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For those interested in public administration the recent book by Gilles Paquet, The New Geo-Governance:  A Baroque Approach, is required reading.  Paquet’s description of our governing institutions and the rapidly changing contexts in which they are embedded is a word-picture of the highest quality, and his portrayal of our likely governance future is a conceptual tour de force.  As is often the case with important books, at certain points The New Geo-Governance challenges the foundations upon which traditional public administration rests.  Paquet particularly addresses the place of territorially based jurisdictions—the Westphalian nation-state and its sub-state jurisdictions--as essential preconditions for effective public administration.  
Twenty years ago Dwight Waldo wrote, “we simply do not know how to solve some of the problems government has been asked to solve.”  Paquet reasons that this is because “the nation state when confronted with the global adjustment processes and the demands of subnational groups, is not unlike Gulliver:  unable to deal effectively with the dwarfs of Lilliput or the giants of Bobdingnag.”   Local forces from within and regional and global forces from without have rendered the territorial nation state and its subdivisions “less congruent with contemporary realities, and less capable of providing an effective governance regime.”  As a result, “new forms of distributed governance arrangements have emerged based on a more diffused pattern of power”—systems of geo-governance.  By geo-governance, Paquet means “the ways in which effective coordination is effected in a world where resources, knowledge, and power are distributed though geographical space.”

Many leading observers and thinkers have made essentially the same observations including Robert Axelrod and Michael Cohen; James March and Johan Olsen; Harlan Cleveland; Jean-Marie Guehenno; Walter Kickert, Erik-Hans Klijn, and Joop Kooperman;  Peter Drucker; Samuel Huntington; and James Rosenau.  But because of his emphasis on the technologies of geo-governance, Gilles Paquet advances the earlier work of these theorists particularly with respect to public administration.  To operationalize geo-governance and make it effective, he argues against emphasizing governance principles and rules, organizational structures, management processes, and culture and in favor of emphasizing governance mechanisms, by which he means  “the many ways in which (1) individuals and institutions (public, private, and civic) manage their collective affairs in space, (2) diverse interests accommodate and resolve their differences, and (3) these many actors and organizations are involved in a continuing process of formal and informal competition, cooperation, and learning in space.”  Although Paquet’s language is a bit arcane, by “governance mechanisms” he means day-to-day patterns of collaborative problem solving: in other words, public administration.  “Collaboration is the new categorical imperative” for public administration.

What, in more precise terms, do the new “mechanism” of geo-governance look like?  They are made up of dispersed and decentralized organizations that “govern themselves by becoming capable of learning both what their goals are, and the means by which to reach them, as they proceed, by tapping into the knowledge and information that active citizens possess, and getting them to invent ways out of the predicaments they are in.  This leads to more distributed governance and deprives leaders of their monopoly on the governing of organizations. . .  . This diffraction of power has evolved because it triggers more effective learning in the context of rapid change, through decentralized and flexible teams, woven by moral contracts and reciprocal obligations, negotiated in the context of evolving partnerships.”  There are, according to Paquet, interorganizational ligatures that exhibit “the new lightness and fluidity of the increasingly mobile, slippery, shifty, evasive and fugitive power [which] is not completely a-territorial, it is characterized, however, by new forms of belonging that escape the control of the nation-state to a much higher degree than before, by virtual agoras, liquid networks, variegated and overlapping terrains where citizens [and public administrators] can land temporarily.”         

 
Such arrangements “lend themselves to improvisation and experimentation.  Consequently, it is not that we feel particularly well served by mechanisms, but they are one of the few workable levers we have.  Indeed, when one reflects on some of the broad features of the new ligatures that have been found particularly useful in seeking to construct good governance arrangements in practice, mechanisms would appear to be the operational unit most likely to be of use. . .”  Such mechanisms are the “agoras (information sharing places, shared spaces, consultation/negotiation tables, and the like) for clusters of stakeholders in different sectors or regions.”  Effective mechanisms are continuous, resilient, and have solid interorganizational learning capacities that tend to exhibit vertical, horizontal, and transversal patterns of soft accountability and ethics, as well as pronounced patterns of leadership and trust.  

However, as Paquet indicates, there are at least as many examples  of the failure to cooperate as there are examples of successful geo-governance.  Why?  It is “often the case that the required mechanisms are either missing, fail to live up to expectations, or neutralize one another.  There is either (1) no place for dialogue and deliberation, or for collaborative arrangements to be negotiated; or (2) no way to neutralize and overcome rivalry and envy; and little possibility of building much partnering and leadership on inexistent trust; (3) or little in the way of intelligent mutual accountability mechanisms; or (4) not much of the requisite enaction, control, and stewardship mechanisms for effective social learning.  As a result geo-governance flounders.”  But there are enough examples of effective geo-governance found in the works of Elinor and Vincent Ostrom, Robert Axelrod, Harlan Cleveland, Earnest Haas, Howard Rheingold, and the network theorists to confirm Gilles Paquet’s claims.

It is, however, the fundamentals of geo-governance that really challenge traditional public administration.  As Paquet puts it, “The mechanisms that promote dialogue, partnering, leadership and the like are the very fabric of governance, but they have a subversive impact on the state.”  This is because “[i]n modern democracies the sort of citizen participation [and direct public administration involvement] entailed by the mechanisms sketched out above is a challenge to the usual methods of representation; because it short-circuits the usual process through which the collective will is supposedly expressing itself in the polity—the ballot box.”  
As formal democratic polities, what role shall the nation, the state, or the city play in modern geo-governance?  First, there is much that remains mediated by national, state, and city regimes inasmuch as their polities are deeply territorial.  According to Paquet, “the territorial nation still plays the role of an echo box, through which much must be arbitrated.”  Traditional democratic politics—office holding, parties, campaigns and elections, law making, revenue extraction—form the backdrop for geo-governance.  But geo-governance has at least as much to do with public administration as it has to do with jurisdictional politics.  “This new pattern has vested infra-national communities with new powers, has built on new principles of cooperation/competition within and across national boundaries, and has been rooted in new capabilities that are much less state-centered.”


It you are ready for a particularly thoughtful and challenging treatment of public administration, read Gilles Paquet’s The New Geo-Governance: A Baroque Approach, and get a glimpse of your future.
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