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INTRODUCTION  

Connecting geo-statistical data with policy processes in Albania, and in general in the Western Balkan 

(WB) countries, needs to be addressed within the current policy framework of the European Union 

territorial cohesion, and within the recent initiatives of regional cooperation in the WB region with 

the final aim to overcome the existing disparities between territories and societies of these countries. 

The EU cohesion policy has contributed significantly to the development of policies that serve regional 

and sub-regional territories and local communities inside the EU. Its contextualisation in the WB 

journey to become EU members, has implications in the transformation of the WB region towards a 

more balanced development by reducing existing inequalities and preventing territorial imbalances. 

Good policy formulation and implementation for territorial cohesion demands for a good knowledge 

of the territorial context, which points also to the need for measuring of the spatial inequalities in 

empirical terms. This requires reliable, accessible and detailed statistical data integrated with large-

scale geospatial data.  

The integration of geospatial and statistical data, besides the statistical purposes, has a potential for 

policy and scientific purposes that has been increasingly recognised in recent years. Their analysis 

being facilitated by methodological and technological developments, are extremely valuable as they 

provide the possibility to assess the territory in many dimensions and levels. 

Drawing on existing literature, this report aims to outline the context in which the territorial cohesion 

policy is being established in Albania and intends to underline the potentialities of using integrated 

statistical and geospatial data to better serve to the minimization of economic and social disparities 

within the country. The paper provides also an overview of the EU and Italian evidence-based 

approaches to policymaking on the social and territorial cohesion.  

 

1. EU COHESION POLICY AND CONDITIONALITY CRITERIA FOR THE ENLARGEMENT PROCESS  

1.1 Main frameworks and concepts  

The social cohesion is a formal EU policy goal since 2010, when it was placed in the Lisbon Treaty, 

alongside the long-term EU goals of economic and social cohesion in the Union. It aims at reducing 

disparities between the levels of development of the EU regions and the backwardness of the least 

favoured regions or islands. It should be noted that a particular attention of such policy is paid to rural 

areas, areas affected by industrial transition, and regions which suffer from severe and permanent 

natural or population decline. In 2020, the concept of territorial cohesion policy has been further 

elaborated with the EU Territorial Agenda 20302 as a promotion of balanced and harmonious 

territorial development between and within countries, regions, and cities. 

Since 2010, the EU cohesion policy was gradually aligned with the general EU policy objectives in the 

field of education, employment, energy, environment, single market, and research and innovation, in 

 
2 Link https://territorialagenda.eu/ On 1 December 2020, the EU Council of Ministers responsible for spatial planning, 
territorial development and/or territorial cohesion have agreed on the Territorial Agenda 2030 of the European Union. The 
Territorial Agenda 2030 provides an action-oriented framework to promote territorial cohesion in Europe: A future for all 
places. 
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specific geographic areas, such as border regions, urban areas, remote areas, islands, mountainous or 

sparsely populated areas, and in the EU outermost regions.3 

The concept of territorial cohesion, that is rooted in the concepts of spatial justice and sustainability 

(Luukkonen, 2010) is at present a guiding set of EU principles of equal opportunities provided to the 

people. These opportunities are understood among others, through the access to jobs, services, 

transport and connectivity,  as well as through the potentials of the areas where people live, including 

those “problematic” regions with permanent natural or demographic handicaps such as mountainous, 

insular and sparsely populated regions, and outermost regions4. In this last group, the characteristics 

such as rich biodiversity, rich culture, traditions and heritage, important resources (air, forest, water), 

the unique products of origin and entrepreneurship in tourism, handcrafts, agriculture, but also 

industry5 are their potentials for growth.  

The current state of the EU's economic, social and territorial cohesion in the Union is described 

periodically in the Reports on Economic, Social and Territorial Cohesion (CEC, 2024)6, which presents 

a wealth of data and analysis on Europe’s territories. The analyses regarding the territorial diversity, 

is based on concepts and frameworks such as: concentration, connecting territories, co-operation, 

and specific regional geographical features. It reveals the status of economic and socio-economic 

development and highlights the following characteristics: 

- Differences in population concentration and density and specific geographical features may 

affect economic and socio-economic development.  

- Gross Domestic product (GDP) per capita is higher in metropolitan regions than in other 

regions, reflecting a continuing concentration of employment in metropolitan and urban 

regions. 

- Differences in economic trends are partly mirrored in labour market and education 

differences. In EU eastern countries, cities have the highest employment rate and the gap with 

rural and less densely populated areas widened over the 2013–2022 period. On the contrary, 

in north-western countries, the employment rate in thinly populated areas is higher than in 

cities. In southern countries, the rate in thinly populated areas remained very low.  

 
3 Regulation (EU) 2021/1060 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 laying down common 
provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund Plus, the Cohesion Fund, the Just 
Transition Fund and the European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund and financial rules for those and for the 
Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, the Internal Security Fund and the Instrument for Financial Support for Border 
Management and Visa Policy PE/47/2021/INIT OJ L 231, 30.6.2021, p. 159–706. Link https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32021R1060  
4 The European Union (EU) counts nine outermost regions, which are islands, archipelagos and one land territory (French 
Guiana) that are geographically very distant from the European continent such as 1) French Guiana, 2) Guadeloupe, 3) 
Martinique, 4) Mayotte, 6) Reunion Island, 7) Saint-Martin Island (France), 8) Azores, Madeira (Portugal), 9) The Canary 
Islands (Spain). In May 2022, the European Commission adopted a broad strategy for the outermost regions aimed at 
reflecting these regions’ specificities across all policies, with a focus on “putting people first” by supporting living 
conditions of the population. 
5 Link https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52022SC0133 -Strasbourg, 3.5.2022 SWD(2022) 133 
Final Commission Staff Working Document , Communication from the EU Commission to the European parliament, the 
Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions Outermost regions at a glance – 
assets, challenges and opportunities- Putting people first, securing sustainable and inclusive growth, unlocking the 
potential of the EU’s outermost regions 
6 CEC (2024) Ninth report on economic, social and territorial cohesion. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the 
European Communities. Available at Inforegio - Ninth Report on Economic, Social and Territorial Cohesion (europa.eu) 
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- Transport connectivity is lower in thinly populated regions, where access to education and 

healthcare is much more limited than in urban regions. The dispersed nature of the population 

in rural and less densely populated areas means that ensuring adequate connectivity requires 

more transport infrastructure and resources per inhabitant. 

- The specific geographical features of islands, outermost regions, border regions, northern 

sparsely populated regions, and mountain and coastal regions may hamper their economic 

development. On average, outermost regions and mountain regions have GDP per capita 

below the EU average and the gap has widened over the past 20 years. In border regions, on 

the other hand, GDP per head has converged towards the EU average since 2001.  

- Most of the regions with specific geographical features perform below the EU average in 

terms of socio-economic indicators. Outermost regions have low employment rates and high 

unemployment rates, although the latter has decreased significantly since 2001 (Idem, p. 87). 

 

1.2 The EU territorial development approach for territory 

To address common challenges, the EU cohesion and regional development policy includes different 

strategies. In that framework should be mentioned the group of macro-regional strategies, a policy 

framework that aims at strengthening cooperation between territories at a larger geographical scale. 

So far, four EU macro-regional strategies covering several policies have been adopted, such as i) the 

EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region, EUSBSR (2009); ii) the EU Strategy for the Danube Region, EUSDR 

(2010); iii) the EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region, EUSAIR (2014); and iv) the EU Strategy 

for the Alpine Region, EUSALP (2015). On the other hand, to allow countries and regions to jointly 

tackle common challenges and find shared solutions in fields such as health, environment, research, 

education, transport, sustainable energy and more, the EU cohesion policy has also adopted the so-

called approach Interreg - European Territorial Co-operation. Interreg is organised under multiple 

strands named as Cross-border (Interreg A), Trans-national (Interreg B), Interregional (Interreg C), and 

Outermost Regions’ cooperation (Interreg D)7. 

