Town Twinnings in the New Europe

At this moment, almost 300 out of 500 Dutch municipalities have a town twinning with a Central or Eastern European town. Mainly as a result of the huge changes in Central and Eastern Europe in the last ten years or so, the relationship between the twinning partners has changed considerably, as have the activities and aims of these city links. In general, the activities have shifted from humanitarian aid to technical assistance through the exchange of knowledge and experiences. What has remained is the friendship, expressed in numerous citizens exchanges. To examine the consequences of this development the Network for Municipal Peace Policy in the Netherlands, the platform for the Dutch twinnings with Central and Eastern Europe, affiliated to the association of Netherlands municipalities, has executed a major survey. Based on an extensive questionnaire among the Dutch municipalities, the Network analysed trends, threats and changes. To support the municipalities and citizens involved in twinnings, the analysis and results of the survey were presented together with practical advises in the brochure Stedenbanden in het nieuwe Europa (Town twinnings in the New Europe. Survey to the present state and the future of the Dutch twinnings with Central and Eastern Europe, including practical Advises). To inform our foreign partners and colleagues, we made this English summary of the publication.

Introduction

The candidate member states of the European Union have faced a lot of changes the past 12½ years. After the bringing down of the Iron Curtain they have transformed their economies to open market economies and gained experience in democratic political systems. As they are on the threshold of their entry into the European Union, these developments still take place at a rapid pace at national and local level. The progress in the municipalities of Central and Eastern Europe naturally affected their twinnings with their Dutch partners. The central question is therefore: Did the municipal cooperation between the Netherlands and their Central and Eastern Europe partners loose its base, now the need for material help has seized to exist and now social and political processes are admirably well on their way? Or has a new base for the expression of friendship and solidarity within the twinning framework arisen? Because of the changed conditions evaluation of town twinnings took place everywhere.

In this study clarity on the current situation and possible future of twinnings is provided. Next to the analysis, useful suggestions and good practices are presented. The conclusions are drawn out of the questionnaire of 60 questions, sent to all Dutch twinnings with the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and Poland. 54 percent of the questionnaires was returned. Because of logistical reasons, only the twinnings with these four countries were interviewed. Together they represent, however, 80 percent of all Dutch twinnings with Central and Eastern Europe. Moreover, most conclusions apply to all twinnings.

1 Backgrounds

It is necessary to have an unambiguous definition of the term town twinning, or jumelage or city link as it is sometimes called. In this study, for a twinning two criteria must be met:

· There is an official agreement between the two towns

· This agreement is arranged for a longer period.

Historical analysis

Three ‘waves’ of international municipal cooperation can be discerned in the Dutch municipal history. After the second World War, many towns decided to twin with the liberators from countries like France and the United Kingdom. Other towns wanted to emphasise the peace and twinned with German towns. Most of the activities in these early own twinnings were exchanges in the field of culture and sport. The second wave coincided with Western Europe’s growth in developing aid to third world countries. Citizens and municipalities created a local component to this international cooperation. Many municipalities twinned, in particular with towns form Nicaragua and South Africa.

During the last wave, Dutch municipalities set their eyes on Central and Eastern Europe. A first reason was, for example in Poland in 1981/2, the expression of solidarity through material aid. Citizens and municipalities felt involved in the Polish developments and wanted to help in some way or another. A second reason was more political in nature. Municipalities and citizens created bonds with dissidents to establish a bottom-up breakthrough of the Iron Curtain. They reasoned: peace starts at the personal level; while countries may be enemies, towns and citizens can be friends.

After the break down of the wall, these contacts changed in nature. The background remained the same:  Dutch municipalities wanted to show their involvement. Since twinnings were much easier to establish after 1989, these feelings led to an enormous growth in the number of contacts, as can be seen in the figure below: 
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To understand the current situation and to identify new activities, it is important to closely look at the reasons why Dutch towns decided to twin with Central or Eastern European Municipalities in the early nineties. For some of them, the possibility to deliver direct aid was the main reason. Tremendous changes had take place in Central Eastern Europe, and this made Dutch people eager to help and to contribute to those changes. They felt part of the historical European moment. To overcome the lack of basic material needs in Central and Eastern Europe, Dutch people and municipalities arranged support. For most Dutch municipalities this was enough reason to twin. Others saw the relationship more or less as the local equivalent of the Netherlands international cooperation. They tried to support their partner municipality in the development to a prosperous and democratic local community. The contribution of the municipality was often accompanied by many civic initiatives and activities of local organisations. Although for some municipalities international solidarity was reason enough, others tried (and increasingly try) to find mutual benefits. They emphasised the support of local initiatives and the strengthening of their own community. They reasoned that cooperation with foreign municipalities increased awareness for global problems and took away prejudices. Lastly, they hoped that the relationship would stimulate their own local economies.

