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Abstract. Territories as relational geographical constructs are in constant formation and reforma-
tion, or rescaling, which results in spatial typologies of complex governance. The voting containers 
of a territory are merely one typology, often not matching the numerous functions within the other 
typologies. Under the assumption that voting containers are politically fixed, governance that adapts 
to the dynamics of territorial rescaling is required. This paper explores the relationship between 
territorial rescaling and polycentric governance in Albania. It concludes that polycentric governance 
can enable cooperation and efficiency throughout rescaling, assuming some conditions are in place 
for addressing the polycentricity gap.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Policy responses should be tailored to the territories1 and should not be spatially 
blind. But as territories are in constant formation and reformation, with a myriad 
of purposes (Keating, 2013), the complexity of their governance increases. Gov-
ernance limited within administrative boundaries appears to insufficiently address 
place diversity (Keating, 2014, 2013; Faludi, 2018, 2012; Hooghes and Marks, 
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2016, 2003, 2001; Walter, 2004; Agnew, 1994; Ostrom et al., 1961) because of the 
mismatch between government jurisdictions and proliferating, spatially overlay-
ing territorial functions (ESPON, 2019; Behnke et al., 2019; Faludi, 2012; Balder-
sheim and Rose, 2010). Albania faces much of the same challenge. In 30 years, the 
government has undertaken reforms to decentralise power to promote territorial 
development and make the governance system more efficient and just. Yet the sys-
tem is far from perfect and inequalities have been flourishing across territorial and 
societal strata, questioning the reforms and the quality of territorial governance 
(RDPA, 2018; Shutina et al., 2016; Toto et al., 2015; Toto, 2010). 

The discourse on territorial development and regional policy in the European 
Union (EU) has emphasised since 19992 the need for multi-level governance and 
territorial polycentricity, in order to foster equity, competitiveness, and sustaina-
bility. To achieve them is a challenge that depends on institutional arrangements 
and on the stakeholders’ ability to continuously adapt to everchanging territorial 
constructs and to produce cohesive growth at any spatial scale. Decentralisation 
has often been described as the form of territorial rescaling, which together with 
territorial reforms shifts power between institutions and territorial levels for high-
er efficiency, but has also been criticised, at least in the case of CEE countries, for 
not contributing to lowering disparities (Loewen, 2018). Regionalisation, then, 
has played a role in the EU in restructuring territorial governance, leading to the 
regional policy discourse and new practices and forms of power sharing (ibid.) in 
a multi-level governance system. Therefore, multi-level governance has emerged 
as a means to govern through territorial scales and connect interests enabling ter-
ritorial development and cohesion (Benz, 2019; Behnke et al., 2019; Hooghes 
and Marks, 2003, 2009, 2016). This ability to correct the failures of both, cen-
tralised and decentralised systems of governance, and the respective territorial 
constructs result from the multi-level configuration of institutional arrangements 
that are theoretically flexible compared to the voting containers in a territory. Such 
arrangements exhibit network and polycentric characteristics that may be “capa-
ble of striking a balance between centralised and fully decentralised or commu-
nity-based governance” (Carlisle and Gruby, 2019, p. 928), while also mitigating 
the impacts of administrative and territorial reforms undertaken to satisfy elector-
al results and representations. 

However, OECD (2016, 2011) has defined the presence of seven gaps that 
actors should overcome to achieve efficient multi-level governance and obtain 
territorial cohesion. The administrative gap – being a mismatch between political/
functional boundaries and the policy gap – as fragmentation and miscoordina-
tion of polities could be overcome through cooperation. The other gaps (financial, 
capacity and information, and accountability and objective) interrelate with the 
first two, because conflicting territorial constructs and institutional designs can-

2  With the adoption of the European Spatial Planning Perspective.
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not yield better resources, more knowledge, or cohesion and democracy. In this 
paper, we add and explore an eighth gap, that of polycentricity, which indicates 
the embeddedness of polycentric governance’s modus-operandi that is based on 
cooperation, into frequently changing territorial constructs. 

The need to explore the polycentricity gap stems thus from the requirement 
for multi-level governance to connect territorial layers to governance and pol-
ities in a context of continuous territorial rescaling. Multi-level governance is 
proposed to solve issues of efficiency and cohesion, yet often being captured in 
territorial containers of power distribution. Early EU studies on cohesion iden-
tified territorial polycentricity as a spatial planning policy objective in Europe 
and a  foundation for EU regional policy, aiming at sustainable development, 
regardless of the electoral containers. However, territorial polycentricity has yet 
to achieve its ambition (Rauhut, 2017; Waterhout et al., 2005; Davoudi, 2003) 
lacking even a commonly agreed measuring methodology (see ESPON, 2005; 
Meijers and Sandberg, 2008; Green, 2007; Brezzi and Veneri, 2015). Further-
more, territorial polycentricity as an objective that tackles territorial disparities 
while boosting competitiveness (CSD, 1999) has held true among countries, but 
has had limited empirical validity among regions3 (Rauhut, 2017; Homsy and 
Warner, 2015; Brezzi and Veneri, 2015; Burger et al., 2014; Meijers and Sand-
berg, 2008) because it focuses on proving the morphology of development and 
the flows of functions in a territory without considering the governance arrange-
ments (Finka and Kluvankova, 2015).

Despite that, a growing body of literature has explored polycentric governance 
under various disciplines and scholarships, particularly public administration and 
the commons (Carlisle and Gruby, 2019), since 1961 when V. Ostrom et al. con-
ceived the concept in the frame of their discourse on metropolitan-area govern-
ance. In these studies, polycentric governance is attributed a number of theoreti-
cal and empirically observed advantages, such as risk adaptation and mitigation 
ability, recognition of scale diversity, higher economic efficiency compared to 
monocentric systems (Van Zeben, 2019), or the ability to address multiple goals in 
complex socio-ecological systems. This is not to say that polycentric governance 
systems are without any drawbacks. Indeed, their inherent complex designs may 
lead to internal conflicts among stakeholders (Lubell et al., 2020), high transac-
tions costs due to the broad array of coordination measures, and even reduced 
accountability because of high dispersion or responsibilities among stakeholders 
(Carlisle and Gruby, 2019). Additionally, the performance of polycentric govern-
ance depends also on the specificities of the respective context, on the types of 
forums and cooperation arenas where stakeholders interact, and on the issues that 
bring them together. Therefore, polycentric governance will not succeed to the 

3  According to empirical research, polycentric countries have usually a higher national GDP per 
capita, but lower GDP per capita in polycentric regions compared to monocentric ones. 
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same extent in every setting (ibid.), and territorial constructs are eventually part 
of the factors that affect its functionality. 

The concept of polycentric governance could indeed benefit from further 
clarification (Lubell et al., 2020; Carlisle and Gruby, 2019; Thiel et al., 2018), 
and a particular area of interest are governance studies that examine the role of 
polycentricity in addressing failures of decentralisation and territorial rescaling 
to achieve the objectives of efficiency and development cohesion. As a matter of 
fact, polycentric governance embodies competitive vertical and horizontal net-
work interactions of autonomous decision-making institutions (Van Zeben, 2019; 
McGinnis, 2011; Ostrom, 1972; Ostrom et al., 1961), but the focus on territorial 
implications is insufficient. Even though polycentric governance raises also ques-
tions about its territorial dimension, the interaction between policy communities 
has remained its primary focus so far.

