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Abstract

The administrative-territorial reform undertaken in Albania in 2015 represents a profound intervention in the institutional architecture
of local government, with the aim of consolidating administrative units, improving institutional efficiency and increasing the quality of
public services for citizens. This paper aims to analyze the impacts of this reform in the Viora region, a region with specific
geographical, economic and cultural characteristics, by offering an interdisciplinary approach that combines institutional analysis
with socio-economic and administrative assessment. Through an analysis of statistical data, legal documents and local reports, the
study addresses the transformation of the structure of local units in this region, the changes in the provision of public services, as
well as the effects on democratic representation and sustainable development. The findings show that, although the reform has had
a positive impact on improving local revenues and rationalizing services in urban areas, it has created new challenges in peripheral
areas, where accessibility and civic involvement have weakened. The paper argues for a review of decentralization mechanisms
and the development of instruments that guarantee institutional cohesion and territorial equity in service delivery. In this way, it
contributes to the scholarly debate on territorial reforms in transition countries and offers concrete recommendations for
policymakers and local administrations.
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1. Introduction

The Administrative-Territorial Reform undertaken in Albania in 2015 aimed at reorganizing local government units to
improve the effectiveness and quality of public service delivery. The Viora Region, as one of the regions of strategic
importance for tourism, agriculture and regional development, experienced a profound change in its administrative
structures, going from 25 local government units to only 7 municipalities. Before 2015, service delivery in the Vlora
Region was characterized by administrative fragmentation and limited institutional capacities. Small local government
units often lacked sufficient financial and technical resources to provide efficient services, especially in rural and remote
mountainous areas.

Health services were provided mainly through primary care centers in cities and ambulances in villages. There
were not a few cases when they lacked personnel and equipment. In terms of education, the demographic movements
that occurred after the change of the system had caused that from the point of view of the number of students we had
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small schools, which were increasingly faced with a lack of qualified teachers. In terms of services such as cleaning,
drinking water and maintenance of road infrastructure, many of these units, in many cases, did not have regular services,
and in terms of quality they left much to be desired.

In the literature there are many studies that have studied the impact of the administrative reform in social and
economic aspects. Rembeci (2018) analyzes the economic and demographic profile of the new municipalities after the
administrative reform. Aliaj and Allkja (2023), make an analysis of the economic progress of the territorial reform by
comparing it with the reforms in Estonia and Moldova.

After the implementation of the administrative-territorial reform in 2015, one of the most visible impacts is the
concentration of financial resources available to local units. From the comparison of budget data for the periods 2010-
2014 and 2016-2023, a steady increase in funds allocated to key sectors of public services results.

According to statistical data in the health sector, the budget has increased by 44%. This increase has been
reflected in the construction and reconstruction of most health centers, the increase in staff capacities and an
improvement in the expansion of coverage in rural areas. At the same time, new programs for primary health and the
promotion of vaccination have been implemented.

For the education sector, the local budget has increased by 48%. Investments have been concentrated mainly in
school infrastructure, in providing transportation for students coming from remote areas, as well as in the modernization
and equipping of schools with digital tools and teaching materials. These investments have had a positive impact on the
inclusion and enrollment in basic education in most schools.

Meanwhile, for local administration, the increase in the budget and the interventions of the central government
have supported the digitalization of most services. Through the National Agency for the Information Society (AKKSHI),
almost all civil status services have been digitalized, as well as a good part of the services that local government units
previously offered through counters near their offices. These actions have led to improved financial transparency and
have made it necessary to train employees of local government units. As a result of these actions, local government units
have gone from a distributed and under-resourced structure, into a more consolidated and accountable system.

Budget growth has been aided by the improvement and introduction of new mechanisms of unconditional transfers,
performance grants and fiscal decentralization. All these actions have contributed to the increase in the financial
autonomy of local administration.

However, in peripheral administrative units such as Lukova, Brataj, etc., the impact of these changes has been
smaller than in administrative units closer to the municipal centers.

The purpose of this study is to analyze the perceptions of citizens of the municipalities of the Vlora region on the
impacts that the implementation of the territorial reform has had, according to statistical data and the questionnaire
conducted, regarding the provision of public services and the analysis of citizens' perceptions regarding satisfaction with
the provision of these services.

2. Methodology

Descriptive statistical analysis based on data from INSTAT, the Ministry of Finance and the Vlora District Council served
to present the changes in the main indicators of Local Units before and after the implementation of the territorial reform.
For economic and financial data, statistical data from the periods before (2010-2014) and after (2016-2023) the reform
were used.

