
INTRODUCING ANALYTICS 

NOTE #04This Analytics Note focuses on multilevel governance and emer-
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1. MULTILEVEL GOVERNANCE 
AND COMPLEX EMERGENCIES

1.1 EMERGENCY DECLARATIONS AND 
POWERS
There are four ways in which emergencies are managed and 
communicated by government bodies:  

1.Formal emergency declarations: These are declarations of 
extraordinary situations (e.g. emergency, disaster, catastrophe) 
formally declared in line with legal and constitutional frame-
works for emergency governance. At the most extreme end of 
the scale, many countries have constitutional provisions for 
states of emergency. These often trigger certain emergency 
powers, usually at the executive level of government. States 
of emergency have been historically associated with authori-
tarianism and violations of civil liberties, and so the use of this 
form of emergency legislation is generally quite rare. For less 
extreme events, most countries also have frameworks whereby 
emergency declarations can be made by national or subnational 
governments without the activation of emergency powers. 
Formal emergency declarations are most commonly declared in 
response to short-term routine or non-routine emergencies.

2.Political emergency declarations: These are declarations by 
the political leadership, parliaments and/or other governing 
bodies and are a political statement and call to action rather 
than a new legal framework for government intervention. Many 
climate emergency declarations fall into this category. Besides 
the expression of a political will and commitment, politi-
cal emergency declarations can lead to the publication of an 
agenda for action, a green or white paper, and/or the setting-
up of commissions or assemblies to develop more specific 
emergency strategies.

3.Rhetorical emergency declarations: These are emergencies 
that are declared without the activation of emergency legisla-
tion or a formal political emergency declaration. Emergencies 
are referenced as part of public statements and an expression of 
urgency. Rhetorical references to emergencies might be chosen 
in situations where wide-ranging emergency powers are not 
appropriate, particularly for emergencies with long response 
time frames or where the political process does not allow for 
any form of political declaration. 

4.Actioned emergencies: These are emergencies that are 
conveyed through rapid and radical government action. They do 

https://voxeu.org/article/sweden-s-constitution-decides-its-exceptional-covid-19-policy
https://voxeu.org/article/sweden-s-constitution-decides-its-exceptional-covid-19-policy
http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/EthiopiaCOVID-1.pdf
https://www.multistate.us/research/covid/public?category=State+of+Emergency+Declaration&level=state
https://www.gov.za/documents/disastero/deanagents/iu4ents/iu4en4ts/iu4en4ts/iu4en4ts/iu4en4ts/iu4u4mCisl+ofiy0RI/URI(http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/EthiopiaCOVID-1.pdf876n7n]ofi2parlin71c6fromthey.go/t47umf-i0uP 6f-i/tion-decifi2[6nk/6uk/ukpSvc-d?u4mhey.go/t47umf-iI/URI(http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/EthiopiaCOVID-1.pdf876nf-i/tion-d/www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uploadslse.acaCOVcitiests/iu4e4/Eths/Ps/res-Briefs-and-Aw.mypias-Notes/Ps/res-Brief-02-4ts/iu4u4-Governance-Initition-/www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uploadslse.acaCOVcitiests/iu4e4/Eths/Ps/res-Briefs-and-Aw.mypias-Notes/Ps/res-Brief-01-4ts/iu4u4-Governance-Initition-/www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uplrm.coefi2t/cddg-ate)-ate-fiw.mureportdemocofiycgovernanceu4en4te.f+E-s/iu4e4/Eth-/1680a0beed/www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uplrm.coefi2t/cddg-ate)-ate-fiw.mureportdemocofiycgovernanceu4en4te.f+E-s/iu4e4/Eth-/1680a0beed/www.forumf
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In the following sections, this Analytics Note provides a review 
of COVID-19 emergency responses to illustrate the role of dif-
ferent governance levels in strategic decision-making and the 

https://rm.coe.int/cddg-2020-20e-final-reportdemocraticgovernancecovid19-for-publication-/1680a0beed
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/29/coag-is-no-more-national-cabinet-here-to-stay-with-focus-on-post-covid-job-creation
https://www.redalyc.org/journal/2410/241066211017/html/
https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-08/BSG-WP-2020-034.pdf
https://www.bmj.com/content/bmj/369/bmj.m1596.full.pdf
https://www.redalyc.org/journal/2410/241066211017/html/
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at the state level. Given this situation, some states convened 
independently to coordinate restrictions between their juris-
dictions. The states of California, Washington and Oregon, 
for example, created a pact in April 2020 to coordinate and 
collaborate on their emergency responses, whilst in Brazil state 
governors came together to lobby the President to introduce a 
national lockdown.

In contrast, subnational governments in most of the unitary 
countries sampled had a weak level of control over the pan-
demic response within their jurisdictions, with infection control 
measures and lockdowns decided almost exclusively at the 
national level. 