Our intention is to investigate whether polycentric governance can spur co-
operation and efficiency throughout territorial rescaling when certain conditions 
are in place to address the polycentricity gap. These conditions are explained in 
detail in the following chapter and span from an overall decentralisation of the 
governance setting to the presence of multiple centres of decision-making that 
operate and compete within a system, and finally the territorial construct of the 
governance objective at stake. We formulate conditions referring to the reach 
scholarship on the functionality of polycentric governance, but also adding the 
territorial dimension. For this, we initially discuss theoretically territorial rescal-
ing and polycentric governance to subsequently propose a model (of conditions) 
for analysing the polycentricity gap. 

The model is applied to four governance cases (two development programs 
(regional and rural), participatory spatial planning, and forest common pool re-
sources) in Albania, examined within the broader frame of Albania’s territorial 
rescaling reforms since 1990. We have chosen the cases to represent a diversity 
of governance arrangements and territorial scales, from the local to the regional 
and the national. Each case has at least a declared multi-level governance mech-
anism, but with different levels of decentralisation and initiating stakeholders. 
Also, at least one major territorial/administrative reform has taken place along 
each case. The research method is that of the case study for three of the cases, and 
investigation through observation, mapping and semi-structured interviews with 
commoners for the forest common pool resources. 

Based on the analysis of the cases, the paper concludes that polycentric govern-
ance is adaptable and well-suited to handle the dynamics and effects of continuous 
political territorial rescaling, provided that the polycentricity gap is addressed in 
the first place. It also recognises that the number of the explored cases is rather 
limited to generalise the conclusion, therefore requiring the investigation of fur-
ther cases. Finally, the results are contextual due to the territorial dimension, and, 
therefore, the application of the model to other territorial contexts would require 
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a preliminary understanding of the respective territorial rescaling processes and 
the identification of contextual factors, including the related governance arrange-
ments that have produced it or influenced it. This would lead to a recalibration of 
the model in terms of the indicators used to assess each of the polycentricity gap 
conditions.

2. TERRITORIAL RESCALING AND THE POLYCENTRICITY GAP 
IN GOVERNANCE

It is hard to think of government without territory, the latter being commonly 
associated with a polity exercising power and authority within a space limited by 
designated boundaries (Lefebvre, 1974/1991, 2003; Taylor, 2003; Delaney, 2005; 
Keating, 2013, etc.). Originally geographically determined, territory has evolved 
towards being relational (Lefebvre, 1974/2003; Gottman, 1975; Harvey, 1993; 
Massey, 1993; Delaney, 2005; Raffestin, 2012), emphasising the social co-pro-
duction. Faludi (2012) has criticised the container view on the territory as leading 
to the “territorial trap” (Agnew, 1994) and “poverty of territorialism” (Faludi, 
2018), insufficient or ill-suited to govern the myriad of non-territorially bound so-
cial interactions and functions of an unknown or malleable spatial extent. Keating 
(2013) has argued between relational and deterministic approaches to the territory, 
maintaining both boundary and non-boundary views as valid, depending on the 
use purpose that a territory bears.

The territorial boundaries cause divides (Keating, 2014), best expressed 
through government jurisdictions. These jurisdictions are voting containers (Falu-
di, 2012) that seldom match functional boundaries, due to political implications, 
overlapping spatial typologies into ‘fuzzy territorial strips’ (Figure 1), and insuf-
ficient knowledge of the respective socio-ecological systems. Hence, territorial 
rescaling that favours the devolution of government as a solution to inefficiency 
and social-economic disparities (Mykhnenko and Wolff, 2018) instead produc-
es further mismatch and complexity. The assumption that there exists an opti-
mal scale for each territorial function (Hooghe and Marks, 2003, 2009) to which 
a government structure can be assigned is not helpful either, because once applied, 
it would still have to solve the governance of fuzzy strips. In addition, due to the 
relational character of the territory, a scale-fit, even if found, can never be perma-
nent (Baldersheim and Rose, 2010).

To answer the question of governance efficiency for multiple and overlaying 
territorial levels, Hooghes and Marks (2001, 2003, 2016) have proposed in their 
seminal work two types of multi-level governance with logically coherent though 
alternative responses to coordination. The first focuses on interaction and power 
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sharing between structures in a vertical hierarchy (Behnke et al., 2019) and the 
second on functional territories. Most institutional territorial rescaling involves 
type I, which tends to endure because of its political patronage and because it is 
modified only during policy and territorial reforms. With its rigid boundaries, type 
I cannot solve relational territorial problems, requiring ubiquitous type II arrange-
ments – network-like, with overlapping memberships, locally and across levels. 
As territorial rescaling that implicates type I cannot perform the role of type II, 
the two systems must coexist and interact in a network of ‘policy communities’ 
(Clifton and Usai, 2018; Keating, 2014), embracing the conditions of polycentric-
ity (Van Zeben, 2019; Carlisle and Gruby, 2017; Aligica and Tarko, 2012), and 
seeking territorial constructs that materialise the interests behind interactions. In 
this process, the policy communities must overcome multi-level governance gaps 
(OECD 2016, 2011), which emphasise the necessity for cross-scales and cross-ac-
tors cooperation, revealing a new gap, i.e., that of polycentricity. This gap entails 
the embeddedness of polycentric interactions into and among territorial constructs 
emerging from continuous rescaling processes.

Fig. 1. Fuzzy territorial strips, Fier, Albania
Source: own work (Shutina) for doctoral research, 2018.
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The need to explore the polycentricity gap in multi-level governance has al-
ready been addressed in the introduction. Here we develop the model of condi-
tions for analysing the polycentricity gap, basing it on the common understanding 
and findings on polycentric governance from literature. Polycentric governance 
is a highly complex multi-level, multi-type, multi-actors, multi-sector and mul-
ti-functional system (Van Zeben, 2019; Araral and Hartley, 2013; McGinnis, 
2011; Boamah, 2018). It brings together territorial activities, structures and in-
stitutional designs in a polycentric network of formally independent centres of 
decision-making, or policy communities that compete under a specific set of rules, 
generating added value through synergies and mitigating conflicts (Lubell et al., 
2020; Van Zeben, 2019; Boamah, 2018; Aligica and Tarko, 2012; Ostrom, 2008; 
Ostrom, 1972; Ostrom et al., 1961). In polycentric governance, emphasis falls on 
the independence of decision-making units, i.e., (local) governments and non-
state actors, to self-regulate their actions in a self-concerted effort (ibid.) Obvious-
ly, this does not happen spontaneously, but it is bound by an “overarching shared 
system of rules,” “access to information,” and “capacity to learn” (Van Zeben, 
2019, p. 27).