Changes in Central and Eastern Europe 

Helmut Kohl symbolised the high expectations immediately after the end of the communist regimes by promising his fellow citizens of the DDR blühende Landschafte, flowering landscapes. These utopian landscapes have not been reached, not by far. Even in 2002 the purchasing power in the region is in almost all cases less than 50% of the purchasing power of EU citizens. However, since the sharp economic decline of the early nineties, the economies of Central and Eastern Europe are sometimes slowly sometimes rapidly on the rise. The effects can be observed within twinnings. During the enormous floods in the summers of 2001 and 2002 Dutch municipalities offered material support (blankets etc.) to their Polish partners. This aid was kindly declined. Poland could help itself. Immaterial expressions of solidarity were naturally very much appreciated. One of the effects of the economic developments is a higher degree of reciprocity in the twinnings with Central and Eastern Europe.

In the transition from a communist system to a democratic system, a lot of work had to be done in Central and Eastern Europe. Many Central or Eastern European towns had benefits of the cooperation with a Dutch town, they could have a look at their good or bad examples and got Dutch assistance. Several measures to improve the quality of governance have been taken in Central and Eastern Europe. This political changes also made the two partners more similar to each other.

A lot of the Central and Eastern European countries, and all the countries in this study,  are in the running for EU membership. 

The effort on this conditions in Central and Eastern Europe put in to achieve these conditions had its influence on the town twinnings. It was interesting for the partners to see how the Dutch took their efforts to meet these conditions, and how society was organised. For the Dutch it was interesting too, because they had to implement the same European laws as their partners. The difference between the two partners became smaller.

Changes in the Netherlands

Although changes in the Netherlands were much less ingrijpend than those in Central and Eastern Europe, some processes inflicted the relationship with the twinning partner. During the nineties Dutch municipalities reconsidered their working methods and became much more focussed on measurable results.

 This also had its influence on the town twinnings. In few cases, the twinning came to an ending. In many others, the organisation of and the dealing with the town twinning became more efficient.

Also the social support of the town twinning has changed over the years. It became less special to be in tough with foreigners. As long as the organisation of a town twinning is aware of those changes and anticipates to them, this is not a threat.

The organisation of the twinning itself was of course subject to changes as well. In many towns the primary organisers left their jobs to new people. However, often it was hard to find those new people.

2. The current state

At this moment, about 275 Dutch municipalities have a town twinning with a Central or Eastern European town. 214 of them are in the countries in this questionnaire. In Poland there are 109, in Czech Republic 58, in Hungary 35 and in the Slovak Republic there are 12. It is shown that one in five town twinnings did not make it until eventually. The twinnings that have ended are not included in this study. There are several reasons why twinnings came to an end. Some of them did not get a good start, there were problems with the coordination for example, or there was a lack of political or social support, or the communication with the partner failed. Other twinnings seized to exist after redrawing of  municipal boundaries in the Netherlands. The Dutch municipality chose in those cases to continue only a few of the twinnings. It also happened that twinnings came to an end because  one of the partners was no longer convinced of the benefits the twinning could bring. Especially in the case of  Poland, in advance, many twinnings were only based on material aid. Some of those twinnings ceased to exist after the need for this help was no longer there. There are  also new agreements on twinning signed each year, about 10 per year with towns in Central or Eastern Europe.

Three quarters of towns that answered the questions say that the functioning of the town twinning is good or even very good. It is interesting to see that the people involved in twinnings with Poland are less satisfied than people from the other three. It is very well possible that this has to do with the history of material aid, the new form of the town twinning is possibly too different from the original form.
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actors in the town twinning

There is a big difference in the way town twinnings are organised. If the term ‘social support’ is used in this study, the entire group of social organisations that deliver efforts for the twinning is meant. In many towns, there is an umbrella organisation that is responsible for the oversight and coordination of activities. This umbrella can coordinate itself, but also be a platform in which different participating organisations give the others insight in their twinning activities. The umbrella can be set up by the municipality, but there are examples of umbrellas that are only a instrument of the social support.

