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The Jewel in the Crown: Co-optive capacity and participation during austerity in Cardiff and San 

Sebastian-Donostia  

Dr Valeria Guarneros-Meza, I. Tellería, A. Blas and Dr Madeleine Pill 

By comparing the cities of Cardiff and San Sebastián-Donostia (Donostia), we argue that local 

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚƐ͛ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĐŽ-opt provides a valid framework to understand changes in citizen 

participation under fiscal austerity. The argument is based on the close interrelationships among co-

optation, legitimacy and procedural regulation (Selznick, 1949). These concepts help to understand 

how citizen participation is maintained in periods of instability, experienced by city governments 

during and in the aftermath of extra-local financial crisis. We argue that local governmenƚ͛Ɛ 
legitimacy is maintained insofar as it shows capacity to co-opt, defined as practices and processes of 

ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĐĂƉƚƵƌĞ͕ ͚ƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ŵŝŶŝŵŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚ͘ TŚĞƐĞ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ ǁŽƌŬ ŝŶ ƚĂŶĚĞŵ 
with those factors that have been identified in cities experiencing austerity under a longer-term 

neoliberalizing discourse (Peck, 2012). The interwoven framework between capacity to co-opt and 

͚ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ƵƌďĂŶŝƐŵ͛ ŝƐ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ǀĂƌŝĂƚŝŽŶ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ ƚŚĞ ƚǁŽ ĐŝƚŝĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ 
administrative processes, but also to unpick the contradictions that emerge in practice during the 

liminal time between fiscal crisis and normality (Bayirbag et al., 2017).   

TŚĞ ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ ŝƐ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ĂƐ ďŽƚŚ ĐŝƚŝĞƐ ƐǇŵďŽůŝǌĞ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝĚĞ ;͚ƚŚĞ ũĞǁĞů ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐƌŽǁŶ͛Ϳ ŶĞĐĞƐƐary 

to sustain the national identities of Wales and the Basque Country. In selecting these two cities, we 

contrast how their power struggle to maintain co-optive and regulatory powers is shaped by their 

constitutional interdependence with national and subnational tiers of government - which have 

ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚĞĚ ƚŚĞŵ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ Žƌ ĚĞůĂǇĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ϮϬϬϴ ĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂů ĐƌŝƐŝƐ͘ FƵƌƚŚĞƌŵŽƌĞ͕ ďŽƚŚ ĐŝƚŝĞƐ͛ 
reliance on the tourism industry (sport, culture or gastronomy) and their lack of mass protest, albeit 

for different historical reasons, contribute to frame the debate on how participation unfolds in 

periods of fiscal austerity.   

The paper is structured as follows.  It first presents a framework of co-optive capacity, which is then 

juxtaposed with the factors compriƐŝŶŐ PĞĐŬ͛Ɛ ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ƵƌďĂŶŝƐŵ ƵŶĚĞƌ ŶĞŽůŝďĞƌĂůŝƐŵ͘ TŚŝƐ ŝƐ 
ĨŽůůŽǁĞĚ ďǇ Ă ďƌŝĞĨ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƵĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĞĂĐŚ ĐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ĨŝƐĐĂů ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌŝŶŐ͕ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ŝĚĞŽůŽŐǇ ĂŶĚ 
participatory structures, providing a foundation for the subsequent findings which contrast the two 

ĐŝƚŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐ ŚŽǁ  ͚ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ĐŽ-ŽƉƚŝǀĞ͛ ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ ŝŶ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ͘ FŝŶĂůůǇ͕ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ 
the findings are considered, including reflections on the significance of the juxtaposed framework of 

co-optive capacity under austerity.  

Co-optation, legitimacy and regulation  

Recent studies of austerity and crisis have focused on the variegated effects of urban austerity 

(Bayirbag et al., 2017; Peck et al., 2013). The procedural administrative mechanisms used by local 

government to cope with this type of phenomenon have received less emphasis. In addressing this 

gap, we use the term austerity to refer to the fiscal austerity that many local authorities in Spain and 

the United Kingdom have experienced as a result of the 2008 financial crisis. Fiscal austerity tends to 

be studied in terms of two types of change: the declining financial resources of local authorities 

which directly affect service provision; and changes in the discourse (policy and practice) of 

austerity, materialized in policy documentation and administrative arrangements that regulate the 

extent to which responsibilities are downloaded and offloaded.   

 



We focus on co-optation, procedural regulation and legitimacy as mechanisms to establish social 

order (rules) by local governments through their governing processes of service provision in periods 

of fiscal austerity. We treat the three terms as complementary insofar as governments are 

ĐŽŵƉĞůůĞĚ ƚŽ ƐŚŽǁ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂǀĞ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ƚŽ ŐŽǀĞƌŶ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ƚŽ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚ ƚŽ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ŶĞĞĚƐ͕ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ ĨŽƌ 
residentƐ Žƌ ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵĞŶƚƐ ƚŽ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝǌĞ Žƌ ůĞŐŝƚŝŵŝǌĞ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚƐ͛ ƌŽůĞ ĂŶĚ ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ ;SĞůǌŶŝĐŬ͕ ϭϵϰϵͿ͘ 
Selznick defines formal co-ŽƉƚĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ ͚ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ŽĨ ΀ƉƵďůŝĐůǇ΁ ĂďƐŽƌďŝŶŐ ŶĞǁ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ 
leadership of a policy-determining structure of an organization as a means of averting threats to its 

ƐƚĂďŝůŝƚǇ Žƌ ĞǆŝƐƚĞŶĐĞ͛ ;ϭϵϰϵ͗ϭϯͿ͘ HĞŶĐĞ͕ ĐŽŽƉƚĂƚŝŽŶ ͚ĨƵůĨŝůƐ ďŽƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĚĞĨĞŶĚŝŶŐ 
ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĂĚŵŝŶŝƐƚƌĂƚŝǀĞ ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚŝŶŐ ĐŚĂŶŶĞůƐ ŽĨ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶ͛ 
(1949:14).   

SĞůǌŶŝĐŬ͛Ɛ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ ĨŽƌ ŽƵƌ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ĂƐ ŝƚ ĐĞŶƚƌĞƐ ŽŶ ĚĂŝůǇ ďƵƌĞĂƵĐƌĂƚŝĐ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ;ŝ͘Ğ͘ 
selecting citizen collaborators, implementing project objectives) related to the democratic ideal of 

local participation.  The administrative function of co-optation is highly interlinked with a local 

ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ƚŽ ŐŽǀĞƌŶ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ǁĞ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ƚŽ ĨŽƌŵƵůĂƚĞ͕ 
monitor and enforce rules that regulate processes of service provision (Levi-Faud, 2014; Menahem 

and Stein, 2013). Meanwhile, regulation is understood as a set of local procedural norms, practices 

and organizational arrangements that are the outcome of coordinated social and political relations 

in capitalist economies (Painter, 1998).  

FŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ SĞůǌŶŝĐŬ͛Ɛ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ, the links between capacity to govern and co-optation become 

evident when government invites the participation of organized civil society and organic community 

groups into (a) the provision of services and (b) the formulation and monitoring of rules of service 

provision. We argue that in periods of fiscal crisis, the capacity to govern can be interpreted as a 

capacity to co-opt insofar as government actors perceive that their legitimacy is called into question 

as a result of diminishing financial resources to govern. Their legitimacy may also be questioned in 

relation to the increased role of civil society groups, invited to participate in service provision before 

or during the crisis.   

To understand capacity to co-ŽƉƚ ŝƚ ŝƐ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƵŶƉĂĐŬ SĞůǌŶŝĐŬ͛Ɛ definition of cooptation. For 

this purpose, we deploy four elements drawn from debates in public administration which are 

significant to understand participation under urban austerity. The first is the assumption that co-

optation implies some degree of negotiation between a powerful and a less powerful party. Hence 

co-optation implies an unequal relationship portrayed as domination through justificatory means 

(legitimacy). In particular, we are interested in relationships between government officers and 

citizens found in debates regarding clientelism and patronage (Auyero, 2011; Selznick, 1949). The 

second is capture of non-governmental actors and their resources into state-sponsored initiatives. 