Homsy and Warner (2015) have argued empirically on the ability of lo-
cal governments to achieve their objective efficiently by simply acting inde-
pendently in a polycentric interaction. They promote instead multi-level gov-
ernance with national governments supporting local action to raise efficiency,4 
by addressing the capacity and knowledge gaps with information moving up and 
down the levels of government (ibid., p. 53). As a matter of fact, such a finding 
only reinforces the conceptualisation of polycentricity in governance with all 
of its attributes, institutional essentials and prerequisites as summarised by Van 
Zeben (2019), shedding once again light on the implications of territorial scales 
in governance. Indeed, “polycentricity is the expression of a system’s capac-
ity for self-governance, which over time will give rise to a  complex system 
of governance institutions” (Van Zeben, 2019, p.  14), where the polycentric 
interaction does not exclude national governments. Instead, “decision-making 
centres also exist or operate across political jurisdictions” (Carlisle and Gruby, 
2019, p. 938) and the involvement of national governments as one of the ac-
tors is inherent to the governance of nested or large scale (territorial) systems. 
Yet, this interaction has to happen upon an overarching system of shared rules 
(formal and informal) and the independence of the centres of decision-making, 
regardless of their level or size, should be guaranteed, as an inherent attribute 
of polycentric governance.

We conceptualise the polycentricity gap in a  model of six conditions that 
policy communities should succeed on and apply to enable the embeddedness 
of polycentric governance in a  setting of continuous territorial rescaling. We 

4  The local government objective they explored was the adoption of environmental sustainability policy. 
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formulate these conditions (Table 1) based on the discourses of polycentric gov-
ernance and territorial rescaling analysed so far, adding also from the concep-
tualisation of governance networks of Bogason and Zølner (2007, p. 6), citing 
Sorensen and Torfing (2006, Introduction, p.  9), the important dimension of 
contributing to the production of public purpose. In this paper, the public pur-
pose is articulated broadly as the efficiency of services and functions and the ter-
ritorial cohesion, or reduced disparities, towards which a multilevel governance 
system should steer, and may therefore relate to any policy objective.

Table 1. The conceptualisation of polycentricity gap conditions versus a comparative review of 
sources that define features of polycentric and network governance 

The polycentricity 
gap conditions

Carlisle and Gruby  
(2019, p. 20)

Van Zeben  
(2019, p. 27)

Bogason and 
Zølner (2007, p. 6)

The level of 
governance 
decentralisation

Attribute: Multiple 
overlapping decision-making 
centres with some degree of 
autonomy
Enabling condition: 
Decision-making centres 
exist at different levels and 
across political jurisdictions
Enabling condition: 
Decision-making centres 
employ diverse institutions

Institutional essential: 
Freedom and ability to 
enter and exit
Institutional essential: 
Enforcement of shared 
system of rules
Prerequisite: Access to 
justice

Network 
governance is 
self-regulating 
within limits 
set by external 
agencies.

Subject of common 
interest for the 
decision-making 
centres

Enabling condition: 
Decision-making centres 
exist at different levels and 
across political jurisdictions
Enabling condition: 
Decision-making centres 
employ diverse institutions

Prerequisite: Access to 
information

Contributes to 
the production of 
public purpose.

Independent 
interacting centres 
of decision-making

Attribute: Choosing to act 
in ways that take account of 
others through processes of 
cooperation, competition, 
conflict, and conflict 
resolution
Enabling condition: 
Decision-making centres 
participate in cross-
scale linkages or other 
mechanisms for deliberation 
and learning

Attribute: Multiple 
independent centres of 
decision making
Attribute: Continuous 
competition, 
cooperation and 
conflict resolution
Institutional essential: 
Peaceful contestation 
among different 
(interest) Groups
Prerequisite: Capacity 
to learn

Is a relatively 
stable horizontal 
articulation of 
interdependent, 
but operationally 
autonomous 
actors, who 
interact through 
negotiations.
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The polycentricity 
gap conditions

Carlisle and Gruby  
(2019, p. 20)

Van Zeben  
(2019, p. 27)

Bogason and 
Zølner (2007, p. 6)

Common niche of 
genuine attraction 
for cooperation

Prerequisite: Access to 
information
Institutional essential: 
Peaceful contestation 
among different 
(interest) groups

Territories to 
materialise the 
common and 
autonomous 
interests

Enabling condition: The 
jurisdiction or scope of 
authority of decision-making 
centres is coterminous 
with the boundaries of the 
problem being addressed

Institutional essential: 
Peaceful contestation 
among different 
(interest) groups
Prerequisite: Access to 
information
Prerequisite: Access to 
justice

A system of rules 
accepted by the 
actors in the 
network

Enabling condition: 
Mechanisms for 
accountability exist within 
the governance system
Enabling condition: A variety 
of formal and informal 
mechanisms for conflict 
resolution exists within the 
system
Enabling condition: 
Generally applicable rules 
and norms, structure actions 
and behaviours within the 
system

Attribute: Overarching 
shared system of rules
Institutional essential: 
Enforcement of shared 
system of rules
Prerequisite: Access to 
information
Prerequisite: Access to 
justice
Prerequisite: Capacity 
to learn

Negotiations 
take place within 
a common 
regulative, 
normative,
cognitive and 
imaginary 
framework.

Source: own work.

In a summary, each condition is therefore described as follows: 
The level of governance decentralisation: The national policy on govern-

ance should allow decentralisation and self-governance at sub-national levels, as 
well as decision-making autonomy for non-state actors (Van Zeben, 2019; Bogas-
on and Zølner, 2007; Ostrom, 1959, 1993). This first condition is a contextual one 
in the sense that the level and type of decentralisation is variable and, therefore, 
the way in which it is measured will also vary between territories or states. Yet, 
this condition is a prerequisite for the following five to be met, because each is 
strongly linked to independent action and networking.

The subject of common interest for decision-making centres: The actors as 
centres of decision-making in a network have at least one common policy objective, 
related to the use of the territory, such as forests, water resources, tourism, economic 
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development, etc., and to the governance objectives of cohesive development and 
efficiency. The policy objective(s) drive(s) their interaction in the network. 

Independent interacting centres of decision-making: Polycentric govern-
ance brings several centres of decision-making, independent but complementary 
to one-another, and highly interactive among them in a  three-dimensional net-
work governance (Van Zeben, 2019; Carlisle and Gruby, 2019; Boamah, 2018; 
Berardo and Lubell, 2016; McGinnis, 2011; Bogason and Zølner, 2007; Ostrom, 
1972; Ostrom et al., 1961). These centres handle applicable policy objectives in 
a constellation of cross-territorial connections and cooperation (Boamah, 2018; 
Berardo and Lubell, 2016).