Data regarding citizens' perception of the impact that the territorial reform had on their access to services provided
by Local Government Units were obtained from a questionnaire in all municipalities of the Vlora district. The questionnaire
designed aimed to collect citizens' assessment of the access and quality of public services, especially: education, health,
access to documentation and cleaning and greening services. The questionnaires were designed based on the Likert
scale.

The questionnaire was distributed via email, as well as through telephone interviews to include senior citizens. The
data obtained were processed and analyzed using the Microsoft Excel program.

3. Analysis and Results
Following the territorial reform, the consolidated municipalities in the Viora Region (Vlora, Saranda, Himara, Selenica,

Delvina, Konispoli, and Finiqi) benefited from increased budgetary resources, better managerial capacities, and the ability
to provide more sustainable services in a centralized manner.
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In the health sector, investments have been made in the renovation of health centers, increasing the number of
ambulances, and improving logistics. In education, municipalities have been able to focus funds on school reconstruction,
merging low-performing schools, and digitalizing teaching. As for other services, improvements include modern urban
waste management systems, digital platforms for documents, and investments in the water supply and sewage network.

The first set of questions collected information about citizens’ perceptions of the changes that have occurred in the
quality of service provision after the implementation of the territorial reform.

The graph below illustrates citizens' perception of changes in the quality of public services in the Vlora Region
before and after the Territorial Reform. Based on the responses received from the questionnaires, the assessment was
made on an index from 0 to 100, based on factors such as access, efficiency and citizen satisfaction with services.

Drinking water
Docume ntation
Cleaning service

Education

Health

|

[+]
[
[+]

20 30 40 50 60 70 80 20

m After reforme m Before reforme

Chart 1. Comparison of the quality of public services before and after the territorial reform
Source: Authors’ calculation

The comparison of the pre-reform and post-reform period shows a significant improvement in inter-institutional
coordination and in the quality of public services in most municipalities of the Vlora Region. However, challenges remain
in the more remote and less populated areas, where distance from administrative centers still affects access to services.

The reform aimed to improve access to and quality of public services. In the main cities, such as Vlora and
Saranda, significant investments have been made in waste management, public lighting, and road infrastructure. Modern
administrative structures have been built and service to citizens has been significantly improved through digitalization.

However, in rural areas such as Brataj, Sevaster or Lukové, accessibility to services has remained problematic.
The distance from administrative centers, the lack of public transportation, as well as the lack of decentralized
investments have deepened the feeling of exclusion from decision-making processes. This division of benefits raises
questions about social justice and territorial equality in the implementation of the reform.

Referring to the graph above, we find that citizens' perception of the changes that occurred after the
implementation of the reform shows an increase in the assessment of public services after the reform. From the
questions referring to citizens' perception of health, it is found that citizens think that this service has improved by 25%,
going from 40% to 65%. Likewise, for education, citizens think that it has also improved by 25%, going from 50% to 75%.
Regarding citizens' perception regarding access to documentation and green cleaning services, we have a greater
increase in the change, respectively 40 and 43%, from 30% to 70%, and cleaning from 25% to 68%. This increase is
more noticeable especially in administrative units far from the center of municipalities, which had these services at a
minimal level before the reform. There is also an increase in the perception of service quality for the provision of drinking
water.

Before the reform, health services were fragmented and often centralized. After the reform, the number of health
centers with full staff and equipment has increased by 35%. The results of the interviews indicate an increase in the
access of women and children in rural areas to the services provided by the administrative units. Education in general
before the application of the reform had problems related to both the maintenance of physical infrastructure and the
transportation of students. After the reform, with the increase in investments in intervening in 60% of educational
institutions such as schools, nurseries or kindergartens. This fact has led to an increase in the level of enrollment in basic
education by 18%. The inclusion of former small administrative units within large municipalities has made green cleaning
services, as well as the provision of drinking water, more accessible services for citizens. On the other hand, the
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digitalization of documentation and services, mainly those of civil status, has made the process of obtaining many
services faster for citizens.

According to the data collected from the questionnaires, the assessment of the quality of public services by citizens
has reflected significant improvements after the implementation of the territorial reform. The graph above shows the
change in access, efficiency and quality of services such as health, education, green cleaning and access to
documentation, with an increase from 25% to 43% in perception, respectively. These results have come not only as a
result of physical investments in the various sectors that generate public services, but also the improvements made in the
organization of the way services are provided. The centralization of decision-making in some of the analyzed services
has increased the efficiency of these services and a more positive perception for citizens.

From the data collected from the questionnaires, the second graph shows the perception of citizens' satisfaction
with receiving public services from the administrative units. The results presented in the graph prove that the changes
have not only been in the administrative or procedural aspect, but the changes of the territorial reform have really
influenced the receipt of services by citizens and have increased the trust of citizens in local institutions.

