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Abstract

The tension between centralization and local autonomy remains a critical challenge for social equity and public service
delivery in transitional democracies. This paper examines the social and educational consequences of territorial
consolidation, using the 2015 Territorial Administrative Reform in Albania as a primary empirical case study, with a
comparative perspective on Croatia. While officially framed as a measure to deepen decentralization and improve
service efficiency, this study explores indications that the reform has contributed to a functional re-centralization of
administrative power, which appears to have had adverse effects on social welfare, educational infrastructure, and civic
engagement. Drawing on a mixed-methods approach, including a 2021 survey of 248 citizens and an analysis of local
governance data, the research reveals a stark disconnect between administrative goals and social outcomes. The
findings suggest that the consolidation of local government units may have exacerbated spatial inequalities, affected
the perceived quality of social care and educational support services, and contributed to a democratic deficit by
increasing the administrative distance between citizens and decision-making processes. A comparative analysis with
Croatia highlights how different governance structures impact social equity and community well-being. The paper
concludes that prioritizing administrative efficiency without sufficient safeguards for community proximity may
negatively impact the social fabric of local communities. This study contributes to the global literature on state-society
relations by demonstrating that genuine decentralization must be anchored in social equity and the empowerment of
vulnerable populations.
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1. Introduction

The debate over the optimal distribution of power between central and local governments is not
merely an administrative concern; it is fundamentally a question of social justice, equity, and the
quality of life for citizens. In transitional democracies, particularly in post-socialist nations, the shift
from highly centralized state apparatuses to decentralized models has been driven by the promise of
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bringing governance closer to the people, thereby improving the responsiveness and quality of
essential social and educational services (Elander,2002). However, this trajectory is often non-linear,
characterized by periods of progress followed by significant setbacks. This paper investigates the
phenomenon of territorial consolidation, often leading to functional re-centralization and its impacts
on social outcomes, focusing on Albania and Croatia.

Using Albania’s 2015 Territorial Administrative Reform (TAR) as a primary case study, this
research explores how administrative consolidation, ostensibly designed to enhance efficiency, may
inadvertently pose challenges to social equity and community well-being. By merging 373 local
government units into 61 larger municipalities, the reform aimed to create economies of scale and
rationalize public resources (Guga,2018). Yet, the human and social dimensions of this structural shift
have been largely overlooked in official discourses. This study shifts the analytical lens from the
mechanics of state power to the lived experiences of citizens, asking: How does territorial consolidation
affect access to and the quality of social welfare and educational support services? What are the
consequences for civic engagement and the social inclusion of vulnerable groups? How does Albania’s
experience compare with regional peers like Croatia in terms of social outcomes?

By addressing these questions, the paper aims to bridge the gap between public administration
reforms and social science research. It employs a mixed-methods approach to assess the social
consequences of the reform, providing critical evidence for re-evaluating governance models to align
with genuine democratic standards and social equity.

2. Theoretical Framework

In this paper, "re-centralization" is conceptualized not necessarily as a formal reversal of
decentralization policies, but as a functional consequence of territorial consolidation. While the
Albanian reform is commonly interpreted as territorial consolidation aimed at economies of scale, the
reduction of local government units and the transfer of certain competencies to larger, more distant
administrative centers effectively concentrate decision-making power. This functional re-centralization
alters the spatial distribution of governance, distancing citizens from local authorities and changing the
dynamics of service delivery (Galizzi et al., 2023).

To interpret the social meanings and consequences of re-centralization, this study is grounded in
a robust social science theoretical framework, integrating theories of social justice, state-society
relations, and social policy implementation.

2.1 Social Justice and Spatial Equity

Theories of social justice emphasize the equitable distribution of resources, opportunities, and
privileges within a society. In the context of local governance, spatial equity becomes a critical
dimension (Rodriguez-Pose & Gill,2003). When administrative boundaries are redrawn and power is
centralized, the spatial distribution of public services, such as schools, health clinics, and social care
centers, is often altered. Centralization can lead to the concentration of resources in urban hubs,
marginalizing rural and peripheral communities. This framework allows us to analyze how the 2015
reform has impacted equitable access to essential services, particularly for vulnerable populations who
rely heavily on localized support networks.