Such capture may involve either corrupt practices such as offering public monies in exchange for 

ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ĂŶĚ ƚĂĐƚŝĐƐ ƚŚĂƚ ůŝŵŝƚ ŝŶƉƵƚ ŽĨ ƌŝǀĂů ƉĂƌƚŝĞƐ ;AƚƚƵǇĞƌ͕ ϮϬϭϱͿ͕ Žƌ ͚ůĂǁ-ĂďŝĚŝŶŐ͛ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ 
that gradually convince the less powerful party to adopt the beliefs and practices of the powerful. All 

types of ĐĂƉƚƵƌĞ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞ ƚŽ ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ Žƌ ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͘   

TŚĞ ƚŚŝƌĚ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ ŝƐ ͚ƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;KŽƚŚĂƌŝ͕ ϮϬϬϱͿ ŽĨ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ-delivery processes that involve the 

participation of citizens or civil society in contexts where discourses of democratic participation and 

neoliberalization co-exist (Clarke and Newman, 1997). Technicalization pinpoints practices related to 

ƚŚĞ ͚ŵŽŶŽƉŽůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĞǆƉĞƌƚŝƐĞ ĂŶĚ ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ ďǇ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůŝǌŝŶŐ ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƐƚĂƚĞ ĂĐƚŽƌƐ͕͛ 
which, at least initially, tend to be alien and incomprehensible to non-state actors or citizens, thus 

limiting their ability to develop critical, challenging or emancipatory approaches (Kothari, 2005). 

Finally, co-optation aims to minimize or buffer conflict during processes of service provision, albeit 

never eradicating it completely (Spicer, 2010). The minimization of conflict is not necessarily 



negative (i.e. limiting emancipation, depoliticizing a process). The buffering of conflict may be 

positive, such as to avoid violence, promoƚĞ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ŽĨ ;ƌĞŐƵůĂƚŽƌǇͿ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ͚ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ĚĞƚĞƐƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 
ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞ͛ ;ŝ͘Ğ͘ ĞůĞĐƚŽƌĂů ƌĞƐƵůƚƐͿ Žƌ ƚŽ ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚƐ ͚ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ůŽŶŐ ƚĞƌŵ 
ƉƌĞƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĂůůŝĞƐ͛ ;HĂŵƉƐŚŝƌĞ͕ ϭϵϵϵ͗ϰϵ-50 & 73). These four elements feed into our framework 

to understand variation in capacity to co-opt.  

Neoliberal austerity and co-optive capacity  

Neoliberal reforms - ͚ĚĞƌĞŐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ͕ ĚĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŽĨĨůŽĂĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ 
responsibilities, and internationalization - ŚĂǀĞ ƌĞƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͛Ɛ ƌŽle from provider to 

facilitator, associated with roll-back and roll-out strategies adopted by the state (Jessop, 2002; Peck 

and Tickell, 2002); and from facilitator to disciplinarian (Wacquant, 2010). It has been widely 

acknowledged that there has not been Ă ǁŝƚŚĚƌĂǁĂů ďƵƚ Ă ƌĞƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͛Ɛ ƌŽůĞ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĂƐ 
inevitably resulted in degrees of conflict or resistance by incumbent elites (Robinson, 2004; Harrison, 

2010), tiers of government (Newman, 2014), and marginalized groups (della Porta and Mattoni, 

2014).  

Conflict and resistance against neoliberalism have been present over the last 40 years, albeit in some 

cases not manifested as protest or riot (Morton, 2003; Tonkiss, 2013), nor seeking transformation 

(Dikeç and Swyngedouw, 2017). It is in such cases that local governments are more successful in 

implementing co-optive mechanisms to capture dissidents and gradually convince them to adopt 

processes of governance that have commonly accompanied neoliberal governing regimes, 

characterized by waves of roll-back and roll-out strategies (Brenner et al., 2010; Davies, 2011; 

Swyngedouw, 2005). In epochs of financial crisis, conflict and resistance have taken the form of 

protests and riots by the marginalized in important urban centres.  But in secondary European cities 

where mass protest has not occured, such as Cardiff and Donostia, the conflict has been 

encapsulated in governing decisions by incumbent government elites that invite participation and 

volunteering.  Co-optation is based on our assumption that as crises (financial included) bring 

uncertainty (Bayirbag, et al., 2017; Peck et al., 2013), the governance mechanisms that local 

governments use to establish participation destabilize, such as procedural-administrative regulations 

that contribute to ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ůŽĐĂů ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ ŽŶ Ă ĚĂŝůǇ ďĂƐŝƐ͘    

Our approach contributes to broader discussions about urban austerity. We find that it speaks to the 

͚ďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ͛ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ ŽĨ ĨƌĂŵŝŶŐ ƵƌďĂŶ ĐƌŝƐŝƐ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ďǇ BĂǇŝƌďĂŐ Ğƚ Ăů͘ ;ϮϬϭϳ). These 

ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ ĂƌŐƵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ĐƌŝƐŝƐ ŶĞĞĚƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ͚ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚŝĂƚĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ŝƚƐ ĂŶƚŽŶǇŵƐ͕ ŶŽƌŵĂůŝƚǇ Žƌ ĞƋƵŝůŝďƌŝƵŵ͕͛ ďǇ 
paying careful attention to the liminal time between crisis and normality (2017:8). By focusing on 

these two cities, the cooptive capacity framework provides a way of understanding how such 

͚ůŝŵŝŶĂůŝƚǇ͛ ĨĂƌĞƐ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ ƐƉĂĐĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŝŵĞ͘ FŽĐƵƐŝŶŐ ŽŶ ůŝŵŝŶĂůŝƚǇ ŚĞůƉƐ ƚŽ ƵŶƉŝĐŬ ƚŚĞ ĞŵďĞĚĚĞĚŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ 
neoliberalism in the fabric of everyday policy-making, which we argue is important to understand 

neoliberalisŵ͛Ɛ ĚƵƌĂďŝůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƌĞĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ ;CĂŚŝůů ĂŶĚ KŽŶŝŶŐƐ͕ ϮϬϭϳ͖ TŽŶŬŝƐƐ͕ ϮϬϭϯͿ͘  

The 2008 financial crisis in the western hemisphere has posed challenges to the neoliberal state and 

consequently brought the strategies and mechanisms through which regulation can function into 

question. Peck (2012) posits that these challenges would be felt primarily by subnational levels of 

government, particularly those located in urban settings which have concentrated partnerships and 

contracted-out forms of organization in service provision.  He argues that one of the effects of fiscal 

austerity on neoliberal strategies and projects has been the deepening of decentralization through 

ĚĞǀŽůǀĞĚ ĨŝƐĐĂů ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ Žƌ ͚ƐŽĨƚ ďƵĚŐĞƚĂƌǇ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞƐ͛͘  TŚĞƐĞ ĚŝƐƚƌŝďƵƚĞ ĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂů ƌisk in the delivery of 

services from national to regional and local levels (downloading) and from the local level of 

government to community/ third sector organizations (TSOs) and private sector contractors 



(offloading). For Peck, austerity urbanism is aboƵƚ ͚ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ƉĂǇ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝĐĞ ŽĨ ĨŝƐĐĂů 
ƌĞƚƌĞŶĐŚŵĞŶƚ͛ ;ϮϬϭϮ͗ ϲϯϮͿ Ăƚ ĂŶǇ ƐĐĂůĞ ŽĨ ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͘ TŚĞ ǁĂǇƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ;ŶŽŶ-ƐƚĂƚĞ ĂĐƚŽƌƐͿ ͚ƉĂǇ ƚŚĞ 
ƉƌŝĐĞ͛ ŝƐ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ-contingent.   