Referring to the data of the graph, we note that in relation to the health service, the satisfaction of citizens has
increased by 24%, going from an assessment of 38% before the reform to an assessment of 62% after the reform. In
relation to the quality of the educational service, both compulsory and preschool, we have an increase of 29% in the
satisfaction of citizens. A greater improvement is perceived by citizens on the services that citizens receive in relation to
cleaning, greening and access to necessary documents, presenting an improvement of 39% and 43% respectively. This
perception of citizens regarding the improvement of the quality of these services is linked to the level of quality of
provision of these services before the reform. In many of the administrative units that were attached to the main
municipalities after the reform, green cleaning services were almost non-existent, while the change in citizens' perception
of the quality of receiving documentation is also linked to the digitalization of civil status registers. This strong correlation
between objective quality and subjective satisfaction is a clear indicator of the success of the reform in the Vlora region.
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Chart 2. Citizen Satisfaction
Source: Authors’ calculation

The administrative-territorial reform has brought about a profound transformation in the way public services are provided
in the Vlora region. Through the analysis of comparative data, statistical graphs and citizen perception, it results that
services have become more accessible, of higher quality and more sustainable.

Improvements are evident in health, where in addition to expanding coverage, the quality of treatment has also
increased. In education, improvements in infrastructure and access have been reflected in increased school participation.
In terms of sanitation and administration, investments in technology and coordination have reduced response times and
increased efficiency.
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Increased budgets and positive citizen perception indicate a successful match between public policies and social
expectations. However, some remaining challenges include the lack of human capacity in some rural areas and the need
for continued digitalization.

Overall, the reform has served as a catalyst for improving services and strengthening local autonomy.

The results of the questions aimed at identifying the general perception of citizens as to whether or not the territorial
reform has had an impact on the public services provided by local government bodies are presented in chart number 3.

Citizens' perception of public services
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Chart 3. Citizens' perception of public services
Source: Authors’ calculation

The Vlora region provides a clear example of the tension between efficiency and inclusion. While some municipalities
have clearly benefited from the reform, other areas have faced increased challenges. The improvements that have
occurred have not been distributed evenly and this has affected the citizens’ perception of the reform. Local government
needs to find ways to strengthen the capacities of peripheral units and to guarantee balanced representation and
services. The graph above presents citizens’ perception of the impact that the territorial reform has had on the provision
of public services. Citizens were asked whether, in an overall assessment, they think that the implementation of the
territorial reform has had an impact or not on the services that citizens receive from local government bodies. As can be
seen, only 45% of citizens think that public services have improved, while only 25% think that the territorial reform has
had a negative impact on the quality of public services in the Vlora region. These results necessitate a more in-depth and
detailed analysis of all services provided by local government bodies in the Vlora region.

4. Conclusions and Recommendations

The territorial reform has brought about a significant institutional transformation and has produced significant economic
and administrative effects in the Vlora region.

The implementation of the territorial reform in the Vlora region has reduced the number of local government units
from twenty-five to seven. Not only the centralization of the provision of public services but also the centralization of their
management has had a significant impact on the perception of citizens regarding the access, quality and efficiency of
public services. Although only 45% of respondents think that in an overall assessment the territorial reform has had a
positive impact, considering that only 25% think that it has a negative impact on the provision of public services by local
government bodies, it can be considered that the territorial reform has been successful in the Viora region. However, its
success cannot be measured only by the efficiency of service provision, but also by territorial equality and the
strengthening of local democracy. The territorial reform has had a positive impact on the efficiency of public services in
the Vlora region. In the perception of citizens, the most noticeable improvement in the quality of public services is in the
provision of documentation and in the provision of green cleaning services.

Despite the positive overall impact that the territorial reform is perceived to have had on the improvement of public
services in the Vlora region, the provision of public transport services from remote areas to municipal centers, as well as
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the retention or recruitment of professional staff in these areas, especially in health and education services, are
considered problematic.

Based on the above analysis, in order to increase citizens' perception of the impact of territorial reform in the Vlora
region, it is recommended: (1) strengthening local administrative units in peripheral areas, (2) more equitable allocation of
funds for infrastructure investments, (3) improving inter-institutional coordination, and (4) creating mechanisms for citizen
participation at the micro-territorial level, (5) expanding family health centers, (6) improving the public school
transportation system, and (7) further digitizing administrative services.

The analysis, results and conclusions could be much clearer if we had more data, and if the comparative analysis
were done at the level of municipalities. Also, important conclusions would be drawn if the results were compared
between the municipalities that are part of the region. This analysis would better highlight the differences within the Vlora
region and would serve for a better recognition and planning of services at the regional level, in order to guarantee the
provision of services in all municipalities that make up the Vlora region.
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