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1 Executive summary

The Netherlands Court of Audit (NCA) has to evaluate if public money is spent according to the rules (compliance), to what extent formulated goals are achieved (effectiveness) and to what extent this is done in an efficient way (efficiency). Especially in the audits concerning effectiveness and efficiency, the NCA struggles with the classical problems of all evaluation, e.g.:

· the difficulties of identifying the influence of public policy among a multitude of social and economic factors

· the lack of clearly defined goals and products in the public sector, 

· the lack of reliable data relating money to products and effects, 

· the lack of clear and generally accepted norms concerning the quality of public action on a concrete level. 

In this paper we
 will focus on a part of the latter aspect: what norms are appropriate to the evaluation of public action when this takes place in a network? 

We will argue that Government increasingly collaborates with other actors (public and/or private), not only in the execution but also in the elaboration of policies. If this is the case it is not useful to evaluate public action as if it were undertaken in a vertical one-way model. However, one has to account for this kind of public action from the same basic values that apply to the whole public sector: democratic accountability, compliance with the rules, realisation of goals with a good cost effectiveness. We formulate seven norms that do take into account the particularities of public action within a network. 
2 The concept of public network governance

2.1 Global definition

Central Government increasingly needs other actors to determine its final goals and to realise desired effects. In many cases other parties have a possibility to block certain policies or dispose of specific knowledge or financial resources that Central Government does not have. In such cases, Central Government often forms a network with other parties to design and carry out complex projects.

There are many definitions of ‘network’. The term may refer to patterns of relationships between friends, firms, institutions and so on. Our focus is on network governance with a public dimension, a way of steering public policies in which networks play a dominant role. To this purpose, the definition of ‘network’ used in the conference on democratic network governance in Copenhagen seems useful : [a network is] ‘a group of operationally autonomous, but mutually interdependent actors that act within a regulative, normative and cognitive framework’ (Research Centre for Democratic Network Governance 2003)

In this paper, our interest is limited to networks in which Central Government takes part. The simple reason for this is that our organisation, the Netherlands Court of Audit (NCA), has to evaluate (and strives to ameliorate) the actions of Central Government.

2.2 Democratic control and accountability

When Central Government takes part in a network, this asks for a more open way of thinking that transgresses the traditional domains and roles in public decision-making and implementation of these decisions. As Gerry Stoker points out, this is an important difference with both the Traditional Public Administration and the New Public Management. In the traditional public administration, one relies heavily on compliance to detailed procedures to guarantee a correct implementation of choices made by democratically elected persons. In New Public Management, the implementation relies more on emulations of the market mechanism, e.g. targets and efficiency indicators. In network governance, learning exchange and the search for the best solution by dialoguing partners is the key. This asks for active participation of all stakeholders and therefore a kind of democratic flow, Stoker argues (Stoker 2004). 

Here we see the contours of a twofold problem. First: what about networks with Government participation that elaborate and implement important projects but do not care too much if their view of the problem and its best solution is shared by the concerned citizens and the people at large? In other words: what about democratic control? Secondly: who is accountable for what, if all actors are defining the problem together and searching for the best solution together? This latter question is particularly important for an organisation like ours, heavily relying on the political assumption that a minister is always accountable for everything that happens under his responsibility. 

Before we explore these questions, let us make clear what kind of networks we are talking about.

2.3 Types of public networks 

In the Netherlands, we globally discern three types of networks on a project base
 in which central government plays a role. These are:

1. ‘Public authority-networks’, networks between the central state, provinces and local authorities. Commitment is typically formalised in a memory of understanding.

2. ‘Societal networks’, including central government and private firms and/or citizens and/or provinces and/or local authorities. Commitment is typically formalised in indicative plans. Several big infrastructural projects were steered in this way. 

3. ‘Public Private Partnerships’, including central government and private firms. Commitment is formalised in contracts that are subject to private law. There are numerous projects like this, most of all in the sectors of urban planning and construction and infrastructure.
3 Network Governance and the Netherlands Court of Audit

3.1 Existing evaluation practice of the NCA

In its reports about the performance of Government and related bodies, our organisation underpins its judgment most of all by the following norms:

· Goals must be carefully formulated (SMART+C: specific, measurable, agreed, realistic, time bound and consistent)

· Goals must be achieved. If this is not (fully) the case, the concerning ministry of other body has to dispose of a good explanation.

