
1

Re-oRganisation of LocaL goveRnment in aLbania:

Democratic Dimensions of territorial consoliDation

i. intRoduction

For more than 10 years implementation, the 
decentralization process in Albania has mani-

fested problems which have fueled the public de-
bate over necessary changes. Albania’s very frag-
mented territorial division compared to the size of 
the country has brought forth issues of cost-effi-
ciency in public services at local level. The need for 
a new territorial administrative reform as a poten-
tial option to minimize these problems has been 
considerably articulated during the last decade. 
The governing majority has actually programmed 
and already started the implementation process 
by setting up support structures and mechanisms 
for the accomplishment of this reform. 

Territorial consolidation is promoted on the ba-
sis of efficiency or capacity of local government, 
but it can also lead to the need of strengthening 
local democracy. A territorial and administrative 
reform can generate various democratic deficit 
challenges at local level related to the difficulties 
of citizens in accessing local administration, non-
representation fear, ensuring responsibility and 
accountability of the new local government units  
and lack of citizens’ control on decision making. In 
this context, the role of mediating structures be-
tween newly created LGUs and citizens takes great 
importance because it affects the increase of rep-
resentation, mobilizes local communities and fa-
cilitates citizens’ access to decision-making. At the 
same time, this mediating instrument facilitates 
the impact and cooperation of both public and lo-
cal institutions with citizens. 

This policy paper aims at analyzing the potential 
effects of the administrative and territorial reform 
in Albania with a special focus on the democratic 
deficit on local level. At the same time, the paper 
provides alternatives for correcting such deficit as 
well as a series of recommendations in the frame-
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work of the design of the New Decentralisation 
Strategy. This paper provides a starting point for 
constructive public debate engaging a wide range 
of stakeholders in order to predict and overcome 
the consequences of the local democratic deficit.

ii. RationaLe of the    
 aLbanian consoLidation  
 RefoRm 

The map of local governance in Albania shows 
a high number of local government structures 

leading to significant differences and disparities 
related to the size and technical capacities of LGUs 
and provision of public services. Given the fact 
that the decentralization process in Albania has 
high costs, the discussion on territorial consolida-
tion among relevant actors and decision makers 
has been encouraged. Additionally, other new and 
important developments, such as the huge demo-
graphic changes due to emigration and internal 
migration as well as increasing citizen demands for 
qualitative public services, have affected the need 
for territorial consolidation making it the major 
priority reform for policy makers.

The re-organization of local government has 
been foreseen as one of the priorities of the new 
government. The presence of a high number of 
LGU-s leads to distinct disparities of local capaci-
ties to mobilize resources and to offer public ser-
vices. The data of the Ministry of State for Local 
Issues show that 150 Albanian communes, repre-
senting 50% of the total number of communes, are 
unable to make any capital investments for their 
local communities. Whereas, in regards to fiscal 
performance, many local government units have 
scored negatively as the most part of local budgets 
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is allocated for human resources and administra-
tive costs. Specifically, 220 communes spend 40% 
of their budget for administration, while this figure 
escalates to 80% of the budget for 100 communes. 
101 LGUs with over 10,000 inhabitants generate lo-
cal revenues through local taxes on average 2500 
All/per capita, while 272 LGUs with less than 10,000 
inhabitants generate less than 700 All/per capita. 
The LGUs with a more dense population generate 
3 times more local revenues.

iii. imPLications of    
 teRRitoRiaL     
 consoLidation 

The new Administrative and Territorial Reform 
might produce a combination of positive and 

negative externalities. The government of Albania 
has focused on the positive implications resulting 
from the reform. Arguments by Swianiewicz1 are 
used as a sound basis. Swianiewicz points out that 
the territorial consolidation reform is based on the 
arguments related to the economy of scale, reduc-
tion of disparities among LGUs; reduced pressure 
for equalization systems and removed free-riding 
problems. In addition, the government has fore-
seen strengthening of communities and local com-
munities as one of the objectives of the adminis-
trative and territorial reform.

Despite arguments in favor of the reform, the 
negative externalities affecting local democracy 
need to be taken into consideration at this stage 
in order to reduce their impact. Shared identity of 
local communities needs to be addressed as fear 
of non-representation interests of citizens of the 
remote areas, e.g capital investments. Citizens of 
remote villages might have problems in accessing 
decision-making and local administration as their 
distances with local government structures would 
increase. In addition, the bigger LGU-s need to 
be responsible and accountable to their citizens. 
These challenges might deepen the democratic 
deficit, if not properly foreseen in advance. 

The Dahle and Tufte dilemma of 1973 is widely 
known. It highlighted the tradeoff between citizen 
effectiveness and system capacity. As stated by 
Dahle and Tufte, in small units, citizens act more 
responsibly in controlling public decision-making, 
but the system is less responsive to citizen prefer-
ences. In contrast, Mouritzen argues that increas-
ing local government units affects local democracy 
1 Swianiewicz, P. (2010), Territorial Consolidation Reforms in Europe, 
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and citizen effectiveness up to a certain point. The 
balance between efficiency and democracy is sub-
ject to ongoing discussion, generating the debate 
on negative implications in the Albanian context.

The one-decade decentralization process in Al-
bania has opened up spaces for citizen participa-
tion in local government to a certain extend. In 
this respect, the decentralization wave in Albania 
provided opportunities to local participatory pro-
cesses and examples of good governance through 
citizen engagement. Best practices such as local 
participatory planning and budgeting presents 
cases of health local democracy with active citi-
zenship and responsible local government. The 
need for strengthening these practices and their 
transformation into a working standard of the new 
LGUs will contribute to the local democracy.

