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COCOPS High Level Conference on “Challenges in coordinating and governing 
public services in times of crisis and reform. International lessons and policy 

recommendations by COCOPS” 

Academy Palace, Brussels, 09.12.2013 

COCOPS stands for ‘Coordinating for Cohesion in the Public Sector of the Future’. With its present project, 
funded under the European Commission’s 7th Framework Programme, high-quality European public 
administration research teams from 11 universities in 10 countries had joined their forces in a common 
research strategy to assess the impact of NPM(New Public Management)-style reforms in European 
countries. 

COCOPS maps and analyses innovative mechanisms in the public sector to improve social and policy 
coordination, especially when the public sector is facing the public crisis. The research contributes to the 
development of future public sector reform strategies by drawing lessons from past experience, exploring 
trends and studying emerging public sector practices. 

The COCOPS-network had invited high-level policy makers and civil servants from European countries and 
from the EU-level to the present conference for discussing the current challenges in managing and reforming 
public organisations in times of crises. 

The COCOPS network discussed with the practitioners the main conclusions and policy recommendations 
which had arisen from the comparative research in 10 European countries. Researchers and high level 
practitioners confronted their views on current ‘burning’ issues regarding the reform and crisis management 
in public services. An internationally composed plenary panel of practitioners and scientists reflected upon 
the policy recommendations and insights presented and discussed the priorities for reform governance and 
crisis governance in European countries and at the EU-level. 
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One of the speakers at the opening session was Yves Leterme (Belgium), Deputy 
Secretary General of the OECD. Mr Leterme’s political career at the highest level 
started in 2004 when he became the 5th Minister-President of Flanders (2004-2007), 
From 2008 to 2011, he was Prime Minister of Belgium, except from July to November 
2009, when he was Minister of Foreign Affairs in the Government led by Herman Van 
Rompuy, today’s President of the Council of the European Union. 

In his speech, Mr Leterme stated that, today, there are 15 million people more 
unemployed than before the crisis. We have to focus on what will happen after the 
crisis. As the OECD’s Deputy Secretary General, he has contacts with the Asian-

Pacific Region and notices that their agenda is totally different from Europe’s. For example, they are 
compelled to work out national disaster plans. He also warned against linear austerity policies, for example 
all ministries having to cut down 5% on their budgets, which, instead of releasing the pressure on public 
services, may turn out to have negative effects for public services. Reforms yes, but with coordination, 
political leadership and a good balance between ministries. He mentioned Finland, where cross-sector 
agencies are operative. We need a cultural shift, citizens have to stand behind their public services. Changes 
require the input of human resources. The OECD (www.oecd.org) has an extensive database for public 
sector motivation. 

Prof. dr. Christopher Pollitt of the KU Leuven Public Management Institute spoke about the ‘impact of NPM 
on efficiency, effectiveness, quality and social cohesion’. He started by referring to the many reports, 
hundreds of speeches, thousands of reports performed on the theme of public sector reform, but underlined 
that our knowledge base still remains patchy and fragile. Faith more than science seems to be the driver for 
public service action. In an effort to draw lessons from the project findings, he stated that packaged models 
and techniques don’t take us very far. Major reforms almost always have costs as well as benefits, so, the 
key question is what balance can feasibly be struck. The craft is to integrate expert consultancy, local ‘hands-
on’ knowledge and independent research. 

Prof. dr. Tiina Randma of the Tallinn University of Technology spoke about the financial crisis in the public 
sector: challenges and responses. In her presentation, she outlined the consequences of cutbacks to public 
administration. Not only there is increasing uncertainty, insecurity and distrust among public service 
employees, but also a decrease in job satisfaction, motivation and commitment. The crisis influences all 
public officials including the best performing ones. Together with the growing requirements, new competency 
demands and the increasing workload, this leads to increasing stress on the traditional public service 
bargains of reward, competency and loyalty. 

Practitioners’ views on national experiences of crisis governance were presented by experts respectively 
from the Netherlands and Italy. 

Bert Van Caelenberg attended the Conference as the representative of Eurofedop. 

The European Commission has set out its views on public service developments in a document entitled “A 
vision for public services”. 
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