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Abstract
Collaborative governance research and prac-

tice seem underdeveloped in Central-Eastern Eu-
rope compared to its Western counterpart. Recent-
ly, one can also observe a turn from liberal values 
in CEE. Taking states’ important role in shaping 
collaborative governance as a starting point, this 
paper includes a theoretical ambition of develop-
ing a classification of collaborative governance 
regimes. Furthermore, through qualitative analysis 
of drug harm reduction policies in Visegrád coun-
tries, it aims to contribute to the understanding of 
how illiberal governance affects collaborative gov-
ernance. The results show that the impact of illib-
eralism on collaborative governance regimes does 
not appear uniformly across different policy areas.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, the practice of governance and the literature on public policy 
design and implementation have shifted their focus from the state as the central poli-
cymaker to more participatory forms (Howlett, 2014, p. 192). One of several concepts 
exemplifying this general shift is collaborative governance (CG), understood here as 
the conscious and systematic application of various institutional arrangements for 
involving non-state actors in policy processes (Ansell and Gash, 2007, p. 544). Recent-
ly, this approach has been increasingly deployed in many (Western) countries and 
policy fields, maybe most prominently in health and social services (Rees, Mullins 
and Bovaird, 2012) where an increasing number of services are provided through 
co-production with non-profit sector involvement (Brandsen and Hout, 2006, p. 538).

Turning to Central-Eastern Europe (CEE), however, a markedly different picture 
appears. First, it is argued that NGOs in CEE are weaker than their Western counter-
parts, as has been the case since the systemic change in 1989-1990 (Howard, 2003). 
Besides this ‘base-line’ difference, however, a new and remarkable trend seems to be 
emerging in some of the region’s countries. As part of a more general turn away from 
liberal democratic values, virtues and governance practices, it seems that in certain 
countries of CEE, the (non-deliberate) lack of NGO development and accompanying 
co-governance practices is evolving into deliberate underdevelopment. Behind this 
new trend, it is not hard to discern a change in government policy from simple dis-
regard to outright hostility, at least with regard to certain types of NGOs and certain 
forms of involving them.

Scholars writing about this emerging pattern of development in the region usu-
ally focus on two countries: Hungary and Poland. Importantly, both countries are 
prime examples of a far broader political turn, denoted variously as de-democratiza-
tion (Ágh, 2015), democratic deconsolidation (Foa and Mounk, 2017), autocratization 
(Lührmann and Lindberg, 2019), to mention but a few terms, and illiberalism (Hajnal 
and Rosta, 2016; Zakaria, 1997)1.

This new illiberal turn, featuring an apparently determined crackdown on certain 
NGOs, is still largely unexplored in terms of its implications for CG. Much of the 
literature on CG refers to it as though it emerges, albeit enabled by the institutional 
infrastructure and partly driven by the incentive system created by governments, to 
a significant extent spontaneously. We argue that CG is not necessarily spontaneous; 
on the contrary, governments can and do undertake conscious actions facilitating 
or preventing CG. We pursue two closely related ambitions. Firstly, our theoretical 

1 We subscribe to the approach of Lührmann and Lindberg (2019), who define autocratization as the 
most overarching concept, encompassing similar phenomena contexts ranging from autocracies to 
high-quality democracies. In their view, Hungary falls into the terminological category of ‘democrat-
ic recession’ (p. 1097). Nevertheless, we still prefer to use the term ‘illiberal (democracy)’ to denote 
the Hungarian and Polish cases of democratic recession since ‘recession’ implies a somewhat unin-
tended and spontaneous process which is not the case here.
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ambition is to develop a classification of collaborative governance regimes (CGRs, 
for conceptualization of the term see section 2.2.). Secondly, we wish to better under-
stand how illiberal governance affects CG.

Below we present a comparative case study of the drug policy areas in four coun-
tries in CEE: Czechia, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia. While these countries share 
many historical, cultural and political features, one essential difference is the recent 
illiberal turn occurring in Hungary and Poland.

In section 2 we briefly review the relevant parts of the literature dealing with CG, 
in order to derive a conceptual and analytical framework with which to describe and 
compare the regimes presented in our examples. To delimit and justify our research 
objective, in section 3 we summarize the latest research on how NGOs are involved 
in policymaking in CEE. Section 4 outlines our research question, and the data and 
method used to answer it. Section 5 presents the empirical findings. The paper con-
cludes with a brief discussion of the results.