Moreover, the EU promotes sustainable and integrated development strategies in non-urban areas 

(rural areas and outmost regions) in the framework of the EU cohesion policy. The recent ‘Handbook 

of Territorial and Local Development Strategies’8 published in November 2023 provides valuable 

knowledge on how to design and implement integrated strategies in non-urban areas. In addition, the 

European Commission has set out a long-term vision for the EU’s rural areas up to 2040. The vision 

identifies areas of action towards stronger, connected, resilient and prosperous rural areas and 

 
7 Regulation (EU) 2021/1059 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 on specific provisions for the 
European territorial cooperation goal (Interreg) supported by the European Regional Development Fund and external 

financing instruments PE/49/2021/INIT OJ L 231, 30.6.2021, p. 94–158. Link https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R1059  
8 Link https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC130788 - EU promotes integrated territorial and local 
development strategies as part of the EU cohesion policy. In this framework, the ‘Handbook of Territorial and Local 
Development Strategies’ provides valuable knowledge on how to design and implement integrated strategies in areas 
other than urban. 
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communities. In accordance with the Regulation 2021-20279, it draws specific attention to supporting 

strong-disadvantaged regions, in particular areas suffering from severe and permanent natural or 

demographic handicaps, and, where appropriate, for the Member States in their programming to set 

out an integrated approach to address the challenges and specific needs of such regions. 

Always at the EU level, a hierarchy of regions and local units is established to facilitate the analysis of 

the EU territory, and for identifying different regional levels within the EU, which subsequently serves 

to the management of financial aid. The main territorial typologies stem from administrative 

boundaries to statistical territorial units. Regions, cities, rural areas or functional areas are often 

defined by their location, either on mainland, on islands or coastal areas, at the border between 

member states, in mountainous areas or far from the EU continent (outermost).  

The implementation of EU territorial cohesion policy strongly relies on the geocode standards for 

referencing the administrative divisions of countries for statistical purposes as established in the 

Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS). This standard, adopted in 200310, was 

developed and it is regulated by the European Commission (EC), and thus only covers the EU member 

states in detail, although they are referred as “statistical regions” in candidate countries. 

For each EU member country, a hierarchy of three NUTS levels was established by Eurostat11 in 

agreement with each member state despite the fact that the subdivisions in some levels do not 

necessarily correspond to administrative divisions within the country.12 Below the three NUTS levels 

are local administrative units (LAUs) and a similar statistical system is defined for the candidate 

countries and members of the European Free Trade Association, but they are not part of NUTS 

governed by the regulations. The current NUTS classification lists 92 regions at NUTS 1, 244 regions at 

NUTS 2, and 1,165 regions at NUTS 3 level, and 95,098 local administrative units (LAUs). It should be 

stated that not all countries have every level of division, depending on their size. The different 

typologies of territories in the EU are described in detail in the Territorial Typologies Manual13.  

Moreover, the EU has also focused on specific aspects of territorial characteristics, for example 

encouraging member states to produce statistical data by 1 km² grid and by applying the 

internationally recognised Degree of Urbanisation Classification (DEGURBA)14. 

 

 
9 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32021R1058 Regulation (EU) 2021/1058 of the 
European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 on the European Regional Development Fund and on 
the Cohesion Fund PE/48/2021/INIT OJ L 231, 30.6.2021, p. 60–93 
10 Link: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A32003R1059 - Regulation (EC) No 1059/2003 of the 
European Parliament and of the Council of 26 May 2003 On the establishment of a common classification of Territorial 
Units for Statistics (NUTS)  
11 Link: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/overview - The current NUTS 2024 classification is valid from 1 January 
2024 and lists 92 regions at NUTS 1, 244 regions at NUTS 2 and 1,165 regions at NUTS 3 level. l 
12A NUTS code begins with a two-letter code referencing the country, as abbreviated in the European Union's 
Interinstitutional Style Guide. The subdivision of the country is then referred to with one number and a second or third 
subdivision level is referred to with another number each. Each numbering starts with 1, as 0 is used for the upper level. 
Where the subdivision has more than nine entities, capital letters are used to continue the numbering 
13Link: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Territorial_typologies_manual   
14 Eurostat (2024). Integration of statistical and geospatial information – experiences and observations from the national 
statistical authorities, 2016–2020, – 2024 edition. European Union, 2024. ISBN 978-92-68-11186-4. Available at Integration 
of statistics with GIS_KS-FT-23-006-EN-N.pdf 
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1.3 Financial and legal instrument to support EU Cohesion policy 

The cohesion policy, being the EU’s main investment policy that targets all regions for supporting job 

creation, business competitiveness, economic growth, sustainable development, and the overall 

quality of life of its citizens, entails a series of financial and legal instruments.  

To address the diverse development needs in all EU regions, € 392 billion – almost a third of the total 

EU budget – has been set aside for Cohesion Policy for the period 2021-2027. Cohesion Policy is 

delivered through specific funds: i) the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF)15, to invest in 

the social and economic development of all EU regions and cities; ii) The Cohesion Fund (CF)16, to 

invest in environment and transport in the less prosperous EU countries; iii) The European Social Fund 

Plus (ESF+)17, to support jobs and create a fair and socially inclusive society in EU countries; iv) The 

Just Transition Fund (JTF)18 to support the regions most affected by the transition towards climate 

neutrality. 

The ERDF, as the main fund, is intended to help to redress the main regional imbalances in the Union 

through participation in the development and structural adjustment of regions whose development is 

lagging and in the conversion of declining industrial regions. The EC recognizes the importance of 

linking thematic and place-based approaches, and provides support targeting also below national 

level, as regions and cities are dealing with specific development issues. For that reason, cohesion 

policy legislation requires EU member states to analyse their territorial challenges and needs and to 

address them in the programming. In 2021-2027 cohesion policy the new cross-cutting Objective 5 ‘A 

Europe closer to citizens’ can be used to support integrated investment strategies targeting relevant 

territorial scale (e.g. cities, rural areas, metropolitan areas and functional areas) where people work, 

live and commute daily.  This mechanism has been set in place to ensure that funding is used in an 

efficient manner, responds to the challenges identified within a certain territory, and that local 

stakeholders are informed and involved. Territorial strategies also provide the opportunity to build 

capacity and initiate local actions contributing to European policies, including green and digital 

transitions. Europe's urban areas are home to over two-thirds of the EU's population, and account for 

about 80 % of energy use and generate up to 85 % of Europe's GDP. At the end of May 2018, the 

European Commission issued an explanatory memorandum which clarified some of the budgetary 

implications of the recent Communication on the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) for 2021–

2027. The MFF is a financial perspective which provides for the annual budget of the EU for at least 

five years. Since the EU mostly relies on financial contributions from the member states, and since 

those contributions are not divided proportionally, the MFF also implies a certain degree of 

redistribution among the states, separating them into net contributors and net recipients. 

 
15 Regulation (EU) 2021/1058 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 on the European Regional 
Development Fund and on the Cohesion Fund PE/48/2021/INIT OJ L 231, 30.6.2021, p. 60–93 Link´ https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1058/oj  
16 ibid 
17 Regulation (EU) 2021/1057 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 establishing the European 

Social Fund Plus (ESF+) and repealing Regulation (EU) No 1296/2013 Link https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021R1057&from=EN  
18 Regulation (EU) 2021/1056 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 establishing the Just 
Transition Fund PE/5/2021/REV/1 OJ L 231, 30.6.2021, p. 1–20 Link https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R1056  
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A crucial analytical concept to understand the redistributive pattern operated by the EU budget is the 

core-periphery divide. When the Community regional policy was first created in the early 1970s, it was 

intended to promote ‘harmonious development’ across Europe’s territories. Initially, cohesion policy 

catered to the needs of a group of less developed regions, mostly distributed across the southern 

European countries and Ireland. The 2004 enlargement started a new phase, with the accession of a 

group of low-income countries (mostly) in Central-Eastern Europe. This event substantially modified 

the rules governing the cohesion policy’s redistributive pattern: southern European countries had to 

take a back seat while the policy focused on the development of the ‘new’ eastern periphery of the 

EU. 