Common niche of genuine attraction for cooperation: To achieve coopera-
tion, there should be some minimal need or willingness for it – common niche of 
attraction for genuine cooperation among the centres of decision-making. This 
may be for instance the actors’ common desire to attract tourists in their area, each 
with specific interests. This common niche of attraction guarantees that individual 
actors engage in self-governance and are willing to spend considerable time and 
energy in crafting commonly accepted solutions and actively participating in their 
implementation (McGinnis and Walker, 2010). The ‘engagement’ in self-govern-
ance is what defines the difference between a ‘common niche of attraction’ and the 
‘subject of common interest’. The ‘subject’ is a broad policy area/objective, which 
defines the scope and if absent, then there is no need to discuss cooperation at all. 
But for cooperation to occur, there should be competition that drives stakeholders 
towards identifying a niche of attraction within the subject and start interacting to 
achieve their interests (see Van Zeben, 2019).

Territories to materialise common and autonomous interests: For it to hap-
pen, cooperation requires a territory to use, to materialise the autonomous, com-
plementary and/or competitive interests/objectives of actors. Territorial specifici-
ties and the construct define and shape the common niche of genuine attraction 
for cooperation (for instance mountainous versus coastal areas). In a metropolitan 
region there are many common interests (natural resources, infrastructures, in-
dustrial uses, etc.) The territorial construct is also the basis for the learning, infor-
mation and knowledge prerequisite (see Van Zeben, 2019) to take shape and help 
achieving self-governance.

A system of rules accepted by the actors in a network: In polycentric gov-
ernance, the autonomy of decision-making centres is pivotal to the notion, but the 
nodes do not operate in isolation. First, there is a constant interaction. Second, 
though it may seem as there is fragmentation due to size and overlapping scopes, 
as long as the centres compete by engaging in mutual value-added cooperation 
and in conflict resolution, they are considered as functioning as a system (Ostrom 
et al., 1961). Interaction happens based on a commonly agreed system of formal 
and informal rules (Van Zeben, 2019; Carlisle and Gruby, 2019; Boamah, 2018; 
McGinnis, 2011; Bogason and Zølner, 2007), avoiding overexploitation (tragedy 
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of the commons) and under-consumption (free riders) dilemmas (Ostrom, 1990; 
Alexander and Penalver, 2012) as much as possible.

In chapter four, we analyse the governance cases in terms of the above six 
conditions. The qualitative indicators used to unravel each condition reflect the 
territorial constructs, rescaling and governance setting in Albania. The indicators 
were developed by Shutina in the frame of his doctoral research. We do not bring 
the indicators in this paper because these are contextual and exceed the scope of 
the paper, which is to provide a conceptual model, which for further application 
into various contexts should be adjusted for the indicators to reflect territorial and 
governance specificities. In order to contextualise our use of the model, we first 
provide a description of territorial development and rescaling in Albania.

3. TERRITORIAL DEVELOPMENT AND RESCALING IN ALBANIA 

The earliest study of regional disparities5 in Albania covered the 2000s, revealing the 
country’s peripheral territorial development position compared to EU countries. Dis-
parities between urban and rural areas, and among local governments were signif-
icantly higher than among regions.6 The situation was similar in the two following 
studies by Shutina et al. (2016) and RDPA (2018). The analysis of over 110 indicators 
has shown that, economically speaking, the qark7 of Tirana is always outdoing other 
qarks, while from an environmental perspective it is historically underperforming. 

In addition, Albania has a monocentric territorial structure,8 the unit of analy-
sis being the 18 functional urban areas (FUA) defined by Toto et al. (2015).9 The 
morphological polycentrism index, composed of three equal-weight sub-indices 
(size, location, and connectivity) has revealed a substantial level of polarisation 
(polycentricity index10 65.1 versus 56.2 of ESPON space in 200511 (ESPON, 2005, 

5  Regional Disparities Analysis of the ‘Integrated Support for Decentralization 2009-2011’, imple-
mented by UNDP, funded by the EU and UNDP. 
6  This study was conducted prior to the territorial/administrative reform of 2014, at the level of 12 
qarks and 373 municipalities and communes.
7  Territorial unit equivalent of NUTS III level in Albania. Each qark is composed of an average of 
five municipalities. 
8  The territorial polycentricity analysis for Albania was conducted based on the methodology de-
fined by the ESPON (2005) project “Potential for a polycentric development in Europe”. 
9  Based on the urban agglomerations designated by the Institute of Statistics, on population poten-
tial and the 45-minute daily work-commuting isochrones from FUA centres (ESPON, 2017; IN-
STAT, 2015; ESPON, 2005).
10  The index is measured in a scale of 0–100, where the lower an index (or sub-indices) is, the higher 
the polycentricity. An index of 100 indicates extreme morphological monocentricity.
11  Europe-27 countries.



114 Dritan Shutina, Rudina Toto

p. 73)). Polarisation is very high for the size index (97 – based on GDP and popu-
lation according ESPON, (2005) and Spiekermann et al. (2015)), and high for the 
connectivity index (72.2). The dominant FUA is that of Tirana. The location index 
is low (28), revealing a “uniform distribution of cities across the territory” (ES-
PON, 2005, p. 60). The latter is due to historical path dependency12 and suggests 
a locational opportunity for a polycentric territorial network of urban settlements 
in Albania. Yet, no government has supported the development of polycentrism 
and spatial polarisation is expected to sharpen. In addition, the functional polycen-
tricity is low, too (Toto et al., 2015).

This territorial development has occurred alongside the institutional territo-
rial rescaling processes (Keating, 2014) of the last 30 years. The first govern-
ance shift was the introduction of political decentralisation in 1992 following 
half a century of centralised government under the communist regime. By the 
end of the communist system in 1990, Albania had its centralised government 
organised locally into three levels, the urban areas (67 cities), the rural areas 
(2,848 villages), and 26 districts (regions). The pre-1990s model had a strong 
influence on the territorial structure of local government’s organisation in the 
decade of 1990–2000. In 2000, the parliament adopted the first law on local 
governments13, organising them into two levels: municipalities (65 urban are-
as) and communes (309 rural areas) as the first tier; and 12 qarks as the second 
one. The district (36 such units) was maintained as a  historical subdivision, 
merely to facilitate transition between systems, as most statistics were collect-
ed on that level, and several deconcentrated regional ministerial directorates 
operated at the district level. Local governments had exclusive/own and shared 
functions, yet, with functional and fiscal power limitations based on respective 
sectorial laws.

The Government of Albania revisited the decentralisation reform in 2014–
2017 (Fig. 2) aiming at decentralising further functionally and fiscally. The 
reform, including at least three new laws, was supposed to tackle the low 
territorial, economic and institutional efficiency of service delivery at the lo-
cal government level (Toto et al., 2014; Shutina, 2015), and spatial dispari-
ties. 373 local government units were merged to form 61 municipalities, be-
coming larger in size (Tirana being the largest one and growing from 45 sq. 
km to 1,100 sq. km), but also territorially more complex, with urban and rural 
areas, agricultural land and natural resources. This mixture alone is the epit-
ome of the challenges in the implementation of the reform, by increasing the 
number of tasks and the volume of legal framework with which municipalities 
should deal, while also requiring diversification and consolidation of human 
and financial resources.

12  National policy of uniform spatial distribution of urban centres between the 1950s and 1980s.
13  Law “On Local Self-Government Organisation and Functioning”, No. 8652/2000.
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Fig. 2. Territorial rescaling processes after 1990, Albania
Source: own work.