2.2 State-Society Relations and Civic Engagement

The relationship between the state and its citizens is fundamentally shaped by the proximity and
accessibility of government institutions. Theories of state-society relations posit that decentralized
governance structures foster stronger civic engagement, trust, and social cohesion by providing
citizens with direct channels to influence policies that affect their daily lives (Sorensen et al.,2012).
Conversely, re-centralization can create a democratic deficit, distancing citizens from decision-making
processes and leading to feelings of alienation and disenfranchisement. This perspective is crucial for
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understanding the decline in public participation and the erosion of trust in local institutions following
the consolidation of municipalities.

2.3 Social Policy Implementation

The study of social policy implementation focuses on the gap between policy intentions and actual
outcomes on the ground. It highlights the role of local actors, social workers, educators, and community
leaders, in translating national policies into effective local services (Krogh et al,2024). Re-
centralization often imposes top-down, standardized approaches that fail to account for local contexts
and specific community needs. By applying this framework, the paper examines how the loss of local
autonomy has hindered the effective delivery of social and educational services, reducing the capacity
of local governments to respond flexibly to the unique challenges faced by their communities.

3. Literature Review

The discourse surrounding decentralization and local government reform is a prominent feature of
social science literature, particularly in the context of post-communist transitions. Following the
collapse of communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe, decentralization was widely embraced
as a core component of democratic reforms, aimed at improving public service delivery and enhancing
social inclusion (Horvath,2001). The literature identifies several key drivers for these reforms,
including the desire to make social services more responsive to local needs and to empower
marginalized communities.

Moreover, the delivery of social welfare and educational services is highly sensitive to the spatial
distribution of administrative power. Studies indicate that centralized models often fail to address the
specific needs of vulnerable populations, leading to 'service deserts' in rural communities (Cheema,
2020; Gershberg,2014). Effective social policy implementation requires not only fiscal autonomy but
also robust local capacity and cross-sectoral partnerships to ensure equitable access to public goods
(Krogh & Triantafillou, 2024; Cheetham et al., 2023; Bartlett & Popovski, 2013). Therefore, balancing
the economies of scale with the imperative of spatial justice remains a central dilemma for local
government reforms in transitional democracies (Galizzi et al, 2023; Charron & Rothstein, 2018).
A critical dimension of these reforms is their impact on civic engagement and democratic
participation. Extensive research on municipal amalgamations demonstrates a consistent negative
effect on voter turnout and political trust, as larger administrative units increase the distance
between citizens and decision-makers (Allers et al.,, 2021; Bhatti & Hansen, 2019; Tavares, 2018). This
'democratic deficit' is particularly pronounced in rural and peripheral areas, where the loss of local
representation diminishes community well-being and social capital (Thurber et al, 2018; Soguel &
Silberstein, 2015). Consequently, the re-centralization tendencies observed in countries like Albania
reflect a prioritization of technocratic efficiency over the subsidiarity principle, ultimately
undermining the capacity of local institutions to foster inclusive governance (Kalemaj, 2021; Shutina
& Toto, 2021; Merkaj, 2017).

The broader literature on post-communist transitions highlights that while decentralization was
initially viewed as a panacea for democratic consolidation and economic efficiency (Rodriguez-Pose,
2009; Jerre, 2001), the reality has been far more complex. Scholars have noted that the structural
crises following deindustrialization often exacerbated spatial inequalities, making local governments
struggle with service delivery (Greskovits, 2025; Tzagkarakis & Kritas, 2023). Furthermore, the
Europeanization process in the Western Balkans has frequently resulted in 'reform without
transformation," where EU conditionality promotes formal institutional changes that fail to translate
into substantive democratic practices or social cohesion (Semenov, 2025; Elbasani, 2013; Borzel,
2011).

However, the outcomes of these reforms have been highly varied. In many cases, decentralization
has been a contested process, with central governments reluctant to relinquish control over resources.
Recent studies have highlighted a countertrend of re-centralization in several transitional democracies,
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where central authorities reclaim power under the guise of administrative efficiency or crisis
management (Kalemaj, 2022). This re-centralization often has profound social consequences, leading
to a deterioration in the quality of local social services and a widening of spatial inequalities.

In the Western Balkans, the process of Europeanization has been a major driver of governance
reforms. The European Charter of Local Self-Government serves as the normative benchmark for local
autonomy, emphasizing the right of local authorities to manage public affairs in the interests of the
local population(Council of Europe,1984). Yet, the substantive implementation of these norms remains
uneven. Albania’s experience with the 2015 Territorial Administrative Reform provides a compelling
case study of how formal compliance with European standards can mask a substantive re-
centralization of power, with detrimental effects on social equity and educational administration.

