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Introduction 

Whenever a new government is put in place, one of the first priorities is to prepare and adopt a law 
concerning the composition and organisation of the government, the organisation and rules for the 
functioning of the Council of Ministers (CoM), and the competencies of the Prime Minister and of each 
minister. Special attention is given to the organisation and functioning of the centre of government (CoG) 
and to the special co-ordination role accorded to ministers who also have horizontal competencies1. 

The government has exclusive competency in connection with its own organisation and functioning, 
which means that neither parliament nor the President of the Republic can obstruct or change the 
government’s decision in this regard. 

In addition to the specific competencies given to ministers by the law, ministers are granted the overall 
competency to implement and co-ordinate the activities of the various services of the ministry (with due 
respect to their legal autonomy). 

Whether discussing the way in which ministerial policies are carried out or developing legislative 
proposals, the minister is supported and advised by his/her own cabinet and by the various services of the 
ministry through the respective directors general. In some ministries a special committee of directors 
general meets at the request of the minister to discuss horizontal policies within the ministry (e.g. 
organisation of the ministry, budget, ministerial policy-making, human resources management, 
investment). The meetings of this committee are chaired by the minister. 

In practice, the boundaries between the role of the cabinet of the minister and the role of the various 
services in the ministry are unclear, which adversely affects communication as well as the activities of the 
ministry as a whole.  

In fact, it is assumed that the cabinet of the minister — where the staff are mainly political appointees, 
although there have been several civil servants among them — should be an advisory political team, with 
some technical competencies to assist the minister in the decision-making process and to develop contacts 
with other ministerial cabinets and with the CoG. Ministerial services, on the other hand, should have the 
expertise and capacity to prepare studies, analyses, and draft proposals to support the minister’s actions.  

However, even in an unintentional way, the tendency of governments is to increase the role of the 
ministerial cabinet and, consequently, reduce the role of ministerial services. This solution aims to speed 
up the activities of the ministry, but it also leads to lowering the technical quality of proposals, 
diminishing the sustainability of policies2, limiting the involvement of the public administration and 
demotivating civil servants, while increasing final costs (the ministerial cabinet becomes larger but 
ministerial services do not reduce their staff accordingly). 

Functions of Ministries in Policy Development 

The overall framework for public policies is established in three main documents: 

• Government Programme 
• Major Options of National Plans (GOP)3 
• State Budget (OE)4. 

The Government Programme contains the general guidelines for public policies to be implemented and 
objectives to be reached during the government’s mandate (four years). As this programme is derived 
from the electoral programme of the party (or parties) represented in the government, it constitutes 
democratic support for the future action of the government and assumes the political commitments that 
citizens had voted for. The preparation of the Government Programme is the direct responsibility of the 

 
1 Decree-law 79/2005 for the current government (XVII Constitutional Government). 
2 In fact, as the cabinet is a temporary organisation, the appointments of its staff are valid only for as long as the 

relevant member of government is in office. If that member of government ceases his/her activity, all of the 
cabinet staff are replaced and their accumulated knowledge of policies under development is lost for the most 
part. 

3 Grandes Opções do Plano (GOP). 
4 Orçamento do Estado (OE). 
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Prime Minister, who usually establishes for this purpose a special task force comprising mainly the 
members of government at the centre of government (CoG)5. 

The Major Options of National Plans (GOP) — which define the objectives and main actions to be carried 
out in the medium term (five years), even if adjustments are made yearly as a rolling programme — 
constitute the principal strategic planning tool, articulating policies and human and financial resources in 
order to give coherence to the government’s action and guiding economic and social investment in a 
sustainable way. The current GOP covers the period from 2005 to 2009. Co-ordination of the preparation 
of the GOP is a special task of the Minister of Finance and Public Administration (MFPA) and the 
Minister for Environment, Spatial Planning and Regional Development. 

The State Budget (OE), which is annual, defines in detail the financial resources allocated to the various 
areas of the government, thereby establishing the budgetary boundaries for actions to be taken by the 
various ministers in developing the public policies for which they are responsible. The State Budget’s 
preparation is under the responsibility of the Minister of Finance and Public Administration. 

Complementary to these three main policy instruments, the Stability Growth Programme is an important 
reference document related to Portugal’s EU commitments. 

Under the umbrella of these main instruments and the overall strategic co-ordination of the Prime Minister 
with the CoG (in particular concerning priorities, timing, communication with the public and with 
parliament), each minister is responsible for the development of public policy (initiative, planning, 
drafting, negotiating, monitoring and evaluating) in the area of his/her competence. However, the special 
role of the Minister of Finance and Public Administration (MFPA) must not be underestimated6. In some 
areas, the role of state ministers must be considered as well. For instance, the Minister of State and 
Foreign Affairs needs to be consulted with regard to all legislative acts related to the transposition of EU 
directives, even if the legislative initiative is the responsibility of the minister in the related area.  