In 45 percent of the cases, the work for the twinning is as much done by the social support as by the municipality organisation itself. In Hungarian cases it is not irregular that almost al the work is done by the social support, in the Polish this is true for the municipal organisation. Overall, the majority of the municipal organisations and the social support organisations are willing to spend much time on the twinning, according to each other. 


[image: image3.wmf]Steunpunt stedenband aan Nederlandse zijde

uitkomsten per partnerland

Op wie steunt de S.B. aan neder. zijde voornamelijk?

op beide gelijk

op het P.I.

op de gemeente

Percent

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

LAND

Polen

Tsjechie

Slowakije

Hongarije

36

57

7

63

25

13

45

41

14

44

22

33


Often the municipality organisation has set the condition that the social support is strong, if they want to continue the twinning. The support of citizens for the twinning is really necessary because the citizens are a the content of the town, so if towns twin without citizens it is empty and colourless. Although it has been tough in the past to gain this social support, nog finally it is growing. This is also a positive result of the strong social support groups. Another ‘trick’ to gain more support from citizens is ‘direct twinning’,  by starting twinning relationships between hospitals, sport clubs or schools. This brings the twinning close to people. That is why in many activities young people, schools, entrepreneurs and churches are involved.

In most of the towns, the municipality organisation is the first financier, the social support groups do not contribute to this. Coordinating the twinning is in the hands of both the municipality and the social support organisations. 

Apart from social support, political support is needed. Of course, the agreement on twinning is signed by the municipality board. Political support is also necessary for the financial means of the town twinning. The political support is in 58 percent of the cases good enough. In 36 percent it is insufficient. Only in towns with partners in Hungary or the Slovak Republic the overall support is good. Possibly this has to do with the relatively big role the municipality itself is playing in those twinnings.
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Every town twinning has a different composition of people.In the twinnings with Poland, the organising group is in 39 percent of the cases consisting of five persons of less. The Slovak and Hungarian twinnings are in more than 50 percent of the cases organised by sixteen people or more. A problem with the composition of the organisations is that  a lot of them have problems finding new people, in particular young people

There were no questions asked to the partners from Central and Eastern Europe. There have been questions about them, though. Almost all of the Dutch people answered that they were happy with the attitude their partner had towards the town twinning. In answering an open question, people told that they thought the bond with their partner deepened and became more reciprocal and of mutual benefits after the need for material help was gone. They also noted that during the years, the organisation and management in the partnertowns became better, which made the contact a lot easier.

Apart from social support, political support is needed. Of course, the agreement on twinning is signed by the municipality board. Political support is also necessary for the financial means of the town twinning. The political support is in 58 percent of the cases good enough. In 36 percent it is insufficient. Only in towns with partners in Hungary or the Slovak Republic the overall support is good. Possibly this has to do with the relatively big role the municipality itself is playing in those twinnings.

There is a big difference in the way town twinnings are organised. In the twinnings with Poland, the organising group is in 39 percent of the cases consisting of five persons of less. The Slovak and Hungarian twinnings are in more than 50 percent of the cases organised by sixteen people or more. A problem with the composition of the organisations is that  a lot of them have problems finding new people, in particular young people.

Concluding one can say that most of the twinnings researched in this study have a big potential, so they will have possibilities to remain strong in the future.

3 Town twinnings in the New Europe

Now the former communist countries will enter the European Union sooner or later, there is a great possibility to assist them with their preparations through the town twinning. In the previous chapter it became clear that town twinnings have a great potential. But to realise goals, town twinnings have to rethink their position and partnership continiously to give the friendship a meaningful content. There are some basis threats to the town twinning, like cultural and language problems, but if both partners work on this problems, they are not hard to overcome. In this chapter, some practical problems and solutions are mentioned. Because 86 percent of the people in the questionnaire responded that they believe that their town twinning can mean a lot to both sided, confidence in a strong future is in its place.