4. Methodology

This study employs mixed-methods research design to capture both the structural changes and the
lived experiences of citizens following the 2015 reform.

Primary Data: The core of the empirical analysis is based on a survey conducted between
September and December 2021 across five regions of Albania: Shkodér, Elbasan, Tirané, Vloré, and
Gjirokastér. A total of 248 questionnaires were completed through public meetings and individual
interviews. The survey was specifically designed to measure social metrics, including citizen
satisfaction with access to social welfare, the quality of educational infrastructure, cultural facilities,
and levels of civic engagement. It is important to note a methodological limitation: the study relies
primarily on post-reform perception-based survey data. To establish a comparative empirical baseline
for the pre-reform period, the analysis draws on respondents’' retrospective evaluations of pre-reform
conditions, supplemented by secondary data and existing literature on pre-2015 service delivery.
Consequently, conclusions regarding the deterioration of services reflect perceived changes and
structural shifts rather than absolute quantitative declines.

Secondary Data: The quantitative analysis relies on data from the Ministry of Finance and
Economy (MFE) and the Albanian Institute of Statistics (INSTAT) for the post-reform period (2015-
2017). This data was used to assess the financial capacity of municipalities to deliver social services
and to identify spatial disparities in resource allocation.

Analytical Framework: The data was analyzed to evaluate specific social and educational
outcomes. We measured educational attainment disparities, access to social welfare programs, and
levels of civic participation in the centralized post-reform context compared to the pre-reform period

5. Context: The Social Landscape of the 2015 Reform

Prior to 2015, Albania’s local government system consisted of 373 local government units (65
municipalities and 308 communes). While this fragmented structure faced challenges in administrative
capacity, it provided a high degree of proximity between citizens and local authorities. Communes
played a vital role in managing local schools, providing basic social assistance, and maintaining
community infrastructure.

The 2015 Territorial Administrative Reform consolidated these units into 61 large municipalities. The
official rationale emphasized modernization, economies of scale, and improved service delivery. However,
the reform fundamentally altered the social landscape. By abolishing the communes and replacing elected
local leaders with appointed administrators, the reform significantly altered the direct link between
communities and their representatives. This structural shift set the stage for the social consequences
explored in the following sections. Crucially, while the reform primarily altered the administrative structures
responsible for service delivery centralizing management at the municipal level, this structural shift had
downstream effects on the actual provision of services. Prior to the reform, local communes directly
managed basic maintenance and localized social assistance. Post-reform, the physical and administrative
distance to access these services increased, affecting the timeliness and localized responsiveness of service
delivery, even if the formal service portfolio remained similar.
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6. Empirical Findings: The Social Consequences of Re-Centralization
6.1 Impact on Social Welfare and Support Services

The survey data indicates a perceived decline in the perceived quality and accessibility of social
services following the reform. Only 14.3% of citizens rated social services as good or very good, while
nearly 60% were explicitly dissatisfied. The consolidation of municipalities has centralized the
administration of social welfare, requiring vulnerable individuals to travel to distant municipal centers
to access assistance. This increased distance has created significant barriers for the elderly, people with
disabilities, and low-income families. The provision of social housing and the operation of community
centers were identified as particularly weak, highlighting challenges in protecting and supporting the
most marginalized members of society.

6.2 Educational Infrastructure and Community Facilities

The territorial consolidation appears to have posed challenges for educational infrastructure and
cultural facilities. While the central government retains control over educational curricula, local
governments are responsible for the maintenance of school buildings and the provision of support
services (transportation, heating). The survey indicates that 56.5% of respondents lack access to local
public transport, severely hindering students' ability to commute to consolidated regional schools.
Furthermore, services related to culture and the environment were highly criticized, with nearly 60%
of respondents lamenting the poor maintenance of cultural heritage sites, public libraries, and sports
facilities. The lack of investment in these community assets undermines social cohesion and youth
development.

6.3 Citizen Engagement and Democratic Deficit

Beyond the quantifiable metrics of fiscal autonomy and service delivery, the 2015 reform has had a
notable impact on the quality of local democracy itself. The consolidation of municipalities has created
a significant democratic deficit, characterized by a loss of citizen proximity to decision-making, a
decline in public participation, and a growing crisis of trust between citizens and their local
institutions. The empirical evidence suggests that the reform, by replacing smaller, more accessible
units of governance with large, distant bureaucracies, has alienated citizens and affected local
democratic engagement.