The territorial tier that remained intact during the reforms was the qark. Since 
2000, political actors intentionally have not given the qark any well-differentiated 
competences of governance. They merely assigned it a monitoring, coordinating 
and oversighting role for first-tier units to mitigate potential inefficiencies arising 
from a lack of cooperation, assuming that local governments have no concern for 
the spill-over effects of their activities beyond their administrative boundaries. To 
date, the qark is a territorial construct of a very weak governance role and weak 
historical identity, adding to the myriad of local government systems of Central 
and East European countries, characterised by weak intermediary levels of gov-
ernment (Swianiewicz, 2014; Loewen, 2018). Nonetheless, the qark’s mere pres-
ence is constantly used politically as an argument to block or contest development 
reforms. 

These administratively-driven territorial rescaling processes have always 
claimed five criteria: political representation; the efficiency of service delivery; 
the economy of scales; local self-determination; and historical ties and boundaries. 
The criteria have been applied unevenly across the territory, with territorial polity 
dictating the final decision. The political actors declared efficiency and economy 
of scales as the reasons for initiating reforms, but overrode them in the course 
of each reform. The concept of ‘functional area’ was moulded to fit the political 
discourse and make decisions incontestable. In addition, the political language has 
constantly articulated historical ties merely to manipulate community sensitivities 
and achieve political ambitions. Finally, local self-determination would have been 
mere vocabulary had it not been for the existence of ethnic minorities, which were 
bestowed the right to govern autonomously the territories where they were set-
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tled. Basically, Albania’s territorial reforms emphasised the territorial dimension 
solely to accomplish power redistribution. Additionally, local governments were 
not keen either on embarking on territorial reforms, as they considered those as 
weakening the authority of local political stakeholders. They have continuously 
explored forms of territorial cooperation and, despite capacity gaps, they have 
come to far more rewarding solutions for their own territorial disparities and frag-
mentation than the top-down amalgamation. While also acknowledging urban-ru-
ral and regional disparities as problems that exceed their scale, blessed with place 
knowledge, local governments do not consider territorial rescaling neither a pan-
acea, nor a one-time remedy, particularly when the political weight of a reform 
surpasses the genuine intention for sustainable territorial development. 

In the autumn of 2021, the new government which formed after the national elec-
tions and the opposition political forces, expressed willingness to implement a new 
territorial and administrative reform. This potential rescaling phase has not turned 
into a commitment yet, but it is one of the headlines of political discourse in Albania. 

4. THE ANALYSIS OF FOUR GOVERNANCE CASES

As part of institutional territorial rescaling reforms, successive governments have 
adopted and implemented policies, programs, and practices, in a multi-level ap-
proach, aiming at enhancing territorial development and reducing spatial dis-
parities. After the reform of 2000, the governments have focused on deepening 
functional and fiscal decentralisation for efficient services provision, higher ac-
countability, increased financial resources, and enhanced capacities. In the subse-
quent reform, the government framed its programs and investments within region-
al development and regional policy as a remedy for the efficiency and governance 
failures of decentralisation and as a means leading to cohesion. This chapter will 
analyse the six conditions for addressing the polycentricity gap in four multi-level 
governance cases of policies and programs spanning across the reforms, in the 
context of persisting failures, including territorial disparities.

Each case has specific objectives of territorial development, but all aim at cohe-
sion. In addition, each case is intertwined differently with the territorial rescaling pro-
cesses since 1990 and they do not satisfy equally the polycentricity gap conditions.

4.1. Urban Renaissance

Urban Renaissance (UR) was the regional development programme implemented 
by the government in the years 2014–2018, extending to almost every municipal-
ity in Albania (70 urban areas). UR, funded through the Regional Development 
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Fund (RDF), aimed at regenerating public spaces in urban centres, assuming these 
interventions would resonate causing catalytic development effects regionally. 
Trackable data from the Ministry of Finance and Economy helps one understand 
how the fund operated territorially. Thus, in 2014–2018, almost all urban centres 
in Albania acquired between 200,000 euros and 30,000,000 euros for public space 
regeneration only, totalling approx. 147 million euros, or 41% of the RDF. The 
government reported 159 such projects by the end of 2017. Out of 61 municipal-
ities, Tirana received the largest number of projects (13) and funds (approx. 30 
million euros), followed by Durrës with 10 projects and approx. 20 million euros.

UR intended to promote the establishment of territorial partnerships. Histori-
cally, the RDF has been distributed on a competitive basis to support infrastruc-
ture improvements and has been allocated to line ministries or other relevant in-
stitutions for capital expenditures. The major institutional change for RDF during 
the UR implementation was the consolidation of funds previously allocated to 
ministries, and distributing them to local governments on a competitive basis (Dh-
rami and Gjika, 2018).

A detailed expenditure track study is necessary to draw the potential effects of 
these investments on the local and regional economies. The disparities analyses 
(2014–2018) do not reveal any improvements to regional development profiles, 
with disparities sharpening further. Hence, the program had an effect on city/urban 
landscape, improving urban quality, but not necessarily on development indica-
tors. Ultimately, UR supported projects of local relevance and effect. In addition, 
RDF funds for UR were allocated through top-down decision-making and in di-
rect communication with mayors, side-stepping other stakeholders. 

4.2. 100+ Villages 

The Integrated Rural Development Program, known as ‘100+ Villages’ is an on-
going initiative of the Prime Minister and the Ministry of Agriculture. Its aim is to 
coordinate development interventions in rural areas, through a cross-sectorial and 
multi-stakeholder approach, in line with the objectives of regional development as 
defined in the National Strategy for Development and Integration, and as a model 
that moves away from disconnected and fragmented interventions on the territory. 
Municipalities and the Albanian Development Fund (ADF) started gradually the 
implementation in 2019. According to ADF and Ministry of Agriculture reports, 
around 19 out of 100 villages received investments of over 81 billion euros in 
total14 by 2020. Though implementation is not limited to public institutions, the 
funds so far have been allocated from the state budget and international donors, 

14  See also: https://www.reporter.al/si-u-kthye-ne-fushate-marketingu-programi-per-zhvillimin-e-
100-fshatrave/. 

https://www.reporter.al/si-u-kthye-ne-fushate-marketingu-programi-per-zhvillimin-e-100-fshatrave/
https://www.reporter.al/si-u-kthye-ne-fushate-marketingu-programi-per-zhvillimin-e-100-fshatrave/
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with no public-private partnerships being formed around investments. The spe-
cific objectives15 of the program are: (i) Improvement of public infrastructure and 
public space; (ii) Economic development through diversification of activities; (iii) 
Development of social and human capital through rural networks, local action 
groups, vocational training, etc.; (iv) Establishment of the Albanian agritourism 
network; and (v) Creation of traditional brand store chain.