· The ministry or other public body must have relevant, complete and reliable information concerning the degree to which goals are being achieved.

3.2 Criticisms

There is not much debate about these norms as such. But there is criticism about the expertise, the methods and the presuppositions inherent in the way we evaluate if these norms are met. According to certain critics, the Netherlands Court of Audit has an obsession for numbers, even though it is usually impossible to prove in a quantitative way that public action leads to the desired outcome (Woestenberg 2003). 

Others state that our organisation is not sufficiently aware of the complexity of political decision-making (TNS NIPO Consult 2003), social changes (De Bruijn 2003) and the context of the policy it evaluates (Van der Meer, De Vries, Visser 2000). 

3.3 Reactions

Different reactions to these objections are possible, that do not exclude each other.

· Political decision-making may be complex indeed but this is by no way a good reason to abandon the requirement of carefully formulated goals and careful accounting in how far these goals were realised and what resources were used to this end.

· It is natural that there is a certain tension to this respect between the Netherlands Court of Audit and the ministries and other public bodies. Given there roles, the Court of Audit tends to stress accountability and the ministries and other public bodies tend to stress the complexity of their praxis and the need to act.

· The Netherlands Court of Audit takes into account how complex the making and implementation of policy is. This complexity is integrated into the audits and the formulation of judgments. This implies amongst others that the Court of Audit asks itself if its norms need adaptation for the complex situation of network governance. In this situation several actors are mutually dependent, much more than in traditional hierarchical patterns of governance. The set of norms that our organisation is used to, presupposes in principle one steering actor, national government. This requires some adaptations (we will treat them in some detail in chapter 4).

4 Complementary norms

4.1 Introduction

The way government acts in networks has to meet the same basic norms that apply to all public action. The authorities have to account democratically for their policy; the policy has to be decided and carried out according to the rules; its goals have to be achieved; and there has to be a sound cost-benefit relationship. As a deduced norm, our organisation requires more and more that there are clearly formulated goals for each policy and explicit, plausible suppositions about the way these goals can be achieved.

To apply these basic norms to network governance, some elaboration is needed.

4.2 Risks of network governance

Network governance has a couple of specific risks that require attention of the Netherlands Court of Audit. 

4.2.1 Unnecessary use of time and money

Building up a network and making it function cost a lot of time and money. So government should only do this or participate in this if it is clearly necessary.

4.2.2 No clearly formulated goals at the beginning

In a network configuration there is not one actor who sets the goals of the policy before it is launched, but the goals emerge during the project, depending on the resources that the different actors dispose of. This makes it much more complicated for government to account for its actions and for the Court of Audit to evaluate them.

4.2.3 Different opinions about criteria for success

When is network governance a success? Is this the case if all participants are satisfied about the process, when there is a thorough plan or when desired results are achieved? And for what results is the minister accountable? If the ministry plays the role of facilitator, when does it play this role well? 

4.2.4 Tension with formal democratic legitimacy 

When civil servants make agreements with social organisations or with firms, this might limit parliamentary control. How can democratic legitimacy be safeguarded in these situations? 

4.2.5 Uncertainty about the reliability of information delivered by third parties

It is not quite clear to what extent ministers have to assess the reliability of information about the progress of the project, risks and financial resources that they give to Parliament but have received from third parties. 

4.2.6 No pre-existing model to account for the carrying out of the national budget by non-governmental entities

If in a network funds are transferred from government to non-governmental entities, it must be made clear how the network participants who received the funds account for their use. We did not formulate a general norm concerning the question how detailed this has to be, and what should be the division of roles between the minister and the non-governmental entities. In our opinion it depends on too many factors to make a general statement. 

In the following paragraphs, we will elaborate the rest of the mentioned risks and formulate norms to be used by the Netherlands Court of Audit. The management team has agreed to these norms.