This situation changed in recent years. On the one hand, the access to the single market, with the 

assistance of cohesion policy, benefitted the eastern periphery and created economic convergence 

with the rest of Europe. On the other hand, the economic and social conditions of southern Europe 

deteriorated after the sovereign debt crisis, and, to a lesser extent, the 2015 refugee crisis. At the 

heart of the Commission’s MFF 2021–2027 memorandum is the reform of the “Berlin Method”, the 

set of criteria that, since 1999, has governed cohesion policy allocations across both the member 

states and the regions. 

While the method itself has remained stable through the years, the way it functions has changed due 

to the 2003 EU enlargement: the accession of poorer countries resulted in a ‘statistical effect’ that 

ended up moving financial resources from the southern to the eastern periphery. Back in 2006, the 

Council decided not to reform the Berlin Method, while catering to the needs of the ‘old’ southern 

recipients simply by devising enough exceptions to the rule to allow a smooth transition to the new 

regime. For the 2014-2020 MFF, the Berlin Method allowed for the calculation of a ‘theoretical 

envelope’ consisting of the financial resources devoted to a given region. All the regions are divided 

into three groups: less developed, transitional, and more developed regions. While the formula for 

the more developed regions is like the one employed in the current MFF, the changes for the less 

developed and transitional regions are significant. In the case of the less-developed regions, the 2014-

2020 formula started by comparing each region to the average GDP of the European Union's NUTS 2 

regions. The formula then weighed the theoretical envelope with a ‘national prosperity coefficient’, 

to consider the resources available to the national government for regional development (the poorer 

the state, the higher the coefficient). Finally, the calculation involved a ‘premium’ based on the 

unemployment situation in that region (the higher the number of unemployed exceeding the EU 

average, the higher the allocation). While the 2021-2027 proposal does not change the first aspect 

(based on the regional GDP), it modifies the other two, and the same changes also apply for the 

transitional regions. 

 In 2021-2027, in each Member State at least 8% of the ERDF resources are set aside for cities of all 

sizes and their metropolitan and functional areas through territorial and/or local development 

strategies, i.e. using Integrated Territorial Investment (ITI), Community-led Local Development (CLLD) 

but also similar tools supporting integrated approaches designed by Member States. The EU 

Commission recognizes the role of small and medium size cities and functional area approaches as 

important driving forces for regional and rural attractiveness and development by creating positive 

spillover effects between urban areas and other territories and reinforcing urban-rural linkages. It 

should be noted that the bulk of the cohesion policy funding is concentrated on less developed 
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European countries and regions in order to help these countries to catch up and to reduce their 

economic, social and territorial disparities. 

Among the other funds in addition to the ERDF, the JTF alleviates the socio-economic costs triggered 

by the climate transition. It supports the economic diversification and reconversion of the territories 

concerned and helps people to adapt in a changing labour market. The effects of the coronavirus 

pandemic on the economic situation of EU regions are addressed by REACT-EU, the Recovery 

Assistance for Cohesion and the Territories of Europe19. It should be noted that considering territory 

from a planning perspective, there is no EU spatial planning system, and the EU has no spatial planning 

responsibilities. The EU’s task has been, since the beginning of the discussion on territorial 

development in 1999 (EU, 1999), fostering transnational cooperation and facilitating policy 

implementation to work towards a balanced and sustainable development of the territory of the EU. 

To this end, the EU launched in 2006 the Community Initiative Programme ESPON (European Spatial 

Planning Observatory Networks), which aims to promote and foster a European territorial dimension 

in development and cooperation by providing evidence, knowledge transfer, and policy learning to 

public authorities and other policy actors at all levels. There is a rich European spatial planning and 

territorial development discourse, with thirty years of European spatial planning perspectives and a 

high number of international cooperation and joint development projects (e.g., INTERREG). 

 

 
2. REGIONAL POLICY AND COORDINATION OF EU STRUCTURAL INSTRUMENTS: STATE OF THE ART IN 

ALBANIA  

2.1 Contextual prospect of Albania in the Western Balkans 

The EU Regional Policy aims to ensure both socio-economic integration and cohesion not only in the 

EU member states but also to support the EU candidate countries, for them to implement the 

necessary reforms, including reducing socio-economic disparities among countries and among regions 

of the same countries. The EU “Coordination of Structural Instruments” makes possible the 

establishment of institutional and administrative structures and the implementation of general and 

specific regulations related to Structural and Cohesion Funds, as the financial instruments of the EU. 

In that framework, the EU Acquis Communautaire Chapter No. 22 on “Regional policy and 

coordination of structural Instruments” expects candidate countries to align their national legislation 

with the European acquis on structural and cohesion funds, with the aim to foster economic, social, 

and territorial development of less developed regions. Chapter 22 defines the rules for drawing up, 

approving, and implementing “Structural Funds and Cohesion Fund programmes” reflecting each 

country’s territorial organisation. 

Although this chapter does not require transposition into national legislation, it is envisaged that 

administrative and legal arrangements are performed in terms of effective use of structural 

instruments through the principles and mechanisms given in the regulations. The EC has valued the 

progress made so far by the Government of Albania (GoA) in terms of regional development and has 

ranked its policies as “moderate”. Two main pillars are still considered important to further comply 

with EU Cohesion Policy, such as: i) Addressing the lack of well-established regional structures and the 

 
19 REACT-EU Recovery Assistance for Cohesion and the Territories of Europe Link 
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/funding/react-eu_en  
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capacity gaps within them; ii) Accelerating the preparation of project documentation to avoid delays 

in the use of EU funds. 

In the explanatory and detailed screening meetings for the Chapter 22 between Albania and EU, 

experts from the EC, the Directorate General Regional and Urban Policy and Directorate General 

Employment, Social Affairs, and Inclusion, along with public authorities from Albania, have initiated 

the examination of EU laws and policies under Chapter 22 “Regional Policy”. This screening process 

has marked the initial step in the accession negotiation process. It began after the European Council 

of Ministers' decision in June 2018, which outlined the path for initiating negotiations with Albania. 

During the bilateral meetings on Chapter 22 “Regional Policy”, the Albanian delegation presented up-

to-data information regarding the alignment and implementation of its legislation with the acquis 

related to Structural Funds and Cohesion Fund programs, as well as its plans and strategies to adapt 

to the EU legislation. The presentations covered a wide array of topics, including the institutional 

framework of future shared management programs, administrative capacity, visibility and 

transparency rules, horizontal principles, financial management, audit and control mechanisms, 

monitoring, performance evaluation systems, and territorial tools. 

Montenegro started the negotiations on Chapter 22 in June 2017, and six years later the process is 

still running. To date, the major challenges faced by the Montenegrin institutions concern the limited 

administrative capacities at central and local levels to design and implement the related EU-funded 

projects. In November 2022, Montenegro government passed the decision on the establishment of 

the negotiation working group on Chapter 22, creating the conditions for the continuation of the 

activities related to the implementation of an Action Plan for fulfilling the requirements of the EU 

cohesion policy. In this regard, a new IPA (Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance) funded project has 

recently started, to facilitate the next steps related to the advancement of the negotiations for this 

chapter. It also concerns the development of targeted policies, aimed at reducing regional imbalances 

and promoting social cohesion, including infrastructure, education, and environmental protection. 

Particular attention has been paid to build institutional capacity for the management of structural 

funds, and to establish a legislative framework and institutional structures dedicated to the 

implementation of the pre-accession funds.  

Serbia has not yet opened Chapter 22 of the EU accession negotiations on regional policy and 

coordination of structural instruments. As a candidate country since 2012, the country started EU 

accession negotiations in 2014, following the first intergovernmental conference in Belgrade with 

political representatives of the EU and member states. In the progress report of 2023, the Commission 

described Serbia's degree of preparation for Chapter 22 as well as “moderate”; the lack of a legal and 

institutional framework for the management of European funds and the insufficient number of 

qualified and competent staff within the public administration are among the main shortcomings 

reported by the Commission. Cohesion funds will only be available after Serbia will obtain full 

membership. In meantime, the country participates in European Territorial Cooperation (ETC - 

Interreg) programmes, like the cross-border cooperation programmes largely financed by the Pre-

Accession Instrument IPA III, the transnational cooperation programmes (Danube and Adrion), and 

the URBACT programme. 