However, there was variation in the level of subnational govern-
ment inßuence on national pandemic strategy in unitary coun-
tries. While subnational governments in the United Kingdom 
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3. SHIFTING POWER BY 
GOVERNMENT SECTOR
The broad impact of emergencies on multilevel governance is 
often multifaceted and dynamic, with some sectors affected 
more or less than others, and powers and responsibilities 
sometimes shifting back and forth between government levels 
throughout the emergency period. 

Table 3 presents examples of COVID-19 related shifts towards 
centralisation or decentralisation for key government sectors. 
Many of these effects are indirect and may take years to develop 
fully. Lockdowns, for example, have typically been decided 
at the national level and could potentially have a signiÞcant 
impact on the future spatial organisation of cities if patterns 
of remote working and localisation prove durable. While this 
does not represent a formal centralisation of responsibility for 
spatial planning (typically at the subnational level), the legacy 
of national lockdowns is likely to inßuence spatial planning 
considerably in the future. This can be seen as indirect centrali-
sation in the sense that future choices of subnational govern-
ments in this sector may be constrained.

Lockdowns and bans on public gatherings instigated at the 
national level have also had a major impact on the Þnances of 

sectors such as culture and transportation. Where these sectors 
are under the control of subnational governments, lockdown 
restrictions can indirectly contribute to the centralisation of 
these sectors through constraints on Þnances. In the United 
Kingdom for example, transport companies were forced to 
appeal to the national government for bailouts due to the Þnan-
cial strain of reduced ridership during lockdowns. Bailout funds 
were granted with policy conditions, effectively centralising 
control of certain aspects of the transport sector. Indirect cen-
tralisation can also take place through national governments 
mandating action in sectors for which subnational governments 
have primary responsibility. National requirements impacting 
stafÞng or cleaning regimens at care homes or orders to close 
educational institutions are forms of indirect centralisation. 

The strongest form of centralisation in response to the pan-
demic has generally been in the health sector. As noted in Table 
3, according to an OECD survey recentralisation of health care 
was more common than decentralisation. Half the countries 
surveyed altered the division of responsibilities for health care 
during the pandemic, with the majority centralising health care 
to some extent. Some countries centralised certain healthcare 
activities and decentralised others, although exclusive decen-
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4. COORDINATION MECHANISMS
This section presents an overview of the prevalence of differ-
ent types of coordination mechanisms, as observed by the EGI 
research team in its review of multilevel emergency governance 
during the COVID-19 response. These mechanisms, detailed in 
Policy Brief #04, have been used to coordinate the pandemic 
response vertically, across different levels of government; sec-
torally, amongst different government sectors within the same 
government unit; and territorially, between government units 
at the same level. 

As shown in Table 4, the most common coordination mecha-
nisms across all sectors was emergency strategies as central 
references, information and communication technology and 
the concentration of executive powers. While multi-stakeholder 

platforms were a prominent feature of the COVID-19 response, 
particularly regarding scientific and multi-sectoral advocacy 
committees guiding responses at national levels, consensus 
building across a wider group of stakeholders was not necessar-
ily part of this coordination mechanism. 

Table 4 also shows which other coordination mechanisms may 
have been underutilised, for example capacity building of indi-
viduals and teams, and adjusting sectoral/geographic bounda-
ries to emergency needs. While knowledge and experience 
exchange initiatives such as UCLG’s Live Learning Experience 
and Metropolis’ Cities for Global Health platform has enabled 
coordination at the territorial level between subnational levels, 
there are few knowledge exchange initiatives between national 
and local government levels.  

Table 4 : Prevalence of coordination mechanisms
(As observed by the EGI research team in its review of multilevel emergency governance during the COVID-19 response)

Communication,
participation & transparency

A

4

20

20

% of surveyed cities/regions

Sector Decentralisation /Centralisation effects

Health Centralisation: According to a survey of 18 countries conducted by the OECD 
in June 2020, recentralisation of health care was more common than 
decentralisation. Half of the countries surveyed altered the division of 
responsibilities for health care during the pandemic, either through 
decentralisation or recentralisation. Of these countries, the majority 
responded to the crisis through centralising health care to some extent e.g. 
in Germany, the Bundestag amended the Infection Protection Act in 
mid-March to expand the power of the Federal Health Ministry, enabling it to 
redistribute medical personnel across the Federation, amongst other things.  
Some countries responded by centralising some health care activities and 
decentralising others. Exclusively decentralising health care was uncommon. 

Culture Centralisation: Shutdown of cultural venues typically decided at the national 
level. 

Utilities Centralisation: In New York State, Governor Cuomo introduced legislation in 
June 2020 which prevented public and private utility companies from 
shutting off essential services to residents during the pandemic. This applied 
to municipal utility companies.  

Economic
Development 

Centralisation: Lockdowns typically decided at the national level and 
furlough schemes usually directly set up by national governments.  

