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Abstract

Public–private collaboration has become an important governance mechanism within the European framework, particularly in the context of fiscal constraints and growing infrastructure and public service needs. This article employs public–private collaboration as an umbrella concept, encompassing public–private partnerships, concessions, and other hybrid governance arrangements involving cooperation between public authorities and private entities. The article addresses the need for conceptual clarity between concessions and PPPs within European governance frameworks.
The study is based on a qualitative literature review of academic publications and institutional reports relevant to the European Union. Through a structured analysis, the paper examines the conceptual and legal foundations of public–private collaboration, with a focus on concessions and public–private partnerships, as well as their institutional and governance implications.
The findings suggest that public–private collaboration can support long-term investment, risk sharing, and efficiency in the provision of public infrastructure and services, provided that appropriate legal frameworks, institutional capacity, and transparency mechanisms are in place. The article contributes to the academic and policy debate on hybrid governance arrangements in the European context.
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1. Introduction

This article uses the term public–private collaboration as an umbrella concept, encompassing public–private partnerships, concessions, and other hybrid governance arrangements that involve cooperation between public authorities and private entities within the European framework. This conceptual approach allows for a comprehensive analysis of institutional and policy mechanisms through which the private sector contributes to the delivery of public infrastructure and services. The article aims to clarify the conceptual and institutional differences between concessions and PPPs within the broader framework of public–private collaboration in the European Union. The contribution of this study lies in its qualitative comparative perspective on governance and risk allocation mechanisms.

2. Theoretical background

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (2019) define concessions as contractual arrangements in which the remuneration for the execution of works or the provision of services is granted either exclusively through the right to exploit the resulting asset or service, or through a combination of this exploitation right and a financial payment. In this framework, the private partner assumes responsibility for delivering the project or service and recovers its investment primarily by operating the asset or service over a defined period, bearing a significant share of the associated economic and operational risks.
The acronym PPP refers to Public–Private Partnership, a broader concept encompassing various forms of collaboration between public authorities and private entities. PPPs are typically characterized by their contractual complexity and long-term nature, as they are designed to govern the delivery of infrastructure or public services over extended periods, often spanning several decades. These arrangements involve detailed contractual provisions regulating risk allocation, financing structures, performance standards, payment mechanisms, and responsibilities related to construction, operation, and maintenance.
Due to their long-term horizon and multifaceted structure, PPP contracts require a high level of institutional capacity and careful planning from public authorities, as well as a clear alignment of incentives between the public and private partners. When properly designed and managed, PPPs and concessions can contribute to improved efficiency, innovation, and value for money in the provision of public infrastructure and services, while also posing challenges related to transparency, flexibility, and public accountability.
Under Directive 2004/17/EC on public sector procurement, concessions are defined as contracts in which the consideration for the execution of works or the provision of services consists either exclusively of the right to exploit the work or service, or of this right combined with a financial payment.
The Directive establishes a differentiated legal treatment for works concessions and service concessions. Works concessions are subject to specific rules governing the procedures for their award, as expressly provided by the Directive. By contrast, service concessions fall outside the scope of the Directive; however, the fundamental principles of the Treaty apply to the award of such contracts in cases where there is a potential cross-border interest.
The notions of works concessions and service concessions are derived from European Union law and must therefore be interpreted in accordance with EU legal principles. National legal systems may adopt different definitions of concessions, which implies that certain contracts or arrangements classified as concessions under domestic law may not qualify as such for the purposes of the Directive.