The following section will offer alternatives on 
how to strengthen local communities to influence 
decision-making, facilitate citizen engagement 
and their access in decision-making and ensur-
ing responsiveness and accountability of the new 
LGUs. The proposed approach might contribute to 
correct the deepening of the democratic deficit.

iv. PossibLe aPPRoaches to  
 coRRect democRatic   
 deficit 

As a first step, it is necessary to address the 
need for communication and interaction be-

tween citizens and local elected representatives. 
In this framework, mediating structures and mech-
anisms are deemed necessary and take a great 
importance to address the critical issue of local 
democratic deficit since they help the functioning 
of a vital democratic society. The main idea about 
this concept relies on the fact that mediating struc-
tures empower citizens and enhance legitimacy of 
LGUs.

Mediating structures serve as an instrument 
that enables an improved mutual communication 
among newly created LGUs and the local commu-
nities; create spaces for citizen engagement and 
influencing decision-making. Berger and Neuhaus2  
consider these structures as “Janus-faced insti-
tutions” facing both “upward” and “downward”, 
serving citizens and local governments. 

The Organic Law No. 8652 “On the organization 
and functioning of Local Government” recognizes 
2 Eberly, Don (2000). The Essential Civil Society Reader: Classic Essays in 
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the role of the aldermen, which in other words rep-
resents the LGUs in their local community. “The 
chairman and chairmanship execute and support 
the governance func-
tions of commune or 
municipality in their vil-
lage, as well as facilitate 
economic development 
and are responsible for 
the use of common re-
sources and ensure social 
cohesion.”3  According to 
this law, detailed duties 
are specified in regula-
tions and orders issued 
by the communal or mu-
nicipal council.

The “chairman and chairmanship” structures, 
well-established with the existing legal basis, fit 
well with the role of mediating structures, although 
experience so far has shown that there is a lot to 
improve in terms of legal aspects and functioning 
practice. 

Support, empowerment and improvement of 
mediating structure (chairman, village council) 
might provide the optimal scenario to bring LGUs 
closer to local communities. Furthermore, citizens 
are well-acquainted with this structure and there 
are good practices of village chairmen playing a key 
role in local communities. This structure is based 
on the Albanian tradition of decision-making and 
therefore it constitutes an endogenous approach 
to the solution of the problem.

Despite the above, in order to make the struc-
ture “chairman and chairmanship” have a genuine 
contribution in addressing the democratic deficit 
some necessary changes need to be undertaken. 
The law stipulates that the selection criteria, pro-
cedure and job description of chairman and chair-
manship depend on the decision of the communal 
council. For the existing structure to fit into the 
new role, the above mentioned elements should 
be subject of the organic law and rathen than to 
communal council decisions. Their selection crite-
ria should be strengthened in order to be highly 
representative of the community at large and have 
strong authority in their respective community. 
The chairman should have strong leadership skills 
in order to be central to community organization 
and the key person for a specific small territorial 
division; a reference point to all national, regional 
and grassroots interventions.
3 Law No. 8652  “On the Organization and Functioning of Local Govern-

ment”, dated  31.07.2000

Chairmanship, Community liaisons  or other sim-
ilar mediating structures create solid foundation 
for further efforts to address the local democratic 

deficit. Strengthening 
these structures at lo-
cal level would be the 
best potential option to 
address the unsolved 
democratic challenges 
at the community level. 
Enhancing the visibility, 
sharing the vision, and 
improving procedures 
towards a new role in 
the framework of the 
new developments of 
the territorial restruc-
turing would fill in the 

democratic deficit gap and mediate between citi-
zens and the new local government structures. 
These structures are present not only in the Alba-
nian context and existing models can be useful and 
adapted to our context.

Referring to the context of local communities in 
Albania, characterized by a low level of social capi-
tal and fragile democratic culture, the administra-
tive and territorial reform will create additional 
spaces for citizen engagement and community life 
organisation. The increased demand of citizens 
requires that other anchor institutions in addition 
to the chairman take an active role in organizing 
community life. Schools, libraries and community 
centers might serve as information hubs. These 
institutions and the mediating structures will con-
tribute to the local democracy.

v. Recommendations 

To overcome the above-mentioned democratic 
deficit externalities the following should be ad-
dressed:
• Intensified awareness-raising of central and local 

institutions with the aim of reaching cohesion of 
perspectives on the role of mediating structure 
in local democracy, as well as improvement of 
services towards citizens. A public awareness 
campaign should be conducted related to the 
future community organization based on the 
model of chairmanship and CL. 

• Review of the organic law with the intention to 
strengthen selection criteria and procedures for 
the mediating structure. Its functioning and job 

Mediating structures help the 
functioning of a vital democratic so-
ciety 

Empower citizens and enhance le-
gitimacy of LGUs

Serve as an instrument that en-
ables an improved mutual commu-
nication among newly created LGUs 
and the local communities
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description should be a subject of the organic 
law;

• The mediating structure can have administra-
tive and executive responsibility in the territory 
of their unit. 

• The chairman of mediating structure should 
have strong leadership skills; Capacity building 
programs to strengthen their leadership skills 
should be provided continuously;

• Appropriate positioning of mediating structures 
standing between newly created LGUs on one 
hand and the community on the other; 

• Setting up of a Training School to provide inten-
sive information on the functions and method of 

work for chairmanship members, share concrete 
experiences and best practices among cities, 
raise their capacities in terms of participatory lo-
cal democracy and community development;

• An integrated methodology and manual should 
be developed as reference, accessible for all 
newly future LGU-s. The manual should also pro-
vide a toolkit with relevant tools and techniques 
to facilitate the mission and activities of the me-
diating structure.

• Strengthening community life structures such 
as schools, libraries and community centres 

• Establishing financing schemes to support grass-
root local citizenship
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