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Introduction: 
This case study examines the normative work of the Albania Country Office during the Strategic Note cycle of 2022-2026. It explores how the Country Office approached its normative work and contributed to normative results. It also discusses challenges to normative efforts and identifies future prospects and priorities for the Country Office’s normative work. 
Albania’s EU accession process has created a highly enabling environment for the Country Office’s normative work. In order to align with the EU Aquis, Albania is required to strengthen its gender equality legal and policy frameworks, as well as undertake extensive reforms across multiple areas that can provide an entry point for mainstreaming gender. This has generated important entry points for normative progress on gender equality, as well as strong government commitment and engagement in this area.
Strategy and Approach: 
The Country Office has built upon the opportunities created by the EU accession process to advance the strongest possible normative frameworks, using a variety of strategies and approaches. 
A central strategy has been using international human rights and gender equality mechanisms to leverage and inform normative progress. This has included using reporting processes related to CEDAW, UPR, Beijing, and the Istanbul Convention, and the resulting recommendations, as a basis to advocate for and inform improved national legislation. For example, in 2023 63% of CEDAW Concluding Observations drew from the UNCT report that was led by UN Women, with the government accepting all recommendations[footnoteRef:2]. In addition, the Country Office has also supported the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare (MoHSW) to produce CEDAW reports and built the ministry’s capacity to produce these reports independently in future. More broadly, the Country Office has played an important role in translating global frameworks to national level, for example through its work on the WPS agenda and National Action Plan, which is now being used as an example by youth groups seeking to advance a Youth, Peace and Security agenda. [2:  Annual Report 2023] 

Another important strategy has been supporting Albanian stakeholders to access best practices and learn about the experiences of other countries in relation to normative frameworks and processes. A strong example of this can be seen in the support to the Ombudsperson to establish the Femicide Observatory. The Country Office shared examples from other countries, such as Georgia, to inform the Observatory process, as well as ensured that the Observatory was established using UN Women/UNODC global methodology. The Country Office has also supported CSO representatives and municipal officials to undertake exchange visits within the region and has shared information on national referral mechanisms from other countries with Albanian stakeholders.  
Technical support has been a key means through which the Country Office has supported normative progress. For example, in 2025 it provided technical support across a range of normative processes, including the development of the Gender Equality Law, the Domestic Violence Law, the Agricultural Census Law, and legal reviews of agriculture and rural development legislation from a gender perspective[footnoteRef:3]. The Country Office also provided technical support to the MoHSW to develop the current National Strategy on Gender Equality (2021-2030), ensuring the inclusion of multiple sectors and vulnerable groups within the strategy. The Country Office is widely valued for its technical support, with multiple stakeholders reporting that it is the ‘go to’ actor for gender expertise and that government actors look to it to help ensure that new laws and policies are gender responsive.  [3:  Annual Report 2025] 

The Country Office has also engaged in advocacy and communication to advance normative goals. The Country Office has undertaken effective advocacy work on the need for legal change, for example in relation to the statutory definition of rape, which has helped build momentum for legal reform. Likewise, through its engagement with the media, the Country Office has supported communication on normative issues, for example working with journalists to counter backlash and misinformation in relation to the Gender Equality Law and make the case for the value of this new law. 
Critically, the Country Office has sought to ensure that normative developments are based on evidence and that data systems are strengthened to inform decision making, including by developing national capacities to produce and use sex-disaggregated and gender data in line with Eurostat requirements. For example, in 2025 it worked with INSTAT to support the identification of 40 new gender indicators and localise gender statistics curricula in alignment with Eurostat standards, while it also supported the inclusion of an article in the Gender Equality Law that requires analysis of disaggregated data. 
The Gender Equality Law provides a particularly good example of how the Country Office has engaged in different ways, and throughout the entire process, to support the adoption of a strong new legal framework for gender equality. This engagement included:
· Reporting to CEDAW and undertaking advocacy for new gender equality legislation based on CEDAW recommendations 
· Undertaking communications efforts (e.g. opinion pieces) to generate national debate and engagement around the need for the Gender Equality Law
· Providing technical expertise to consolidate stakeholder inputs and draft the law ensuring that it is aligned with CEDAW, Beijing, EU Aquis and meets international standards 
· Supporting MoHSW to lead on the development of the Gender Equality Law, convene other actors around it (e.g. ministries, INSTAT, independent institutions), and engage with politicians and parliament on it. 
· Supporting and coordinating the response to backlash against the Gender Equality Law in collaboration with multiple stakeholders.

Results:  
The Country Office’s normative efforts have contributed to a range of results at different levels. Arguably the most significant is the 2025 Gender Equality Law, which provides a strong new legal framework on gender equality with potential to generate transformative change. 