Housing 

https://www.lse.ac.uk/Cities/publications/Policy-Briefs-and-Analytics-Notes/Policy-Brief-04-Emergency-Governance-Initiative
https://www.uclg.org/en/issues/live-learning-experience-beyondtheoutbreak
https://www.metropolis.org/news/cities-global-health
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ANNEX
Notes on Table 2

https://law.fiu.edu/2020/05/04/covid-19-a-case-study-into-american-federalism/
https://law.fiu.edu/2020/05/04/covid-19-a-case-study-into-american-federalism/
https://www.admin.ch/gov/en/start/documentation/media-releases.msg-id-79522.html
https://www.admin.ch/gov/en/start/documentation/media-releases.msg-id-79522.html
https://rm.coe.int/cddg-2020-20e-final-reportdemocraticgovernancecovid19-for-publication-/1680a0beed
https://rm.coe.int/cddg-2020-20e-final-reportdemocraticgovernancecovid19-for-publication-/1680a0beed
https://rm.coe.int/cddg-2020-20e-final-reportdemocraticgovernancecovid19-for-publication-/1680a0beed
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03003930.2021.1904398
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03003930.2021.1904398
https://rm.coe.int/cddg-2020-20e-final-reportdemocraticgovernancecovid19-for-publication-/1680a0beed
https://rm.coe.int/cddg-2020-20e-final-reportdemocraticgovernancecovid19-for-publication-/1680a0beed
https://rm.coe.int/cddg-2020-20e-final-reportdemocraticgovernancecovid19-for-publication-/1680a0beed
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03003930.2021.1904398
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03003930.2021.1904398
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3637013
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3637013
http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uo.x3fds2020/054/0e-fpor-20URIOVID3.pdf0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uo.x3fds2020/054/0e-fpor-20URIOVID3.pdf0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uo.x3fds2020/054/0e-fpor-20URIOVID3.pdf0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uo.x3fds2020/054/0e-fpor-20URIOVID3.pdf0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uo.x3fds2020/054/0e-fporEthiopURIOVID-1.pdf0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uo.x3fds2020/054/0e-fporEthiopURIOVID-1.pdf0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uo.x3fds2020/054/0e-fporEthiopURIOVID-1.pdf0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.forumfed.org/wp-content/uo.x3fds2020/054/0e-fporEthiopURIOVID-1.pdf0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.frs.sgh.bmj3/papuo.x3fdsbmjgh/5/03/e02176.41080.pdf0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.frs.sgh.bmj3/papuo.x3fdsbmjgh/5/03/e02176.41080.pdf0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.frs.smfedredalyccontejouvidl/2403/240366211017/</W /0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.frs.smfedredalyccontejouvidl/2403/240366211017/</W /0>><</S/URI/URI(http://www.frs.smfedfrd19-243/pap/do-federa54/0e1.204-sao-paulo-locks-down-as-brazil-s-daily--a-case-sdeathsemoach-new-high0>>
https://www.france24.com/en/americas/20210304-sao-paulo-locks-down-as-brazil-s-daily-covid-19-deaths-reach-new-high
https://www.france24.com/en/americas/20210304-sao-paulo-locks-down-as-brazil-s-daily-covid-19-deaths-reach-new-high
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/29/coag-is-no-more-national-cabinet-here-to-stay-with-focus-on-post-covid-job-creation
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/29/coag-is-no-more-national-cabinet-here-to-stay-with-focus-on-post-covid-job-creation
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/29/coag-is-no-more-national-cabinet-here-to-stay-with-focus-on-post-covid-job-creation
https://www.nsw.gov.au/covid-19/rules
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/building-resilience-to-the-covid-19-pandemic-the-role-of-centres-of-government-883d2961/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/building-resilience-to-the-covid-19-pandemic-the-role-of-centres-of-government-883d2961/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/building-resilience-to-the-covid-19-pandemic-the-role-of-centres-of-government-883d2961/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/the-territorial-impact-of-covid-19-managing-the-crisis-across-levels-of-government-d3e314e1/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/the-territorial-impact-of-covid-19-managing-the-crisis-across-levels-of-government-d3e314e1/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/the-territorial-impact-of-covid-19-managing-the-crisis-across-levels-of-government-d3e314e1/
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United Kingdom 

[20] https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/contain-
ing-and-managing-local-coronavirus-covid-19-outbreaks/
covid-19-contain-framework-a-guide-for-local-decision-makers 

[21] COVID-19 strategy was determined by the national cabi-
net. The mayors of metropolitan regions publicly complained 
about the lack of consultation https://www.thebusinessdesk.
com/northwest/news/2063177-metro-mayors-joint-plea-to-
government-on-vital-coronavirus-testing-data

[22] Local authorities did not have authority to impose their 
own infection control measures.

Chile 

[23] The national government established a Social Commit-
tee for COVID-19, constituted by representatives of municipal 
associations, government authorities, academics and health 
professionals. This body meets twice a week.  https://www.
oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/the-territorial-impact-
of-covid-19-managing-the-crisis-across-levels-of-government-
d3e314e1/

[24] Local lockdowns were imposed in Chile, but these were 
decided by the national Ministry. https://www.jogh.org/docu-
ments/2021/jogh-11-05002.htm

South Korea