2. Collaborative governance: conceptualization and operationalization

2.1. Collaboration, collaborative governance 
and collaborative governance regimes

Various forms of governance involving non-state actors have gained scholarly 
attention in the last three decades. Due to the increasing emergence of wicked policy 
problems (Head and Alford, 2015), the failure of hierarchical governments to address 
international issues (Bingham, 2011, p. 386), and criticism of the intra-governmental 
focus of New Public Management (Osborne, 2006, p. 380), public management has 
significantly shifted from hierarchical government to more participatory policymak-
ing. Collaborative governance is one of the prominent approaches grasping this shift.

Collaboration, briefly, can be defined as a situation where ‘a group of autonomous 
stakeholders of a problem domain engage in an interactive process, using shared 
rules, norms, and structures, to act or decide to act on issues’ (Gray and Wood, 1991, 
p. 146), although many other, largely similar definitions exist (Bedwell et al., 2012, 
p. 130; Bryson, Crosby and Stone, 2006, p. 44).

However, the number of conceptual works on collaborative governance is far low-
er. While some authors use the term in a narrower sense (Ansell and Gash, 2007) a 
broader conceptualization defines it as ‘the processes and structures of public poli-
cy decision making and management that engage people constructively across the 
boundaries of public agencies, levels of government, and/or the public, private and 
civic spheres in order to carry out a public purpose that could not otherwise be ac-
complished’ (Emerson, Nabatchi and Balogh, 2012, p. 2). This concept of CG does not 
imply being initiated by public/governmental actors, nor does it exclude informal 
arrangements. In this study, we apply this definition.

The concept of collaborative governance regime (CGR) was recently developed by 
Emerson and Nabatchi (2015) as a reasonably coherent and stable system of govern-
ment policies and government actions that shape and affect CG. What we call CGR 
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corresponds, to a large extent, to Emerson and Nabatchi’s (2015) ‘system context’ (a 
broader category encompassing the environment where CGR occurs). In other words, 
in our approach, CGR includes: (i) the political and policy environment of CG, and 
(ii) the government actions undertaken within CG processes.

Consequently, we attempt to conceptualize and operationalize CGRs which sup-
port CG arrangements to a varying extent, including regimes designed to undermine 
CG development (for details see Table 1). Our analytical framework was developed to 
enable differentiation between such understood CGRs.

2.2. Analytical framework

Based on a broad array of literature describing state – NGO interactions in poli-
cymaking, we have identified a number of analytical variables operationalizing key 
features of CGRs.

The first set of analytical variables includes those describing the political and pol-
icy environment of CG.

 – Operational space refers to ‘possibilities and freedoms for NGOs to operate’ 
(van der Borgh and Terwindt, 2012, p. 1069), and thus includes the extent of state 
protection of NGOs’ rights to make claims vis-à-vis the government, the legal 
and policy framework and the political context in which NGOs operate.

 – System stability relates to the extent to which the operational environment of 
NGOs and CG (including legal and policy frameworks) is subject to unpredict-
able, uncontrollable and/or frequent changes. Such changes tend to destabilize 
the environments in which CG takes place (Bryson, Crosby and Stone, 2006). On 
the other hand, it is argued that high system stability increases the effectiveness 
of inter-organizational networks (Provan and Milward, 1995).

The second set of analytical variables refers to substantive features of CG, i.e. the 
government actions undertaken to initiate and maintain CG processes:

 – Mechanisms for involving NGOs in policy formulation and design. In ad-
dition to organizational forms, this dimension includes mechanisms (e.g. public 
consultations, round tables, coordination fora, etc.) for involving NGOs in policy 
formulation and design.

 – Mechanisms for involving NGOs in policy implementation. This dimen-
sion includes mechanisms (e.g. tenders, contracting, etc.) for involving NGOs 
in policy implementation. It also involves factors potentially hindering effective 
policy implementation.

 – Indirect resources variable refers to the non-earmarked financial resources 
available for NGOs to fulfil their tasks (while revenues received for direct service 
provision, for example, would be classified differently as direct resources). Such 
resources come in a variety of forms, e.g. tax concessions (corporate as well as 
personal income tax) or external (international) funding administered by nation-
al governments. Other factors being constant, the munificence of such financial 
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resources has a positive impact on the effectiveness of collaborations (although 
abundant resources alone are no guarantee of effectiveness or efficiency) (Provan 
and Milward, 1995), and on their sustainability (Sharfman, Gray and Yan, 1991).