4.3 Clarifying the necessity of network governance

Network governance is not per se ‘better’ than hierarchical steering. In some situations it is necessary, in other cases it is an option. The literature we read states that a network approach is needed in any case if there are important uncertainties about the definition, the causes and the solutions of the problem that the policy aims to reduce (Kleijn, Van Bueren & Koppenjan 2000). In such situations is makes no sense to impose measures unilaterally because they will not be accepted in practice. Other factors suggested in literature are:

· Other actors (than government and related bodies) are able to block the concerned policy

· Other actors have specific knowledge

· Other actors have money, government has not or not enough

In coming audits our organisation will apply the following norm:

	Norm 1: Clarify the need for network governance 

	If a public body opts for network government (for a certain phase of the policy process), the Netherlands Court of Audit will ask for what reasons this is necessary or preferable.  If network governance is the central steering philosophy of the concerned public body, it is sufficient if they refer to this philosophy and its argumentation.


4.4 Formulating goals

In a hierarchical steering model, a policy is successful if it achieves the goals formulated by the minister. In a network situation, goals are usually not concretely formulated in advance. They take form in interaction with third parties. Besides, new insights and experiences may lead to modifications. This seems to make evaluation difficult.  A possible solution is that the goals are formulated somewhat later in the process. But then they must be formulated in a way that makes evaluation possible (e.g. specific, measurable, agreed, realistic, time bound and consistent). The same applies to modifications of goals: if they are well founded and if there is a feed back to the responsible politicians and to the concerned social field, such modifications don’t make it difficult to determine if a certain policy was successful.

	Norm 2: Clearly formulate goals and modification of goals 

	· In the case of network governance, goals do not have to be exactly formulated in an early stage. But there must be a planning in phases.

· In this planning a moment is stipulated at which clear goals (meeting the SMART+C-criteria) will be formulated.

· This moment should precede the implementation of the project: the goals should be clear before the money begins to flow (apart from process costs and staff expenditure).

· Goals can be modified for different reasons. If this happens it should be well argued and accounted for. The modified goals have to meet the SMART+C criteria. 




4.5 Criteria for success 

4.5.1 Process and content

How can we evaluate the result of network governance? A number of authors opt for process norms as the evaluation criteria for the results of networks and interactive governance. The literature we read mentioned four of them:

· Ongoing interaction (Termeer 1993);

· Satisfaction of the participants (Teisman 1992);

· Consensus (Ten Heuvelhof 1993);

· Procedural prudence (In ‘t Veld, De Bruyn & Ten Heuvelhof 1992) 

To the Netherlands Court of Audit these kind of criteria can’t be sufficient, because insight into the content, the substance of the results is so important. Nevertheless, it is beyond doubt that the process-oriented criteria are important. Fortunately, the evaluation of process and content can quite well be combined. Kastelein (1996:104-105), for example, makes a distinction between short-term and long-term criteria. On the short term, it is important that a result is achieved that makes sense rationally and is accepted inside the network as well as by external stakeholders. On the long term the effects must correspond to what was agreed. Besides, the total time needed and the costs are important.

4.5.2 Efficiency

Is it possible to determine how long one should elaborate and deepen the network and try to ameliorate the communication between the various actors? Is there any cue about a ‘normal’ relation between the time and money spent to make a network function and its results? We didn’t find in literature concrete notions about these efficiency questions. Maybe it is not possible to develop such notions above the level of a specific case.

4.5.3 Compliance with the rules

We think that during the building of a network and later on tensions may appear between the care for an effective process and a clear policy, based on largely accepted criteria, for the inclusion and exclusion of various actors.

Public bodies will often not be able to ‘compensate’ unwilling actors without conflict with general rules. Anyhow, the compensation will have to concern quite general categories, e.g. a whole branch, and not an individual firm (imaginable is for example that taxes on fuel are lowered if the transportation branch accepts emission norms that are no legal obligation yet). 

In our view this is a big difference between the freedom of movement of a public body and that of a private firm. In the literature we didn’t find general notions about this theme and the potential conflicts between effectivity and compliance with the rules.

	Norm 3: (Intermediate) products should be accepted by relevant actors and give clarity about the instruments used (or to be used) in relation to the goals achieved (or to be achieved)  

	Network governance has different results. In a first phase, memories of understanding, PPP-contracts or contracts between different layers of the public authorities can be seen as a result. In the next stage the implementation of the policy formulated in these documents can be seen as the result. These different documents can be evaluated separately. The following questions will be helpful:

· To what degree is there a sound relation between the proposed – or used- instruments and the goals to be achieved?