FŽƵƌ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞǀĞŶ ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĐŽŵƉƌŝƐĞ PĞĐŬ͛Ɛ ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ƵƌďĂŶŝƐŵ ;ϮϬϭϮͿ ĂƌĞ ǀĂůid here given their 

relationship with co-optive capacity: rollback redux, risk-shifting rationalities, austerity governance 

and placebo dependency. They are valid as they are more strategic than the other three (downsizing 

and leaner local states, fire-scale privatizations and financial tournaments), which are more tactical.  

PĞĐŬ͛Ɛ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŝƐ ƵƐĞĨƵů ĂƐ ŝƚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐ Ă ĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝǀĞ ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ƚŚĂƚ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ 
ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͛Ɛ ƌĞĐŽŶĨŝŐƵƌĂƚŝŽŶ͘  HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ŝƚ ŽǀĞƌůŽŽŬƐ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƚĂŝůĞĚ ŵŝŶƵƚŝae of everyday 

policy that helps to identify the contradictions in which the austerity discourse is immersed and the 

way it is grounded in different contexts. Given our focus on co-optation under austerity, we develop 

Ă ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ƚŚĂƚ ũƵǆƚĂƉŽƐĞƐ PĞĐŬ͛Ɛ ĨŽƵr factors with the four co-optive elements discussed in the 

previous section (Table 1).  

Rollback neoliberalism has been explained by Peck and colleagues (Brenner et al., 2010) as the 

rollback of the state in providing specific goods and services.  It was followed by a rollout wave of 

state restructuring since the 1980s which paved the way for the downloading and offloading of state 

responsibilities to third sector and community organizations, encapsulated in the proliferation of 

public-private and community-public partnerships across different cities in the western hemisphere. 

The rollback redux, derived from the 2008 crisis, aims to roll back the strategies rolled out a 

generation ago. For example, the state has withdrawn grants formerly made to community groups 

to build community-public partnerships but seeks to maintain collaborative links with the 

community to carry on delivering local services.  Links are clear with the capacity to co-opt.  For 

example, it can be argued that the rollout process worked as a way of capturing dissident citizens, 

while beginning to prepare them for the technical and expert knowledge required for inter-sectoral 

collaboration to occur (Barnes et al., 2007; Kothari, 2005). In preparing for the rollback redux, 

interdependency and organizational mimicry (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) between state actors and 

citizens also developed. Thus any conflict associated with this process tends to be concentrated at 

the implementation stage (Spicer, 2010).  

Peck identifies austerity governance when forms of management by audit and rule by accountancy 

are consolidated, an interpretation discussed in detail by scholars of public administration and 

development studies. Such managerial practices are associated with professionalizing and 

technicalizing interventions of both state and non-state actors (Clarke and Newman, 1997; Kothari, 

ϮϬϬϱͿ͕ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ͚ĚĂƚĂ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ŶĞǁ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ƐƚĂƚĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͕ ŶĞǁ ǁĂǇƐ ŽĨ 
managing expenditure, [or] meetings to discuss outputs and inputs into adminiƐƚƌĂƚŝǀĞ ƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ͛ 
;HĂƌƌŝƐŽŶ͕ ϮϬϭϬ͗ϭϬϴͿ͘  TŚĞƐĞ  ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ĂůƐŽ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ŶĞǁ ƉƵďůŝĐ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ǁŝƚŚ 
economic globalization has reached countries beyond the global north (Jreisat, 2001).  It is the 

technicalization of everyday practice, through the rule-making and rule-monitoring required to 

manage and coordinate the delivery of collaborative services, which highlights the links to co-optive 

capacity.  

In the global north, the responsibility to couple managerial processes with budgetary constraints has 

been downloaded to subnational levels of government. Peck terms this risk-shifting rationalities, 

where city governance management processes promote deployment of downloading and offloading 

tactics. Thus  professionalizing and technicalizing interventions are not only passed down from 

national to subnational levels of government, but also from state to non-state actors. Expenditure 

management and monitoring of processes to achieve outputs and outcomes starts being conducted 



by TSOs, which play an intermediary role between the state and community actors (Bovaird, 2014; 

Chaskin and Greenberg, 2015).  While aiming to pass responsibility to third sector and community 

organizations, Peck argues that it is likely that the poorest of the population will be impacted the 

ŵŽƐƚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞǇ ƚĞŶĚ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ĨĞǁĞƌ ƐŬŝůůƐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͛Ɛ ŵĂŶĂŐĞƌŝĂů 
responsibilities. In response, governments have identified the need to recruit officers whose skills 

span organizational or sectorial boundaries to bridge the requirements of government with the 

interests or needs of non-state partners (authors; Skelcher et al., 2013). In particular, these officers 

seek to promulgate community self-management, albeit subject to the procedural regulations 

stablished by the (local) state as a way to ensure co-optation. However, this process allows room for 

negotiation and consequently tensions may traduce into conflict as nonstate actors pursue tactics 

and mechanisms of self-management that question those sponsored by the state (Elwood, 2006).  

Peck argues that placebo dependency arises when local government shows an increasing mismatch 

between its capacity to act locally to achieve economic growth and social development and the 

ŝŵƉĞƌĂƚŝǀĞ ͚ƚŽ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂĐƚŝŶŐ͛ ůŽĐĂůůǇ ;2012: 648). This term is useful because to continue co-

opting, government wants to be seen, despite the challenges brought by fiscal austerity, to be doing 

something. In periods of uncertainty this is often as important as getting a result. However, the 

nature of the mismatch between capacity and imperative to-be-seen-to-be-acting locally will depend 

on the approaches to fiscal austerity that different cities experience and adopt. Barbehön and 

MƺŶĐŚ ;ϮϬϭϱ͗ ϭϯͿ ĂƌŐƵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ global financial and economic crisis is translated into local 

funding crisis ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ĚŽŶĞ ǀĞƌǇ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂůůǇ ĂŶĚ ŝŶ ĂĐĐŽƌĚĂŶĐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ůŽĐĂůůǇ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ǁŝĚĞƌ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐ͛ 
ƐŚĂƉĞĚ ďǇ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ĂŶĚ ƐƚĂŬĞŚŽůĚĞƌƐ͛ ĚĂŝůǇ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ͘ FŽƌ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ͕ ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ 
can create narratives of reinvention, exploit previously existing narratives or react with narratives 

that blame or protect the city from external threats caused by the dominance of financial capitalism. 

We argue that these narratives can be combined, especially over time.  Local governments at first 

may show resignation to fiscal austerity. Over time as they comply because of a lack of a perceived 

viable alternative ʹ ĐŽŝŶĞĚ ͚ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ƌĞĂůŝƐŵ͛ ;DĂǀŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ TŚŽŵƉƐŽŶ͕ ϮϬϭϲͿ - they reinvent or build 

upon existing narratives that develop through administrative processes and which help to maintain 

their legitimacy. When this assemblage of narratives is applied to participation it is possible to 

encounter tactics that provide opportunities to empower TSOs or community groups, while changes 

to procedural regulation deepen downloading and offloading mechanisms that may contribute to 

co-optive capacity.  

Comparing Cardiff and San Sebastián-Donostia  

TŚĞ ƌĂƚŝŽŶĂůĞ ĚĞƉůŽǇĞĚ ƚŽ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ ĚƌĂǁƐ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ĐŽŵƉĂƌĂƚŝǀŝƐŵ͛ ;‘ŽďŝŶƐon, 2011), an 

approach which moves away from traditional patterns centred on similarity and standardization. 

Instead, it focuses on differences, albeit centred on a similar problematic. Two simultaneous but 

unrelated aspects led us to compare Cardiff and DŽŶŽƐƚŝĂ͘ TŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ǁĂƐ ďŽƚŚ ĐŝƚŝĞƐ͛ ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚŝŽŶ ĨƌŽŵ 
or delayed effects of the 2008 financial crisis upon their budgets; the second was the lack of mass 

protest in the two cities, in contrast to those which occurred in large cities such as London or Madrid 

against some of the effects of fiscal austerity upon the population (i.e. withdrawal of social and 

housing services).   