It is important to note that one of the main challenges of the territorial governance in the WB region, 

that concerns also Albania, is the hierarchy model followed, which focuses on “hard instruments”. 

“Hard instruments” refer to the command-and-control side of policymaking. Command and control 
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work for functional areas to a certain extent, but much less for generating functional integration. The 

complementary “soft” territorial cooperation frameworks are almost completely absent. Soft 

cooperation identifies a convergence of interests among actors embedded in the territory to which 

the actors belong. Soft territorial cooperation initiatives seek to capitalise on this convergence of 

interests, typically by identifying potential win-win situations. The weak development of soft 

instruments is one of the main reasons why planning laws and other instruments approved at the 

central and political level are poorly implemented. Developing soft instruments is a hard task in 

hierarchy-based governance, as it is against the basic principles of command and control; meaningful 

collaboration can only develop when the command function is reduced. 

In this context, a positive initiative undertaken at regional level is the Western Balkan Network on 

Territorial Governance (TG-WeB)20 initiated in Tirana in May 2018 to promote the concept of territorial 

governance. The network has been initiated and charged with the far from easy task of advancing, 

researching, and advocating for better territorial development and governance in WB countries. The 

Network’s mission is, in short, to catalyse changes and to develop and support the diffusion of 

innovations towards better territorial governance in the region. 

In conclusion, although many initiatives have been already taken at regional level to foster territorial 

cohesion, it can be said that the implementation of the Regional Policy requires adequate 

administrative capacity for the proper access and use of the financial instruments and the 

implementation of its related projects, which seems at present quite limited. 

 

2.2 Albania in the Macro-Region 

The perspective of  EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region (EUSAIR),  launched in October 2014, 

covers a macro-region of more than 70 million people in four Member States (Croatia, Greece, Italy, 

Slovenia) and five countries of the Western Balkans (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, 

North Macedonia and Serbia) cooperating on equal footing to overcome common challenges in four 

pillars: Blue Growth, Connecting the Region (Transport and Energy), Environmental Quality and 

Sustainable Tourism21. Compared to the other three Macro-Regional Strategies (MRS), the EUSAIR has 

a distinct aspect. Five out of the nine participating countries are candidate or potential candidate 

countries for EU membership, explaining why the EUSAIR widely acknowledges the centrality of the 

enlargement process for its actions. North Macedonia is the youngest member having joined EUSAIR 

in 2020. The connection between the EUSAIR and the EU enlargement process has been highlighted 

since the adoption of the EUSAIR in 2014 in its Action Plan and Communication and has been 

consistently mentioned in all EUSAIR Ministerial Declarations.22   

The Commission, in its third report on the implementation of EU macro-regional strategies, reiterated 

that “closer synergies with the enlargement process are key to support the EU perspective for the 

 
20 Western Balkan Network on Territorial Governance (TG-WeB) Link https://tg-web.eu/  
21 EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region – EUSAIR Link https://www.adriatic-ionian.eu/  
22 ibid 
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WB”23. This report shows that the EUSAIR presents a number of assets in support of the enlargement 

process, such as: i) a horizontal cooperation that  allows  greater  ownership  of  the  processes  by  the 

beneficiary countries;  ii) a regional dimension that  connects  the  WB  to  the EU,  fostering  a  regional  

sense  of identity that goes beyond the WB as well as a Europeanisation process; iii) a convergence of 

interests  on  enlargement,  which  is  a  priority  topic  across  the  four EU Member States that 

participate in the strategy; iv) a capacity-building approach, based  on  cooperation  in  different  fields  

and  at  different levels,  which  enables  the  relaunch  of  enlargement  out  of  traditional  logics  and 

narratives; v) an emphasis on territorial cooperation that stimulates positive dynamics between local 

authorities, the  private  sector,  and  other  relevant  stakeholders  at  the  local,  national, and 

transnational level; vi) an inclusive approach that empowers stakeholders as active participants in the 

macro-region. 

In that framework, the EUSAIR intends contributing to the enlargement process focusing on four main 

aspects: i) easing the adoption of the Acquis Communautaire in the WB countries; ii) fostering 

administrative capacity with grounded, evidence-based policies, especially generating cohesion 

competencies in the WB countries; iii) offering a  framework  where  different  levels  (multi-level  

governance),  processes, strategies, and funds (EU and non-EU) may converge; iv) promoting a strong 

involvement of stakeholders and participatory policy-making that increase the accountability of 

governments and consolidate democracy. It should be noted that in June 2021 Albania took over the 

one-year Presidency of the EUSAIR, showing country capacities in cross border regional cooperation 

development.24 

In conclusion, regional and territorial development is driven by different political motivations and 

objectives. Being a context-specific process, there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ process or method.25 Though 

approached differently in terms of territorial and institutional set-up, regional development is mainly 

used as an instrument to address issues of economic and social imbalances. The discussion of regional 

development has been on and off several times in the last sixteen years. There are still uncertainties 

about the choice between regional development policy (which aims to ensure the proper funding 

allocation and priority setting for socio-economic development) and regionalisation (with the goal to 

decentralise and deconcentrate policy making and service provision to the regional level). Both policy 

options, in their essence, intend to improve the quality of life of citizens.  

 

2.3 Albania’s challenges and preparation for alignment with EU cohesion policy 

The above-mentioned approaches and frameworks also introduce conditionality criteria for regional 

and territorial development in the enlargement process of Albania as WB country, since every 

widening or deepening of Europe must be accompanied by reinforced cohesion (Jacques Delors cited 

 
23 Third EU Commission Report on the Implementation of Macroregional Strategies – Link 
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/information-sources/publications/reports/2020/third-report-on-the-
implementation-of-eu-macro-regional-strategies_en  
24 https://eusairfacilitypoint.adrioninterreg.eu/news/eusair-presidency-of-albania-programme  
25 Imami et. al., (2018). Challenges of Regional Development in Albania. Annual Review of Territorial 
Governance in Albania, I, 2018, 08-23; https://doi.org/10.32034/CP-TGAR-I01-0  
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in the CEC, 2024)26 and a more harmonious territorial development within the countries. Here we 

highlight a few challenges faced and actions taken in Albania in light of the EU integration process. 

The first effort for a comprehensive national strategy of Albanian regional development came in 2007, 

one year after Albania signed the Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) with the EU. In 

preparing the National Strategy for Development and Integration (NSDI) 2007-2013, a number of 

cross-cutting strategies were prepared, one of which was the Regional Development Crosscutting 

Strategy (RDCS).27 However, the RDCS was never implemented mainly because of the lack of 

institutional capacity. It did not have financial resources or a mechanism stipulating how regional 

development would be financed, and it was not aligned with the EU’s mechanisms, principles, and 

approaches for regional development. In 2010, regional development gained significant momentum 

considering the progress Albania was making towards its candidacy for EU membership, entailing 

eligibility for the Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA), component III – Regional 

Development. 

In 2014, the GoA embarked on a reform to boost regional development and established a Regional 

Management Mechanism to promote concerted economic development.28 Consequently, four 

regional development areas (with no administrative competencies and different from NUTS Regions) 

were designated in 2015. Furthermore, in December 2015, a decision of the Council of Ministers on 

the institutional framework of regional development was approved. As a result, the National Agency 

for Regional Development (NARD), the Regional Economic Development Agency, and four Regional 

Development Agencies (RDAs) were established29. As such, the GoA made a choice (explicitly or 

implicitly) to separate Albanian regional development as a separate internal policy from a regional 

development reform in line with EU regulations and complying with Chapter 22 requirements. 

