ated with the ruling party. With the local elections in 2014, combining 
the mandate of mayor with the mandate of an MP was banned (Dobos, 
2016, p. 85). Another important change based on the new Basic Law 
(Article 35.1) introduced before the elections to local governments in 
2014 was the extension of the term of office of councilors and mayors 
from four to five years.

In 2010, the abiding 1994 regulation concerning the local govern-
ment electoral system was amended (Act No. L of 2010 on the election 
of local government representatives and mayors). The new rules for the 
functioning of representative bodies came into force on January 1, 2013. 
The amendment did not affect the direct election of mayors exercising 
political leadership. Mayors are elected by first-past-the-post (FPTP), in 
a single vote. An absolute majority is not required. One of the most im-
portant factors in the election and actions of a mayor is membership of 
a political party. Before 2013, the notary heading local administration 
was appointed by the local government council based on a competition 
(they had to meet the education requirement of having a degree in law or 
economy combined with practical experience in the administration sec-
tor). Since the beginning of 2013, the notary has been appointed by the 
mayor for an indefinite period, which enforces the notary’s loyalty to the 
mayor. Moreover, the powers and tasks of notaries were reduced after the 
creation of district offices (January 1, 2013). Before that, the notary had 
a dual role: that of the head of the local administration (head of the may-
or’s office) and of the representative of the central administration. After 
the change, a notary could essentially only deal with local matters. Due 
to the important role of political parties and the much weaker position of 
a notary than before, it is currently difficult to classify the Hungarian local 
government system as a technocratic model.
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The Hungarian mayor is not only the executive body but also serves 
the role of a member and chairperson of the municipal council. As the 
chairperson, the mayor has an impact on the activities of the decision-
making body, as they convene sessions, conduct debates, set the agenda, 
sign minutes of meetings, and represent the representative body. As an 
executive body, the mayor performs the resolutions of the representa-
tive body, assigns duties, performs the tasks and assumes responsibilities 
specified in legal regulations concerning administration, and performs the 
role of an employer, also in relation to heads of municipal institutions 
(Czyż, 2009, p. 276).

In smaller municipalities, a mayor may be employed on a part-time 
basis. At a mayor’s request, a council may appoint their deputies, cur-
rently also from outside the council (previously only from among coun-
cilors, which enabled the ruling party to fill more positions in the patron-
age system). The government did not limit the number of terms of office 
– probably because the representatives of the ruling Fidesz party hold the 
functions of mayors in the vast majority of cities. Hungarian mayors had 
already been of great importance, but the reform introduced by the 2011 
law on local government in Hungary strengthened their position even 
more. First of all, they have the right to veto resolutions which, in their 
opinion, are harmful to the municipality. In this case, the re-adoption of 
the resolution requires a qualified majority. Before the reform, the mayor 
could only initiate another debate on the matter in such a situation (Czyż, 
2009, p. 276). Moreover, other capabilities of the mayor have been ex-
tended, including financial ones. For example, a mayor can decide an 
urgent matter between two council sessions. Under the 2011 Local Gov-
ernment Act, a mayor loses their mandate for reasons such as a loss of 
electoral rights, declaration of a conflict of interest, damage to dignity 
necessary to hold office, court sentence, repeated violations of the law 
and negligence, resignation, dismissal under supervision, self-dissolution 
of the council local government and dissolution of the council by par-
liament (Balázs, et al., 2014, pp. 28–29). It is not possible to dismiss 
a mayor in a referendum before the end of their term of office.