 – Direct resources refer to the amount of earmarked government funding provid-
ed in exchange for specific activities or provision of specific public services (such 
as direct earmarked financial support or service contracts). Similar to indirect 
resources, there is a supposed positive relationship between the munificence of 
direct financial resources and the effectiveness and sustainability of CG. This 
dimension also includes ways of allocating resources, e.g. transparency and mer-
it-based as opposed to politically or ideologically driven, or clientelist.

 – Joint operating procedures refer to the degree to which the two sectors are 
aligned and mutually adjusted in terms of operations and decision-making pro-
cesses and procedures aiming to achieve common goals (Tatcher, 2007 apud Mc-
Namara, 2012, p. 393), the degree of inclusiveness and participation of various 
non-governmental stakeholders in decision-making (McNamara, 2012), and mea-
sures for the empowerment of the least powerful participants (Bryson, Crosby 
and Stone, 2006).

 – Trust-building: policies and government activities affecting trust2 are 
crucial for CG. Trust-building is facilitated by direct and open communication 
(McNamara, 2012), shared understanding, commitment as well as reciprocal ori-
entation (Bryson, Crosby and Stone, 2006).

Based on the above variables it is possible, on the basis of their observable fea-
tures, to locate actual CGRs according to the extent to which they actively promote, 
disregard, or openly hinder and counteract CG (situations we term, respectively, 
‘pro-collaborative regime’, ‘neutral regime’ and ‘anti-collaborative regime’). To this 
end, we have developed a prediction matrix (Hak and Dul, 2012), denoting, on the 
basis of theoretical considerations, specific values for each variable (feature) of the 
above three types of CGRs.

The summary of the features of the three examined regimes can be found in Table 1.

3. Illiberalism, collaborative governance and non-governmental 
organizations in Central-Eastern Europe

As we argued above, there is ample literature dealing with how different types 
of organizations operating outside the realm of both government and business are 
involved in governance in Western European and Anglo-Saxon countries (see, for ex-
ample, Brandsen and Hout, 2006; Osborne and Strokosch, 2013; Pestoff, 2012). How-

2 We adopt Hosmer’s definition of trust widely cited in management scholarship: ‘Trust is the expecta-
tion by one person, group, or firm of ethically justifiable behavior – that is, morally correct decisions 
and actions based upon ethical principles of analysis – on the part of the other person, group, or firm 
in a joint endeavor or economic exchange’ (Hosmer, 1995, p. 399).
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ever, when it comes to CG in CEE, both the practice and the literature are much 
scarcer, for several reasons.

First, due to shared history of Soviet occupation, and rapid transformation to a 
market economy and liberal democracy, the countries of CEE – understood here as 
those in the so-called Visegrád Group – are characterized by cronyism, and the needs 
and interests of informal groups, rather than actual policy objectives, shape public 
services (Rupnik and Zielonka, 2012).

Second, over the post-transition decades, there was general consensus that civ-
il society in CEE is weak, especially when compared with its Western counterpart 
(Howard, 2003), although recently this view has come in for some criticism (Ekiert, 
2012).

Third, with respect to the role of NGOs in policymaking, several problems have 
been identified. NGOs have small membership bases and are chronically underfunded 
(Börzel, 2010), and policies towards them have been inconsistent (Fric and Bútora, 
2003).

Finally, it is argued that civil society and its involvement in policymaking and 
service provision are also restricted by centralism, with the state as a monopolis-
tic provider of various social and health services (Fric and Bútora, 2003; Rees and 
Paraskevopoulos, 2006).

The diagnosis has thus been gloomy. However, in the context of the third sector’s 
involvement in policymaking, some of the most recent accounts on participatory pol-
icymaking in CEE build up a picture that is gloomier even than the one suggested 
above.

As part of what seems to be a more global trend, in certain countries of CEE 
(notably Hungary and Poland), governments increasingly reject liberal democratic 
principles and values. This new type of politics, frequently referred to as illiberal, 
involves the appropriation of democratic procedures. Manifestations of this illiberal 
turn are also visible in the field of CG including NGOs. The attitude towards NGOs 
and their involvement in public policy has shifted from disregard to outright hostility 
(Cooley, 2015). Law enforcement is used against NGOs (Grzebalska and Pető, 2018). 
Organizations opposed to the government are pictured as threats to the nation and as 
servants of foreign interests (Gerő and Kerényi, 2017).