· To what degree do relevant participating actors accept the result?

· To what costs was the result achieved?

· Within how much time was the result achieved? 

At the end of the implementation of the policy, there is of course the supplementary evaluation question if the delivered output contributed to the desired outcome (effectivity) and how this effect relates to the costs (efficiency).


4.5.4 Quality of the action of the public authorities 

An evaluation of the results of a network, as outlined above, does not give enough information about the quality of the action of the concerned public bodies. Maybe a good result was achieved in spite of a poorly operating public body, thanks to the other actors in the network. Or maybe a bad result was achieved in spite of a brilliant contribution of the concerned public body. So, a distinct set of criteria is needed 

We have to differentiate this according to the role of the public body: an actor amidst other actors, or a facilitator.

In the first role, the public body has to play the game in a smart way without going so far that it looses authority. This means:

	Norm 4: play the game smartly without loosing authority 

	As an actor amidst other actors, a public body taking part in a network should:

· make a correct assessment of the interests, the power and the resources of the various actors in the network;

· make sure that it has some compensations to offer to other actors and that it does not use this possibility until it is really necessary;

· Play the game in a correct, prudent way in order to maintain the general authority as a public body and to be able to continue work in other fields (sometimes with the same actors)




If a public body takes part in a network, it often acts as a facilitator or hires someone for this function. Based on literature and our interviews we formulated the following set of criteria concerning this role. 

	Norm 5: Take care of the various requirements of facilitating a network 

	The facilitator should:

· make a stakeholder analysis: make clear who has to be a part of the network and why;

· make sure that there is a clear ‘binding’, an agreement about the aims to be achieved and about the way in which the various partners will work together;

· make sure that the mandate of the participants and the costs for process and program are clear;

· make sure that there are explicit agreements on the managing of the process (e.g.: who is responsible for the management; how is openness guaranteed?);

· make explicit which knowledge concerning content is accepted by all relevant actors and what facts are disputed; strive to enlarge the part of the commonly accepted knowledge;

· communicate clearly during the whole process, among others by making explicit intermediate goals and modifications of goals and making sure these are clear to all actors. 




4.6 Accounting to democratically elected institutions

To be accountable to Parliament, public action in networks has to respect the following set of criteria.

	Norm 6: account to Parliament for public action in networks

	·  The concerned minister(s) should make sure that there are explicit statements about the principles that are beyond discussion in the network (e.g. the accessibility of health care);

· Even if the process of decision-making and implementation does not take place in a linear and rational way, government can account for the way it has served public interest in a network. The minister should agree with Parliament about what topics he will inform it, and when;

· If a public body was the facilitator or was responsible for the facilitator, then it is in any case responsible for the quality of the fulfillment of this role (see norm 5). In general, one minister has the final responsibility.




4.7 Safeguards for the reliability of information provided by third parties

In a network, it often happens that a non-public actor provides a part of the information that the minister uses in the account he gives to Parliament. When can the minister (and by consequence Parliament) rely on this information, and when is an extra check on the reliability of this information needed? The Netherlands Court of Audit developed a simple framework that is now (October 2004) widely accepted. It simply states that the minister has to make a risk analysis, guided most of all by the self-interest that the concerned organisation has in an overly optimistic or pessimistic presentation of the facts (Tweede Kamer 2003-2004).For example: if the budget of an organisation is linked to its output, there is an obvious temptation to present this output in the most favourable way. 

	Norm 7: make a risk analysis concerning the reliability of information provided by third parties and provide corresponding safeguards, 

	The bigger the risk, determined most of all by self-interest, the more safeguards are needed, as elaborated by the NCA (Tweede Kamer 2003-2004). 
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� This paper is largely based upon a guideline of the Netherlands Court of Audit written by Marcoen Roelofs, Paul Pestman and Pépin Cabo, though it is not a literal translation (Algemene Rekenkamer 2003).’We’ refers to these three authors. This English paper is a draft version, not authorized by the Netherlands Court of Audit. 


� We do not consider here the long standing institutional networks formalised in various Councils.