The position of mayor in Poland

In Poland, since the restoration of municipal government, village 
heads, mayors, and presidents of cities have been elected by municipal 
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council and chair the collective executive body (board). The mayor and 
their deputies do not have to be members of the council. The capabilities 
of the council gave it a dominant position in the structure of local govern-
ment. At the request of the chairman of the board, the council appointed 
the chairman’s deputies. Since 1995, the mayor has been eligible to pro-
pose candidates for other members of the management board. Despite 
the gradual strengthening of the position of the executive body and its 
chairman, the position of the council has remained stronger due to its 
power to appoint and dismiss the chairman of the board and the board 
as a whole. Management boards, selected through political negotiation, 
have consisted of representatives of political groups that were often al-
ien to each other. The elected mayor largely focused on building good 
relations with them. There was a temptation to club together with the 
councilors. This blurred responsibility, and the municipality office was 
treated as a political sinecure, not an apparatus for fulfilling obligations 
towards voters. The weak position of municipal executive authorities, and 
in particular the unstable position of the mayor, was seen by many experts 
as a drawback of the Polish local government system. Local government 
was losing public trust. It seemed that the previous formula of the ex-
ecutive body had stopped working (Rajca, 2002, pp. 3–13). Therefore, in 
2002 – with support from the vast majority of citizens – direct elections of 
municipal heads, mayors, and city presidents were introduced. The divi-
sion of tasks and powers between the council and the executive body re-
mained unchanged. At the same time, the number of councilors decreased 
significantly. The mayor is elected by absolute majority. A second round 
of elections takes place in the absence of such a majority.

The introduction of direct elections for mayor aimed at creating a new 
system of relations between the council and the executive body, also se-
lected through general elections. This system, based on cooperative rather 
than adversarial relations, was to prevent antagonistic relations between 
these organs. The necessary condition for the formation of this type of 
relationship in the municipality is the existence of an appropriate politi-
cal base in the council, capable of supporting the policy implemented by 
the mayor. This goal has been achieved by joining the mayoral election 
and the election of councilors, so that the mayor’s supporters can be-
come a part of the council. However, the electoral law has not ensured 
a majority of the mayor’s party in a council. Making the effectiveness of 
the mayor’s work dependent on the results of the election to the legisla-
tive body weakens the mayor’s political position in the local government 
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structure. In practice, it was not possible to permanently eliminate the 
conflict between the executive and the controlling body. In municipalities 
where the mayor represents a political party different from the majority 
of the council, conflict has become the rule of the coexistence of both 
bodies (Kowalik, 2015, p. 163). The lack of a majority in a council forces 
a mayor to negotiate with various factions or individual councilors to 
obtain support for specific projects (Kuć-Czajkowska, Wasil, Sidor, 2017, 
p. 37). Most frequently, however, a mayor has majority support obtained 
as a result of elections, or as a result of forming a post-election coalition.

Since 2002, the position of mayor has strengthened substantially. 
First of all, the selection and dismissal of a mayor no longer depends on 
the municipality council. A council may take actions aimed at dismiss-
ing a mayor in a referendum, but the legal regulations make it difficult 
to dismiss a mayor on the initiative of a council. The mayor’s capacity 
to appoint their deputy (deputies) and impose organizational regulations 
(through an ordinance) as well as single-person representation of the mu-
nicipality outside strengthens their position from the point of view of the 
decision-making body. The change introduced in 2002 ultimately put the 
executive body in the dominant position in the system of municipal gov-
ernment. It also diminished the role of municipal councils and weakened 
their controlling functions. Moreover, in the last decade, local leadership 
has been strengthened as a result of multiple election successes by the 
same leaders. Mayors themselves have been aware of the increase in their 
political position: as many as 83 percent of them believe that their posi-
tion in relation to the municipal council has strengthened in recent years 
(Swianiewicz, Krukowska, 2018, p. 44).

The Polish mayor is a single-person executive body. Unlike the Hun-
garian mayor, the Polish mayor cannot simultaneously occupy the posi-
tion of chairman of the council or hold the mandate of a councilor. More-
over, the Polish mayor is always employed full-time and employs their 
deputies (1 to 4) through a one-person ordinance. Polish mayors may not 
veto the resolutions of the regulatory and supervisory body – there is no 
procedure for challenging a decision of a council that is lawful, but irra-
tional and harmful to the local community. Such procedures exist in Hun-
gary and some other European countries. There is no clear line between 
the political function obtained through elections and the clerical function 
gained by appointment, or as a result of a competition. The originally 
planned position of the city head was replaced by the position of a sec-
retary, whose role is not well defined. The Polish mayor is the superior 
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of local government employees and heads of municipal organizational 
units. In practice, this means that the municipal council is deprived of 
the organizational and technical capabilities for independent functioning. 
The regulations (Electoral Code) provide several reasons for the termina-
tion of a mayor’s mandate by law, including (unlike in the case of Hun-
garian mayors) also through a local referendum conducted both on the 
initiative of a council and residents.2 The regulations do not provide for 
such reasons as the damage to credibility necessary to hold office or the 
dissolution of the council, as they do in the case of Hungarian mayors. 
The dissolution of a council by the Sejm of the Republic of Poland at the 
request of the Prime Minister or the dismissal of a council as a result of 
a local referendum does not result in the dismissal of a mayor. In 2001, 
combining the mandate of a mayor and an MP was banned.