The Council of Ministers plays a role in the co-ordination of the government’s activities through its 
discussions of matters of general policy and the sharing of information among ministers. However, the 
main role of the Council of Ministers is to make decisions on the legislative drafts submitted by the 
various ministers. The Council of Ministers in Portugal follows the “quasi-legislative” model7. 

Sometimes, the law on the composition and organisation of the government establishes ministerial 
committees to deal with specific matters (e.g. Foreign and European Affairs, Economic and Financial 
Affairs), but the current government has not created any ministerial committee. The Council of Ministers 
may nevertheless meet to discuss a specific matter exclusively. 

Ministers act on their own to develop sector policies, for which they assume the responsibility. This 
competence includes the right/duty to draft legislation and the leadership of the entire process up until the 
CoG includes the draft proposal on the agenda for approval by the Council of Ministers (the ministry 
therefore ensures internal negotiations with other ministries and external negotiations with social partners 
or other interest groups). Ministers are politically accountable to the Prime Minister, parliament and, of 
course, the citizens for activities within their competence. 

It is therefore a minister’s task to work closely with the respective secretaries of state, asking their cabinets 
and services of the ministry to prepare the initial drafts. When a legislative process is underway, the 

 
5 In the current government, the CoG (Presidência do Conselho de Ministros) consists of the three state 

ministers, the Minister of the Presidency, the Minister of Parliamentary Affairs, as well as the Secretary of 
State to the Presidency of the Council of Ministers, the Assistant Secretary of State to the Prime Minister, the 
Assistant Secretary of State for Local Administration, and the Secretary of State for Youth and Sports. 

 Note that in Portugal the position of secretary of state is a political one. The law on the composition and 
organisation of the government specifies that the government is composed of the Prime Minister, the ministers 
and the secretaries of state. However, only the Secretary of State to the Presidency of the Council of Ministers 
and the Assistant Secretary of State to the Prime Minister have permanent seats in the Council of Ministers, 
but without the right to vote. The same limitation applies to other secretaries of state invited by the Prime 
Minister to participate in some meetings but not on a permanent basis. 

6 For example, any legislative proposal of a minister that may reduce budget income or increase expenditure or 
that affects the structure of the public administration or the civil servants’ statute requires the formal 
agreement of the MFPA.  

7 See A Comparative Analysis of Government Offices in OECD Countries, OECD, Paris, 2004 
[GOV/PGC/MPM/RD(2004)1]. 
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minister must duly inform the CoG (Secretary of State to the Presidency of the Council of Ministers) in 
order to organise and schedule the submission of the proposal for approval by the Council of Ministers 
and, depending on the case, to also prepare its submission to parliament. 

Sometimes ministers set up working groups — which include members of their cabinets and staff of the 
services of the public administration under their co-ordination (and even staff of other cabinets and public 
services in other ministries, with the agreement of the respective minister) — to prepare the drafts relating 
to more complex matters. These working groups may be headed by the minister, one of his/her secretaries 
of state, a member of the minister’s personal cabinet, or a high-level civil servant (usually at director 
general level).  

When the initial legal draft is ready, the minister starts negotiations with the other ministers most directly 
involved in the subject (but services of the ministry or cabinets are frequently allowed to have previous 
discussions with other services and cabinets, thus reducing as much as possible the difficult discussions at 
political level, which are carried out by the minister). Once the minister has reached an agreement with 
other concerned ministers — or at least has averted disagreement at political level — he/she may proceed 
to discuss the proposal with social partners and other interest groups.  

Upon completion of negotiations and consultations with the various concerned parties, the draft proposal 
is reviewed and then sent by the minister to the CoG for circulation to all ministries and for inclusion on 
the agenda of a forthcoming meeting of secretaries of state (where every minister is represented); the draft 
is subsequently placed on the agenda of the Council of Ministers, in accordance with the procedures 
defined by the Council of Ministers8. 

When the draft proposal is sent to the CoG for circulation, it must be supported by an introductory 
memorandum explaining the objectives, proposed solution (and reasons why other solutions have not been 
considered or have been rejected), compatibility of the proposal with the Government Programme and 
with European policies and regulations, available human and financial resources to implement the 
proposal, consultations carried out and their results, and expected impact. A press release on the subject 
may also be included. 

The various ministries may then forward their formal comments or request further information on the 
proposal. These comments are sent to the CoG and to the minister responsible for the proposal. Finally, 
the CoG — through the Secretary of State to the Presidency of the Council of Ministers — may conduct 
meetings with representatives of various ministries to make final revisions to the draft before it is 
presented for preliminary evaluation in the meeting of secretaries of state and subsequently submitted for 
the decision by the Council of Ministers.  

During the circulation and approval phases, the minister plays an important role in defending the proposal 
and responding to questions (and eventually in revising the proposal). If the draft proposal requires the 
approval of parliament, it is still the minister who must discuss it with parliamentarians, either in plenary 
sessions or in specialised committees.   