CĂƌĚŝĨĨ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂƉŝƚĂů ĂŶĚ ůĂƌŐĞƐƚ ĐŝƚǇ ŽĨ WĂůĞƐ ;ƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ϯϰϲ͕ϬϬϬ͕ ϮϬϭϭ CĞŶƐƵƐͿ͘ Iƚ ƐĞĂƚƐ 
the national (regional) government, Welsh Government; hence the city is well known for its service 

economy centred on public sector activities and services such as insurance, real estate, sport and 

cultural tourism and gastronomy.   



Donostia is capital city of Gipuzkoa Province, located just over 100km east of Bilbao. It has 

historically been recognized as a locus for luxury tourism, cultural activities (in 2011 it was awarded 

the 2016 European Capital of Culture) and high-end gastronomy. It has 186,126 inhabitants and the 

metropolitan area has 436,000 (2016 Census).    

To situate the problematic that encompassed both cities in line with the comparativism approach 

requires a contextual review to help identify difference in processes and practice.  Four aspects are 

relevant to our argument: the fiscal structure of the city and region; the political ideology of the 

governing elites; their duration in holding office; and the institutionalization of citizen participation 

ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚŝĞƐ͛ ŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ͘ TŚĞ ůĂƚƚĞƌ ŝƐ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ after cycles of mining and separatist protests 

waned in Wales (1980s) and the Basque Country (1990s), respectively. Analyses of the 2008 financial 

crisis highlight the Basque Country and Navarra as the autonomous regions that encountered the 

least negative ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ SƉĂŝŶ͘ TŚŝƐ ŝƐ Ă ƌĞƐƵůƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĞŐŝŽŶƐ͛ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ĚŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ͕ 
including stable export markets and a low dependency on the construction sector (Méndez et al., 

2015). According to the National and Basque Institutes of Statistics, by 2012-13 Donostia showed 

higher levels of GDP per capita and household income and the lowest rates of unemployment than 

the rest of the Basque Country and Spain.  

Concomitantly, these two regions have a relatively high level of fiscal autonomy compared to other 

autonomous communities in Spain. This enables a revenue system (50-60 per cent above average) to 

respond to agreed and convened decisions taken by their national assemblies and provincial 

councils, which have favoured welfare policies in the last two decades (Cordero Ferrera and Murillo 

Huertas, 2008:14). An exception, however, is observed in the diminishing expenditure on public 

infrastructure which affected the Basque and local tiers of government. The unique circumstances in 

welfare have protected several Basque cities from the negative impacts that the crisis generated for 

social and housing services. Hence, during fieldwork Donostia did not face reduced expenditure in 

social services, though it did undergo cuts to other services such as street maintenance. Moreover, 

the broader discourse of austerity that Spain experienced impacted the politics and management of 

ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŽƌǇ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͕ ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇ ŝŶ ƵƌďĂŶ ƉůĂŶŶŝŶŐ͘   

In contrast, Wales lacks independent tax raising powers from Whitehall, London. Its fiscal 

dependency led its public services to enjoy initially a relative protection from austerity derived from 

the 2008 financial crisis; partly due to the time lag in English cuts feeding through the formula used 

to set Wales' funding.  These cuts cascaded to Welsh Government in its 2014/15 budget.  Financial 

allocations to local authorities were considered 'by far the worst settlement since devolution' with 

severe budget cuts of over 5% in real terms for 2014/15, rising to 9% by 2015/16 (authors).  Budget 

cuts of some £100 million were sought in the following three years by Cardiff Council.  Welsh 

Government ministers and local politicians blamed the UK government for these cuts.  As a result, 

Cardiff Council has looked to rationalize and reorganize public services, taking advantage of its city-

wide governance model and the Cardiff Debate, a citizen consultation exercise, which helped the 

council to prioritize service provision, especially of community and social services, in the 2014/ 15 

ďƵĚŐĞƚ͘ ͚‘Ğjecting austerity altogether was not an option and therefore the future structuring and 

ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ƉŽůŝĐǇ-ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ŚĂĚ ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĨŽƌ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŽƌǇ ŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ͛ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĐŽ-

production with and commissioning of services from civil society organizations and community 

groups (authors).    

Between 1991 and 2015, Donostia was ruled either by party coalitions or minority governments led 

by the two main Left political parties: the non-nationalist Basque Socialist Party (PSE-EE) and the 

more radical nationalist Euskal Herria Bildu Party (Bildu). Despite the differences between parties, 

the overall political ideology of the city has shared a relatively critical posture against neoliberal 



policies impacting the local welfare state, while promoting citizen participation. However, the lack of 

ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞ ŵĂũŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ ŝŶ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŶĞĐĞƐƐŝƚĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ LĞĨƚ͛Ɛ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵŽƵƐ ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚŝŽŶ 
with other Right-centred political parties (authors, 2016). Cardiff since 1995, has been mainly 

dominated by the Left throuŐŚ ƚŚĞ LĂďŽƵƌ PĂƌƚǇ͕ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŝŵĞ ƚŚĞ ůŽĐĂů ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ƉŽǁĞƌ ŚĂƐ ƐŚŝĨƚĞĚ 
from a strong majority to a simple majority (just over 50% in 2016). During our study, the Labour 

party showed internal divisions between two historical factions: one against budget cuts to social 

services related to leisure, sport and libraries; and the other in favour of these cuts.  However, since 

the 1990s both factions have been supportive of the neoliberal boosterist vision pursued in 

developing and regenerating the city through private housing and infrastructural investment 

(Morgan, 2006; Cardiff Council, 2007).  

Citizen participation has been emblematic of Left parties in the Basque Country and replaced long 

cycles of separatist protest supporting Euskadi Ta Askatasuna. The structure of citizen participation 

flourished in Donostia when PSE-EE took office in 1991. Bildu was in power during the period of 

study and its administration (2011-2015) was characterized by the introduction of more radical 

participatory plans and programmes than the PSE-EE, in response to the formal institutionalization 

of the local 2007 participatory regulation and law. The Bildu government aimed to create a systemic 

participatory structure to overcome fragmentation through city-wide participatory budgeting and a 

strategy that supplemented the accountability of representative government with state-sponsored 

innovations of participation. This strategy sought to enhance the social capital of civil society and 

encourage a participatory culture where citizens were not only consulted about city development 

plans, but also could make decisions within the policy making process. Examples included: Auzolan, a 

neighbourhood regeneration communitarian project; Villa Alegría-Txantxarreka, a community centre 

run by the youth assembly and other grassroots groups; and Casa de las Mujeres, a programme run 

ŝŶ Ă ĐŽƵŶĐŝů ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐ ĐŽ-produced by local 

government and citizens and civil society associations were found to be closely aligned to the 

management objectives followed by the local council. By the end of the Bildu administration, a city-

wide participatory strategy had proved difficult to implement, in part due to historical differences 

between the central and peripheral areas of the metropolitan zone.   

In contrast, citizen participation in Cardiff has not been emblematic of the Labour Party, instead 

collaboration and partnership have been the preferred terms in local discourse. Since 2000, citizen 

participation in the city has been coupled with partnership working through the national poverty 

reduction programme, Communities First (CF). Cardiff holds a handful of highly deprived areas that 

have been part of the CF. CF partnerships were developed involving grassroots groups and activists 

who depended on resources from the Welsh Government and local council to develop a range of 

projects to improve education and health across the vulnerable population.  

The result after 10 years of sponsorship has been empowerment of several civil society groups that 

have learned to work and co-produce with the (local) state. Over the past few years, partnership 

working has culminated in a collaborative model, Cardiff Partnership, which through a multi-agency 

body composed of governmental and umbrella civil society organizations has aimed to identify and 

tackle policy challenges related to housing, social care and anti-social behavior. The model also 

manages the provision of local services city-wide. Although citizen participation is not a key element 

of the model, the council has considered it inclusive of citizens as civil society organizations and CF 

partnerships have become central in delivering neighbourhood services, especially since the financial 

crisis. The local council has also promoted other participatory initiatives such as citizen panels, 

meetings and consultations, but these have been carried out in a fragmented way responding to 

specific policy needs regarding planning, policing, and neighbourhood renewal.   