4. Research questions, method and data

4.1. Research questions
In the preceding sections we argued, firstly, that in a broader European perspec-

tive, recent and contemporary administrative reform practices and reform doctrines 
generally exhibit an ever-increasing emphasis and reliance on NGOs in designing and 
delivering public policies and services. Secondly, CEE, while lagging behind in this 
process, is further characterized by the emergence of a new pattern possibly amount-
ing to a new, coherent doctrine, involving a radical turn away from the above-men-
tioned ethos of CG. Thirdly, we argued that this turn is (currently) predominantly 
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taking place in countries undergoing an illiberal turn, and that this is not mere co-
incidence, but seems to be an inherent component of illiberal governance practices.

Our two research questions build upon the above arguments and include, firstly, 
a classification/typologizing ambition (Landman, 2009): what are the ideal types of 
CGRs? Secondly, how do CGRs within drug harm reduction policy differ in illiberal 
democracies compared with their non-illiberal (or less illiberal) counterparts in CEE? 
By answering these questions, we expect to learn whether there is an identifiable 
illiberal paradigm relating to CG.

4.2. Data and method

We apply qualitative comparative case study design combined with congruence 
analysis (Blatter and Haverland, 2012). This requires (i) developing a typology of 
collaborative governance regimes; (ii) identifying dimensions (variables) describing 
collaborative governance regimes and allowing for differentiation and comparison 
between them; (iii) determining the values of each dimension for each type of collab-
orative governance regime identified. Taken together, these steps produce a so-called 
prediction matrix identical to the one in Table 1. Finally, (iv) we classify our cases 
according to collaborative governance regime type, based on empirical data.

To obtain a detailed analysis anchored in rich empirical evidence within our coun-
try cases, we focus on one specific policy field: drug policy. More specifically, we 
focus on harm reduction responses (so-called low-threshold services3) for injecting 
drug users.

Timewise, the analysis focuses on the period 2010-2019, with the exception of the 
‘system stability’ dimension, which, due to its inherently long-term orientation, takes 
account of the last two decades.

Below we clarify and justify the logic behind our case selection in terms of (i) the 
countries and (ii) the policy sector chosen for comparison.

The study covers four countries: Czechia, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia. This 
narrow geographical scope was chosen based on the countries’ membership of the 
Visegrád Group, which, despite being a political entity and not an analytical category, 
is often the focus of scholars researching Central-Eastern Europe. Notwithstanding 
many historical and political similarities, these countries differ in one important as-
pect: the materialization of the illiberal paradigm.

As noted earlier, Hungary and Poland strongly feature illiberal doctrines in their 
governance transformations since FIDESZ-MPP and Law and Justice formed gov-
ernments in 2010 and 2015, respectively. Hungary and Poland are often pictured as 

3 Low-threshold programs are harm reduction programs with minimal or no demands towards the 
clients; they include needle exchange, distribution of other materials, social services (counselling, 
social work) and sometimes health services; limiting/quitting substance use is not a precondition 
for participating, and use of counselling is voluntary (unlike in high-threshold programs, where it is 
obligatory).
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illiberal ‘drastic cases’ (Bochsler and Juon, 2019, p. 16) or ‘prominent cases’ of ‘dem-
ocratic erosion’ (Lührmann and Lindberg, 2019, p. 1105) within the region, while in 
other countries ‘a relatively stable but low-quality democracy is the norm’ (Cianetti, 
Dawson and Hanley, 2018, p. 246). Indeed, Czechia and Slovakia exhibit a large extent 
of continuity in terms of their governance practices and the ideological and doctrinal 
underpinnings thereof. According to the Nations in Transit report, in 2020, Hungary 
was classified as a transitional or hybrid regime, and Poland fell into the ‘semi-con-
solidated democracy’ category (Freedom House, 2020, p. 3). Meanwhile, Czechia and 
Slovakia are still considered consolidated democracies (Freedom House, 2020, p. 12).

Our approach in choosing drug harm reduction policies is similar to a critical case 
logic (Yin, 2003, p. 40), namely, harm reduction is an (ideal)typical case of a ‘wicked’ 
problem that requires the inclusion of – or possibly almost the sole reliance on – 
NGO-type organizations and other non-state actors (Head, 2008). In order to find at 
least some elements of CG in a context characteristically hostile to such governance 
practices, it is therefore advisable to inspect this policy and service sector.