Another important normative result is the 2024 establishment of the Femicide Observatory which collects evidence and provides reports and recommendations to strengthen national policies, accountability and protection efforts related to violence against women. The 2026 Domestic Violence Law is also a critical achievement that was supported by UN Women, as the law establishes strong legal and institutional measures to ensure victim protection, prevention, support and rehabilitation, and holds perpetrators accountable.  
Meanwhile, some selected examples of other key normative results during the Strategic Note period include the development of Albania's first Gender Impact Assessment methodology aligned with EU and EIGE standards; Albania's first Gender Audit Guidance Note developed with the Supreme Audit Institution; the amendment of the Electoral Code to reinforce gender quotas; the amendment of the procurement law to enable CSO service delivery for GBV survivors; a review of the Criminal Code from a gender perspective; the integration of gender-responsive measures into the Agricultural Development Strategy; and the adoption of the second WPS NAP in 2023. 
It is clear that the Country Office has made a significant contribution to strengthening normative frameworks for gender equality in Albania. The extent to which these enhanced frameworks will lead to sustainable impact for women and girls will depend on how effectively they are implemented. 

Gaps and Challenges:
While the Country Office’s normative work has been enabled by high levels of government commitment, strong partnerships, and its own expertise and credibility, this work has also faced some challenges. 
One major challenge has been the backlash against the Gender Equality Law, involving multiple sets of actors spreading misinformation about the law. The Country Office responded in an agile way to this, working in alliance with civil society, academia, and supportive actors within the media to address misinformation; collaborating with the parliamentary women’s alliance to advocate with parliamentarians and political party leaders; engaging with religious leaders to address concerns; and advising the MoHSW and Ombudsperson on navigating backlash and advancing the progress of the law. While the law was successfully passed, there is now a challenge it in the Constitutional Court, and the Country Office is providing expertise to help the government defend against this challenge. Even if this challenge is defeated, this experience demonstrates the threat posed by backlash to normative progress on gender equality in Albania. 
Another major challenge has been the limited capacities and high levels of staff turnover within public institutions. Institutions at all levels require sustainable capacities to meaningfully implement the new gender equality legal and policy frameworks. However, these capacities are frequently lacking and key institutions at central and municipal level remain overly dependent on UN Women’s direct technical inputs. Moreover, while the bulk of implementation will happen at municipal level, knowledge and capacities in relation to normative frameworks are particularly limited at this level, and risk being further lost within the upcoming reform of the administrative and territorial division.
A third potential challenge relates to continued funding for the Country Office’s normative work. It is widely acknowledged that the Country Office has played a critical role in advancing Albania’s normative frameworks, and that its expertise and support will be crucial in moving forward with implementation of these frameworks. However, with an increasingly challenging funding landscape, there is a risk that the Country Office will not have sufficient resources to continue to provide the necessary level of support. Particularly given that important elements of its normative work, for example its response to the backlash against the Gender Equality Law, were made possible by the Strategic Note Direct Funding from SIDA.

Future Prospects:  
The key focus for the Country Office’s normative work going forward must be to support the implementation of Albania’s enhanced gender equality frameworks at multiple levels. This will require providing expertise, guidance, and tools, and developing sustainable capacities for implementation and oversight, ideally through institutionalised training within permanent national systems. It will also require supporting the capacities and sustainability of civil society actors who will provide a critical monitoring function. Effective transfer of knowledge and capacities in relation to normative work is particularly critical given uncertainties about UN Women’s continued presence in Albania post- EU accession. 
As Albania moves closer to EU accession, the process of intensive reform will continue across multiple sectors. This can provide important entry points for the Country Office to leverage its normative mandate, both through targeted work on gender related elements of the EU Aquis and by supporting gender mainstreaming within wider accession related processes and instruments. Seizing these opportunities will require the Country Office to ensure that all normative work is clearly aligned with the EU accession agenda. Demonstrating the relevance of UN Women’s normative work to EU accession processes may also facilitate resource mobilisation in a context where EU funds will increasingly dominate. 
Finally, it is likely that backlash against gender equality will continue to threaten normative progress and may pose a challenge to the implementation of existing gender equality frameworks at both national and local level. It will therefore be important that normative work is well connected to an expanded and multifaceted Country Office effort to address backlash, drawing on corporate guidance in this area.
