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Keywords: Abstract: The Sustainable Development Goals and the adoption of them on
Sustainable development; central and local levels have been seen as very important, in order to fulfill the
Government; obligations of Albania for the Agenda 2030. Albania has signed the Agreement
Municipalities; and has started work on its fulfillment. Albania has constituted a Parliamentary
Budget Sub-Commission for the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which is mon-

itoring the implementation of these goals at the government and local level.

The paper will analyse the level of adopted SDGs, the problems, the threats for

the future, theimpact of them on the government and community, as well as

the opportunities and obstacles for achieving them. The study will give a full

picture of SDGs in Albania and compare it with the other six Western Balkan

Countries. The implementation of SDGs will increase the awareness of the

Creative Commons Non central government and municipalities toward drafting the budgets at each

Commercial CC BY-NC: This level. The implementation of SDGs requires enough budget at all Ministries

articleis distributed under the terms of the and Municipalities, which willimpact the allocation and reallocation of funds.
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCom-

mercial 4.0 License (https://creativecommons. Hence, the paper will discuss the importance of fastening the adoption of SDGs
org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which permits from the local level toward the central one, because it is necessary to have
non-commercial use, reproduction and inable devel he | llevel. i d hi inabl
distribution of the work without further sustainable development at the local level, in order to achieve sustainable
permission. growth at the national level.

1. INTRODUCTION

ocal authorities play an important role in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and the

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Many Local Self-Government Units (LGUs) across
Europe and around the world are raising awareness of the SDGs and looking for ways to integrate
the SDGs into their policy plans (Reddy, 2016). The Assembly of Albania has confirmed its com-
mitment to Agenda 2030, through the approval on 04.12.2017, of the Resolution “On the objectives
of the sustainable development of Agenda 2030 of the member states of the United Nations”. The
adoption of this resolution confirms our country’s commitment to the 2030 Agenda, as it plays
an important role in monitoring the achievement of the SDGs. Also, and equally important, in
2022, a parliamentary subcommittee for sustainable development was established. All the joint
institutional work between many actors, such as Parliament, RUs, businesses, civil society, etc.,
is mainly based on the objectives of eradicating poverty, inequality and realizing human dignity.

1.1. Statistical Information

According to the “Sustainable Development Goals” Report, our country ranks 42™ among 166
countries in total, accumulating 75.03 points in the overall index. Currently, only 43% of the SDGs
have been achieved or are in the process of being achieved, 29 % have limited progress and 28%
have suffered deterioration (Figure 1) (Sustainable Development Report, 2024).

The progress of the implementation of the objectives from a statistical point of view is presented in
Figure 2. SDG 1 (poverty), 7 (energy), 9 (infrastructure), and 10 (inequality) have been implemented
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or are on track for full implementation at the national level (Figure 2). Challenges remain for most
of the SDGs, while targets that have deteriorated are: 8 (decent work and economic growth), 14
(water) and 16 (peace, justice, strong institutions) (Figure 2).

= Worsened Limited progress = Achieved or in process

Figure 1. Actual Status of SDS in Albania for the year 2024
Source: Sustainable Development Report (2024)
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Figure 2. Progress of implementation/achievement of 17 SDGs by Albania (2024)
Source: Sachs et al. (2024)

The main purpose of this paper is to reflect information related to the implementation and achieve-
ment of the SDGs at the local level in Albania. The paper analyzes the implementation of the
SDGs at the local level during the period 2019-2024, mainly those related to areas such as sectoral
alignment, recognition and awareness, social or social protection, and municipal capacities (such
as human resources, etc.). The material also analyzes the budget for local governments from 2022
to 2025 based on updated data from the Ministry of Finance. The collection of information was
carried out through the analysis of various publications and national and international reports
on the implementation of the SDGs, such as ALTRI, UNDP, FAO, UNICEF, etc. The paper is
structured in 3 parts. The first part presents the findings of the study. The second part presents
a theoretical basis on the role and challenges that LGUs encounter in the implementation of the
SDGs at the local level. The third part investigates the situation, problems, and challenges related
to the implementation of the SDGs at the local level for the period 2019-2024 and the financing
available to local government in Albania during the period 2022-2025.
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2. EVIDENCE FROM ALBANIA

Local governance is essential to the implementation of the SDGs as it empowers communities
to take ownership of their implementation, while ensuring that global objectives are translated
at the local level. By fostering collaboration between different parties, local authorities can drive
transformative change that contributes to a more sustainable future for all. Although there may
be certain limitations in competences, capacities and financial resources, local authorities are the
ones that directly influence certain areas of public policy, such as social protection, gender equal-
ity, protection of the environment and biodiversity, disaster risk reduction, transport, municipal
services, education, etc. all of which are closely related to each of the SDGs (Ansell et al., 2022).