Data collection took place between 2015 and 2019. Documentary analysis primar-
ily included the legislation and other subsequent regulations and policy documents 
of the countries concerned, and reports relevant to our area of interest. Although 
the existing sources include some information on the formal and legal frameworks 
and provide a picture of the field, we aimed to supplement and contrast this (official 
view of CG practices) with the perspectives of NGOs as entities historically being in 
the center of harm reduction responses. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with 20 employees of harm reduction NGOs working locally. Key-informants were 
selected using purposive sampling (Tongco, 2007) complemented by the snowball 
method (Goodman, 1961), and taking into consideration convenience. Interviews 
were recorded and transcribed verbatim and lasted approximately 90 minutes. The 
data was hand-coded using qualitative data-analysis software MaxQDA, following a 
code system based on our analytical framework. Subsequently, synthetic summaries 
were developed for each case per dimension. These summaries served as the basis 
for categorizing the countries into one of the three regime types through the pat-
tern-matching procedure described at the beginning of this section.

5. Empirical findings

The objective of our analysis is to position each country case along the eight iden-
tified dimensions, that is, to decide which ideal type category (pro-collaborative, neu-
tral or anti-collaborative regime) is most appropriate for each case and dimension. To 
this end, in the following eight subsections – corresponding to the eight analytical 
dimensions – we present key pieces of evidence for the Czech, Hungarian, Polish and 
Slovak drug policy situations.
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5.1. Operational space

NGOs in Czechia operate under a range of laws addressing various aspects of their 
activity (ICNL, 2019a). Harm reduction is strongly supported as a pillar of drug policy 
(Government of the Czech Republic, 2010) and service providing NGOs are official-
ly recognized as social services and are subject to legislation and other subsequent 
regulations (Parliament of the Czech Republic, 2006). They enjoy a relatively high 
level of operational freedom and their rights to make claims vis-à-vis government are 
respected; government politicians exhibit pro-collaborative attitudes towards harm 
reduction NGOs (KI-13).

In the other three countries, a different picture is suggested by the data. NGOs 
in Hungary are in the worst position, with politically and ideologically selective re-
strictions on their operational space, most notably through the law on so-called ‘for-
eign agents’, organizations receiving funding from abroad (Hungarian Parliament, 
2017). Drug policy focuses on abstinence, and harm reduction, briefly mentioned 
in the state anti-drug strategy, is clearly not a preferred way of tackling drug use 
(Hungarian Parliament, 2013). As harm reduction is almost taboo, the environment 
created by the Government for such NGOs is extremely challenging. Some have suf-
fered attacks and scapegoating campaigns by local authorities, allegedly orchestrat-
ed to set an example for others considering making claims vis-à-vis the Government 
(KI-5). As drug use is criminalized, some of the most important activities of harm 
reduction NGOs (e.g. needle exchange programs) are vulnerable to accusations of 
aiding criminal activity.

Significant similarities can be found in Poland and Slovakia. In both countries, 
the operation of NGOs is regulated by a range of different laws (ICNL, 2019b, 2019c). 
Regarding official drug policies, Governments support harm reduction as part of their 
national drug strategies4 (Council of Ministers of Poland, 2016; Ministry of Health of 
the Slovak Republic, 2013). Nevertheless, drug policy is de facto largely disregarded 
as a policy area, which results in a non-supportive environment for CG in this area 
(KI-4, KI-19). In Poland, there were cases in which the state enterprise managing 
publicly owned real estate adopted unlawful ad-hoc measures to prevent an NGO 
from acquiring an office (KI-1). The rhetoric of state actors towards harm reduction 
services can, at times, be adversarial (KI-16).

5.2. System stability

Czechia is characterized by relatively high stability, both regarding the drug pol-
icy system (Csete, 2012) and its funding frameworks (KI-13). Nevertheless, multi-
source and tender-based funding schemes cause a degree of uncertainty and some 
concerns for the future (KI-13).

4 In Poland, there has been no separate anti-drug strategy since 2016, and drug-related issues are dealt 
with under the more comprehensive National Program for Health.
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In Hungary, by contrast, the penal code on psychoactive substances changes fre-
quently. Moreover, since 2010, the broader policy field and financing system of drug 
policy (and especially harm reduction) has also undergone radical and unpredictable 
changes (KI-6).