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Introduction: 
This case study examines the experience of the UN Women Albania Country Office with Strategic Note Direct Funding (SNDF) during the 2022–2026 Strategic Note (SN) cycle. It explores how flexible, softly earmarked funding from the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) enhanced the Country Office’s ability to deliver on its triple mandate – normative, coordination, and operational – and draws lessons for future resource mobilisation. As identified in UN Women’s internal Strategic Note Direct Funding Guidance[footnoteRef:4], SNDF is a particularly high quality form of funding because it fosters transformative change and scale; ensures relevance, effectiveness, and sustainability; lowers transactional costs with economies of scale; and fosters lasting and effective partnerships with donors. While the programmatic results achieved with SNDF in Albania are documented in the main body of this evaluation report; this appendix focuses on the funding modality itself, its strategic rationale, and its institutional effects. [4:  UN Women. 2025. STRATEGIC NOTE DIRECT FUNDING GUIDANCE. UN Women internal document] 


The Country Office operates with a small team and a modest resource base relative to both the scope of its mandate and government expectations. At the time SNDF was proposed, the Country Office faced a non-core funding gap of approximately USD 5 million across all three SN outcomes, with the largest gap under Outcome 3 (covering gender-responsive governance, ending violence against women and girls, women’s political participation, gender data, and UN system coordination for gender equality.) The Country Office developed a concept note requesting USD 1.6 million from Sida (inclusive of 8 per cent programme support costs), equivalent to approximately 32 per cent of the total gap. The resulting agreement provided SEK 17 million, with an implementation period from March 2024 to December 2026. SNDF was operationalised from March 2024, approximately halfway through the SN cycle.
Strategy and Approach: 
The SNDF was structured around three pillars. First, filling programmatic funding gaps: the majority of resources were directed toward Outcome 3 (USD 698,200), with smaller allocations to Outcomes 1 (USD 210,000) and 2 (USD 160,000), targeting areas difficult to fund through earmarked projects – normative work on the Gender Equality Law, GRB, women’s political participation, UNSCR 1325 implementation, and the care economy. Second, investing in organisational effectiveness: USD 71,000 for evaluations and private sector engagement, and USD 342,000 for human resources to sustain functions in planning and reporting, M&E, communications, and UN coordination that the corporate staffing structure of a Country Office of Albania’s size did not cover. Two positions were recruited with SNDF: an RBM and Coordination Analyst and a Communications Associate. Third, maintaining strategic flexibility: allocations were indicative and subject to revision through ongoing dialogue with Sida, enabling reprogramming in response to contextual changes. The accountability framework included annual narrative and financial reporting against SN indicators, annual strategic dialogues (held in January 2025 and January 2026), and informal progress updates produced by the Country Office beyond the formal requirements of the agreement.
Results:  
Strengthened organisational capacity
SNDF filled critical gaps in institutional functions that had been absent or overstretched in the first half of the SN cycle. The two SNDF-funded positions strengthened RBM, corporate reporting, and communications. Interview and survey evidence confirmed that the Country Office’s improved staffing balance – with functional specialists for M&E, communications, and data alongside dedicated project managers – was a direct result of SNDF. Organisational performance improvements included timely submission of donor reports, selection as a winner of UN Women’s corporate Results Reporting and Communication Competition, 100 per cent compliance with risk management requirements, and a management ratio of 12 per cent of total expenditures. Digital visibility more than doubled, with Instagram reach rising from 162,000 to 401,000 users over 2024–2025. The decentralized evaluation of the GREAT project was also rated very good in GERAAS scoring (as per the 2025 QBR Q4), with the RBM Analyst serving as evaluation manager and focal point, which also led to a CO-issued Management Response outlining key actions to strengthen the design and implementation of CO interventions, particularly for WEE.
Responsiveness to emerging priorities
A recurring finding across all evidence sources was that SNDF enabled the Country Office to act on opportunities and respond to challenges that no earmarked budget covered. As documented in the main evaluation findings, key examples include: technical assistance for the Gender Equality Law reform during periods of public backlash; capacity development for women candidates during the 2025 elections; continuation of the Femicide Watch; the WPS Open Day; scaling of the Women’s Entrepreneurship EXPO; the first-ever Gender Datathon with INSTAT; ESD accreditation by the Ministry of Education; and strategic entry into the care economy and gender and climate change agendas. The Country Office noted that without SNDF, the Gender Equality Law technical assistance would not have been possible given competing normative demands, and the EXPO would have remained a smaller event with limited outreach.
Resource Mobilisation and UN Coordination on Gender Equality
SNDF played a catalytic role in resource mobilisation: in 2024, the Country Office signed five contribution agreements totalling USD 7.25 million. SNDF-funded capacity also supported the Country Office’s coordination functions, including the UNCT SWAP assessment (11 out of 15 indicators exceeding minimum standards, up from 8 in 2019), co-chairing of the Development Partners Coordination Group on Gender with Sida, and leadership of the UN Gender Thematic and Results Group.