The most striking evidence of this democratic deficit is the overwhelming public preference for
the pre-reform system. As noted previously, 89% of survey respondents stated a clear preference for
the previous administrative division of communes and smaller municipalities (Bejko, Survey
unpublished data,2021). This sentiment was not confined to any region or political affiliation but was a
near-universal finding. The primary reason cited for this preference was the principle of proximity.
Citizens felt that the former communes were “closer to the people” and more responsive to their needs.
The smaller scale of these institutions fostered a direct and personal relationship between citizens and
their elected officials, which has been lost in the new, larger municipal structures.

A Kkey institutional change that has contributed to this democratic deficit is the abolition of
directly elected local leaders in the former communes. Under the new system, the heads of the
administrative units (the successors to the communes) are appointed by the mayor of the new,
consolidated municipality. This has altered the direct chain of accountability between local leaders and
the communities they serve. Citizens reported that they do not understand the role of these new
appointed administrators and feel that their ability to influence local affairs has been severely
curtailed. As one survey respondent noted, the previous system allowed for more direct
communication and problem-solving, whereas the new structure is perceived as bureaucratic and
unresponsive (Bejko, Survey unpublished data,2021).

This loss of proximity and accountability has led to a decline in citizen participation and a
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growing sense of marginalization. With decision-making power concentrated in a distant municipal
center, citizens in peripheral administrative units feel that their voices are no longer heard. This has
created a significant gap in citizens’ trust in public institutions and has increased frustration among the
population, making them less engaged in democratic processes. The survey revealed a widespread
feeling that the new municipalities are less transparent and that citizens have fewer opportunities to
hold local authorities accountable for their actions. This erosion of trust is detrimental to democratic
governance and challenges the long-term goal of building a vibrant and participatory civil society.

Qualitative evidence from the survey provides concrete examples of this disconnect. For instance,
several respondents pointed out that under the old system, the commune would often provide
residents with raw materials to carry out small-scale infrastructure maintenance themselves, a practice
that fostered community ownership and was cost-effective. Under the new system, all such work is
tendered through the central municipal administration, a process that citizens perceive as more
expensive, less efficient, and less responsive to immediate local needs (Bejko, Survey unpublished
data,2021). Similarly, citizens reported that accessing social assistance has become more difficult and
bureaucratic, as requests now must go through the distant municipal center. These examples illustrate
how the shift to a more centralized administrative model has had tangible negative consequences for
citizen-state relations and has reinforced a sense of powerlessness at the local level.

6.4 Marginalization of Peripheral Communities

The fiscal data corroborates the survey findings, showing that municipalities remain highly dependent
on central government transfers (accounting for approximately 73% of total resources). This lack of
financial autonomy restricts the ability of local governments to address specific social needs.
Furthermore, the allocation of central funds has been highly uneven, often favoring urban centers over
rural and peripheral areas. This centrally driven investment strategy exacerbates spatial inequalities,
leaving rural communities marginalized and deprived of essential social and educational investments.

7. Comparative Analysis: Governance and Social Equity in the Western Balkans (Albania vs.
Croatia)

To contextualize Albania’s experience, a comparison with Croatia offers valuable insights into how
different governance structures impact social equity. Croatia, an EU member state, has pursued a more
gradual and incremental approach to decentralization, establishing a stable two-tier system of local
and regional self-government (Klemencic,2023).

Fiscal Autonomy and Social Investment: Croatian local governments enjoy a significantly
higher degree of fiscal autonomy, with a broader base of own-source revenues. This financial
independence allows Croatian municipalities to invest more effectively in local social services,
education, and community development, tailored to the specific needs of their populations. In contrast,
Albania’s high fiscal dependency limits local capacity for social investment.

Proximity and Representation: Croatia has maintained a balance between administrative
efficiency and local representation, preserving smaller municipalities that ensure proximity between
citizens and government. This structure fosters higher levels of civic engagement and social trust.
Albania’s radical consolidation, conversely, sacrificed proximity for perceived efficiency, resulting in a
democratic deficit and social alienation.