Mutual relations between the mayor and the council are based on tasks 
and competencies. The tasks of the Polish mayor include: ensuring com-
pliance with the resolutions of the municipality council and performing 
the tasks set out by law; preparing draft resolutions of the council, includ-
ing a budget draft; preparing development programs; specifying the man-
ner of implementing resolutions; managing communal property; budget 
execution; and hiring and dismissing heads of organizational units (Ar-
ticle 30 of the Act on Municipal Government). The tasks of the council 
include specifying the mayor’s salary, controlling the directions of their 
activities, adopting a resolution on discharge in respect of the implemen-
tation of the budget and a resolution on a vote of confidence, exercising 
control over the mayor’s activities, and deciding on holding a referendum 
on their dismissal.

The literature on the subject shows that although institutional and 
legal solutions significantly affect the cooperation of local government 
bodies and their mutual relations, these relations also depend on non-
legal factors, such as the balance of power generated as a result of lo-
cal elections, political culture, local customs, the interpersonal skills or 
personality traits of people performing functions in local government 
authorities. Despite the same legal framework, there are different styles 
of cooperation between municipal councils and mayors (Kotarba, 2016, 

2 Appeal referenda take place quite frequently but rarely are important. In the 
2014–2018 term of office, there were 46 referenda on dismissing local government 
bodies. The vast majority (31) concerned dismissal of the mayor. Only six referenda 
were valid, the remaining ones did not meet the required turnout threshold (no less 
than 3/5 of the number of people participating in the election of the dismissed body).
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pp. 218, 226). Taking these conditions into account, Bogusław Kotarba 
distinguishes three models of mutual relations in Polish municipal gov-
ernment: idyllic (this may develop, for example, in a situation where both 
bodies represent the same political option); optimal (where a majority 
supporting the mayor is formed in the municipal council – regardless of 
the political option/election committee) and conflict (where the mayor 
has no majority support in the council).

In Poland, the multi-reelection of mayors has become a common phe-
nomenon (especially in small municipalities, due to weak electoral com-
petition, but also present in a large group of big cities), which contributes 
to strengthening their position in relation to the decision-making body. 
There has been a postulate to limit the possibility of being re-elected. 
During the thirty-year history of modern municipalities, a relatively sta-
ble group of local leaders has been formed. The research shows that the 
percentage of Polish mayors who have held office for over 12 years is 
among the highest in Europe (except for France) (Krukowska, 2017, 
p. 16). The literature and reports prepared by academics emphasize that 
the unlimited term of office of executive bodies empowers favoritism and 
gives rise to an unfair division of power, nepotism, corruption, and limits 
civic participation. The other side of the discourse was against limiting 
the number of terms of office of mayors. It pointed out that the forced 
departure from the position of a reliable person who acts for the benefit of 
the local community may adversely affect the matters of the local com-
munity (Chmielnicki, 2011, p. 9) and that limiting the number of terms of 
office is an expression not only of a paternalistic approach on the part of 
the legislator, but also an expression of a lack of trust in the competences 
and qualifications of members of the local government community. More-
over, it constitutes a restriction of local government since it deprives the 
inhabitants of the possibility of free choice (Bujny, Ziemski, 2015, p. 30).

The legislator presumably shared the opinions of the supporters of 
limiting the term of office, since in 2018 the dual term of mayors was 
introduced (the change will de facto enter into force from 2028). Re-
searchers point out that the effectiveness of limiting the term of office of 
mayors may be small, however, if there is the phenomenon of fictitious 
“exchange”, common in other European countries (Italy, Portugal) when 
a person appointed by the current mayor and exercising power according 
to the already existing rules fills the position (Swianiewicz, Krukowska, 
2018, p. 39). The problem of multi-reelection in Polish local governments 
is a complex issue that is difficult to unequivocally assess, requiring an 
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analysis that takes into account legal, political, sociological, economic, 
and managerial aspects.