CO reflections on added value
At both annual strategic dialogues with Sida, the Country Office identified three overarching contributions of SNDF: (1) enabling strategic positioning and continuity of results not possible under earmarked financing, including the ability to respond to emerging opportunities and invest in areas critical for Albania’s EU accession; (2) producing visible impact on organisational performance, particularly in planning, monitoring and reporting, and communications; and (3) allowing the Country Office to sustain results in a context of increased uncertainty, gender pushback, and a shrinking donor base.
Gaps and Challenges:
Reporting and results framework limitations
Sida approved the first donor report positively but provided substantive feedback on the Results Framework. Sida observed that the RF was predominantly quantitative, with some indicators measuring activities rather than outcomes, and that the corporate reporting system did not allow sufficient analysis of behavioural change. Specific concerns included the need to define and measure “increased capacities,” to develop SNDF-specific organisational effectiveness indicators, and to explain target surplus. In written comments, Sida noted that the narrative was activity-based with limited outcome-level assessment, and raised questions about the end results and sustainability of specific interventions. At the January 2026 dialogue, Sida reiterated a preference for reporting that focuses on actors rather than activities. This points to an institutional gap: UN Women does not yet have a standardised reporting framework tailored to SNDF, and the corporate RF tracks SN-level results rather than the specific added value of flexible funding.
Structural dependence and late start
The Country Office’s corporate structure provides regular resources for only five core positions; all other staff are on non-staff contracts tied to project funding. SNDF partially mitigated this vulnerability but did not resolve the underlying structural challenge. The late operationalisation of SNDF – halfway through the SN cycle – meant its benefits were concentrated in the second half, and the initial delivery rate reflected the compressed implementation period.
Strategic focus and value for money
Evaluation evidence suggests that SNDF is most effective when directed toward upstream, system-level work – normative and institutional change, coordination, and strategic positioning – rather than small-scale, fragmented local interventions. Some local pilots were viewed as too small for transformative, lasting impact, and questions were raised about value for money. This aligns with the broader evaluation findings that the Country Office’s comparative advantage lies in its normative, coordination, and convening functions.
Future Prospects:  
Continuity and diversification of flexible funding
Sida confirmed at the January 2026 dialogue that gender equality remains an official Swedish priority until 2029. The Country Office expressed hope that SNDF could continue into the next SN cycle (2027–2031). However, dependence on a single donor creates vulnerability. The Country Office and Regional Office could explore broadening the base through engagement with other bilateral donors, pooled funding mechanisms, or softly earmarked components within larger agreements.
Early operationalisation
A key lesson is the importance of securing flexible funding at or near the start of the SN period. Future SN planning should integrate SNDF mobilisation into the design process rather than pursuing it as a separate initiative after implementation has begun.
Reporting and results framework reform
The experience highlights a need for corporate-level guidance on SNDF reporting, including a standardised framework that captures the added value of flexible funding. The Country Office confirmed that the design of the next SN would allow country-level indicators to supplement global ones, and Sida has signalled a preference for actor-focused, outcome-level analysis. The Country Office’s practice of informal progress updates and annual strategic dialogues is a good practice that could be systematised.
Strategic prioritisation
Evaluation evidence points toward a next SN that focuses on a limited number of transformative priorities – such as the care economy, financing for gender equality, institutionalisation of GRB, and strengthening women’s rights organisations – rather than many small-scale pilots. The Country Office’s normative dialogue, coordination role, and support to women’s rights organisations were consistently identified as central to sustainability and comparative advantage. Flexible funding is most effective when it supports upstream, strategic, and system-level work that earmarked project funding typically does not cover.
Overall, the Albania SNDF experience demonstrates that relatively modest flexible investments can generate outsized returns in organisational capacity, strategic responsiveness, and programmatic coherence. The challenge for the next cycle will be to secure this modality from the outset, diversify the donor base, strengthen results measurement, and ensure SNDF is directed toward the transformative, system-level work where it adds most value.
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Introduction: 
UN Women Albania’s engagement at the municipal level is one of the most distinctive dimensions of the Country Office’s portfolio during the 2022–2026 Strategic Note period. While many UN agencies operate primarily at the central policy level, UN Women Albania has developed a sustained model of support to local government that connects national policy reforms with service delivery, citizen participation, and institutional capacity development on the ground.