In  June 2018, the GoA repealed the Decision of the Council of Ministers (DCM) no. 961/2015 (on 

establishing regional development agencies and related regional development areas) through the 

DCM Nr 438/2018 “On the Transition of the Functions of the National Agency for Regional 

Development (AKZHR), the Regional Economic Development Agency (NARD) and the Regional 

Development Agencies (RDAs) to the Albanian Fund”’30, which foresees the allocation of regional 

development related functions to the Albanian Development Fund (ADF). It is not yet clear what is 

going to happen with the “Regional Development Areas” or even the “Regional Development 

 
26 CEC (2024) Ninth report on economic, social and territorial cohesion. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the 
European Communities. Available at Inforegio - Ninth Report on Economic, Social and Territorial Cohesion (europa.eu) 
27 VKM Nr 773 datë 14.11.2007 Për miratimin e Strategjisë Ndërsektoriale për Zhvillimin Rajonal, për periudhën 2008-2013 
(Fletore Zyrtare Nr 161, Viti 2007. Faqe 4715) In English: Decision of Council of Minister Nr 773 dated 14.11.2007 On the 
approval of Regional Development Crosscutting Strategy (2008-2013RDCS) Link  
https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2007/161/9cfc0e7f-8d4a-4ac3-bf5d-668851ee134c  
28 Vendim Nr 2 i Kuvendit të Republikës së Shqipërisë datë 30.01.2014  Për  miratimin e përbërjes së Komisionit të Posaçëm 
për Reformën Administrativo-Territoriale në Republikën e Shqipërisë( Fletore Zyrtare Nr 12, Viti 2014, Faqe 219) Link 
https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2014/12/38d2644f-cab7-4972-adee-7f78a7b3a35d  
29 VKM Nr 961 datë 01.12.2015 Për krijimin, organizimin dhe funksionimin e Agjencisë Kombëtare për Zhvillimin Rajonal ( 
AKZHR) , të Agjencive të Zhvillimit Rajonal dhe Agjencisë së Zhvillimit Ekonomik Rajonal.( AZHER) (Fletore Zyrtare Nr 210, 
Viti 2015 Faqe 13927 ) In English  Decision of Council of Minister Nr 961 dated 01.12.2015 On the establishment of National 
Agency for Regional Development (NARD), a Regional Economic Development Agency, and four Regional Development 
Agencies (RDAs) Link: https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2015/210/24ead646-ab0a-4f52-9aef-2e86bdd58799   
30 VKM Nr 438 datë 18.07.2018 Për kalimin e funksioneve të Agjencisë Kombëtare për Zhvillimin Rajonal (AKZHER), 
Agjencisë së Zhvillimit Ekonomik Rajonal (AZHER) dhe Agjencive të Zhvillimit Rajonal (AZHER) te Fondi  Shqiptar i Zhvillimit -
FSHZH) (Fletore Zyrtare Nr 108 Viti 2018 Faqe  6669) 
Link: https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2018/108/4f1ea568-bd80-440b-abcb-7541800ad53c 
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Agencies” (RDAs), as the latter are only legally defined in the repealed legal framework. The four RDAs 

began functioning in September 2016, while the NARD has yet to be established. Even though they 

were created ad hoc by a DCM, and with no essential link to the first tier of local government, the 

agencies were somehow making progress (through donor support) in establishing certain practices 

related to bottom-up priority setting and alignment of regional priorities with national ones.31 The 

DCM no. 438/2018 assigned all regional development functions to the ADF. The four RDAs become 

part of the ADF, and their roles and responsibilities were revised accordingly. Such significant shift 

within a short period of time, while somehow affirming the intent of the government to push regional 

development reform, showed a lack of clarity and political commitment to guide the process. 

Regionalisation (or the regional governance reform) it seems that is still missing clear objectives or 

targets, but in practice, line ministries are restructuring their directorates along the four RDAs. So, 

while regional development is being pursued separately from regionalisation, both reforms are at a 

crossroads.  

Being a complex reform, there is a risk of falling back on existing practices for economic development 

with no consideration for EU Cohesion Policy or for the establishment of regional structures, as 

highlighted by the EU progress report. Indeed, the last EU Progress Report states that Albania is only 

moderately prepared in regional policy.  

In relation to the funding instruments, the Regional Development Fund (RDF) remains in Albania the 

largest and the most relevant source for capital investments and interventions in local and regional 

infrastructure, through its capacity for mainstreaming regional development. Since its creation in 

2006, the RDF has been used as a competitive grant for investments at local level, and as a 

fundamental instrument for financing Regional Development policy, local development, and 

promoting territorial and economic cohesion. The RDF is designed as a pool of budget lines from 

different line ministries and institutions, managed by the Committee on Regional Development 

(CRD)32 and coordinated by the general secretariat from one unit within the Prime Minister’s Office 

(PMO). It is revised annually based on the annual budget law, and this makes it an unpredictable and 

unstable financial mechanism.  Currently, the six competitive grants of the RDF are: i) Local and 

Regional Infrastructure, ii) Education; iii) Healthcare (provision of primary healthcare services); iv) Art 

and Culture; v) Water Supply and Sewage; vi) Environmental rehabilitation, Greenery, and Forestation.  

Until now, the RDF has been implemented through three pillars: (i) the Programme for Regional and 

Local Infrastructure (which contains the above-mentioned areas of investment); (ii) the Programme 

for Supporting Economic Development; and (iii) the Programme ‘Digital Albania’. The focus of this 

instrument varies on a yearly basis in accordance with government priorities and the agendas of line 

ministries. The approach followed for the RDF has shifted from fulfilling the basic infrastructure needs 

of LGUs and promoting disadvantaged areas, for renovating main city squares and improving public 

spaces in the cities. 

Meanwhile, to date, only a few regional projects have been identified based on national priorities, 

donor funding allocation, and other factors. The corresponding funds have been allocated by line 

 
31 VKM Nr 459 datë 30.07.2021 Për përcaktimin e rajoneve të  zhvillimit dhe kufijve të tyre ( Fletore Zyrtare Nr 123, Viti 
2021 , Faqe 12811)  
Link: https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2021/123/2c04ddb0-875a-40c8-9e7d-6edd367d092b  
32 VKM Nr 497 datë 29.07.2022 Për krijimin, përbërjen , organizimin, veprimtarinë dhe rregullat e funksionimit të Komitetit 
Kombëtar për Zhvillimin Rajonal dhe Kohezionin( Fletore Zyrtare Nr 110, Viti 2022 , Faqe 13480)  Link 
https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2022/110/ede7a787-0554-475a-8558-58d8b52016fd  
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ministries on a yearly basis according to an operational programme. The main problem with the RDF 

is a lack of a clear policy that guides investment and functions as a monitoring framework for guiding 

the interventions undertaken. In practice, some issues hamper the RDF to function as an effective 

mechanism to support development, such as: the unpredictability of investment priorities, political 

involvement in allocating investments, and the fragmentation of the funding into many small-scale 

interventions. It is true that the RDF is developed and equipped with a programme-based approach 

and performance indicators aimed to contribute to domestic regional development policy and 

complement the EU support for regional development. However, the system that has been 

established for the RDF is quite complex and is not yet compatible with EU-requirements in terms of 

both prior to and following the accession funds. Also, its future as funding instrument is still unclear.33 

GoA is besides supported by the Swiss34 and German government35 and international development 

organisations to implement the Regional Development Programme - Albania (RDPA)36. This 

Programme developed the Operational Programme for Financing of Regional Development (OPFRD). 

The OPFRD is designed in line with other national and regional documents for regional development, 

and it is foreseen to be implemented over a multi-annual timeline, possibly consistently with the EU 

Cohesion Policy timeline. It proposes a detailed implementation system, which takes its main input 

from the strategic objectives and priorities of regional development and addresses the following 

issues, among others: i) analysis of the coherence between EU and national policies; ii) 

implementation of a detailed financial plan and an indicative budget allocation; iii) implementation of 

an integrated management, financial, monitoring and evaluation system for RD initiatives; iv) 

implementation of a plan of activities which specifies the list of actions; and finally v) an ex-ante 

evaluation of the impact of the OPFRD. 