Fieldwork in the two cities was conducted through semi-structured interviews (24 in Donostia and 

29 in Cardiff) between summer 2013 and spring 2016. Through a snowballing technique, we 

interviewed social activists and TSO officers, state officers involved in citizen participation and social 

service provision, and local politicians. The first stage of data collection comprised an exploratory 

approach to understanding citizen participation; this was followed by further interviews with local 

actors who played an important role in the citizen participation process of each city; and the final 

stage followed up specific processes relevant to each city, wherein some participants were 

interviewed for a second time. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. The transcribed 

data were coded deploying terms selected to unpick the daily practices of capture, technicalization, 

negotiation and buffering conflict, as contained in the framework of co-optive capacity. These terms 

were: rule making, rule monitoring, risk management, selection of collaborators, determination of 

goals, resource management, and procedural learning. The analysis in the next section is based upon 

a systematic coding of these terms across all 53 interviews conducted in both cities. The interview 

quotes in the next section were deliberately selected to emphasize the particularities we wanted to 

underline in our argument.   

Discussion of findings  

Because of the period in which data were collected, an analysis of the initial, liminal responses (i.e. 

the transition from fiscal pre-austerity to post-austerity) of both city governments and their impact 

upon citizen participation is discussed. The analysis is structured by the austerity co-optive factors 

presented above. Each of the four, paired factors is not evenly manifested between the two cities. 

This is to be expected because the comparative rationale departs from a similar problematic and 

focuses instead on specific contextual factors.  

PƌĞƉĂƌŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ƌŽůůďĂĐŬ ƌĞĚƵǆ Žƌ ĨůĞǆŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŵƵƐĐůĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ĐĂƉƚƵƌĞ͛  

Like the rest of the UK, the pre-austerity period in Cardiff was characterized by partnership working 

between the state and local communities/TSOs. It was a period during which models of roll-over 

funding by the state (national and local) to community groups and TSOs were very common. This 

created TSO financial dependency upon the state, while the inculcation of civil society co-

ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ǁĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚ͘ Iƚ ǁĂƐ Ă ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ŽĨ ͚ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŵŽƌĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞ͛͘ A ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ 
experience is observed in Donostia, where partnership working between the public and third sectors 

before 2010 was highly promoted. This characteristic has not been unique to Donostia, but to the 

whole Gipuzkoa Province (Arrieta Frutos and Etxezarreta Etxarri, 2012).  

By the time budget cuts reached Cardiff, the responsibilization of civil society had not reached the 

ůĞǀĞůƐ ŽĨ ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ ĚĞƐŝƌĞĚ͘ AƐ ŽŶĞ ůŽĐĂů ĐŽƵŶĐŝů ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌ ƉƵƚ ŝƚ͗ ͚WĞ͛ƌĞ ŶŽƚ ĂƐ ŐŽŽĚ Ăƚ ĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ 
ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ĂƐ ǁĞ ĐŽƵůĚ ďĞ͘  I Ɛƚŝůů ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞ͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ƚŚĞ ůĞŐĂĐǇ ŽĨ ĚŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƉĞŽƉůĞ rather than 

ĚŽŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛͘  BƵƚ ŝŶ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ ďƵĚŐĞƚ ĐƵƚƐ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌ ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ͚I ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĂƌĞ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚĞůǇ 
ĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ ΀ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ ůĞƐƐ ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶƚ΁͛ ;GOͬCͺϭͿ͘  

Therefore, the start of the austerity period was characterized by a transition in the allocation of 

funds; from a grant recipient model of funding that rolled over funding from state to civil society 

agencies to a very prescriptive service delivery model, where TSOs or equivalent were essentially 

tied to the processes that the local council wanted these agencies to pursue. As Cardiff Council 

envisaged its budget cuts, it began thinking of new ways to tighten control of TSOs through the 

Cardiff Partnership.   Social activists were critical of this model, one stated:  

Increasingly I think the [Welsh] State is most comfortable relating to organizations that mirror itself 

and many of the big NGOs have essentially adopted a statist bureaucratic set-ƵƉ ĞǀĞŶ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ 



doing voluntary sector work.  They set themselves up with a Chief Executive and a hierarchy and so 

on and everything is done by staff rather than people on the ground.  People are reduced to the role 

ŽĨ ǀŽůƵŶƚĞĞƌƐ͘  BƵƚ ƚŚĞ CŽƵŶĐŝů ŝƐ ŵƵĐŚ ŵŽƌĞ ĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞ ůĂƌŐĞůǇ ŽĨƚĞŶ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ ŽĨƚĞŶ ĨƵŶĚŝŶŐ 
them or have until now funded those things. (SA/C_1)  

SƵĐŚ ͚ŵŝƌƌŽƌŝŶŐ͛ ǁĂƐ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞĚ ďǇ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ Ă ǁŝĚĞ ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ TSO ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ͕ ǁŚŽ ŚĂĚ 
worked in the city for a decade or more, some of them former members of grassroots groups. A 

similar experience was observed in Donostia; this is boldly put by a municipal councillor who was 

critical about the fusion between the two sectors:  

the third sector has been captured [by the administration] and public administration has also been 

captured by the third sector, because it is easier to delegate responsibility to the third sector as 

opposed to assuming it.  (P/D_1)  

IŶ DŽŶŽƐƚŝĂ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ŝŵƉĂĐƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŵƵŶŝĐŝƉĂů ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ Ă ƌĞ-

centralization of social assistance. For example, municipal government ceased sponsoring soup 

kitchens managed previously by faith groups and instead subsidized individuals directly to help them 

buy food. It also halted a concession of a youth community centre formerly ran by civil society 

associations. Re-ceŶƚƌĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ǁĂƐ ĚƌŝǀĞŶ ƉĂƌƚůǇ ďǇ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ͛ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ 
ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕ ǁŚŽ ďĞůŝĞǀĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ͚CŽƵŶĐŝů ŚĂƐ ƚŽ ŐƵĂƌĂŶƚĞĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƌŝŐŚƚƐ͛ ŽĨ ŝƚƐ ƌĞƐŝĚĞŶƚƐ͘ WĞ 
observed that in the social services arena, Donostia Council was trying to find a balance between the 

pre-austerity partnership arrangements established with TSOs, while not letting any opportunity 

pass to recapture responsibility.     

In both cities, preparing for the rollback redux also implied new organizational arrangements in the 

running of community centres. Although the foundation of community hubs predated the impact of 

the budget cuts in Cardiff, it presaged these by helping to legitimize downloading and offloading 

tactics by making collaboration and co-production visible to the public eye. This was the case of the 

Ely and Caerau Community Hub which housed public sector providers, TSOs and community groups 

together in a single building. Multi-agency teams from all these sectors were collaborating in the 

provision of community services. In Donostia the Casa de las Mujeres provided a similar example; 

ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ĂĚŵŝŶŝƐƚƌĂƚŝǀĞ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ƚŽ ƉƌŽŵŽƚĞ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ƌŝŐŚƚƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚǇ ǁĂƐ ĐŽ-

developed between community groups and municipal government, but the building was owned by 

the latter.  

Technicalization and professionalism as a means to ensure co-optive capacity   

The preparation for rollback redux developed in both cities during the pre-austerity years, from 

neighbourhood mobilizations and protest to their formalization into neighbourhood associations or 

TSOs. Their formalization required daily rule-making and rule-monitoring.  Through following specific 

processes in their organization (i.e. reporting, establishing objectives and welcoming state funding), 

many of these groups ĂŶĚ TSOƐ ƐƚĂƌƚĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ŝŶǀŝƚĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚŝĞƐ͛ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů ŵĞĞƚŝŶŐƐ͘ TŚĞǇ ůĞĂƌŶĞĚ 
how to engage in dialogue with council officers; hence, the gap in managing processes for social 

service provision between council and these TSOs began to narrow. A municipal government officer 

in Donostia clearly illustrates this point:  

If we want citizens to develop their ideas we include them in a grant-funding system. The grant-

funding system is madness. I mean: piles of paperwork, incredible bureaucracy͙ then they prepare it, 

we ask them eleven thousand papers that must be ordered in a certain way otherwise they do not 

pass requirements (GO/D_1).  