After the introduction of direct elections of mayors in 2002, some 
leaders have gradually become independent of political parties, forming 
their own local factions. The multiplicity of local committees and groups 
has become a characteristic of Polish local government. As a result, mu-
nicipal executive bodies are not so much politics-based any longer. Re-
search carried out in 2015 by Paweł Swianiewicz and Adam Gendźwiłł 
shows that Polish mayors are lowly politicized. The percentage of Polish 
mayors who are members of political parties was the lowest in Europe 
and amounted to approximately 35 percent,3 while in the case of Hungar-
ian mayors this percentage was around 80. In Hungary, the percentage of 
mayors belonging to a political party has increased significantly in recent 
years, which may be related to the sharp rise in popularity of the Fidesz 
party, as the most important local government posts have been filled by 
its members. Although many Polish mayors have declared that they do 
not belong to any political party, most of them described their views as 
right-wing. Only Hungarian mayors have been more definitive in their 
right-wing declarations. Nowadays, the right-wing slightly prevails over 
the left-wing orientation across the continent (Swianiewicz, Gendźwiłł, 
2017, pp. 22–25). Polish leaders have declared that the intensity of the 
political conflict in their municipalities is lower than that declared by 
Hungarian mayors (Kopcińska, 2017, pp. 26–27).

In Poland, a phenomenon of autocratic dysfunction is said to have 
emerged. Its result is shifting real power from the legislative bodies to-
wards executive bodies, which is unfavorable from the point of view of 
local democracy (Bober, Hausner, Izdebski, et al., 2013, p. 29).4 In or-
der to counteract this dysfunction, since 2018, the position of the deci-
sion-making and control body in relation to the executive body has been 
strengthened, following the introduction of the duty to prepare and submit 
to the council a report on the state of a local government unit. Citizens 
have the right to participate in the debate on the report. The debate over 
the report concludes with a vote on granting the executive body a vote 

3 Many mayors are in fact affiliated with parties, although they run for elections 
from the list of local committees.

4 Research has shown a relationship between the size of local government and 
the relationship between the mayor and the council. In the largest cities, these rela-
tions are more balanced than in smaller local governments (Lackowska, Swianiewicz, 
2018, p. 20).
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of confidence. If the mayor is not granted a vote of confidence in two 
subsequent years, a municipal council may adopt a resolution to hold 
a referendum on the mayor’s dismissal (Act of 11 January 2018). Giv-
ing more controlling capabilities to the decision-making and control body 
has also resulted in introducing regulations related to dealing with com-
plaints about the activities of the executive body and local government 
organizational units. The solutions introduced are aimed at improving the 
mechanisms of competence relations between municipal authorities to 
implement the postulate of checks and balances.

The electoral system for decision-making bodies in Hungary  
and Poland

One of the factors influencing the status of legislative bodies is how 
they are elected. In the elections to municipal councils in Hungary and Po-
land, there is both a proportional representation and a majority system. In 
Hungary, municipalities with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants have a major-
ity system; voters can vote for many candidates. Municipalities with more 
than 10,000 inhabitants and capital city constituencies use a mixed elec-
toral system; some councilors are elected in single-mandate constituencies, 
and some from party lists in a proportional system. With the victory of the 
Fidesz party in the parliamentary elections in 2010, the local government 
electoral law underwent modifications; first in 2010 and then in 2014. The 
number of councilors elected according to the majority system dropped by 
about 25 percent, whereas the number of councilors elected on party lists 
decreased by about 50 percent. Moreover, the election thresholds increased 
from 4 to 5 percent. As a result, the requirements for standing as a candidate 
at elections according to the proportional system has become more difficult 
to meet for small organizations (usually civic) and independent candidates. 
The main national parties (now Fidesz) have benefited from the change, as 
they can dominate in single-mandate constituencies and can meet the condi-
tions for drawing up party lists. At the same time, legal regulations have cre-
ated opportunities for the ruling party to fill positions with their supporters 
in local offices (Dobos, 2016, pp. 80–88).5 Since 2014, councilors, as well as 

5 In the last local government elections held in October 2019, the Fidesz-KNDP 
coalition maintained its position as by far the strongest political grouping in Hungary. 
The ruling coalition, on the other hand, failed in Budapest and some large cities. It is 
there that Fidesz has the most opponents. It enjoys the greatest support in the prov-
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mayors, have been elected for a five-year term (previously it was a four-year 
term). The electoral law for the local government of Budapest has changed: 
the Assembly of Budapest consists of the 23 mayors of the capital’s districts 
and nine representatives elected in a proportional system. The mayors of 
the districts and the mayor of the capital (Lord Mayor) are directly elected 
(Kancelaria Senatu, Biuro Analiz i Dokumentacji, 2015, p. 104).

