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Taking Participatory Local Democracy to a New 
Level 

Four years ago, the average citizen in Albania rarely participated in  
local government affairs beyond voting. Today, thanks to the efforts of 
the USAID-funded Planning and Local Governance Project, volunteer 
Citizen Advisory Panels (CAPs) monitor public service delivery and 
municipal budgets in 15 cities. In five of these cities, the CAPs are 
working with the PLGP and local governments to draft comprehensive 
master plans, called General Local Territorial Plans. The progression 
of citizen empowerment in a short time from minimal participation to 
dealing with immediate quality-of-life issues to long-range strategic 
planning demonstrates not only increased competencies on the part 
of citizens but also a level of local democracy, social accountability, 
and community connectivity that is unparalleled in contemporary 
Albania.   

 
Comprehensive planning in Albania constitutes a powerful decision-
making mechanism. Technically, it involves land use and capital 
planning and budgeting. Politically, it must address competing 
interests and create a shared vision and overall development strategy 
for the sustainable future of a community. Add to this the fact that the 
number of local governments in Albania was reduced from 373 to 61 
in 2015 as part of territorial reform—with new mayors, new city 
councils, and new laws governing municipal administration—and the 
task of capturing what a municipality hopes to become in words and 
maps is truly daunting. 
 
The CAPs are embracing the challenge. By law, each municipality  
must draft a comprehensive plan, and each planning process must  
include creation of a steering committee of local residents. This is not  
an easy effort in Albania, which has no culture of meaningful public 
involvement. But the CAPs are well-prepared to serve the critical 
public participation role in the cities in which they operate.  
 
The first round of public hearings for the comprehensive plans was 
recently completed in the five PLGP-supported municipalities, and the 
CAPs provided valuable testimony. It is clear the CAPs know the 
pulse of their cities and are able to communicate and clarify 
community needs to elected officials. They send a clear message that 
they are ready and able to be part of the solution.  
 
The PLGP launched the citizen engagement process in its 15 partner 
cities in Albania in 2012 as a means of civically engaging people who 
had been conditioned into passivity by communism. The PLGP has 
continuously trained and supported CAP members, building capacity  
and confidence.   
 
The CAPs are raising expectations of tangible results and 
accountability. They are positively impacting municipal processes and 
outcomes. And, through their involvement in long-term 
comprehensive planning, are now assuming a sense of responsibility 
for future of their communities.   

Citizen Advisory Panel members actively participate 
at a public hearing for a new comprehensive General 
Local Territorial Plan in Lushnja. 
 

 

Citizens who once were the 
goals  
of change have themselves 
become agents of long-
term, strategic change. 

 