In Cardiff, technicalization was found through TSOs that were highly merged into the CF system and 

Cardiff Partnership. One TSO officer explained how in becoming part of Cardiff Partnership his 

organization had to show managerial capacity to comply with the requirements of corporatism:  

Part of the condition of us running it [CF programme] was that we'd have extensive governance, we 

went through a due diligence process in terms of finance, we had to set up all the systems, HR, 

finance, governance.  Write the plan.  We've done all that, it's progressed well, we're running the [CF] 

cluster, manage the area. So being financially sustainable, but being well-governed, well-managed, 

effective, credible, valued, respectedL We have that structure and then we can be creative, we can go 

off and be wild community workers.  (TSO/C_7)    

In both cities, all types of interviewees perceived bureaucratization and its associated 

technicalization as negative. In particular, project beneficiaries and activists accused those 

ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚŝŶŐ  ƚŚĞƐĞ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ƚƵƌŶŝŶŐ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛͘ BƵƚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ 
quote illustrates, in Cardiff, TSO-CF ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ ĂůƐŽ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝǌĞĚ ƚŚĞ ďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐ ŽĨ ͚ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ ŵŽƌĞ 
ĐŽƌƉŽƌĂƚĞ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ŵŽƌĞ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ͛͘   

While our data in both cities confirmed the pre-austerity period helped TSOs and community groups 

to align their operative and monitoring processes in ways that mirrored council practices (i.e. 

aligning objectives, preparing business cases, monitoring user feedback, running best practice and 

ĨƵŶĚƌĂŝƐŝŶŐ ǁŽƌŬƐŚŽƉƐͿ͕ ƚŚĞ CĂƌĚŝĨĨ ĐĂƐĞ ŝƐ ƌĞǀĞĂůĞĚ ĂƐ ŵŽƌĞ ƐǇƐƚĞŵĂƚŝĐ ƚŚĂŶ DŽŶŽƐƚŝĂ͘ CĂƌĚŝĨĨ͛Ɛ 
experience yields three important points to highlight, the first also evident in Donostia.  First, as 

TSOƐ͛ ŝĚĞĂƐ ďĞŐĂŶ ƚŽ ŝŶĨŝůƚƌĂƚĞ ƚŚĞ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĐŝƌĐůĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŝƚǇ ŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ŵŽƌĞ 
business-like to be able to influence implementation of particular projects. Second, the start of the 

ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ƌĞŝĨǇ ƚŚĞ ĂůŝŐŶŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ TSOƐ͛ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ŝŶƚŽ CĂƌĚŝĨĨ CŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ǁĂǇƐ ŽĨ 
doing things, but also became an opportunity to influence new processes that budget cuts 

demanded, such as commissioning of social services from TSOs and community groups. With regards 

ƚŽ ŽůĚĞƌ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ͕ Ă TSO ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĞĚ͗   

So it's not just about what you do to survive, it's about what you do to take a little step back and say, 

how do you put in- what you can put in to this, in a mix with what can be commissioned, and how do 

you influence what they are going to be commissioning?  They [Cardiff Council] appreciate that at 

that level, because other than that, they're commissioning into a vacuum.  So if they're beginning to 

think about commissioning and you're giving them a whole load of information and evidence about 

what's needed to support older people, then that's going to become part of their whole ideology. 

(TSO/C_3)    

Third, the budget cuts prompted the need for new procedural regulation to guide the operation and 

management of service commissioning from TSOs and asset transfers from local council to private 

and community groups (i.e. libraries or community centres). This required the production of training 

and guidelines that up-skilled small TSOs and community groups to take on responsibility for service 

provision that the council and other TSOs relying on government funding, were no longer able to 

provide. Some of our interviews with government officers and politicians assumed that the city 

council had to be in charge of designing this regulation to ensure that small TSOs or community 

groups working at a neighbourhood level complied with employment, health and safety, insurance 

procedures, and safety checks of volunteers dealing with vulnerable users (i.e. children). This type of 

regulation was part of the offloading with which civil society had to be ready to comply. However, 

Cardiff Council was not fully prepared and started to work on it in 2015 with the publication of the 

Stepping Up Toolkit (Cardiff Partnership, n/d). For some citizens, such guidelines were important to 

ĂǀŽŝĚ Ă ͚ƐƚĂƚĞ ŽĨ ĂŶĂƌĐŚǇ͕͛ ĨŽƌ ĐŽƵŶĐŝůůŽƌƐ ĂŶĚ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ĂŶ ŝŶǀŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĐŚaos.   



Risk-shifting and the challenges of buffering conflict  

The professionalization and technicalization of TSOs was facilitated in both cities by  the passing of 

responsibility from state actors to non-state actors; but only in Cardiff through the CF programme 

was it evident that risk was being downloaded and offloaded:  from the Welsh Government, to 

Cardiff Council to TSO-CF.  

In Donostia, risk-shifting across levels of government showed in some instances a contrary tendency, 

that of re-centralization and upward shifting as a way of streamlining processes. For example, the 

management of basic income benefits was withdrawn from municipal government and instead 

began to be administered by the Basque-national government. And as mentioned earlier, there were 

instances where municipal government absorbed social-assistance costs (i.e. food vouchers) that 

side-lined the work of some TSOs. However, the preference for a paternalistic approach did not stop 

Donostia Council from experimenting with offloading risk. This was clear through the Energy Waves 

Programme, which as part of the European Capital Culture Award, provided small grants to citizen 

groups and shifted part of the cost from the council to the citizenry. La Casa de las Mujeres was 

another example as stĂĨĨ ƌĞĐƌƵŝƚŵĞŶƚ ĐŽƐƚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ŚĂŶĚůĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ͘  

IŶ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ͕ CĂƌĚŝĨĨ CŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ƌĞĚƵĐĞĚ ďƵĚŐĞƚ ƉƌŽŵƉƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů ƚŽ ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞ CF ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉƐ ŝŶƚŽ 
the broader city governance model. This passed the management costs to TSOs (redundancy and HR 

ŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚͿ͕ ǁŚŝůĞ ƚŚĞ WĞůƐŚ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝǀĞ ĐŽƐƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ͛Ɛ 
activities. The latter arrangement helped the council to reduce its costs and the liability of 

unemployment. Although risk-shifting deepened as a result of budget cuts, the city council was also 

providing a back-up. The council was ready to intervene and help out TSO-CFs through advice and 

support to ensure that the managerial and operative responsibilities they inherited from the council 

complied with monitoring, audit and outcome requirements. A council officer explains:   

It is working really, really well because it means clusters [TSO in charge of CF] are going to carry on 

doing what they want without the confines of a big political organization [city council], but they have 

the support from a big organization in the assistance of process and audits which are not their strong 

points. (GO/C_2)  

TSOs in charge of managing and implementing CF envisaged their role as short term, especially 

because of reductions in public expenditure that funded many of these TSOs previously. Hence, one 

of the activities carried out was the empowerment of communities to become self-governing and 

entrepreneurial by becoming less financially and operationally dependent on TSOs and government. 

Examples mentioned mainly addressed youth services: holiday provision, leisure activities (music) 

and language skills.    