At the end of each Council of Ministers’ meeting, the government holds a press conference to announce 
the main decisions adopted. It is usually the minister concerned who announces and explains the decision 
to the press. 

 
8 Resolution 82/2005 of the Council of Ministers currently defines these procedures.  
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The Legislative Process 

Phases Action Actor 

Initiative Minister 

Initial draft 

Services of the ministry 

and/or 

Minister’s cabinet 

Negotiation 

(1st phase: with horizontal 

ministries and external 

negotiation) 

Minister 

Studying and 

drafting 

Revised draft Minister 

Agenda-setting CoG 

Negotiation 

(2nd phase: internal 

negotiation) 

CoG and Minister 

Discussion in Secretaries of 

State meeting 
CoG 

Final draft CoG and Minister 

Decision-making 

Discussion and approval 

in CoM 
CoG and Minister 

Discussion in Parliament Minister 

Communication  Minister 
Implementation 

Monitoring 

and evaluation 
Services of the ministry 

Functions of Ministries in Policy Monitoring and Policy Evaluation 

The system of monitoring and evaluating public policy is weak, and governmental responsibility for its 
development is with ministers, each in his/her respective area. 

An increasing interest in this activity has resulted, on the one hand, from a growing perception of the 
importance of monitoring and evaluating policies as a way of increasing the quality of governance (by 
designing, adjusting and reviewing public policy) and, on the other, from the need to report on progress to 
citizens, the media, international organisations (e.g. OECD) and supranational bodies (e.g. EU, UN). 
Parliament is also stressing the need to monitor and evaluate public policy because MPs, through various 
parliamentary means (such as monthly debates with the Prime Minister and requests addressed to the 
government), are demanding more and more information about the policies that are being implemented 
and the achievement of expected results. 

In some cases, such as when new legislation or policies are introduced by using an experimental approach, 
the law specifies the need for evaluation within a pre-defined time frame as a means of obtaining relevant 
information that will allow the minister to review the law or policy.  

For the purpose of monitoring and evaluation, some ministries have special services or units whose main 
task is to provide prospective and evaluation studies. As a complement or alternative to these units, 
ministers are using the information obtained from horizontal centres providing studies and statistics (e.g. 
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National Statistics Institute) or even from university research centres. Some private companies and 
evaluators may also be contracted by ministers to carry out evaluations of specific public policies or 
actions. Agreements with NGOs and specialised observatories are also used for this purpose. 

Internet forums, media reactions, users’ comments and seminars are, among others, various ways of 
monitoring and evaluating public policy (even if these means are not as consistent as scientific 
approaches). 

This is an area, however, that requires considerable improvement in the near future. 

Organisational Structures of Ministries to Carry out Policy Work 

The structure of a typical ministry comprises two distinct levels: one political and the other administrative. 

The political level includes the minister and the secretary (or secretaries) of state (and, more rarely, 
undersecretaries of state). According to the law, they are all members of the government, appointed by the 
President of the Republic on the proposal of the Prime Minister (secretaries and undersecretaries of state 
are chosen by the minister). The competencies of secretaries of state and undersecretaries of state are not 
given by law, but depend on the powers delegated by the minister.  

The administrative level includes all of the services under the co-ordination of the minister: general 
secretariat, general directorates, public institutes and consultative committees.  

Each ministry has a secretary general, whose main functions are: 

• to provide administrative support for the functioning of the cabinets of the minister, 
secretaries of state and undersecretaries of state (salaries, communications, facilities, 
logistics, etc;); and 

• to co-ordinate the horizontal activities related to all services of the ministry, mainly with 
regard to human resources management, public procurement and budget. 

The general directorates are the executive agencies of ministries. Their functions include: preparing 
studies and analyses, advising the minister, drafting legislation, implementing and evaluating legislation 
and public policies, delivering services to citizens and other administrative services, and managing own 
resources. In some ministries a specific general directorate deals with strategic studies and planning. 
General directorates that have horizontal functions covering the whole public administration (e.g. General 
Directorate for Public Administration and General Directorate for the Budget) play a special role in 
advising other services — or even authorizing them to take action — and participate in any negotiations 
with unions. 

Between the political level and the administrative level are the cabinets of the members of government. 
Ministers, secretaries of state and undersecretaries of state each have their own cabinet. As political 
appointees, their main function is to serve as political and technical advisers to the members of 
government. They ensure the links with other cabinets and with the CoG and exercise the communication 
function in relation to the media and citizens. Each cabinet is headed by a cabinet chief, who co-ordinates 
the activities of cabinet staff.  

The statute and composition of cabinets is established by law, with a special statute defining the cabinet of 
the Prime Minister. This cabinet has at least one adviser for each policy area; these advisers are frequently 
asked by the Prime Minister to work directly with ministers on specific matters.  
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