 

2.4 The level of preparation of Albania for the EU regional development and cohesion 

The key legal framework on the regional development and cohesion in Albania at national level is the 

Law No. 102/2020 dated 29.07.2020 on Regional Development and Cohesion.37 With the EU support, 

the Albanian Government prepared the first report on Chapter 22 “Regional Policy”. This policy, based 

 
33 Vendim Nr 2 i Komitetit të Zhvillimit të Rajoneve  datë 19.01.2015 Për ngritjen dhe funksionimin e sekretariateve teknike, 
për Administrimin e Fondit për Zhvillimin e Rajoneve(Fletore Zyrtare Nr 2, Viti 2015, Faqe 9) Link: 
https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2015/2/dd358ef3-4f90-4fec-8c44-e2c6508b871b 
34 Ligj Nr 66/2017 datë 20.04.2017 Për ratifikimin e Marrëveshjes për Bashkëpunimin Teknik ndërmjet Këshillit të 
Ministrave të Republikës së Shqipërisë, përfaqësuar nga Ministria e Infrastrukturës dhe Energjisë( MIE), dhe Qeverisë së 
Konfederatës Zvicerane, përfaqësuar nga Agjencia Zvicerane për Zhvillim dhe Bashkëpunim( SDC), për Programin e 
Zhvillimit Rajonal për Shqipërinë( Fletore Zyrtare Nr 102, Viti 2017, Faqe 5687) Link: 
https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2017/102/1379a66b-c2b3-4fe2-a7d3-36b0503d024f 
Link: https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2020/145/77ef1942-e744-4b70-83d9-f65dd87f49b4;  
35 Ligj Nr 70/2021 datë 20.05.2021 Për ratifikimin e marrëveshjes ndërmjet Këshillit të Ministrave të Republikës së 
Shqipërisë dhe qeverisë së Republikës Federale të Gjermanisë për bashkëpunim financiar 2018 për projektin “Programi i 
investimeve për Zhvillim të Integruar Rajonal"(Fletore Zyrtare Nr 93 Viti 2021, Faqe 9250) Link: 
https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2021/93/626774a2-c08a-4e4d-9b17-b828f87488c7 
Link: https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2023/88/6027ef5b-0c43-4caf-a314-087ec8257252  
36 Vendim Nr 20 i Komitetit të Zhvillimit të Rajoneve  datë 10.03.2016 Për Programin Operacional për Zhvillimin e Rajoneve 
2016–2017(Fletore Zyrtare Nr 59, Viti 2016, Faqe  3671)  
Link: https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2016/59/8846b42d-944f-4937-97f0-b5a17769ac19 
37 Ligj Nr 102/2020 datë 29.07.2020, Për Zhvillimin Rajonal e Kohezionin (Fletore Zyrtare Nr 174, Viti 2020, Faqe 12293) In 
English Law No. 102/2020 dated 29.07.2020 on Regional Development and Cohesion Link: 
https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2020/174/64ae60e6-e6d9-4561-a490-89989a9a3da6  

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


The territorial cohesion in Albania in the EU membership perspective: connecting geo-statistical data with policy processes 
 
 
 

17 
 

mainly on the concepts of the EU cohesion policy, aimed at addressing regional disparities and 

establishing regional development mechanisms in Albania compatible with the EU system. 

It should be noted that Albania is using IPA (Instrument for Pre-accession) funds, but not Structural 

Funds. IPA is a financial mechanism developed by the EU for the candidate countries to prepare 

countries for the use of Structural Funds once they become EU members. Albania has been using IPA 

funds in the multiannual financial framework for 2007-2013, 2014-2020 and 2021-2027 with the 

implementation of many projects in various sectors including civil society, judiciary and fundamental 

rights, environment, transport, competitiveness, employment, energy and agriculture. The related 

funds account for about 20% of the total public investment of each year in Albania (Kokaveshi & 

Prendi, 2021).38 

At present, it seems that investments strategies and projects related to territorial disparities should 

be addressed not only at the level of the four development regions39 of Albania. Indeed, differences 

in the level of development are evident in Albania at lower territorial levels, and they are nowadays 

well documented by researchers and policy documents. 

The national development profile of Albania is monocentric, with most of the GDP, population, and 

accessibility of services and jobs concentrated in the Tirana-Durrës area. This national, monocentric 

development is further complemented by a recurrent pattern of population growth and concentration 

of economic activities in the same area. This, and many other indicators, suggest that disparities in 

Albania are present in all aspects (territorial, economic, and social) and at all levels (among regions, 

within regions, and among urban and rural areas of municipalities). Disparities are particularly high in 

some territories of the country. The large size and mixed territorial character of the regions (Albanian 

Prefectures, NUTS level 3) “hides” these lower-level disparities. On the contrary, it seems important 

that territorial analysis is conducted at large-scale territorial levels. 

In practical terms, Albania seems well progressing towards the standardization of its national 

territorial and cohesion policies with the Acquis Communautaire, even if not much experience seems 

available, at least at regional level, for reducing development gaps between the country's territories. 

In this context, to support the design of adequate policies, seems relevant to encourage the analysis 

of territories at large-scale levels, using official statistics, also integrated with geospatial data 

according to the EU territorial typologies. 

Official statistics are important not only in gaining EU membership. Indeed, they play a triple role in 

the enlargement process, as follows:  

- the EU acquis (Chapter 18) defines the harmonisation of statistics with EU standards and rules 
which have to be achieved in the pre-accession period, because relying on comparable and 
harmonised data is essential to be able to measure the progress made by the enlargement 
countries towards the alignment with EU legislations;  

 
38 Kokaveshi & Prendi (2021). The benefits of albania from the european union cohesion policy and their significance. 13th 
International Conference of ASECU Social and Economic Challenges in Europe 2016-2020 
39 Ligj Nr 107/2014  datë 31.07.2014 Për planifikimin dhe zhvillimin e territorit( Fletore Zyrtare Nr 137, Viti 2014, Faqe 
6315) Link: https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2014/137/b2c719c8-a0df-46df-ac10-c3dda9bc049b  ; VKM Nr 671 datë 29.07.2015 Për 
miratimin e Rregullores së Planifikimit të Territorit.( (Fletore Zyrtare Nr 148, Viti 2015, Faqe 10957) Link: 
https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2015/148/781d2567-f061-44ab-a3b3-7da2d708f41e;  VKM Nr 427 datw 08.06.2016 Për 
organizimin dhe funksionimin e Agjencisë Kombëtare të Planifikimit të Territorit(AKPT)(Fletore Zyrtare Nr 105, Viti 2016, 
Faqe 5805) Link: https://qbz.gov.al/eli/fz/2016/105/5a695b93-319a-4882-b576-c9f00bfdf7c6  
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- they serve other EU policy areas by providing data for monitoring changes and assessing the 
impact of policies chosen;  

- they provide statistical indicators for monitoring the implementation of the Instruments of 
pre-Accession (IPA) programmes. 

On the other side, geographical factors play an important role in targeting territorial differences below 

the national level, as regions and cities are dealing with specific development issues. Indeed, cohesion 

policies require to analyse territorial challenges and needs, and to address them in the programming 

of regional development actions. 

In conclusion, territorial related data and statistics are more and more in focus since they are crucial 

for monitoring macroeconomic stability, levels and quality of health and education services, 

functioning of labour and financial markets, as well as economic integration with the EU.   

 

 

3. THE IMPORTANCE OF DATA IN REGIONAL AND COHESION POLICY IN ALBANIA: LEARNINGS FROM EU 

AND ITALY EXPERIENCE  

3.1 Policies as data-driven actions in the EU 

In the EU context, the cohesion policies are data-driven actions that support the EU countries to make 

‘proactive’ policy decision. They are usually backed up with geospatial and regional statistics data. 

They are also used for monitoring and evaluation purposes in a context of heterogenous and 

differentiated Member States and their regions. 