The centrepiece of this engagement is the development and implementation of Local Gender Action Plans (LGAPs) — municipal-level strategies that integrate objectives on ending violence against women (EVAW), women’s economic empowerment (WEE), gender-responsive budgeting (GRB), women, peace and security (WPS), and inclusive governance within a single planning framework. By 2025, UN Women had directly supported LGAP processes in 14 municipalities, while the model had expanded to 33 of 61 municipalities through the linkage of LGAP approval to the national Performance-Based Grant system.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  See 2025 Annual Report.] 

This municipal work contributes most directly to Strategic Note Outcome 1.1 (inclusive and gender-responsive governance) and is closely linked to Outcome 1.3 (EVAW) and Outcome 1.2 (WEE and sustainable development). It also aligns with the UNSDCF outcomes on governance, social inclusion, and leaving no one behind. The engagement cuts across all three dimensions of UN Women’s triple mandate: operationally, it delivers integrated programmes at community level; normatively, it translates international and national gender equality standards into local policies and budgets; and through its coordination function, it convenes government, civil society, and communities around shared gender equality objectives.
Albania’s 61 municipalities vary enormously in institutional capacity and resources. Large urban municipalities such as Durrës and Elbasan have developed strong gender equality infrastructure over successive LGAP cycles, whereas smaller municipalities such as Bulqizë face decades of depopulation, limited economic development, and minimal institutional resources for gender equality.[footnoteRef:6] Gender-based violence, discriminatory social norms, and limited economic opportunities for women are persistent challenges, particularly in rural and peripheral municipalities where public services are weakest and women’s isolation is greatest. The EU accession process, however, has created strong demand for gender mainstreaming at local level, with municipal-level reforms increasingly framed as governance modernisation aligned with EU acquis requirements. [6:  Interviews with officials from municipalities of Durres, Elbasan and Bulqiza.] 

This case study documents the strategy, results, challenges, and future prospects of UN Women Albania’s municipal-level engagement.
Strategy and Approach: 
UN Women Albania’s municipal engagement has been built around an integrated, multi-level strategy that combines institutional reform at the central level with participatory programming at the local level. Five interconnected elements define the approach.
LGAPs as an integrated planning framework. Rather than implementing thematic interventions in isolation, the Country Office has used the LGAP process to bring together all dimensions of its portfolio within a single municipal planning instrument. The 2025 Annual Report confirms that LGAPs developed in 14 municipalities integrated objectives on WEE, EVAW, WPS, and governance, creating an integrated local-level framework.
Gender-responsive budgeting at local level. GRB has been a central component, progressing from awareness-raising to practical application. The Country Office has worked with municipalities on participatory budgeting processes designed to ensure women’s effective participation, supported by CSO partners who simplify budget documents, build women’s awareness, and prepare them for consultations. CSO partners noted that while women did not previously participate in budgeting, Country Office support has increased their involvement, including by bringing them together in advance of budget consultations to identify priority issues. Ministry of Finance officials reported that local GRB pilots covered 10 municipalities, training over 200 municipal staff and 250+ councillors, with 10–12% of local budgets dedicated to GRB in pilot municipalities.
Capacity development with a graduation approach. The Country Office has adopted a progression model in which municipalities move from full external support toward autonomous capacity. Elbasan illustrates this trajectory: UN Women provided full support for the first LGAP (2018–2020); by the second cycle, support was reduced; and for the third plan (2025–2030), Elbasan municipality officials reported that UN Women acted only as facilitator as the municipality had sufficient capacities. Broader capacity development included training 231 municipal officials through the EU for Gender Equality LGAP processes, certifying 176 women councillors in gender-sensitive local legislation, and training 41 municipal professionals on gender-responsive governance (2025 Annual Report). The Country Office has also worked with central government to standardise the LGAP format for institutionalisation across all local government units.
Strengthening EVAW services and coordinated referral mechanisms. The Country Office has supported the strengthening of coordinated referral mechanisms for survivors of violence at municipal level, working with municipalities, police, prosecutors, and CSOs to ensure multi-sectoral response. Particular emphasis has been placed on reintegration services, moving beyond emergency case management to dedicated reintegration plans developed with municipalities and civil society. CSO partners such as the Women’s Forum Elbasan have extended EVAW services to seven municipalities, establishing a social worker or psychologist in each. In Durrës, community centres expanded to seven, providing positive parenting, after-school classes, support for single mothers, and free services for Roma and Egyptian communities.
Systemic incentives through the Performance-Based Grant system. The most strategically significant element has been the linkage of LGAP approval to the Performance-Based Grant (PBG) criteria, developed in collaboration with the Ministry of State for Local Government. This mechanism transformed the LGAP from a voluntary, project-driven exercise into a structural incentive embedded in municipal financing. By 2025, 33 of 61 municipalities had their LGAPs approved to meet PBG criteria. The rapid municipal demand for LGAPs following the PBG linkage was cited in the personnel survey as a significant unexpected outcome, demonstrating strong ownership potential but also exceeding available technical resources.