Counterarguments and Nuances: It is important to acknowledge that Croatia's system is not
without its flaws. Critics argue that maintaining numerous small municipalities can lead to
administrative inefficiencies and disparities in service quality across regions, as smaller units may lack
the capacity to deliver complex services. However, the Croatian model mitigates these risks through its
two-tier system, where counties (regional governments) handle broader responsibilities, supporting
smaller municipalities. This layered approach preserves local democratic engagement while ensuring
administrative viability—a balance that Albania's "big bang" consolidation failed to achieve.

The Croatian experience demonstrates that successful decentralization requires endowing local
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governments with meaningful autonomy and resources, which are essential for promoting social equity
and effective public service delivery, higher levels of civic engagement and social trust. Albania’s radical
consolidation, conversely, sacrificed proximity for perceived efficiency, resulting in a democratic deficit
and social alienation.

The Croatian experience demonstrates that successful decentralization requires endowing local
governments with meaningful autonomy and resources, which are essential for promoting social equity
and effective public service delivery.

8. Discussion: Interpreting the Social Impact

The empirical findings suggest that Albania’s 2015 reform, driven by a technocratic logic of
administrative efficiency, has been accompanied by challenging social consequences. By neglecting the
principles of social justice and state-society relations, the reform has widened spatial inequalities and
reduced access to essential services for vulnerable populations.

Engaging with Counterarguments: Proponents of the 2015 reform might argue that the pre-
reform system of 373 units was financially unsustainable and administratively paralyzed, making
consolidation a necessary evil to prevent state failure at the local level. They might contend that the
short-term social disruptions are a transitional cost for long-term administrative modernization.
However, this argument conflates administrative size with governance quality. The evidence presented
here suggests that the "transitional costs" have disproportionately fallen on the most vulnerable, i.e.
the elderly, rural populations, and low-income families, who rely heavily on localized support.
Furthermore, the promised long-term gains in service efficiency have not materialized, as the newly
consolidated municipalities remain financially dependent and administratively distant.

The re-centralization paradox can be explained by the primacy of administrative control over
democratic values. The reform treated local governance as a technical problem to be solved through
consolidation, ignoring the vital role of local institutions in fostering social cohesion and community
well-being. The resulting system is less responsive to local needs and less capable of implementing
effective social policies.

Furthermore, the reform highlights the risks of superficial institutional adaptation, where
candidate countries adopt the formal structures of European governance without internalizing the
underlying democratic norms of subsidiarity and social inclusion.

9. Implications for Social Policy and Education

The findings of this study have significant implications for policymakers and international actors
involved in governance reforms in the Western Balkans.

1.Prioritize Social Equity in Governance Reforms: Future administrative reforms must
explicitly consider their social and educational impacts. Policies should be designed to ensure equitable
access to services across all geographic areas, preventing the marginalization of rural communities.
This requires mandatory social impact assessments prior to any territorial restructuring.

2.Empower Local Actors in Social Policy Implementation: Local governments must be granted
genuine fiscal autonomy and decision-making power to tailor social and educational services to the
specific needs of their communities. This includes adequate, ring-fenced funding for school
infrastructure, social housing, and community centers, protecting these vital services from central
political maneuvering.

3.Restore Channels for Civic Engagement: Mechanisms for direct citizen participation and local
accountability must be strengthened. Re-establishing elected representation at the sub-municipal level
such as directly electing the heads of administrative units, could help bridge the gap between citizens
and local authorities, fostering social trust and civic involvement.
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10. Conclusion

This study has examined the social and educational consequences of territorial consolidation in
Albania, challenging the narrative that administrative consolidation inherently improves public service
delivery. The evidence suggests that the 2015 Territorial Administrative Reform has contributed to
spatial inequalities, affected the perceived quality of social and educational support services, and
increased the distance between citizens and decision-makers.

By shifting the focus from administrative mechanics to social outcomes, this research highlights
the critical importance of proximity, representation, and local autonomy in fostering social equity and
community well-being. The comparative analysis with Croatia underscores that genuine
decentralization, backed by fiscal autonomy and a commitment to subsidiarity, is essential for building
inclusive and resilient societies.

Ultimately, the re-centralization of power in Albania provides an instructive case for transitional
democracies. It demonstrates that reforms prioritizing technocratic efficiency over social justice may
negatively affect the social fabric of local communities. A fundamental re-evaluation of governance
models is required, one that places social equity, educational access, and citizen empowerment at the
heart of the state-building process.
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