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USAID-supported Constitutional Amendment Boosts Financial Autonomy of 
Bulgarian Local Governments 
 
     On January 26, the Bulgarian Parliament adopted amendments to the constitution granting taxing 
powers to local governments.  This marks the culmination of several years of USAID support for 
fiscal decentralization.  Municipal taxing powers were raised as a policy issue in 2002 when the 
USAID Local Government Initiative assisted the Government of Bulgaria and key stakeholders in 
developing the four-year Fiscal Decentralization Program. In 2003, the National Association of 
Municipalities in the Republic of Bulgaria, a USAID-supported organization, officially submitted draft 
amendments to the Parliament aimed at: granting municipal taxing powers and authorizing local 
governments to define the services subject to user fees.  Despite all efforts of stakeholders, the 
proposed amendments were not among the constitutional amendments adopted in 2005 and 2006. 
 In 2005, USAID supported the formation of a Local Government Caucus in the Parliament with a 
special focus on the legislative agenda, including the constitutional amendment.  USAID’s ongoing 
support to all stakeholders involved in lobbying for the amendment was critical in maintaining 
momentum for its ultimate passage.  
      
     Local governments face two major issues: expanding the local revenue base, including municipal 
taxing powers, and increasing municipal infrastructure finance capabilities. These two problems are 
vital for the successful membership of Bulgaria in the EU.  The use of EU structural funds for 
regional development is at the core of the current Decentralization Program.  
 
 
Journalists Against Corruption Launch Film on National Institute of Justice with 
USAID Support 
 

     Following two January broadcasts on 
Bulgarian National Television, USAID grantee 
Journalists Against Corruption presented a 
special screening of its latest film on January 31 
at the National Institute of Justice (NIJ) in Sofia.  
Mission Director Michael Fritz and USAID 
Judicial Strengthening Initiative (JSI) Deputy 
Director Virginia Leavitt addressed NIJ staff, 
trainers, and rule of law partners attending the 
screening.   The January broadcasts of the film 
reached approximately one million television 
viewers. The film was the sixth judicial reform 
documentary produced by Journalists Against 
Corruption under USAID grants.  JSI Deputy 
Director Leavitt underscored the great strides of 
the Institute since its humble beginnings seven 
years ago, and reasserted the importance of 
increasing public awareness about the work of 
the courts. 
 

 
     Reneta Nikolova and Alexander Lazarov of Journalists Against Corruption hosted the screening 
and were joined by Deputy Minister of Justice Sabrie Sapundjieva and NIJ Board member Professor 
Dimitar Kostov.  Sofia Regional Court Chairperson Ivan Kolev also addressed the Institute, and 
highlighted how a previous film in the series, dedicated to the Sofia Regional Court, served to 
increase the openness and transparency of the court.  The series of films were titled “The Court and 
Us” and “The Court – a Look Inside,” and were funded through the JSI Competitive Grants program.  
Each film has been broadcast on Bulgarian National Television (BNT) – one of the two leading TV 
stations in Bulgaria.  Journalists Against Corruption was awarded one further USAID JSI grant and 
will launch a study of public awareness about the Supreme Judicial Council, then produce a 
documentary on the issues emerging from the study.  
 

USAID JSI Deputy Director Virginia Leavitt 
addresses the National Institute of Justice in Sofia, 
prior to the film screening 
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Greek Experience Energizes Local Development Planners 
 

     A diverse group of emerging local economic development experts visited Greece from January 
21-27 for a study tour on “Local Action Groups – a Bottom-Up Approach for the Development of 
Rural Areas.” The study tour was developed by the USAID Participant Training Program 
implemented by World Learning in response to a request from the Foundation for Local Government 
Reform (FLGR) to support their work with Local Action Groups in numerous small municipalities.  
The event was hosted by the West Macedonia Development Company, which has expertise in 
supporting local action groups, stimulating communication and cooperation among all parties in the 
rural development process 

     Representatives from the municipalities of 
Teteven, Yablanitsa, Kresna, Strumyani, 
Antonovo, Omurtag, Svoge, and Boychinovtsi 
learned about effective Greek practices and 
successes in rural economic development, with an 
emphasis on high-impact uses of EU funding.  The 
program included visits to several rural Greek 
municipalities to get acquainted with successful 
development and investment projects, such as 
mountain hotels, winter sports facilities, two 
wineries and traditional taverns. 

     The participants returned with a clear vision of 
the potential of Local Action Groups in Bulgaria 
and the EU LEADER funding mechanism, as well 
as exciting new ideas about trans-border 
cooperation. Assisted by FLGR, the group will begin to incorporate Greek practices into their work 
and stay in touch with their Greek counterparts.  
 

 
U.S. and Bulgarian Cities Mark 10 Years of Partnership 
      

     Golden, Colorado was founded during the American 
gold rush and enjoyed brief status as the capital of 
Colorado Territory in the 1800s.  Veliko Turnovo was the 
capital of medieval Bulgaria.  These cities now have even 
more in common after working together to tackle modern-
day issues such as street lighting.   

     This year marks the 10th anniversary of city-to-city 
partnerships in Bulgaria. A final Best Practices 
Symposium this spring will celebrate the program’s 
success and will take a look back at how far the 
communities and the country have come in the past 10 
years. 

     The USAID-supported Technical Twinning Program 
was designed to provide technical assistance to 
Bulgarian municipalities by matching each Bulgarian 
participant with an American municipal twin to share 
expertise on technical and management issues.  The 
goals of the program were to initiate economic and 
community development; improve local government 
operations; and increase community participation.   

     
Improved street lighting in Veliko Turnovo is 
one visible result of technical assistance from 
its Colorado counterpart.  
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     The USAID Technical Twinning, Resource Cities, and CityLinks programs implemented by the 
International City/County Management Association (ICMA) had a tremendous impact on the cities in 
which they worked.  Cities across the U.S. volunteered their staff and resources to provide technical 
assistance, humanitarian assistance, and share cultural experiences and camaraderie.  The original 
three partnerships expanded to include nearly 40 Bulgarian municipalities and over 15 American 
cities including Duluth, MN, Durham, NC, Abington, PA, Brunswick, OH, Spokane, WA, Portage, MI, 
Auburn, AL, Charlottesville, VA, Winchester, VA, Kettering, OH. West Carrollton, OH, West Bend, 
WI, Ontario, CA, Johnstown, OH and Golden, CO.  

    Veliko Turnovo and Golden, Colorado, for example, focused their attention on infrastructure 
improvements by creating a financial plan and implementing a policy of preventative maintenance 
that has since been replicated in 10 nearby municipalities.  Veliko Turnovo continues to update the 
infrastructure management plan, now a critical element of the city’s financial plan, and has saved 
millions of dollars. 

    Composting and improved solid waste management were also identified as areas in need of 
improvement.  Sarah Phillips, village manager of Johnstown, Ohio, has worked in 13 Bulgarian 
municipalities to provide training and to assist with the creation of composting sites.  Educational 
campaigns implemented by each city have increased public awareness and supported the cities’ 
composting efforts.  In 2006, five new cities established composting sites and deposited over 200 
tons of biodegradable waste.  Each of these municipalities is prepared to expand the program in 
2007 and 46 municipalities expressed interest in creating pilot composting sites during the next year. 

     Many of the partners have grown to include not just technical but humanitarian assistance.  West 
Bend, Wisconsin, shipped seven 40-foot containers of donated computers, school equipment, books, 
clothing, blankets, and firefighting equipment to their counterparts in Pazardjik.  The effects of 
CityLinks will long outlast the program's tenure in Bulgaria.  

 