Results:  
Evidence from stakeholder interviews, project evaluations, and annual reports documents substantial results across several dimensions of UN Women’s municipal engagement.
Institutionalisation of gender equality in local governance. More than 13 municipal councils formally approved LGAPs during the evaluation period, creating binding institutional frameworks that integrate gender objectives into local planning and budgeting. In Durrës, the municipality now has a full-time Gender Equality officer, has expanded community centres to seven, and has completed its third LGAP cycle. Officials from Durrës municipality credited a lot of these achievements to the partnership with UN Women. In Elbasan, the municipality’s own budget share allocated to the LGAP grew from 2% in the first plan to 5% in the second and 9% in the third, with 70% now covered by the municipality’s own budget. The third LGAP was developed through five consultative meetings and public consultation, with all activities costed. Officials from Elbasan municipality reported that, as a result of this process, the municipality has grown professionally, strengthened its capacities, and developed tools and mechanisms to better implement policies.
Expanding participatory budgeting and women’s voice. Participatory budgeting has become a key mechanism for women’s participation in local decision-making. In 2025, 768 people participated in participatory budgeting; in 2024, 772 people were engaged, with 32 civic actions and 73% of issues raised resolved by local government[footnoteRef:7]. Consultants and experts observed that participatory gender budgeting has created a new mindset, with town hall meeting organisers now taking steps to ensure that women can attend, for example by holding meetings at appropriate times and in places that are accessible for women and people with disabilities. Concrete issues raised by women have been taken up by municipal authorities, for example, women in Durrës raised concerns about the lack of a nursery school, which was subsequently resolved through the gender equaltiy officer and the mayor. Small WEE grants initiated through participatory processes are now included in three-year municipality budgets, representing sustainable impact.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  See 2024 and 2025 Annual Reports]  [8:  Focus group discussion with experts and consultants.] 

Expanding EVAW services and reaching the most vulnerable. At the service delivery level, municipal interventions have expanded reach to marginalised groups. In 2024, 1,035 individuals accessed EVAW services under the joint EVAW programme, including 110 Roma and Egyptian women, 91 women with disabilities, and 211 rural women.[footnoteRef:9] Disability-inclusive service pilots in Elbasan, Maliq, and Delvinë reached 290 women.[footnoteRef:10] In Durrës, two new community centres were established in rural areas where previously there were none. The Vatra Centre in Vlora confirmed that strengthening the roles and accountability of local institutions in relation to GBV services is a key result, and that the development and approval of local plans on gender equality and GBV have been a sustainable step that creates an umbrella of work and services for victims. [9:  See 2024 Annual Report]  [10:  See 2025 Annual Report] 

Rural women’s economic empowerment through municipal partnerships. The GREAT project, implemented with FAO and funded by AICS, established women’s incubators in Kolonjë/Leskovik and Elbasan, linking value chain development with municipal GRB frameworks. In Leskovik, the municipal council provided free premises, covered utilities for five years, social insurance for three years, and local tax exemption for five years.[footnoteRef:11] The artisan women’s market model developed in Elbasan has been shared nationally and with Kosovo. The signing of memoranda with four municipalities was highlighted by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development as a key result. However, results were uneven: the Elbasan incubator showed lower municipal engagement and weaker sustainability prospects, and the evaluation found a low return on investment in the short term given the small number of women remaining economically active. [11:  Final Evaluation of GREAT Project.] 

Youth engagement and norm change. The Empowerment and Self-Defence (ESD) programme in Elbasan schools has reached over 1,068 students (2023 Annual Report). Focus group discussions with students revealed that girls reported increased confidence and new friendships, while boys who initially joined “as a joke” subsequently changed their attitudes and now actively oppose bullying and advocate for girls’ rights. Students have disseminated anti-bullying messages in their school and community, and the school and students are lobbying the Ministry of Education to make self-defence part of the formal curriculum.
National ownership and scale-up. National ownership is demonstrated at multiple levels. The LGAP model expanded from initial pilot municipalities to 33 across Albania, with the PBG mechanism creating systemic incentives for further scale-up. The Municipality of Mat independently requested UN Women’s technical support for its LGAP. The Gender-Sensitive Local Legislation Training was scaled nationally through 9 regional trainings reaching 42 municipalities. Under the LNB2 programme, municipalities committed to covering salaries and recurring costs for all new services introduced, ensuring a sustainability-by-design approach.[footnoteRef:12] The GRB model expanded from local pilots to national policy and GRB is now a legal requirement at both central and local government, with Albania one of few countries that can track SDG 5 GRB indicators. [12:  Mid-Term Evaluation of LNB2] 

Gaps and Challenges:
Despite substantial achievements, UN Women’s municipal engagement faces several persistent challenges identified across stakeholder interviews, project evaluations, and the personnel survey.