The statistical and geospatial data production in Europe is regulated by common institutional and legal 

framework as well as by individual countries’ governance models. This framework engages the 

European Statistical System (ESS), the European Statistical Advisory Committee (ESAC), Eurostat, and 

the National Statistical Institutes. Since 2009, Eurostat has promoted integrated information systems 

that combine statistical and geospatial information for policymakers, researchers, spatial planners, 

and other users. 

In Europe, the combination of official statistics and geography is widely used to generate information 

far beyond the simple representation of data on a map (Eurostat, 2024).40 The geospatial information 

is considered as an important parameter that enhance the information capacity of statistical data in 

environmental, social and economic domains. Eurostat has made progress towards the elaboration of 

new methodologies to improve the geographical granularity of statistical products, in support of 

evidence-based decision-making. Indeed, the ESS implements a geospatial data strategy that follows 

the global guidelines established by the United Nations Committee of Experts on Global Geospatial 

Information Management (UN-GGIM) and relies in methodological guidance of Eurostat.41 

 

3.2 About the EU standards on territorial typologies 

 
40 Eurostat (2024). Integration of statistical and geospatial information – experiences and observations from the national 
statistical authorities, 2016–2020, – 2024 edition. European Union, 2024. ISBN 978-92-68-11186-4. Available at Integration 
of statistics with GIS_KS-FT-23-006-EN-N.pdf 
41 GEOSTAT projects and annual conferences of the European Forum for Geography and Statistics (EFGS). Available at 
GEOSTAT | EFGS 
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The full policy lifecycle and the forecasting in all different dimensions of the cohesion policy has been 

accompanied with the establishment of standards for the generation and use of statistical information 

combined with geospatial information for territorial development. The view of the data through 

geographic lens have given more power to the data. The related methodologies comprise the 

utilisation of geospatial technologies and methods to measure, analyse, and visualise features or 

phenomena that occur at regional or local territorial level. 

Indeed, many social, economic, and environmental regional development issues have a specific 

geographic dimension, for instance access to transport, health or education and in general services, 

depending on territorial characteristics and on the characteristics of the places where the population 

live.  Due to geographic diversity, the analysis of regional and local territories is complex, and require 

adequate methodologies and tools to identify actual needs and develop suitable policies to facilitate 

the access of the population to services, and to initiate mechanisms of regional development. To 

facilitate these tasks, Eurostat, the Statistical Office of the European Union, has recently expanded its 

range of statistics that are published for territorial typologies. They are divided in i) regional typologies 

that are based on the NUTS level 3 regions, ii) local typologies that are based on local administrative 

units (LAUs), and iii) other regional typologies.  

1) Regional typologies:  

- urban-rural typology which is a classification based on the definition of territories as 

predominantly urban regions, intermediate regions and predominantly rural regions at NUTS 

3 level; 

- metropolitan regions and non-metropolitan regions; 

- coastal and non-coastal regions. 

 

2) Local typologies (LAUs level):  

- degree of urbanisation which identify cities, towns and suburbs, and rural areas;  

- cities, community zones and functional urban areas; 

- Coastal areas. 

 

3) Other regional typologies: 

- Border regions; 

- Island regions; 

- mountain regions. 

The three groups of typologies are used by Eurostat and national institutes of statistics to disseminate 

official statistics within the EU. Indeed, comparable statistical data can only be produced with 

coherent groups of territories classified according to the same methodologies and procedures. Such 

groups, according to the EU methodologies, are based on the geographical classification of territories 

and population by a 1 km² grid. The new EU methodology is based on the definition of population 

grids of 1 km², thus giving to researchers and administrations the possibility to analyse the 

interrelationships between human activities and the territory at a very large-scale level. Statistical 

data associated to small pieces of territories of 1 km² are particularly useful for analysing phenomena, 

and their causes, independently from administrative boundaries, such as access to public services, 

commuting and urban sprawl, to name but a few. 
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It is worth to mention that in 2021-2027 EU cohesion policy the new cross-cutting Objective 5 “A 

Europe closer to citizens” can be used to support integrated investment strategies targeting relevant 

territorial scale (e.g. cities, rural areas, metropolitan areas and functional areas) where people work, 

live and commute daily. This mechanism has been set in place to ensure that funding is used in an 

efficient manner, responds to the challenges identified within a certain territory, and that local 

stakeholders are informed and involved. Territorial strategies also provide the opportunity to build 

capacity and initiate local actions contributing to development policies. 

 

3.3 The Italian experience in supporting policies with statistics and sectoral information  

Italy is an example of ‘excellence’ when it comes to linking data and policies and developing new tools 

for appropriate and reliable territorial analysis. Since 2001, the territorial and sectoral statistical 

information has been in focus for satisfying the information needs related to the evaluation of the 

National Strategic Frameworks, and more generally, to build a system of statistics for measuring the 

results of public interventions for territorial development.42 

The Italian Agency for Territorial Cohesion, under the direct supervision of the Council of Ministers, is 

responsible for programming, coordinating, monitoring and supporting cohesion policy. The Agency, 

established in 2014, represents a key element in improving the management of EU funds by Italy, 

which has been reflected in the final stages of implementation of the 2007-2013 programming, which 

has allowed the almost full use of the programmed resources. The Agency is not only a body for 

monitoring the implementation of cohesion policies, but first and foremost it is an ally of central and 

regional administrations and local authorities in implementing the policies themselves. 

The Italian National Institute of Statistics (Istat) has supported the statistical and sectoral information 

for cohesion policies through an important project “Territorial and Sectoral Statistical Information for 

Cohesion Policies 2014-2020”,43 which supports the production of new territorial statistics, guarantees 

updated indicators on the areas of intervention, and offers quantifications and simulation models to 

support the Italian institutions engaged in the EU negotiation on the post-2020 cohesion policy.  

The action strategy of this project was based on the central role of Istat as the main producer of official 

statistics with tasks of direction and coordination within the national statistical system. Its realisation 

relies on the activation of networks with the various producers of statistics, the owners of 

administrative databases that can be used for statistical purposes and institutional actors involved in 

territorial development, in substantial continuity with other projects implemented in the past, since 

2001. 

The experience of Italy shows a well-defined structure of data organisation and computation 

methodologies utilised for the indicators for the territorial and cohesion policy. A database containing 

366 indicators are available at regional and sub-regional level by historical time series since 1995. The 

database is associated to metadata information (methods of computation, available statistical 

variables, data sources, reference period, etc.) to support a correct reading and interpretation of the 

 
42 https://www.istat.it/statistiche-per-temi/focus/statistiche-territoriali-per-le-politiche-di-sviluppo/ 
43 https://www.istat.it/statistiche-per-temi/focus/statistiche-territoriali-per-le-politiche-di-sviluppo/sistemi-
informativi-e-banche-dati/ 
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indicators. Depending on the variables concerned, the indicators are usually disseminated by month. 

The indicators include several thematic areas, such as education and training, environment and 

energy, social security, access to services, culture, communication and travel, health and healthcare, 

economic conditions of families, industry and construction, work and wages, national accounts, 

private sector.  

Recently, Istat introduced some innovations to update and enhance the information framework for a 

“functional” analysis of the territory. The methodological innovations are linked to the utilisation of 

data deriving from the 2021 Population and Housing Census of Italy which gave the possibility to 

further investigate the Italian society at sub-regional level, also using administrative data for statistical 

purposes. Considering that a populations and housing census covers the entire territory of a country 

and collect data at the levels of buildings, dwellings, households and individuals, the new census data, 

organised in a Geographic Information System (GIS) environment, give the possibility to identify and 

analyse specific sub-regional areas within the traditional territorial level of municipalities, also using 

the above-mentioned grid approach.  

As an example, the following indicators, also relevant for the territorial cohesion, can now to be 

accessed at sub-municipal level, such as: 

- population density, inhabitants per km². Population density data can be used to quantify 

demographic information and to assess relationships among ecosystems, human health and 

infrastructure; 

- persons aged 65 years and more. It highlights the areas in which the elderly component of the 

population is higher, and then requiring adequate social services; 

- education index of non-completion of the lower secondary school cycle to show areas with 

low levels of education to represents an effective proxy for family income; 

- employment and unemployment rates by small-areas; 

- rate of inappropriate housing identified by locating people living in non-permanent 

constructions; 

- population aged 65 and over living alone, to identify areas with higher proportion of elderly 

people requiring adequate health care and in general social care. 