The policy system in Poland has been more stable, with criminal regulations on 
illicit drugs rarely changing, and with the most notable change taking place in 2000, 
which introduced penalties for drug possession (Konikowska-Kuczyñska, 2008). Re-
garding the funding system, a major change supporting harm reduction NGOs was 
recently done introducing longer, 3-years projects (KI-4).

In Slovakia, similarly, drug policy and regulation on drugs have been stable (Csete, 
2012), as has the funding framework for harm reduction (KI-16).

5.3. Mechanisms for involving NGOs in policy formulation and design

Data on Czechia suggest that NGOs are meaningfully involved in policy formula-
tion and design, most notably by their representation in the Government Council for 
Drug Policy Coordination (Government of the Czech Republic, 2016; KI-15).

In Hungary there is no evidence of mechanisms involving NGOs in policy for-
mulation. On the contrary, some existing mechanisms were abolished by the Gov-
ernment and certain harm reduction organizations were excluded from participating 
in the ones remaining (KI-6). Unlike earlier, NGOs nowadays feel so threatened that 
they are afraid to speak or conduct advocacy activities (KI-9).

In Poland, NGOs attempt to affect policy design mainly through advocacy (KI-4). 
The results of these efforts are disappointing, however, and it seems decision-makers 
largely ignore NGO requests or suggestions.

Similarly, the Slovak Government seems unwilling to involve NGO representa-
tives in shaping policy. Although organizations are sometimes invited to formal and 
informal discussions with the state, it seems from the data that these approaches are 
more symbolic than representative of any genuine interest in meaningfully involving 
NGOs in policy design (KI-19).

5.4. Mechanisms for involving NGOs in policy implementation

In all four countries, the implementation of examined harm reduction services is 
done by NGOs selected by governments and based on service delivery contracts.

In Czechia, organizations are well-established and have sound relationships with 
the Government actors regarding implementation of harm reduction services (KI-13).

In Hungary, the general atmosphere around harm reduction hinders service deliv-
ery (KI-9). It seems that harm reduction no longer appears in tender announcements. 
Two major needle exchange programs were removed from their offices based on po-
litically driven decisions (KI-11).

In Poland, the main problematic issue regarding policy implementation seems to 
be interference from law enforcement. Firstly, the police presence around services 
can deter clients, while strict regulations, including incarceration of service clients, 
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disrupts relationship continuity (KI-2). Moreover, implementation of services can be 
hindered due to challenges in securing premises5 (KI-3).

In Slovakia, the police presence can have a negative impact on policy implemen-
tation, primarily through stigmatization of clients and occasional violence towards 
them (KI-17). Moreover, some actions by certain municipalities hinder the work of 
harm reduction NGOs (KI-16).

The examples from Poland and Slovakia, although indeed presenting hostile ac-
tions of some state actors, seem to be however scattered and arbitrary rather than 
representing systemic features.

5.5. Indirect resources
In all four countries, mechanisms are in place to reduce the taxes paid by NGOs, 

with varying levels of eligibility restrictions. Moreover, in all four countries, under 
certain conditions, NGOs may receive donations in the form of income tax relief (in-
dividuals and/or companies can donate part of their tax payment to NGOs).

In Czechia, individuals and corporations can donate 2-15% of their income, which 
is then deducted from their taxable income (Navratil and Pejcal, 2017, p. 47).

In Poland, citizens can donate 1% of their personal income tax (PIT) to eligible 
NGOs (Ekiert, Kubik and Wenzel, 2017, p. 78), while in Slovakia, 2% donations are 
possible from PIT and CIT (corporate income tax) (Strecansky, 2017, p. 96).

In Hungary, the scheme is much less generous. Individuals can donate 1% of their 
income tax to a selected eligible organization. However, the eligibility criteria were 
significantly restricted in 2011 (Kuti, 2017, p. 61). The Hungarian Government even 
blocked the most significant international, non-state-controlled source of funding for 
NGOs (Nielsen, 2014), resulting in these funds being withdrawn from the country 
altogether.

Similar attempts were made by the Polish Government, but without success 
(Ambroziak, 2018).