In Poland, in 1990, municipalities with up to 40,000 inhabitants elected 
their councilors in single-mandate constituencies, whereas larger municipal-
ities elected their councilors in multi-mandate constituencies, using a pro-
portional system. In the following years, local government election law has 
been amended many times. Before the local government elections in 2014, 
municipalities of up to 20,000 inhabitants used the majority system, while 
larger municipalities, cities with county status, counties, and provinces used 
a proportional system. In Poland, there was quite a common belief that the 
adoption of the proportional system led to making local elections more par-
ty-based, thus weakening the civic factor (Czakowska, Czakowski, 2011, 
p. 219). In 2014, the PO-PSL (Civic Platform – Polish People’s Party) par-
liamentary coalition introduced a majority system in single-mandate constit-
uencies in all municipalities, except for cities with county status. Introduc-
ing single-mandate constituencies in all municipalities has diminished the 
representativeness of councils, and in many cases strengthened the mayor’s 
election committees thus giving rise to a “local presidency” (Gendźwiłł, 
2015, pp. 67–80). At the beginning of 2018, the electoral system used be-
fore 2014 was restored in Poland. So, unlike in Hungary, recently there has 
been an increase in the importance of proportional elections.6 This diverse 
electoral system, in small municipalities – the majority system, in large ones 
– the proportional system, has influenced the composition of councils and 
may affect the relationships between bodies.

Conclusion

There have been both similar and different trends in shaping the posi-
tion of the mayor in relations within local authorities in the studied coun-

inces. In this respect, the situation of Viktor Orbán’s party is similar to that of Law 
and Justice in Poland.

6 In the last local government elections held in October 2018, with a fairly high 
turnout (54%), Law and Justice received the most votes in the country, more than in 
2014. The ruling party, on the other hand, failed in Warsaw and other large cities.



84 Lucyna Rajca ŚSP 1 ’21

tries. In both local governments, developing democratic local institutions 
started with councils as the dominant actors of the local scene. Over time, 
top-down reforms have led to establishing a strong monocratic execu-
tive body (a “presidential” model of local political leadership), mainly as 
a result of the introduction of universal and direct elections: in Hungary 
in 1994 and Poland in 2002. In both countries, the position of mayors has 
strengthened over the last decade. In Poland, the overly strong position 
of the mayor was considered unfavorable from the point of view of local 
democracy, and for this reason, the role of the council in relation to the 
executive body was strengthened in 2018. In both countries, the term of 
local government bodies was extended from four to five years (in Poland 
in 2018, in Hungary in 2014) and combining the mandate of local gov-
ernment and the mandate of an MP (in Poland in 2001, in Hungary in 
2014) was banned. In both local governments, the political factor plays 
an important role in the relations between the council and the mayor, i.e. 
whether or not the mayor and the majority in the council identify with the 
same political party. Polish mayors, however, lean much less towards any 
political party than Hungarian mayors. In recent years, most Polish and 
Hungarian mayors have declared right-wing views. At the same time, it 
should be emphasized that in both studied local government systems the 
relations within the local government are variable and are often based on 
ad hoc arrangements concerning specific issues.

The main difference between Hungarian and Polish mayors is that the 
former serve the function as both the executive authority and chairman of 
the local council and councilor, while the latter can only act as the execu-
tive authority. The Polish mayor, unlike their Hungarian counterpart, has 
little influence, at least formally, on the work of the municipal council. 
They do not have the right to challenge the decision of a council which 
is lawful, but irrational and harmful to the local community. Dismissing 
a mayor by referendum is possible only in Poland. Limiting the number 
of terms of office of mayors and strengthening the council in relation to 
the executive body (from 2018) took place only in Poland. Moreover, 
the electoral system in Hungary is more conducive to the formation of 
a “local presidency” than in Poland. For all these reasons, the position of 
the Hungarian mayor is clearly stronger compared to the Polish execu-
tive body. The nature of changes in the electoral system to local councils 
is also different. In Hungary, the majority electoral system has strength-
ened in recent years (in order to facilitate the victory of the ruling party), 
while in Poland, a similar trend was present for a short time until recently 
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(2018), when the proportional model, which limits the possibility of gain-
ing a majority capable of governing independently, began to prevail. The 
changes in the Hungarian and Polish electoral systems confirm the thesis 
presented in the literature about the unfinished process of changing the 
electoral systems in the countries of this region.