3. Research Methodology

The research is based on a qualitative literature review, conducted through a structured analysis of academic publications and institutional reports addressing public-private partnerships, concessions, and other hybrid forms of collaboration between public and private actors. A qualitative approach is appropriate given the institutional and conceptual nature of the research.
 The qualitative approach aims to identify and interpret dominant themes, institutional practices, and policy perspectives related to public–private collaboration in the European context.
The study seeks to highlight relevant findings concerning the role of public–private collaboration in supporting the economic development of European states, with particular attention to PPPs as smart and flexible financing solutions in the contemporary economic environment. In current economic practice, collaborative arrangements frequently involve both commercial companies and public institutions, with such associations taking the form of joint ventures, public–private partnerships, or concession-based contracts (Longa, 2011).
The reviewed articles were sourced from recognized academic databases such as ScienceDirect, DOAJ, and RePEc, based on a set of predefined keywords, including public–private partnership, concessions and economic growth. In addition, the selection process accounted for citation impact, journal reputation, and the overall scholarly quality of the publications. The study is limited by its reliance on secondary data and qualitative interpretation.
This methodological approach allows for a comparative and interpretative assessment of governance arrangements in the European public–private collaboration framework.
4. Findings 
The comparative framework presented in Table 1 constitutes one of the key findings of this study, highlighting how the allocation of risk and remuneration mechanisms fundamentally differentiates concessions from PPPs in competition-for-the-market settings.
Table 1. Comparative analysis of Concessions and Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs)
	Aspect
	Concessions
	PPPs

		


Definition


	A contractual arrangement where the government grants a private party the right to provide and operate a public service or infrastructure, and the operator is remunerated mainly by exploiting the service (e.g., user fees). 

		A broader long-term contractual arrangement between the public sector and private entity, where the private partner delivers and funds public services/infrastructur, shares risk, and may receive payments from government and/or private funds. 




	Remuneration
	User-driven revenues and/or right to exploit the asset;
less direct payment by the government
	Payments can be from government, investors, or a combination; more variability in funding sources.

	Risk allocation
	The private operator bears demand/operational risk through user revenues. 
	Shared risk: financial, construction, demand, or operational risks are allocated according to contract design.

	Contract complexity  and duration
	Typically focused on operation/management with moderate complexity and medium to long duration.
	Often more complex and longer-term due to integrated responsibilities (design, finance, construction, operation).

	Role in competitive procurement
	Concessions are a form of competition for-the-market where firms bid for exclusive rights to serve a market. 
	PPPs may be awarded competitively like concessions, but can also involve negotiated procedures due to complexity. 

	Asset ownership
	Asset often remains public, with the private party having operational rights for a period.
	assets may remain public or be transferred at contract end depending on structure (e.g., DBFO, BOT models)

	Public sector payment
	Minimal or no direct payment from government if user revenues suffice.
	Regular payments from government (availability payments) may be part of financing.


Source: Author’s contribution, based on OECD data, 2019.

The qualitative review of peer-reviewed academic studies and institutional reports reveals several convergent findings regarding public–private collaboration in the European context. Academic contributions emphasise that public–private partnerships are complex, long-term contractual arrangements aimed at mobilising private capital for infrastructure development, while enabling flexible risk-sharing and lifecycle management (Yescombe, 2007).The findings indicate that both concessions and Public-Private Partnerships can contribute to long-term investment, risk sharing, and efficiency, provided that they are embedded within clear legal frameworks and supported by adequate institutional capacity. While concessions rely primarily on user-based remuneration and transfer significant demand risk to the private operator, PPPs allow for more flexible financing structures and risk allocation mechanisms tailored to complex infrastructure projects. 
At the same time, the analysis underscores the importance of transparency, accountability, and effective public oversight in ensuring that public–private collaboration delivers value for money and serves the public interest. 
Also comparative policy analyses highlight that concessions constitute a distinct contractual form in which private remuneration is primarily derived from user fees, implying a higher transfer of demand risk to the private operator (OECD, 2011; OECD, 2019).
Institutional assessments further document that both PPPs and concessions face recurrent governance challenges related to transparency, risk allocation and institutional capacity. The European Court of Auditors (2018) shows that inadequate ex-ante planning and weak oversight may limit the expected benefits of PPP arrangements. Building on these academic and institutional findings, the present study synthesises the key analytical dimensions identified in the literature, namely remuneration mechanisms, risk allocation, contract duration and asset ownership, into the comparative framework presented in Table 1.

5. Conclusions 

This study highlights the growing relevance of public–private collaboration as a governance mechanism within the European framework. By employing public–private collaboration as an umbrella concept, the article clarifies the conceptual and institutional distinctions between concessions and public–private partnerships, emphasizing their respective roles in the provision of public infrastructure and services.
Future research may build on this qualitative analysis by examining empirical outcomes of public–private collaboration across different European sectors and national contexts.
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