5.6. Direct resources
Although the available data on direct resources is, in many cases, highly outdat-

ed and/or scarce, based on available information it seems that the amount of direct 
resources for harm reduction NGOs is the highest in Czechia. In 2017, over 66 mil-
lion Euro was spent on drug policy in general (0.03% of the GDP), and the largest 
proportion of demand reduction budget (27 million Euro) was granted to treatment 
and harm reduction (EMCDDA, 2019). According to the data collected from 17 orga-
nizations operating nearly half of the country’s low-threshold harm reduction pro-
grams, the average budget per organization equaled 381,000 Euro in 2017. Although 

5 Organizations are responsible for securing the premises for service delivery; state-owned real estate 
is not governed by the same body that grants resources and service-delivery contracts, and there is 
no coordination; sometimes, therefore, NGOs receive funding but are not granted premises to rent.
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these resources are not sufficient for any investments, they do enable services to run 
smoothly (KI-13). The allocation of resources seems to be fair and transparent, based 
on the assessment of needs and merits.

By contrast, the amount of financial resources in Hungary is very low: organi-
zations constantly face financial difficulties and struggle to survive as a result of 
drastic budget cuts and the practical elimination of ‘harm reduction’ as a category 
from all frameworks (tenders, projects) of state financing for drug policy (KI-6). The 
most up-to-date official data are from 2007, when public expenditure on drug policy 
reached 39 million Euro (0.04% of GDP), of which approximately 9 million was spent 
on demand reduction, including 1.5 million allocated to harm reduction (EMCDDA, 
2018a). Given the aforementioned cuts in 2011, it can be assumed that current budget 
for harm reduction NGOs is significantly lower. Indeed, the data collected from four 
(out of 30) service-delivery NGOs show that the average budget per organization was 
45,000 Euro in 2017. Resource allocation is ideologically driven and based on political 
bias (KI-11).

In Poland the amount of resources is slightly higher, so larger organizations can 
offer a broad range of services and have long opening hours (KI-4). The drug policy 
budget in 2015 was 35 million Euro (0.01% of GDP), but information on how resources 
were distributed within the policy field is not available (EMCDDA, 2018b). Data from 
three (out of 12) NGOs show that the average organization’s budget in 2017 equaled 
slightly over 56,000 Euro. The allocation of resources favors organizations providing 
long-term in-patient treatment services. Although this amounts to a bias, it seems to 
reflect a broader conservative, abstinence-oriented paradigm of drug policy, rather 
than an illiberal turn.

Direct resources in Slovakia are more generous than in Hungary and Poland, yet 
services can afford to open only a few days per week for a few hours. The lack of up-
to-date official data on public expenditure (most recently 2006, 0.05% of GDP, accord-
ing to EMCDDA, 2018c) indicates rather low Government interest in this policy field. 
The data from all harm reduction NGOs operating in Slovakia show that the average 
budget per organization in 2017 was approximately 135,000 euros. The only reported 
bias in resources allocation is a result of alleged corruption in the Ministry (KI-20).

5.7. Joint operating procedures
In our understanding, autonomy refers to the number and scope of joint/adjusted 

operational procedures between various actors involved in CG. No such procedures 
exist at an organizational level in any of the four countries examined.

In Czechia, attempts have been made to establish such procedures with the prison 
service (KI-13).

In Hungary, there are a few activities to develop joint procedures between harm 
reduction and (public) addiction treatment services (KI-9).

Polish data suggest a lack of any joint or compatible operating procedures be-
tween sectors. On the contrary, it seems that attempts to cooperate with some insti-
tutions, for example hospitals, meet with outright hostility (KI-4).
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In Slovakia, similar to Hungary, NGOs attempt to establish relationships with 
healthcare providers (KI-19).

The above-mentioned attempts to establish relationships between NGOs and oth-
er health and social care institutions are, however, based on personal relationships. 
Institutional forms of adjusted operational procedures are absent in all examined 
countries.

5.8. Trust-building: policies and government activities affecting trust
Trust-building activities are present in Czechia (KI-14). Communication between 

NGOs and the Government seems frequent and open, both sides show good inten-
tions and a commitment to cooperation (KI-13).

The Hungarian environment is characterized by a very low level of trust. Some 
government activities even undermine trust (KI-11). The Government’s behavior to-
wards NGOs is sometimes hostile (KI-7).

In Poland, trust-building activities seem to be present at local government level, 
though these are often restricted by state actors’ concerns about their position (KI-3). 
Law enforcement also seems to be exhibiting trust-building attitudes (KI-1). On the 
other hand, strict control over NGOs activities can undermine trust (KI-3).

In Slovakia, some trust-building activities are present, mainly in the form of com-
munication (KI-17). Showing commitment to the relationship and to the issue being 
addressed is also present to a certain extent (KI-16).