At the strategic level, the local government in Albania has harmonized certain indicators to
achieve the implementation of the SDGs as part of the Intersectoral Strategy for Decentraliza-
tion and Local Government 2023-2030. In this strategy, the principles of gender integration and
addressing inequalities are aligned in all its political goals. Statistical information. Based on the
passport of indicators that this strategy contains, we can say that in Albania, some of the SDGs
that are in the process of being implemented to address the needs and challenges at the local level
until 2030 are presented in the table below (Strategjia Ndérsektoriale pér Decentralizimin dhe
Qeverisjen Vendore, 2023).

Table 1. Integrated SDGs on the Local Level based on the Sectoral Strategy on
Decentralization 2023-2030

SDG Indicator Target Value Actual Value (2023)
SDG 1,5,10,11 | NO: of municipalities, which 100% or 61 Municipalities 25% (14 Municipalities)
finance social services
SDG 6,11,12 gzgt(;fmumclpahtles that treat 100% or 61 Municipalities Non defined
SDG 8 Municipality Staff Training 1000 1679
Minimum standards of local o )
SDG 1,11 services drafted and achieved 30% Not defined
SDG 10 Tax on real estate as GDP % 0.8% 0.3%
Local Government Budget as N o
SDG 10 GDP % 7.5% 3.1%
EU Directives discussed from the .
SDG 10 Consultativ Council (CC) Not defined 30
SDG10 Addressed recommendations Not defined 20%
from local governments to CC
SDG 2 Irrigation and drainage canals 30% more in 2025 than in 2022 | To be measured

Source: ALTRI (2019)

The provision of social care services is part of several SDGs, where we can mention SDGs 1, 3, 5,
10, and 16. In this regard, the study shows that the structures responsible for social protection in the
municipalities of Albania encounter problems in their functions that can be covered. The functions
that are covered in almost all municipalities are child protection, the administration of economic
assistance and gender equality, while the functions that are not covered by a large number of munic-
ipalities are the establishment of social care services, the procurement of services and their strategic
planning. As for human resources, it turns out that the structures of economic assistance, assistance
for persons with disabilities, domestic violence and child protection are the functions with the largest
staff coverage in the municipalities of Albania. In terms of gender, the number of women and girls
working in municipal service structures significantly exceeds the number of men.
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Meanwhile, regarding awareness and capacities in general, small municipalities have a lack of
information regarding what the SDGs represent, what benefits and opportunities they present
concerning the sustainable development of municipalities, etc. Also, in these municipalities, it
was noticed that there was a lack of adequate mechanisms to collect the necessary disaggregated
data, but also a lack of monitoring mechanisms for the implementation of the SDGs. For this,
these municipalities have expressed the need for strengthening human resource capacities through
training and greater awareness to understand the importance of these objectives, increased support
from the central government, etc. The researchers also recommend that work should continue
with the inclusion of SDGs in local strategies and development action plans.

2.1. Financial Resources Available

The legal framework in force (for local government, local finance, and social services) provides
for various sources of financing for local governments, but nevertheless, in practice, transfers
from the state budget remain the main source of financing for them.

For public institutions at the local level, information on budget expenditures is provided only at
the total level and always based on the institutional classification. This includes the budgetary
expenditures foreseen for the SDGs, transfers from the central budget to the local budget in the
form of conditional and unconditional transfers, budgetary expenditures for special funds related
to social and health insurance, also, details are given for the number of employees in public insti-
tutions and the list of capital investments, which include the purchase of tangible and intangible
assets, etc. (Ministry of Finance, 2024).

Local budget expenditures for 2025 are estimated at 89.9 billion ALL, with an increase of 13% more
than the 2024 budget. The local government budget is expected to represent about 3.4% of GDP
in 2025 (of which was 3.2% for 2024). Meanwhile, as a percentage of total budget expenditures, it
represents a relatively small percentage (10% in 2024, while 10.9% of total budget expenditures is
predicted in 2025). The unconditional transfer has undergone significant growth in recent years,
while in the 2025 budget bill, sectoral funds for new functions will be added to the transfer, the
performance grant, which is used for the first time as a financial mechanism in local government
as well as transfers for salary increases (Ministry of Finance, 2024). According to UNDP and FAO
(2023) experts, this dependence of the local government on the financing conditions of the central
government can be an obstacle to the implementation of the SDGs at the local level.

3. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS FROM REPORTS

Local government plays an important role in realizing the SDGs. Given their proximity to commu-
nities, local governments have the opportunity to implement tailored solutions that address specific
challenges facing their populations (Ansell et al., 2022). Local governments are responsible for
providing essential services. such as social protection, education, health, hygiene, infrastructure,
etc. and these services are fundamental to the achievement of some SDGs, especially those related
to Objective 1, 3 and 4 (ICLEI Local Governments for Sustainability, 2015).

Other aspects of local governments’ responsibilities are community engagement and the provi-
sion of contextual solutions. By understanding socio-economic conditions at the local level, but
also cultural nuances and environmental challenges, local governments can develop strategies
that are more effective than universal approaches. In this context, local government can ensure
that the SDGs are integrated into local development plans. To increase this, local authorities can
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mobilize financial resources through innovative financing mechanisms, partnerships with the
private sector and community input. This financial support is essential for the implementation of
projects that advance the work on the SDGs. Also, local government structures facilitate the mon-
itoring of progress towards the SDGs at the community level (UN Habitat, 2014). In conclusion,
for an effective local government, there must be strong cooperation with the central government.
Clear roles and responsibilities between different levels of government improve coordination to
achieve the SDGs.

Despite its key role, local governments face several challenges in implementing the SDGs:

. Limited financial resources: local governments face insufficient funding, which hinders
their ability to implement the programs/projects needed to achieve the SDGs;

. Insufficient capacities: there may be a lack of technical expertise and institutional capacity
within local governments to plan and implement sustainable development initiatives;

. Political obstacles: political uncertainty or lack of support from higher levels of government
can hinder local efforts to align with national and global sustainability targets (UNDP, 2018).

UNDP has introduced a special concept of the translation of the SDGs at the local level, the con-
cept of “localization”. The localization of the SDGs is the process of taking into account the local
contexts in the achievement of the 2030 Agenda, from the definition of goals and objectives to the
definition of the means of implementation and the use of indicators to measure and monitor pro-
gress. Localization relates both to how the SDGs can provide a framework for local development
policies and to how local governments can support the achievement of the SDGs (UNDP, 2023).

3.1. Implementation Challenges During the Period 2019-2024:
Awareness, Capacities, and Available Human Resources

According to a study conducted by the Albanian Institute for Legal and Territorial Studies (ALTRI,
2019), where the municipalities of Kukés, Librazhdi and Elbasan were evaluated in relation to the
achievement of the SDGs, the measures taken, the tools used and the indicators for measuring
them, it was found that in these municipalities there is a lack of information about what these objec-
tives really represent, what benefits and opportunities they present in relation to the sustainable
development of municipalities, etc. It was also observed in the evaluated municipalities that there
was a lack of adequate mechanisms to collect the necessary disaggregated information and data
at the local level, but also a lack of monitoring mechanisms for the implementation of the ODGs.
Some other issues or challenges were related to:

- the need for greater training and awareness to understand the importance of these objectives;

- increased support from the central government;

- the inclusion of ODGs in local strategies and development action plans;

-strengthening human resource capacities;

- better management by RUs on new responsibilities in the provision of social care services; etc.

The provision of social care services is part of several SDGs, where we can mention SDGs 1, 3,
5, 10, and 16. In this regard, a 2022 study conducted by the Center for the Promotion of Human
Development (HDPC) with the support of UNICEF highlights some problems of municipalities
related to the structures responsible for social protection. The functions that are covered in almost all
municipalities are child protection, the administration of economic assistance and gender equality,
while the functions that are not covered by a large number of municipalities are the establishment
of social care services, the procurement of social care services and the strategic planning of social
care services (HDPC & Unicef, 2022).
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As for human resources and capacities, it turns out that economic assistance, assistance for per-
sons with disabilities, domestic violence and child protection are the functions with the largest
personnel coverage in the municipalities of Albania. Municipalities are aware of the insufficient
number of personnel and state that they need additional employees. In terms of gender, the number
of women and girls working in municipal service structures significantly exceeds the number of
men (HDPC & Unicef, 2022).

3.2. Financial Resources of Local Government for the Period 2022-2025

The legal framework in force (for local government, local finance, and social services) provides
for different sources of financing for local governments (UNDP, 2023). They can use income from
their own sources (collection of local taxes and fees), the state budget (conditional and uncondi-
tional transfers) and other contributions from third parties. Although local government units must
be able to generate sufficient income to carry out their functions, in practice, transfers from the
state budget remain the main source of financing for them.