High municipal staff turnover is the most frequently cited challenge. Frequent changes in local government leadership and technical staff erode institutional memory and require continuous re-training. This challenge was noted by municipal staff, donors, and officials from the Ministry of State for Local Governance. This challenge was also identified in the personnel survey, which flagged it as a factor hindering effectiveness.
Uneven institutional capacity across municipalities remains a structural constraint. Smaller municipalities face fundamentally different conditions from well-resourced urban centres. Bulqizë, for example, faces decades of high migration, depopulation, lack of economic development, rising social challenges, and radicalisation threats, with gender equality and GBV only having been prioritised in recent years. CSO partners working in such contexts report discriminatory attitudes, low awareness, modest institutional resources, lack of capacities, and lack of responsiveness. The Mid-Term Evaluation of LNB2 confirmed that high staff turnover in social services, limited municipal budgets, and weak cross-sectoral coordination at local level are persistent hindering factors.
Financial sustainability of CSO-delivered services is a pressing concern. Several CSOs providing essential EVAW services reported acute financial vulnerability as international donors increasingly withdraw from the country, which is fast-tracked towards EU membership. Women’s CSOs reported that it is imperative that municipalities either provide services directly or fund CSO services, noting that municipalities typically cover only rent for shelters, not operational costs. The personnel survey identified uncertain and shifting donor funding trends as a threat, with 63% of respondents reporting that funding trends hindered implementation.
Fragmentation and scalability concerns were raised by donors and UN partners. Certain local-level interventions are perceived as too small or fragmented to produce transformative change. One donor recommended that micro-level NGO-type interventions at local level should be reduced unless explicitly designed and resourced for scaling and institutional uptake. The Final Evaluation of the GREAT project found a low return on investment for women’s incubators in the short term and questioned sustainability without stronger market linkages and business development support.
Resistance to institutionalisation has appeared in some areas. Some municipalities lack the political will to budget adequately for gender. For example, officials in Elbasan noted that the finance department and all other directorates need substantial help on GRB, and that gender equality needs to be discussed across all municipal directorates, not only dedicated gender equality units. CSO partners urged the Country Office to encourage further institutionalisation of gender policies within public institutions and municipalities so progress does not depend on specific individuals.
Gender backlash and anti-gender discourse represent a growing external threat. The personnel survey found that 74% of respondents reported that growing conservatism and anti-gender discourse hindered implementation, and staff noted a surge in demand for strategic communications support from institutions and partners to counter misinformation that exceeded current capacity. At local level, limited access to mainstream media constrains public outreach and consensus-building efforts. Furthermore, conservative perceptions and attitudes are more present at local level.
Upcoming revision of the administrative and territorial division introduces a significant new risk to the sustainability of UN Women's municipal-level achievements. Currently, a bipartisan parliamentary commission is analysing options for a new territorial-administrative reform that is expected to reduce the current number of municipalities. While the reform aims to improve municipal efficiency and address challenges from depopulation and migration toward metropolitan areas, it carries substantial implications for the Country Office's municipal portfolio. LGAPs that have been developed, approved, and costed for current municipal boundaries may need to be revised, merged, or renegotiated within new administrative configurations. Institutional capacity painstakingly built in specific municipalities — including dedicated gender equality officers, gender equality committees, trained staff, and participatory budgeting processes — could be disrupted or diluted if municipalities are amalgamated and staff structures reorganised.[footnoteRef:13] The Performance-Based Grant mechanism's linkage to LGAP approval would need to be adapted to a new territorial framework. Coordinated referral mechanisms for EVAW, which are structured around current municipal jurisdictions and partnerships with local police, prosecutors, and CSOs, would require reconfiguration. The experience of Albania's previous territorial reform in 2014–2015 — which reduced local government units from 373 to 61 — demonstrated that such transitions generate extended periods of institutional uncertainty, staff turnover, and service disruption, precisely the conditions that most undermine gender equality gains at local level. This risk requires proactive engagement by the Country Office to ensure that gender equality provisions, structures, and institutional memory are explicitly protected and integrated into the design of any new administrative framework. [13:  It is worth noting that this may also enhance gender equality in some of the new municipalities as the new territorial division is likely to establish more municipalities with more than 200,000 residents – which according to the new law on GE (2025) will require municipalities to assign a dedicated GE officer. Currently, only Tirana municipality meets this criterion.] 