Table 2: Summary of empirical findings

Dimension / Country Czechia Hungary Poland Slovakia
Operational space + - 0 0
System stability + - + +
NGO involvement in policy design + - 0 0
NGO involvement in policy implementation + - + +
Indirect resources + - + +
Direct resources + - 0 +
Joint operating procedures 0 0 0 0
Trust-building + - + +

Note: The cells in the table summarize the above empirical findings as follows: + stands for 
pro-collaborative, 0 for neutral, and – for anti-collaborative governance regimes.

6. Conclusions and discussion

Three findings in particular are central to our research objective.
Firstly, taking an approach assuming significant role of governments in shaping 

CG (as opposed to spontaneous occurrence), and including possible neutral and hos-
tile government attitudes towards CG (as opposed to different levels pro-collaborative 
attitudes existing in the scholarship hitherto), we have developed a conceptual clas-
sification of CGRs and operationalized them along a number of observable features.
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Secondly, only Czechia unquestionably exhibits the features of a pro-collabora-
tive regime. Poland and Slovakia, meanwhile, are located between pro-collaborative 
and neutral CGRs. Importantly, however, one case – Hungary – indisputably qual-
ifies as an anti-collaborative governance regime – a regime that is distinctly differ-
ent from the customary ‘neutral CGR’ characteristic for many countries in CEE (and 
elsewhere). This ‘anti-collaborative regime’ predominantly differs from earlier ones 
in that it openly and deliberately impedes harm reduction NGOs.

Such an anti-collaborative regime involves blatant, harsh intimidation of selected 
NGOs. A more serious instrument of this policy is criminal law. While in some cases 
certain NGO activities may be directly criminalized, in other cases the legal frame-
work creates ambiguity, allowing authorities to interpret some NGO activities as po-
tentially criminal (e.g. distributing sterile needles may be seen as being an ‘accesso-
ry to crime’). The legal and policy framework is subject to frequent, unpredictable 
and/or uncontrollable changes. There are no institutional mechanisms for involving 
NGOs in policy formulation. Moreover, government policy consciously eliminates 
any pre-existing mechanisms. Service delivery through NGOs is blocked through 
semi-formal (sometimes even illegal) administrative measures. The anti-collaborative 
regime includes funding mechanisms that not only lead to severe under-resourcing 
of NGOs but involve a strongly and openly selective funding process, favoring NGOs 
aligned with government ideology. Moreover, conscious measures are undertaken by 
the government to cut the funding of hostile NGOs received from other, non-govern-
mental sources. As for direct resources, services and operations are directly funded 
at the minimum level possible, which is sometimes zero. Finally, not only is there 
a lack of trust between governmental and non-governmental parties, trust-building 
activities are absent, but there are even conscious government activities deliberately 
undermining trust.

The primary motive for doing so seems to be ideological (rather than material): 
the governing forces equate harm reduction activities with approval of the use of il-
licit drugs, and thus as a means of promoting ‘liberal’ and ‘anti-patriotic’ worldviews 
and lifestyles.

Thirdly, but no less importantly, this anti-collaborative regime appears in only 
one of our two illiberal cases, namely Hungary, while it is absent from Poland. Never-
theless, although not covered by our empirical research, it seems justified to mention 
that an anti-collaborative regime very similar to the one identified in Hungary is also 
present in Poland, not in harm reduction policy, but in reproductive and women’s 
rights, and the services and advocacy activities attached to them.

In sum, it seems that the specifically anti-collaborative element of CG regimes in 
CEE – where they exist at all – does not appear uniformly across different policy ar-
eas. On the contrary, large segments of the NGO community and the corresponding 
CG arrangements operate practically untouched by illiberalism. The illiberal doctrine 
is found only in a few policy areas, which embody, ideologically and politically, an 
antithesis of the worldviews held by the ruling political parties.



76

These policy areas may also vary in space and time. Very recently in Hungary, for 
example, migration policy emerged as the latest target of the ever-harsher govern-
mental crackdown (even including the criminalization of university study programs 
and public information campaigns dealing with migration) (CEU Suspends Education 
Programs for Registered Refugees and Asylum Seekers, 2018). This situation opens up 
interesting and progressive avenues of investigation, including, most prominently, 
exploring and explaining this specific aspect of anti-collaborative regimes (in sharp 
contrast to, for example, local and territorial governance). The implications for the 
capacity-building efforts of (national as well as international/European) NGOs might, 
moreover, also be of significant practical relevance.
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