 
 
4. GEO-STATISTICAL INFORMATION FOR ANALYSING TERRITORIES IN ALBANIA 

 

Following the main objective of EU territorial cohesion policy to address economic and social 

inequalities, as largely discussed above in this report, Albania must make its efforts to document its 

social and economic imbalances, in line with EU requirements and methodologies. This also concerns 

the approach to integrate statistical and geospatial data and tools for analysing territorial disparities. 

Indeed, some disparities at regional and municipal levels are evident in the country and they tend to 

increase, such as the decrease of population, a shrinking labour force and a growing of population 

aged 65 and over in some other geographical areas. The results of the 2023 population and housing 

Census44 (Instat, 2024), show clearly such territorial disparities in the country.  Also, the reporting of 

 
44 Instat (2024). ALBANIA POPULATION AND HOUSING CENSUS 2023 - Main Results 
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data at NUTS level 3 regions partially “hides” the territorial disparities at municipal and sub-municipal 

level. 

Fort this reason, the balanced territorial development across the different sectors and activities that 

impact on the economy, environment and society remains a challenge. While the Albanian central 

government, and particularly the Ministry of European Integration, is responsible for the overall 

cohesion policy, harmonizing political infrastructure and legislation across sectors to enable cohesion 

policy funds and initiatives, and for the alignment of EU legislation and regulation, Regional Authorities 

are responsible for regional development planning. Local Authorities oversee the implementation of 

the regional policy and manage spatial planning within their administrative units.45 

Albanian central authorities also provide funds for territorial cohesion, for instance on environmental 

protection, education, and social welfare and housing, but the role of central investments made by 

central government in development axes or capital cities seem not producing proper impact in facing 

territorial disparities (ISP, 2023).46  

Several authorities and agencies produce geospatial data in Albania, but at present none of them is in 

charge by national laws to develop a spatial data infrastructure to accommodate statistical data 

according to the territorial typologies developed in the EU context. Following the experience of other 

EU countries, this responsibility seems to be with Instat, the National Institute of Statistics of Albania.  

Since the 2011 population census, Instat has developed important internal capacities in digital 

mapping techniques and owns today a comprehensive geodatabase at building level for statistical use. 

Also, the Institute was the first statistical national authority in the WB region to apply in 2014 the 

DEGURBA classification, by using EU statistical definitions for the classification of urban and rural 

population with a population grid.  Nowadays, GIS technology is a solid component of the statistical 

production at Instat, and the integration between geospatial and statistical data is regularly performed 

at regional and sub-regional levels. 

Moreover, in the last population and housing census conducted in 2023, Instat made relevant 

additional steps to further improve and enhance the available geospatial information for statistical 

use in the country, taking also in consideration EU legislation and standards such as the EU INSPIRE 

Directive. The census was conducted with the latest available geospatial tools, ensuring the geocoding 

of population data at building level. In addition, Instat decided that the Census 2023 will lay the ground 

for the development of a register of buildings and dwellings for statistical use. The register is intended 

to link statistical data with other spatial national registers such as the national register of addresses, 

to further progress towards the construction of a comprehensive dataset for statistical data analysis 

and dissemination, and territorial socio-economic analysis at small-area level.  

One of the main characteristics of such dataset will be the integration between geospatial and 

statistical data at point-based level, geocoded through unique identifiers, geographic coordinates, and 

potentially, through street addresses, postal codes, or cadastral data, when available. Such 

characteristics will allow the aggregation of statistical data in any spatial dimension, from small areas 

such as villages, quarters or administrative units to municipalities or regions, as well as by grids. Once 

disclosure control is ensured, geocoded statistical small area data will be used by local and regional 

 
45 Administratively, Albania is organised into 12 regions (qark), 61 municipalities, and 373 local administrative units. 
46 ISP (2023). Local government capacities: challenges of fiscal decentralization and regional inequality in Albania. Available 

at ISP-Report-Local-government-capacities-Albania.pdf 
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administrations for planning and policy purposes, including for addressing territorial cohesion 

requirements. 

 
 
5. CONCLUSIONS 

In recent years, Albania has made several efforts to start introducing a national legislation framework 

relevant for the alignment of its cohesion policy with the EU standards. Other WB countries have made 

progress as well, facing common challenges and specific national constraints. 

The main findings of the present study confirms that one the main challenge of the WB candidate 

countries remain the adoption of a national legislative framework and the development of adequate 

administrative capacities to further align with the EU Cohesion Policy. 

However, the results of the analysis also underline the need to reinforce ‘data driven’ policies to better 

integrate territorial cohesion into cohesion Policy strategies and programmes for a more effective and 

measurable economic, social and territorial cohesion in the EU enlargement countries. 

From an operational point of view, it seems relevant to establish a statistical database infrastructure 

integrated with geospatial data, able to allows territorial analysis and produce monitoring indicators 

for social and territorial cohesion in the WB countries. Such geo-statistical database, populated with 

official statistical data, should be able to produce information according to the EU territorial cohesion 

typologies, at regional level (NUTS level 3, metropolitan and coastal areas) and at LAU level (cities, 

towns, suburbs, rural areas, community zones, functional areas), thus providing very detailed 

information on the real impact of regional policies of territorial and cohesion policies. 

The proposed approach seems in line with the Territorial Agenda of the European Union 2020, which 

calls for i) a more strategic approach to enhance territorial cohesion. Designing and implementing 

integrated local, regional development is an important issue. The territorial dimension could be better 

reflected and the different starting positions, national, regional and local specificities should be 

recognised in the implementation and monitoring process of the Europe 2020 Strategy; ii) a deepening 

of the territorial dimension of Cohesion Policy where appropriate: strengthening mechanisms which 

can ensure the territorial coordination of its interventions; improving the territorial dimension of all 

steps of strategic programming, evaluation and monitoring activities; ensuring scope for integrated 

place‐based programmes and projects, and integrating different funds in regional strategies.47 

The Agenda also encourages the EU territorial and cohesion policy to integrate with territorial 

cohesion at cross‐border, transnational, and inter‐regional level of enlargement countries to deal, for 

instance, with common demographic challenges, enlargement of the labour market and consumers, 

provision of public and private services to the population, increasing flows of commuters between the 

EU and the enlargement countries. 

In this context, it seems that Italy could play an important role in supporting enlargement countries 

to develop a reliable information system organised in a geodatabase at regional and sub-regional 

levels, not only because of its geolocation, but also because it has already developed large experience 

 
47 EC Territorial Agenda of the European Union 2020. Towards an Inclusive, Smart and Sustainable Europe of Diverse 

Regions. 2011, Para 44 and 46, Gödöllő, Hungary. 
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in supporting ‘data driven’ territorial and cohesion policies with statistics and sectoral information, as 

reported above in this report about the Italian Agency for Territorial Cohesion and Istat.  

The proposed geodatabase could be relevant, for instance, to address the following current issues: 

- the existing strong links between urban and rural areas in a context of growing 

interdependence between the two types of areas, by identifying population mobility patterns, 

location and flow of economic transactions and innovation activities, access to services by the 

resident population; 

- the demands coming from the “places left behind” by identifying less developed areas, 

especially those experiencing economic stagnation, social deterioration, de-population etc. 

In practical terms, the results of the present study suggest that an effective and efficient territorial 

and cohesion policy in the enlargement countries requires detailed official statistics, and that such 

data needs to be maintained and updated through the establishment of an information system at 

small-area territorial level, not only for monitoring and evaluation purposes, but also to support 

territorial analysis for evidence-based cohesion policies. To this regard, it seems important to 

underline that most of the WB countries conducted recently a population and housing census, which 

could form for its characteristics of universality and small-area level of information, the baseline of 

the proposed geodatabase. 
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