However, the projects implemented so far have focussed mostly on public 
space regeneration in village centres and the improvement of facades for tradi-
tional architecture buildings. Fewer investments went to agricultural activities, 
and the ministry of tourism invested in signs and information boards. Unlike the 
slow progress and fragmentation of implementation, the mobilisation of the pro-
gram was strategically well-structured. Launched in early 2018, the challenge was 
to turn its objectives into concrete projects with a dedicated financial portfolio, 
reflecting the government’s interests and local issues. Therefore, the government 
built a governance mechanism, led by an inter-ministerial committee, which ap-
proves allocation and distribution of funding. At the technical level, the advisor to 
the Prime Minister on planning issues and the National Territory Planning Agency 
(NTPA) coordinated the design process, implemented with the involvement of 
five universities. NTPA assigned each university a group of villages and launched 
in the spring of 2018 the ‘100+ Villages Academia’, which produced development 
visions and proposed projects for implementation. The output of the academia 
guided the 2019–2020 budgetary provisions.

The fieldwork by universities, besides generating, gathering and exchanging 
knowledge, entailed also communication and negotiation with local communities, to 
justify not merely the legal requirements for participatory processes, but also a ne-
cessity to respond efficiently to territorial constructs. The proposals contained the 
views and requests of local communities. The management was decentralised, but 
decision-making remained central. Municipalities facilitated communication and 
knowledge exchange locally, and with the national government. Municipalities and 
communities did not have a say in the approval of programming documents, visions, 
or projects. They influenced the outcome only by being involved in the design phase.

4.3. Forest commons 

To date, there has been no definitive figure regarding the total forest area in Al-
bania, which varies between 20%16 and 30% of the territory (Toto, 2019; Global 
Forest Watch, 2019; FAO17, 2017). The current government’s initiative of estab-

15  More information is available at: www.bujqesia.gov.al [accessed on: 17.03.2021].
16  Country dashboards and downloadable data at https://www.globalforestwatch.org [accessed on: 
17.03.2021].
17  See: http://faostat.fao.org/static/syb/syb_3.pdf [accessed on: 17.03.2021].

https://www.globalforestwatch.org
http://faostat.fao.org/static/syb/syb_3.pdf
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lishing a forests’ cadastre should provide accurate and up-to-date figures, includ-
ing fragmentation and a decrease of the total area/volume over the years, but it 
is still ongoing. The forest area is decreasing, despite the moratorium set by the 
government in 2016.18

A major institutional change was the introduction in the law in 2015 of forest 
governance as an exclusive function of local governments. Municipalities cur-
rently manage 82% of the forest area in Albania, 3% of forest land is privately 
owned, and 15% are forests classified as environmentally protected areas, which 
are managed centrally.19 The forestry law had not recognised a regime of common 
forests governance, i.e. forests owned or managed in common by the adjacent 
living communities, until 2020. The recently approved law recognises these com-
munities’ right to use forests, establishing community structures to manage forests 
in cooperation with local governments.

Toto (2018) has explained that at least 30% of municipal forests, located at 
altitudes of 800–1,200 metres above sea level and adjacent to rural settlements, 
are governed through a system of common pool resources (CPR). Until 2020, 
forest CPRs had been rather informal, ‘allowed’ by municipalities due to a lack 
of financial and human resources to execute their own function. The proximity 
factor is important in linking people to forests because it makes it easier and 
feasible to take care of them, and local families have sufficient knowledge in do-
ing that. In addition, people value forests’ provisioning, regulatory and spiritual 
ecosystem services (Toto, 2019). Furthermore, before 1944, a  portion of the 
forest land had been governed in common in Albania and this was recognised 
in both customary and modern laws (Gjeçovi, 1925; Ministria e  Ekonomisë 
Kombëtare, 1930), with forest CPRs functioning through ‘proprietary rights’ 
(Ostrom, 2003). Historical ties were/have been strong and local population’s 
memory is so vivid that forest CPRs were reborn after 70 years of missing insti-
tutional support. Local communities have established internal sets of rules upon 
which each family takes care of its ‘share’ of common forests and all families 
monitor together (Toto, 2019). A  nested forest CPR system exists with more 
than 200 local forest associations, all acting on behalf of the local commoners 
and supporting them (whenever possible) financially. The National Forest Fed-
eration is the highest-level entity and it supports the lower levels/nodes in the 
polycentric system through projects, funds, technical advice, and lobbying and 
advocacy at the national policy-making level.

18  Figures published on official websites and in media reports, such as: https://faktoje.al/shfrytezi-
mi-abuziv-me-pyjet-rritet-edhe-pse-ka-nje-moratorium-ne-fuqi/.
19  National Agency for Protected Areas at http://akzm.gov.al/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item-
list&layout=category&task=category&id=5&Itemid=289=en. 

http://akzm.gov.al/index.php?option=com_k2&view=itemlist&layout=category&task=category&id=5&Itemid=289〈=en
http://akzm.gov.al/index.php?option=com_k2&view=itemlist&layout=category&task=category&id=5&Itemid=289〈=en
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4.4. Territorial planning20 forums and networks 

Territorial planning is shared between local and national institutions. Municipalities 
draft local plans and local councils adopt them. However, comprehensive local terri-
torial plans that address entire local territories are approved also by the National Ter-
ritory Council. Additionally, the NTPA, as a technical body, monitors local planning 
processes, provides advice, and issues acts of compliance with the legislation and 
national territorial plans. The decision-making system is pyramidal, but legislation 
has defined the involvement of various actors during the planning process, constitu-
tionalising a network of territorial governance interactions. Communities and interest 
groups do not have any decision-making authority, but they can influence decisions.

There are currently three participatory planning mechanisms, which constitute 
a nested system that is partially constitutionalised, and partially agreed upon by 
stakeholders themselves to improve their influence in the process:

1.  The Forum for Local Planning Coordination is established by the NTPA with 
the participation of public institutions (local and national) that have competencies over 
the territory. The aim is to promote cross-sectoral coordination at the territorial level. 
The forum has no decision-making power, but can resolve conflicts. It serves as a plat-
form of strategic coordination in the frame of multi-level governance for planning.

2.  The local planning forum is established voluntarily in each municipality, it 
is promoted by the mayor for planning purposes, and it has a minimum of tasks 
legally defined. Municipal staff take territorial plans and other development ini-
tiatives to this forum, though they can also seek other forms of citizen coopera-
tion. The forum can remain informal as an initiative, or formalise a memorandum 
of understanding with the municipality. All 44 municipalities that had plans ap-
proved by mid-2018, have a local planning forum as well. However, the forum 
is not equally active everywhere, depending on the level of citizens’ engagement 
and on community trust in the local government.

3.  Citizen Advisory Panels (CAP) constitute one of the most prominent mech-
anisms of local direct participatory democracy in Albania. CAPs are built volun-
tarily after the experience of strategic planning citizen committees that operated in 
various municipalities during the years 2000. With only an advisory role, a CAP 
can influence a local council’s decision-making. CAPs have 15–25 members, ex-
cept for one municipality which has 40, and are composed of representatives of 
local NGOs, youth, women’s and vulnerable groups, media, and active citizens. 
CAPs have played a role in urban, budget, and action planning. CAPs have inter-
nal regulations covering: agreement or acknowledgement by local government; 
criteria for becoming a member; identification of candidates; coordinator elec-
tion; calendar of activities; rules for calling a meeting and addressing local issues 
through position papers and communication means.