Future Prospects:  
The results achieved at the municipal level provide a strong foundation for the next programming cycle. Drawing on stakeholder perspectives from government, civil society, academia, media professionals, donors, and UN partners, the following priorities emerge for deepening and sustaining this work.
Shift focus from LGAP development to implementation and monitoring. With 33 municipalities now having approved LGAPs, the priority should move to supporting effective implementation, quality assurance, and measurement of results. Officials from the Ministry of State for Local Governance stressed that a key priority should now be supporting the implementation and monitoring of LGAPs. Meanwhile, officials from Elbasan municipality confirmed that implementation of LGAPs should be the priority going forward, alongside translating the new Gender Equality Law into local-level action.
Deepen GRB capacity across all municipal directorates. GRB capacity should extend beyond dedicated gender equality officers and planning departments to become a competency embedded across municipalities finance, social services, education, and infrastructure. Elbasan municipality identified GRB as the top priority for continued support, noting that every programme should budget for gender and that the municipality needs to understand the qualitative dimension of whether services benefited men and women fairly. The Ministry of Finance reported that local governments are building GRB into systems, including plans to automate budget programming and monthly reporting with GRB elements.
Strengthen transition planning and co-financing mechanisms for EVAW services. Explicit strategies for transitioning CSO service delivery costs to municipal and central government budgets are urgent. The Country Office has begun exploring work with the National Social Fund to allocate a percentage to EVAW work at municipal level, work which should be prioritised and scaled. CSOs underscored that municipalities should either provide services directly or fund CSO services, within the framework of the Istanbul Convention.
Institutionalise capacity development through national training systems. Rather than providing training directly, the Country Office should work with ASPA and the Ministry for Local Government to embed GE competencies into the standard public administration training curriculum, ensuring systematic orientation for new municipal employees regardless of staff turnover. As one consultant working with UN Women noted, training of trainers should be done through the Institute of Public Administration, not by the Country Office directly. This approach was confirmed by UN Women’s own sustainability strategy, which aims to work with central-level institutions to unify and institutionalise formats and tools.
Design local interventions explicitly for scale and institutional uptake. Future municipal pilots should be accompanied by replication frameworks, documented lessons learned, and clear pathways to national adoption. The successful models in Durrës, Elbasan, and Leskovik should be packaged as transferable good practices. SIDA recommended that priority should go to work that shifts systems, policies, and institutional practices. The 2025 Annual Report confirmed scale-up potential, noting that the LGAP model’s expansion through the PBG mechanism is creating systemic incentives for further replication.
Formalise GE institutional infrastructure across municipalities. The Country Office should advocate for formal gender equality policies, designated gender equality coordinators approved by municipal councils, and integration of gender equality into municipal strategic plans. Civil society stakeholders urged UN Women to push further for internalisation of gender equality policies within public institutions and municipalities, so that progress does not depend on specific individuals. Durrës’s experience of establishing a dedicated gender equality officer position, described as critical for sustained engagement, offers a model that could be valuable for other municipalities.
Link municipal work to EU accession benchmarks and invest in strategic communications. Packaging municipal gender equality achievements as EU-accession-relevant reform deliverables would strengthen political buy-in and attract EU funding. The personnel survey identified EU accession as the strongest enabling factor (56% rated it as strongly enabling) and recommended “clearer packaging of normative outputs as EU-accession-relevant reform deliverables”. At the same time, strengthened strategic communications at local level are needed to counter gender backlash and misinformation, protect reform gains, and build sustained public understanding and support.
Proactively engage in the upcoming administrative-territorial reform to safeguard gender equality gains. The anticipated revision of the administrative and territorial division, which is expected to reduce the number of municipalities, represents both a risk and an opportunity for the Country Office's municipal portfolio. UN Women should engage early and strategically in the reform process to ensure that gender equality provisions are embedded in the design of any new administrative framework. This includes advocating for the transfer of existing LGAPs, GE officer positions, and GRB commitments into successor municipal structures; ensuring that the Performance-Based Grant mechanism's linkage to gender equality criteria is preserved and adapted; and working with the Ministry of State for Local Government to protect institutional memory and capacity built over successive LGAP cycles. The previous territorial reform (2014–2015), which reduced local units from 373 to 61, generated extended institutional disruption. The Country Office should draw on that experience to prepare transition strategies that prevent a repeat of capacity loss. If managed well, the reform could also offer an opportunity to embed gender equality infrastructure — dedicated GE officers, standardised LGAPs, and GRB requirements — into the foundational design of new municipalities from the outset, rather than retrofitting them after structures have been established.
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