In Cardiff, the sharing of responsibility and risk-shifting was encompassed initially by the rhetoric of 

͚ĐŽ-ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ǁŚŝle it reduced the risk borne by the city council,  it was coupled with the 

challenges and threats to the council that buffering conflict involved. First, a sense of empowerment 

by local TSOs and community groups was identified during fieldwork. TSOs/ community groups 

ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĚ ĨĞůƚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƐŝŐŶ ŽĨ ŶĞǁ 
procedural regulation that was needed after commissioning or by gauging opportunities to introduce 

innovative practices. The fieldwork period also coincided with several localized protests against 

closures of schools, libraries or community centres.  These activities not only increased awareness of 

the effects of budget cuts, but also made ordinary citizens and communities feel empowered, albeit 

temporarily, especially after the local council voted in spring 2015 in favour of prolonging resources 

for some community services to run for another financial year.   



Second, as the offloading process continued, Cardiff Council realized that in many cases 

communities did not know how to run community services, and also lacked the resources and time 

to do so. Local council officers made efforts to approach citizens and explain the fiscal crisis the city 

was facing. As a result, the council received expressions of interest from informal community groups 

to take over services and assets. However, a more careful consideration of what asset transfers 

ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ͛ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ͘ A ƉŽůŝƚŝĐŝĂŶ ƌĞĐĂůůĞĚ Ă ƐƚŽƌǇ ŽĨ Ă ǁŽŵĂŶ ƌƵŶŶŝŶŐ Ă 
youth-training TSO:  

I put her in touch with the Council about possibly taking over the [name of play centre]...Two things 

ŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚ͘  OŶĞ ŝƐ ƐŚĞ ƐĂŝĚ ƚŚĞ CŽƵŶĐŝů ƐĂŝĚ͕ ͚CŽƵůĚ ǇŽƵ ƚĂŬĞ ŽǀĞƌ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƉůĂǇ ĐĞŶƚƌĞƐ ĂƐ ǁĞůů͍͛  
Iƚ ǁĂƐ ůŝŬĞ͕ ͚NŽ͘  DŽŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĂƚ͛͘ BƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚĞůůƐ ǇŽƵ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ΀CŽƵŶĐŝů΁ ŚĂĚ ƐŽŵĞ 
concerns about the capacity of the sort of friends of play centres in other parts of the city.  Number 

ƚǁŽ͕ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ĚĞĐŝĚĞĚ ƐŚĞ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ůŝĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŐŽ ǁŝƚŚ ƚĂŬŝŶŐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĞǆŝƐƚŝng 

centres. (P/C_5)    

TŚĞ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ ŵĞŶƚŝŽŶĞĚ ƌĞǀĞĂůĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚǇ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ƉƌŽƚŽĐŽůƐ ŽĨ ŵŽŶŝƚŽƌŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ 
complying with regulation had to become more flexible to nurture civil society empowerment and 

creativity to fulfil rollback redux. In this transition, two aspects began to indicate change.  Firstly, 

that new regulation had to find a balance between the strict procedures followed by 

council/government agencies and partial procedures followed by community organizations who 

lacked sufficient administrative and managerial capacity to respond to all regulatory and legislative 

requirements. Secondly, an acknowledgment that some of the services run by TSOs would cease to 

be free as many of these TSOs did not have the economies of scale to absorb the wages and 

infrastructure that the council used to support.   

The implications of these challenges revealed the vulnerability of Cardiff Council in relation to civil 

society, which perceived itself as empowered. As new agreements of collaboration and 

commissioning were negotiated with civil society and TSOs, the role of the council was questioned in 

ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚĞ ƌƵůĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ŝƚƐ ƐŬŝůůƐ ŝŶ ďƵĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚ ďĞŐĂŶ ƚŽ ƐŚŽǁ ƐŝŐŶƐ ŽĨ ĐƌĂĐŬƐ͘  TŚŝƐ 
situation was not necessarily experienced in Donostia, as untouched provision of social services, 

accompanied by a national discourse of austerity prompted the regional government to restate, 

whenever possible, its protagonist role through centralized responsibility.  

Placebo dependency, new spaces of negotiation and legitimation  

In Cardiff, the imperative to-be-seen-to-be-acting was observed in the Cardiff Debate, launched in 

mid-2014. It was a three-year programme of events, workshops and discussions on the future of 

public services involving the Cardiff Council, partner agencies and local communities across the city. 

In its first year, which coincided with the final phase of fieldwork, people were asked which services 

matter the most and to put forward ideas on how the council could do things differently to save 

money in the future. This initiative was not exhaustive, but could be claimed to be innovative as the 

first Cardiff-wide consultation on the future of local public services.    

The Cardiff Debate helped to legitimize the role of the city council. It became crucial after some 

ĂĐƚŝǀŝƐƚ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ƌŽůĞ ŝŶ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ďƵĚŐĞƚ ĐƵƚƐ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ ƌŽůů-
over grants to TSOs and community groups. Cardiff Council, of all state agencies participating in the 

Cardiff Partnership, was under the most pressure to show that it was acting fast despite being 

ƵŶĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ŚŽǁ ƚŽ ƌĞƐŽůǀĞ ƚŚĞ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ ŽĨ ĨŝƐĐĂů ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ͘ IŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĞƐ ŵĞŶƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů 
ŶĞĞĚĞĚ ƚŽ ƐĂǀĞ ƋƵŝĐŬůǇ͛ Žƌ ͚ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů ǁĂƐ ŐůĂĚ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ƌŝĚ ŽĨ ƉůĂǇ ĐĞŶƚƌĞƐ͛ ƐŚŽǁĞĚ ƚŚĞ Ƶrgency of the 

situation. The Cardiff Debate became a space where the negotiating power of the council could be 



affirmed, backed up by Stepping Up. Publishing guidelines, consulting the public in innovative ways 

and allowing new ideas to influence the councŝů͛Ɛ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ƚŽ ĐŽƉĞ ǁŝƚŚ ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ƐŚŽǁĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ 
council was acting, although without the capacity to carry on delivering social services.   

CĂƌĚŝĨĨ CŽƵŶĐŝů ĂůƐŽ ĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝǌĞĚ ŽŶ ŝƚƐ ƉĂƐƚ ŐŝǀĞŶ ŝƚƐ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ Ă ͚ŐŽŽĚ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛͘ TŚĞ ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶ ŽĨ 
an activist is helpful in summarizing this point:   

In Wales the state has done quite a good job at protecting the public sector from cuts and delaying 

them. There is a sense that this is a Westminster Conservative agenda and local authorities have to 

deal with it. The anger is diffused, not all focused on the local authority. There have been 

consultations going on, a lot connected with the workforce and people getting redeployed or reduced 

hours. The local authority has done this not by engaging citizens but because they are decent people 

in public service. They like the idea of partnership and they don't like to be seen as the bad guy 

cutting stuff. (SA/C_2)  

LŽĐĂů ĐŽƵŶĐŝůůŽƌƐ ĂŶĚ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ƌĞůǇ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ͕ ƉĂƐƚ 
relationship with civil society through a combination of two narratives: resignation to fiscal austerity 

ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ůŽŶŐ-term discourse based on partnership and co-production of services. This 

discourse was not unique to Cardiff, but to Wales more generally as it sought to differentiate from 

its English counterpart since devolution in 1999.  

Unlike Cardiff, there was no imperative for Donostia Council in this regard; but despite its unchanged 

budget, the council still wanted to be seen to be acting. As a result, it created a protectionist 

ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ƚŚĂƚ ďƵŝůƚ ƵƉŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŽƌǇ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƉůĞŵĞŶƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ 
Basque protectionist welfare discourse. The council sought ways to be seen to be acting through 

tactics of participatory planning that did not incur expense. Through projects such as Auzolan and 

Auzo Elkarteen Bilgunea, the Bildu administration sought to legitimize its role by approaching 

neighbourhood associations that valued legacies of Basque communitarianism. These associations 

located in the south of the city had historically been the most marginalized. Although critical of 

government, they were the most likely to agree with its daily process of delivery while taking 

advantage of the technical assistance and training that the council offered. Of interest was local 

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ͛ ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ŶĞŝŐŚďŽƵƌŚŽŽĚ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶƐ ǁĂƐ 
not immune to the higher government level discourse of austerity.  