20  This is the Albanian term for spatial planning. 
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5. DISCUSSION ON THE CASES AND POLYCENTRICITY GAP

In Hooghes and Marks’ (2003) taxonomy, the UR program and the 100+ Villages 
belong to type I arrangements, forest CPRs settle in the type II, while planning 
forums fall in between the two types. The government initiated and implemented 
the UR program concurrently with the territorial administrative reform of 2014. 
The implementation of the 100+Villages program started after the adoption of 
the new local government boundaries. Forest CPRs have existed since the early 
2000s, surviving all territorial rescaling reforms. CAPs as part of the planning 
forums have existed since the early 2000s, while the other forums were born with 
the territorial reform of 2014.

The UR and the 100+ Villages programs were aimed at tackling spatial dispari-
ties, and creating visibility and an attractive image for the political ambition and its 
territorial power. As central government programs, they have had the opportunity to 
be territorially strategic. However, the fragmented intervention of UR, and the low 
number of projects implemented so far in the 100+ Villages program, make the ap-
proaches more of an injection, without regional effects. Studies on regional dispari-
ties have not reported so far any reduction of inequality. Tourism and services have 
been stimulated from investments, which increased confidence within respective 
local communities. The 100+ Villages program, though only partially implemented, 
was better diffused into the territory, because of its co-design process.

The purpose of the planning forums was to combine type I and type II mul-
ti-level governance approaches in one territorial planning governance system. 
CAPs depend particularly on a community’s organisation capacity and willing-
ness to convey local knowledge in decision-making. The other forums depend on 
the accountability and coordination capacity of respective government entities. 
Finally, forest CPRs, aim to ensure resilience and local development objectives, 
adapting to the evolving institutional context. The polycentricity gap is almost ful-
ly addressed in forest CPRs and the system has been resilient since before 1945. 
More in detail in Table 2.

The UR program was envisioned as a program of multi-level polycentric gov-
ernance with bottom-up initiatives feeding top-down programming and decisions 
into partnership-based implementation. Yet in reality, priorities were set centrally, 
the network of local actors was non-existent or bypassed, and the common inter-
est was limited to political objectives. Instead of a competitive projects’ selection 
process, there were direct negotiations between mayors and the RDF committee. 
This undermined the public system of rules. Furthermore, UR was not based on 
the national strategy for development, or on the national territorial plan, or on any 
regional development policy.

The 100+ Villages program engaged numerous stakeholders during the de-
sign phase. They all had a common niche of genuine attraction for cooperation. 
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The central government had an interest in inner peripheries and lagging regions. 
Through cooperation, the government was able to pack all initiatives into one 
financial portfolio to control during allocation and implementation. By mobilising 
the academia, the network of stakeholders was inclined to agree on a set of imple-
mentation rules. The program adopted polycentric governance during planning, 
but not during implementation. The full assessment of the program can only be 
concluded when it finishes, i.e., in 2022.

The Forest CPRs system of Albania is fully decentralised and polycentric, 
with a nested system, where nodes and layers have various degrees of power and 
decision-making across the territorial scales. Commoners and local associations 
cooperate with municipal officials. This complex system of polycentric govern-
ance works based on a set of internal rules and legislation. All critical factors for 
polycentric governance are fulfilled and the system is efficient, robust and adapt-
able to territorial dynamics. The recent legal changes will help the system extend 
CPR governance to larger forest areas, and increase the commoners’ opportunity 
to access public funds for forest maintenance.

The participatory planning forums form a system that fulfils almost all of the 
six polycentricity gap conditions. However, the system is not fully decentralised 
and the decision-making authority is shared among government institutions, with 
the exclusion of non-governmental actors. The latter’s role is limited to influenc-
ing the design stage. All these interactions are conducted within a nested system of 
stakeholders and networking relations clearly defined in a territory, where powers 
and authority are not equally shared among participants. The management and 
approval structures, as well as the sets of rules are clear.

Table 2. Comparison of cases based on the conditions of the polycentricity gap

Conditions of 
polycentricity 

gap

‘Urban 
Renaissance’ ‘100+ Villages’ Participatory 

Planning Forums Forest CPRs

1. Governance 
decentralisa-
tion

No: Central de-
cision-making; 
Communication 
to other stake-
holders in the 
network.

No: Central de-
cision-making; 
Beneficiaries and 
experts influenced 
decision during 
design phase.

Partially: Centralised 
– to – decentralised 
approaches; Un-
equally distributed 
across national ter-
ritory. 

Yes: Decen-
tralised deci-
sion-making.

2. Subjects of 
common in-
terest for de-
cision-making 
centres

Partially: Urban 
regeneration of city 
centres, for central 
government;
Local develop-
ment for the ur-
ban areas.

Yes: Establish de-
velopment practic-
es for rural areas; 
Enhance tourism 
potential; Increase 
local economic 
opportunities.

Yes: The General 
Local Territory 
Plans, approved by 
the Municipality and 
the National Territo-
ry Council. 

Yes: Ensure 
sustainable 
use of local 
forests; 
Maintain for-
ests legacy.



123Territorial rescaling and polycentric governance in Albania

Conditions of 
polycentricity 

gap

‘Urban 
Renaissance’ ‘100+ Villages’ Participatory 

Planning Forums Forest CPRs

3. Independent 
centres of de-
cision-making

No: The central 
authorities man-
age the program 
and approve 
funds.

No: The central 
authorities manage 
the program; local 
actors influence the 
outcome of design 
phase.

Partially: All three 
types of planning 
forums as nodes of 
a larger participatory 
planning network.

Yes: Com-
moners; 
village-based 
groups of 
commoners; 
local forest 
associations; 
National 
Forest Feder-
ation.

4. Common 
niche of gen-
uine attraction 
for coopera-
tion

No: Weak con-
vergence between 
government 
interest and local 
needs for services 
& economic op-
portunities. 

Partially: Econom-
ic/business oppor-
tunities and tourism 
activities for local 
development.

Yes: Concrete pro-
posals on housing, 
land use, businesses’ 
locations and recre-
ational activities. 

Yes: Com-
mon forests, 
located 
adjacent to 
villages in-
volved in the 
nested sys-
tem of forest 
governance. 

5. Territories 
to materialise 
the common 
and autono-
mous interest

Yes: Centres of 
cities as govern-
ment intention 
for urban cores 
to resonate into 
regions.

Yes: Village cen-
tres, clusters of 
villages: each 
defining the core 
of a specific rural 
region, represent-
ing sub-regions. 

Yes: Local govern-
ment administrative 
jurisdiction area.

Yes: Forest 
ecosystems 
in the coun-
try: close 
to villages, 
owned or 
managed 
in common 
prior 1940. 

6. System or 
rules accepted 
by actors in 
the network

Partially: Legal 
rules and imple-
mentation frame-
works only.