For public institutions at the local level, information on budget expenditures is provided only at
the total level and always based on the institutional classification. This includes the budgetary
expenditures foreseen for the PSUs, i.e., transfers from the central budget to the local budget in
the form of conditional and unconditional transfers, budgetary expenditures for special funds
related to social and health insurance, also, details are given for the number of employees in
public institutions and the list of capital investments, which include the purchase of tangible and
intangible assets, etc. (Braho & Ymeri, 2021). Local budget expenditures for 2025 are estimated
at 89.9 billion ALL, with an increase of 13% more than the 2024 budget.28 The local government
budget is expected to represent about 3.4% of GDP in 2025 (Table 2).

Table 2. Local government expenditures in value and % of GDP (2022-2025)

Real Budget 2022 Real Budget 2023 Normative Act 2024 Forecaszt(l)lg budget
Million |, Million |, Million |, Million |,
ALL % of GDP ALL % of GDP ALL % of GDP ALL % of GDP
Total
budget 6511,015 30.3% 674,857 28.5% 771,348 30.9% 822,702 31.4%
expenses
Local
58,694 2.7% 68,841 2.9% 79,377 3.2% 89,861 3.4%
budget

Source: Ministry of Finance (2024)

Local government expenditures represent a relatively small percentage of total government expendi-
tures (Figure 3). In 2024, the budget for local government constituted only 10% of the total budget.
While in 2025, a small increase is predicted where these expenses reach 10.9% of the total budget
expenses. As mentioned above, their main source of funding is central government funding,
mainly transfers. According to UNDP and FAO experts, this dependence of local government on
the financing conditions of the central government can be an obstacle to the implementation of
the SDGs at the local level (UNDP & FAO, 2023).

Unconditional transfer compared to previous years has grown significantly in recent years. For
example, if we compare the year 2025 (from the draft budget) with the year 2015, the year before the
implementation of the administrative-territorial reform, the unconditional transfer has increased
by 13.9 billion ALL.
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Figure 3. Budget for local government as a percentage of the total budget (2022-2025)
Source: Ministry of Finance (2024)

In the unconditional transfer foreseen for 2025, sectoral funds for new functions will be added, the
performance grant, which is used for the first time as a financial mechanism in local government,
as well as transfers for salary increases. In total, in 2025, the grant from the state budget for local
government will be in the amount of 43.1 billion ALL, from 36.5 billion in 2024, with an increase
of 6.6 billion ALL or an increase of 18% (Ministry of Finance, 2024).

4. CONCLUSION

The implementation of the SDGs in Albania remains a constant challenge, due to the problems in drafting
concrete work plans. Even though it is the Cross-Sectoral National Strategy, once again, the implemen-
tation of the SDGs at the central and local levels is at a low level. The most serious problem remains the
monitoring and evaluation system, which requires dedicated efforts, expertise, skills, and good man-
agement. This process is considered one of the most important during the period of implementation of
a strategic document, as it avoids deviations from the fulfillment of the objectives of the SDGs 2030.

Our study concluded that quality and useful monitoring and reporting should be provided, especially
for sustainable development strategies. Also, from the analysis of the SDGs at the local level, it was
found necessary to define a clear reporting and monitoring process with fixed deadlines. Further-
more, the definition of a model and the instruments that will be used for monitoring as well as the
capacities of the main structures, are required.

A clear monitoring and reporting process is necessary to inform the municipalities of their respon-
sibilities and to enable them to prepare for all commitments based on a previously defined calendar.
Models and instruments are necessary for the training of human resources, in order to guarantee
the clarity of information given and received.

The government should draft clear guidelines for the implementation of the SDGs at the local level.
In addition to the models, clarifications are also important, especially in cases where delays or
deficiencies in the objectives are observed. The information produced through the monitoring and
reporting systems can be used by the local government as well as delegated to the Government for
higher decision-making. Also, it is very necessary that the SDGs implementation reports at the local
and central levels are transparent and accessible to interest groups, to contribute as much as possible
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to their achievement. The capacity of structures to produce quality information and to consolidate
information is very important. It takes effort and skill to produce good reporting information based
on analysis and supported by evidence. Practice in the public sector shows that too often, informa-
tion reporting focuses on routine day-to-day operations rather than on the analysis of achievements.
Capacity can be improved through instruction, training, and practice.

Monitoring the implementation of the SDGs is a very important stage and the best measure of its
success. We suggest that, depending on the progress of the work, revisions of the SDGs or the way
of work may also be proposed.

From the statistical data, which were discussed in the paper, it is clear that there is a need for increased
funding for the implementation of the SDGs, as well as for the training of administrative staff. The
study also revealed the lack of information about the SDGs in many medium or small municipalities,
which require more attention.

This study is an impetus to advance the work and to encourage the reaction on the part of the central
and local governments. The implementation of the SDGs is an obligation that Albania has towards
itself and the international agreements it has signed.
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