An officer explains:  

What I see is a social fabric, building always a relation with the [municipal] administration, 

conscientious of its limits and with a more responsible behaviour, with a different approach in 

handling themes, accepting that we can only reach so far; and this is important because in the 

bonanza years there was a game of demanding to the institution [municipal administration] and 

treating you [citizens] as a client because I could respond to everything you asked for. Aand in [the 

current] relationship I have seen more common sense, understanding that the crisis conditions the 

solutions that can emerge. (GO/D_2)  

Implication of findings  

In analyzing the preparation of the rollback redux to capture voluntarism and participation, followed 

by technicalization, we unpicked civil society and community participation during the liminal or 

transitional period between pre- and post- austerity. The analysis was further complemented by the 

direction of risk-ƐŚŝĨƚŝŶŐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĂů ƌƵůĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞůƉĞĚ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ƚŚĞ ͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ͛ ŽĨ 



austerity: how it was portrayed, who was to blame and, especially from our data, the strategy that 

city governments used to engage with contingency.     

The findings (Table 2) show that the two cities were preparing for a rollback redux (downloading and 

offloading) and this preparation entailed deepening technicalization through operative and 

monitoring processes that mimicked or narrowed the gap between local government and 

TSOs/community groups. Placebo dependency was present in both cities; however, in Cardiff it was 

directly associated with the need to be seen to respond to the immediacy of public expenditure cuts.  

Citizen participation and voluntarism in service provision fit into narratives of austerity resignation, 

while holding on to the Welsh historical reputation of a caring and collaborative council. The need of 

the Donostia Council to be seen to be acting locally was not an imperative due to funding cuts, but 

the impact of the broader discourse of Spanish austerity upon the council led it to develop a 

naƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚŝŽŶŝƐŵ ƚŚĂƚ ĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝǌĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŽƌǇ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝŶ ƚƵƌŶ 
revitalized ideals of Basque communitarianism.     

The findings show that risk-shifting- comprised a double movement: downwards and beyond the 

state was non-linear for Donostia. This case showed a re-centralization of certain social-assistance 

initiatives by municipal government and of basic income support by regional government. This 

responded in great part to the uneven decentralization of welfare in Spain, which followed a 

paternalist-like approach in the Basque Country.   

However, the non-linearity of the Donostia case does not mean that neoliberal- austerity was 

absent. The Donostia Council was affected by it; the negative impact of public infrastructure 

investment cuts at higher levels of government and cuts to street maintenance prompted the 

council to create new spaces of citizen participation (i.e. Casa de las Mujeres) as a means to seek 

legitimation. In these spaces, negotiation by neighbourhood associations was limited given their 

ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ŝŶŝƚŝĂƚŝǀĞƐ ƚŽ ĐƌĞĂƚĞ ĂŶĚ ŝŶǀŝƚĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ͘ TŚŝƐ ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ 
ĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞĚ TSOƐ͛ ŵŝŵŝĐƌǇ ŽĨ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ƉƌŽĐĞĚƵƌĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚ ƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂů ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĞ 
professionalized regulation (i.e. business plans, outcome and monitoring reports).  The accentuated 

ƚĞĐŚŶŝĐĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ TSOƐ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ƉƌĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ĨŽƌ ĂŶ ƵŶŬŶŽǁŶ ďƵƚ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ĨƵƚƵƌĞ 
that might resemble the linearity evident in Cardiff (see below).  

The non-linearity of the Donostia case points towards the importance of multi-level governance as a 

factor to understand the contradictions of neoliberal austerity. Martí-Costa and Navarro (2015:37) 

argue that the higher the level of government the more exposed it is to the effects of expenditure 

cuts. Our analysis confirms this, showing that the Basque region worked as a buffer for Donostia 

against the broader discourse of austerity experienced in Spain, but also the political ideology of the 

radical left in the city and its province (Gipuzkoa) reinforced the buffer. The buffer protected 

municipal social services, albeit re-centralized regional government, while prompting the council to 

ĚŽ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ŽĨ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ͘   

In contrast, the Welsh case, through the CF programme and Cardiff Partnership, showed that risk-

shifting followed a more linear path and was more attuned to the Anglo-American proposition 

ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ďǇ PĞĐŬ͘ TŚĞ CĂƌĚŝĨĨ ĐĂƐĞ ƌĞƐƵůƚĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƌĞŐŝŽŶĂů ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ greater alignment to the UK 

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ŽĨ ĚŽǁŶ ĂŶĚ ŽĨĨůŽĂĚŝŶŐ͖ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ Ă ŵŽƌĞ ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ǁĂƐ ĨŽƵŶĚ ŝŶ 
the combination of fiscal resignation and partnership/co-production narratives at both regional and 

city levels. This helped to mainƚĂŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞ ǇĞĂƌƐ ĂĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ 
fiscal crisis.    



TŚŝƐ ůŝŶĞĂƌŝƚǇ ǁĞĂŬĞŶĞĚ CĂƌĚŝĨĨ CŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĐŽ-opt through: the reduction of resources to 

ĨƵŶĚ TSOƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶĐŝů͛Ɛ ƌŽůĞ ŝŶ ĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐ ŶĞǁ ƌĞŐƵůĂtion for deepening 

downloading and offloading of social services, and the need to organize consultation that opened 

spaces of negotiation with citizens and civil society. Nevertheless, the council relied simultaneously 

on quick responses that capitalized on previous efforts (trust, mimetism, and the city governance 

model) to keep afloat its legitimacy in times of uncertainty.   

Donostia Council showed a stronger capacity to co-opt because it continued funding TSOs. In this 

sense, Donostia seemed better to rĞƚĂŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ũĞǁĞů ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐƌŽǁŶ͛ ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ ƚŽ CĂƌĚŝĨĨ͖ ďƵƚ ŝŶ ďŽƚŚ 
cases the sense of national identity deployed to differentiate the cities from Spain and from England 

ďĞĐĂŵĞ Ă ŵĞĐŚĂŶŝƐŵ ƚŽ ůĞŐŝƚŝŵŝǌĞ ůŽĐĂů ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ ŝŶ Ă ƉĞƌŝŽĚ ŽĨ ƚƌĂŶƐŝƚŝŽŶ͘ The 

delayed effects of the financial crisis on local government spending was an opportunity for both 

councils to capitalize on their legacies of institutional protectionism obtained by their regional 

nationalisms. The lack of mass social protest and contestation, reflected through the historical 

ƚƌĞŶĚƐ ŽĨ ƌĞŐŝŽŶĂů ĂŶĚ ůŽĐĂů ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ĨƵŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ TSOƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ͕ ƐŚŽǁĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŝƚŝĞƐ͛ 
regional paternalistic approach to governance.  

However, the different devolved fiscal policies and structures in the UK and Spain marked the 

difference between the cities, and thereby the divergence in how cooptation was experienced.   

The city comparison underlines that the fiscal dimension is not the only important factor in 

understanding how co-optive capacity upon participation fares under austerity, but also national 

identity. Although it has been argued that the question of identity (nationalism, race, etc.) does not 

work as a counterweight to the contradictions of a totalizing neoliberal capitalism (Wood, 2016:259), 

it was relevant in our analysis to illustrate the extent to which the structural inter-scalarity of 

governance (i.e. fiscal institutions) is complemented by the symbolic side of national identity found 

in everyday administrative practice (Basque communitarianism or Welsh collaboration). Although we 

recognize that the effects of nationalism may only work as a temporary resistance to austerity, our 

ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ ĂŶ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ƐƵďƚůĞƚǇ ĨŽƌ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ŶĞŽůŝďĞƌĂůŝƐŵ͛Ɛ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂl contradictions.  

In discovering how nationalism plays a role in everyday administrative practice alongside the Left 

political ideology governing the cities, our research began to unpick a way in which the durability of 

neoliberal austerity is forged and (re)embedded in periods of transition through co-optive 

mechanisms of participation.   
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