Yes: Legal rules 
and frameworks 
mostly. Rules of 
participation de-
fined ad hoc during 
design stage.

Yes: Internal rules 
always. A minimum 
of legally defined 
rules for the national 
forum and for local 
forums, not CAPs.

Yes: Internal 
rules always; 
fulfilment 
of forest 
legislation as 
well. 

Source: own work.

These four cases reveal different response to the territorial reforms’ dynamics, 
due to different levels of addressing the polycentricity gap. The more centralised 
the decision-making is, even in the case of capillary investments in a territory, the 
fewer conditions of the polycentricity gap are satisfied, and the less effective the 
system is. The knowledge factor is also very important. The case of forest com-
mons is successful because knowledge about commons is available and transferable 
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among stakeholders and generations. In the case of forums for participatory plan-
ning, knowledge and dissemination and exchange mechanisms have not increased 
the trust of the participants among themselves and on local governments, nor has 
the participants’ willingness to be involved and contribute to the planning output.

Finally, the territorial distribution of the cases is quite diverse. The cases with 
centralisation of power and authority have a hierarchical structure of multi-level 
territorial organisation. The amalgamation of local governments and the central-
isation tendencies on the allocation of development funds suit the territorial dis-
play of governance in UR and in 100+ Villages. When decentralisation is high, 
as in forest CPRs or in CAPs, the territorial structure is also decentralised and 
polycentric from a functional perspective, represented by various centres of deci-
sion-making distributed across the territory. The sizes of municipalities have been 
irrelevant to the functioning of governance in these two cases, and the respective 
local government functions in each case have been effectively delivered because 
multi-actor cooperation and networking were at the core of the governance model, 
regardless of the changing administrative boundaries.

In Albania, consecutive governments have addressed local governance inef-
ficiencies and territorial development through designation of optimal levels and 
sizes of government in the territory, considering network cooperation and func-
tional interactions as institutionally sophisticated or inadequate to the context. 
The political discourse has almost uniquely influenced territorial reforms. The 
resulting arrangements of governance shifts have become more complex, without 
responding precisely to the needs for which the reforms were initiated all along. 
The government opted initially for a small-scale local government, to emphasise 
the need for closer links with citizens and to increase accountability. The small 
scale produced territorial fragmentation, which affected efficiency and redistribu-
tion negatively. Fragmented local governments can only allow for cross-subsidies, 
unless multi-actors’ cooperation and networking are in place. The resulting amal-
gamation did not lower disparities either. Actually, it concealed them, showing 
that any efficiency improvement in service delivery did not enhance territorial 
development. The institutional rescaling was in search for optimal territorial lev-
els for each task, but such areas do not seem to exist, and even if they did, there is 
a complete asymmetry among local contexts and use purposes.

6. CONCLUSIONS

This paper started with the assumption that institutional territorial rescaling, im-
plemented to eliminate governance inefficiencies, lower disparities, and boost 
territorial development, will still produce territorial constructs of fuzzy bounda-
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ries and complex governance, while not necessarily yielding cohesion. Whether 
through upscaling – more consolidation, or downscaling – further subdivision, 
new forms of territorial fragmentation will appear, particularly due to fixed, not 
so swift to change voting territorial containers. Multi-level governance that builds 
on polycentric interaction, without searching for optimal jurisdiction sizes, may 
enhance territorial development if the conditions to address the polycentricity gap 
in governance are satisfied.

To substantiate the assumption, we explored polycentric governance and ex-
amined the conditions to close the polycentricity gap in multi-level governance 
in Albania, in a setting of territorial rescaling and development that has spanned 
the last 30 years. As most CEE countries, Albania also went through government 
decentralisation since the outset of the transition in 1990. The autonomy of lo-
cal governments and the respective high initial level of territorial fragmentation 
largely prevented rescaling efforts (see Loewen, 2018) from occurring for more 
than a decade. Subsequently, the government embarked on two other institutional 
rescaling processes for government and administrative boundaries, focusing only 
on the local level of the government. As a result, the regional level and regional 
development remained in hibernation, sometimes slightly animated by the gov-
ernment to justify its political ambitions for territorial rescaling. In this context 
of continuous territorial rescaling, policy objectives such as territorial develop-
ment and cohesion and governance efficiency remained unsatisfied. This was due 
to both, the inherent gaps of multi-level governance and the political motivation 
behind the reforms. Therefore, taking the voting containers as a rather rigid ter-
ritorial construct, we have argued that the way forward to achieve the policy ob-
jectives of cohesion and efficiency is through the embedding of partnerships and 
polycentric interactions in multi-level governance.

Methodologically, we built a model of six conditions of the polycentricity gap 
in governance and applied it to four cases of multi-level governance. Out of the 
four, two cases satisfied all or most of the polycentricity gap conditions, and re-
vealed a significantly higher level of achievement of their policy objectives, in-
cluding endurance, flexibility, and adaptation during all three rescaling periods, 
as opposed to the remaining cases. We conclude that addressing the problems of 
scale in multi-level governance implies overcoming the polycentricity gap and 
embedding polycentric interactions into territorial constructs generated by or con-
tributing to continuous territorial rescaling. In a polycentric governance system, 
no one has the ultimate monopoly (Aligica and Tarko, 2012) and policy commu-
nities have decision-making authority, which they utilise based on a commonly 
agreed system or rules (laws and informal regulations). The power, which is relat-
ed to specific policy objectives, diffuses among social actors instead of being cap-
tured by government institutions only. Policy communities are formed at various 
overlaying territorial scales and represent both, government and non-government 
actors. In order to adapt to the territorial rescaling dynamics, policy communities 
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as centres of decision-making should share common interests that are materialised 
in territorial constructs.

On a theoretical level, this research adds to the efforts of polycentric govern-
ance scholars for “developing greater clarity around the concept of polycentric 
governance and the conditions under which it may lead to desired outcomes” 
(Carlisle and Gruby, 2019, p. 928). It does so by proposing a model that builds 
on the comparative deployment of dimensions, attributes, and enabling institu-
tional conditions and prerequisites for polycentric governance identified by oth-
er authors, while bringing in a less researched dimension, i.e., the territory. The 
application of the model to the Albanian context yielded the expected results. 
However, we recognise two limitations of the research: i) the number of cases 
is limited – four cases, each representing a unique typology, and ii) all cases 
pertain to the Albanian context of territorial rescaling and development. There-
fore, while the results provide a satisfying indication on the role of polycentric 
interactions in territorial multi-level governance, they also suggest the necessity 
for expanding the approach towards a larger number of cases and territorial con-
texts. In order to verify the validity of the model beyond the Albanian context, 
particularly in the Western Balkans where territorial rescaling dynamics resem-
ble more the Albanian ones, the variables per each polycentricity gap condition 
should be adjusted to the territorial and governance specificities. Such a custo-
misation is important for the validity of the model, and it basically emphasises 
that the territory is a contextual factor that affects polycentric interactions and, 
therefore, it creates variability of polycentric governance results in the different 
settings.
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