To sum up, the hypothesis formulated at the beginning should be consid-
ered as positively verified. It is worth emphasizing that the relations within 
local authorities are influenced by both institutional and legal factors, in-
cluding the adopted model of local leadership, as well as several other fac-
tors, such as political influence, opposition power, political culture, method 
of election to decision-making bodies, the national and international con-
text in which local governments function or the style of leadership (Radzik-
Maruszak, 2019, pp. 157–158). It seems that both in Poland and Hungary 
institutional and legal factors have played the greatest role. The top-down 
introduction of a strong monocratic executive body has significantly lim-
ited the role of councils and made mayors leaders of municipalities. This 
fact confirms the thesis put forward in the literature that the strong position 
of a mayor leads to the weakening of the role of the legislative body on the 
local political scene. As the situation has caused concern, the position of 
councils in Poland is now being restored.

It is difficult to unequivocally assess the extent to which the strength-
ening of the mayor’s position in the local government system is condu-
cive to the implementation of the idea of participatory governance, and 
to what extent it is less favorable of the concept. A lot depends on the 
attitude of the executive body to democratic innovations, the involvement 
of inhabitants in a given municipality (city), and the way both groups per-
ceive and use the existing instruments of participation. Research shows 
that mayors are often the architects and beneficiaries of democratic inno-
vation. On the other hand, citizens’ interest in municipal affairs is declin-
ing, and local representatives are generally only moderately interested in 
the development of participatory instruments (Radzik, 2019, p. 268). The 
great expectations of a thorough renewal of local government based on 
participatory governance are rather a thing of the past, although they have 
enriched the experience of local public management.

It does not seem that the strengthening of the mayor’s position could 
constitute a starting point for actions conducive to the centralization 
of public administration in Poland. First, the Polish mayor had gained 
a strong position before recentralizing tendencies intensified. When this 
occurred, the legislator did not strengthen the mayor, but the council’s 
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position (in relation to the mayor). Secondly, the mayor is an organ of the 
municipality, and therefore of decentralized public administration. Giv-
ing more powers to the mayor at the expense of the central government 
would mean increasing decentralization, not centralization. Moreover, in 
the current political situation, strengthening mayors of large cities, who 
are largely in opposition to the central government, could lead to ac-
tions towards the autonomization of these local governments, rather than 
centralization of public administration. Thirdly, the experiences of other 
countries do not show a link between the mayor’s strength and centrali-
zation. The tendency to strengthen the local political executive in recent 
years appears in many European countries. It is in line with theoretical 
concepts (new public management, governance), which are accompanied 
by pressures on accountability, transparency and leadership.
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Pozycja burmistrza w relacjach wewnątrz władzy lokalnej na Węgrzech 
i w Polsce w perspektywie porównawczej 

 
Streszczenie

Celem opracowania jest porównanie pozycji węgierskiego i polskiego burmistrza 
w poziomych relacjach władzy z uwzględnieniem zmian zachodzących w tym zakre-
sie w ciągu ostatnich kilkunastu lat. Omówione zostały uwarunkowania instytucjonal-
no-prawne przywództwa lokalnego na Węgrzech i w Polsce oraz rola, jaką odgrywa 
rada względem organu wykonawczego. Zbadano również sposób wyboru do organów 
stanowiących, który jest jednym z czynników wpływających na status rady i relacje 
wewnątrz władzy lokalnej. Analizy wskazują, że istnieją różnice w pozycji węgier-
skiego i polskiego burmistrza oraz że w kształtowaniu relacji wewnątrz władzy lokal-
nej w obu badanych państwach występowały zarówno trendy zbieżne, jak i rozbieżne. 
W opracowaniu wykorzystano metodę porównawczą oraz podejście instytucjonalno-
-prawne, a także metodę historyczną.
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