In the questionnaire 28 percent of the  people indicated that there were communication problems because the partners did not speak the same language. In twinnings in which many young people were involved, this problem was much less present. Young people on both sides are very capable in the English language. Another possible solution to this problem is language courses. People in the partner town can be taught English, or people in the Netherlands can learn the language of the partner country. Financial assistance to such projects can be sometimes delivered by the embassies. 

Another theme that causes troubles is the fact that there are cultural differences. Although experiencing differences in culture is part of a learning process, it can trouble the relations. Therefore it is very important to gain knowledge of the culture of the partner. Read information books about it, attend lectures, et cetera. In the fact that town twinnings still exist although they undergo cultural problems proves that they are really willing to get to know each other and learn from each other.

If assistance is needed, the network of the Dutch Municipality Peace Platform and the international organisation of the Dutch association of Municipalities can provide help. If people from different towns, with different partner towns meet each other and talk about these cultural problems, it becomes clear which problems have to do with the culture of the partner and which problems are personal. The Dutch Municipality Peace Platform arranges such meetings. Another way to tackle cultural problems is to be open about it, and give cultural problems a prominent place on the agenda in meetings with the partner. Again, cultural problems occur less in twinnings with young people involved. 

Sometimes the two partners have other expectations of the twinning. Of course this can cause a lot of frustration and troubles. This can be prevented by making clear working plans together. Doing that, one is talking to each other about those expectations and they can be agreed on. It is also good to make a year- report every year, to see whether those expectations are fulfilled. Apart from that, it is useful to have an evaluation every few years, to reconsider the entire twinning itself, and maybe set new long term goals.

In some cases, twinnings want to expand their activities but have no financial means to do so. If the municipality organisations sees that there is a strong social support for the twinning, it will be more willing to contribute more. Also can be searched for private sponsors. This can be done in a general way, by asking people to pay a yearly contribution and send them the twinning newsletter each time. It can be also be done in a more specific way, for example approaching people to contribute to a specific project. 

There are also many funds that might be willing to give financial aid, but to be qualified for this one has to meet a lot of conditions. The Municipality Peace Platform can advise on those matters.

Other problems can occur when there is a lack of support. This can be increased in several ways. A way that has proved to be successful in several cases is the earlier mentioned ‘direct twinning’. People feel more concerned when they work on a project that is about their daily- lives. But if such a project initiated, it is really important that people see the project as their own responsibility and not as something they ‘are asked to do’. So if you ask teachers to twin their classes to classes in the partner municipality, don’t give them the impression that they are doing it for the twinning, make them aware that they are doing it for their pupils. 

Another way to increase support is to join into global issues like sustainable development. The main themes of the town twinning have changed during the decade.
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It is always good to inform citizens more about the twinning. Taking journalists with you on a journey might be a good idea. A website about the partner town and the twinning activities can be of use as well. If you work on the network of the twinning, it will be much easier to find the right people for the work that needs to be done. It is also very important to have an accessible organisation so people always feel welcome to join in. To keep good support of the municipality organisation, it is necessary to not only to keep in contact with the responsible officer, but with people on the different services and the town council as well.

In some cases it can be interesting for a twinning to do a project with a third town, for example in the Balkans or the third world. This might create new enthusiasm for the twinning.

In this study, several recommendations are made. In this list of recommendations there are as well some that are not mentioned before.

General recommendations:

· Discuss troubles with your partner

· Create direct twinning couples

· Work on a project with other municipalities in the Netherlands or the partner country

· Cooperate with a municipality form another country

· Read newspapers of other twinnings

Strengthen the support

· Try to get new new, young people involved

· Create direct twinning couples

· Have a meeting at least once a year with social support groups and the town council, mayor, etc. Discuss the future of the twinning

· Pay attention to elections and try to get the twinning into election programs

· Send information on regular base to all those that are or should be involved

· Make good use of the press

· Try to get people in the council enthusiastic and use them as some kind of ambassadors for the twinning

· Use the municipal facilities for exchanges with the partner

· Use the network of the municipality board and town council to get attention for the twinning

· Connect to global issues

· Use internet

· Try to involve organisations of migrants

· Pay proper attention to the planning side of projects

Strengthen the relation with the partner

· arrange language courses

· Involve young people

· Read books about the culture of the partner

· Search for new sponsors

· Discuss threats with the partner
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