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Abstract:
The concept of local self-government represents a cornerstone of democracy, enabling citizens to participate directly in decision-making processes that impact their communities. This paper explores the legal framework governing municipalities, with a particular focus on the Law on Municipalities as a fundamental document for decentralization and the empowerment of local governance. By examining the rights, obligations, and competencies granted to municipalities, the paper highlights how legal provisions shape the functionality, autonomy, and responsibilities of local authorities. Special emphasis is placed on the role of municipalities in managing public services, financial independence, and fostering local development. The paper also addresses challenges such as transparency, corruption, and the relationship between central and local governments. Through a comparative approach, the study analyzes how similar legal systems in European countries promote effective local governance. In conclusion, the research underscores the importance of a robust legal framework in ensuring efficient, democratic, and sustainable local self-governance, which is vital for the development of responsive and resilient communities.
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1. The Legal Basis of Local Self-Government
Local self-government is a foundational principle of modern democratic governance, as it enables decision-making to occur closer to the people it directly affects. In the Republic of North Macedonia, the legal basis for local self-government stems primarily from the Constitution and the Law on Local Self-Government (2002). Articles 114 to 117 of the Constitution establish the fundamental principles of local governance, recognizing municipalities as autonomous units with rights to manage their affairs independently. These constitutional provisions align with international commitments, particularly the European Charter of Local Self-Government, which North Macedonia ratified in 1997.

The European Charter, adopted by the Council of Europe, mandates that local self-government be recognized by law and protected by the Constitution. It introduces key principles like subsidiarity, which dictate that public responsibilities should be handled by the closest level of government capable of doing so effectively. This aligns with Article 115 of North Macedonia's Constitution, which guarantees that municipalities have autonomy in decision-making and management of public services, ensuring citizen participation in governance.

The Law on Local Self-Government (2002) further details the competencies, organization, and financing of municipalities. It legally establishes municipalities as legal entities with administrative, financial, and property autonomy. This decentralization framework aims to strengthen democracy by empowering local institutions to address community needs. Municipalities are entrusted with various competencies, including urban planning, local economic development, environmental protection, and social services.

However, despite a strong legal basis, challenges persist in the practical implementation of local self-government. Issues such as insufficient fiscal autonomy, overlapping competencies with the central government, and political interference often hinder full decentralization. Strengthening the legal basis through clear laws and consistent implementation remains essential for effective and democratic local governance.
2.The Role and Structure of Municipalities Under the Law
Municipalities serve as the primary units of local self-government in North Macedonia, and their role and structure are clearly defined by the Law on Local Self-Government (2002). This law outlines the governance framework within which municipalities operate, detailing their organizational structure, leadership, and areas of responsibility.

Each municipality is governed by two main bodies: the Mayor and the Municipal Council, both of which are directly elected by citizens through democratic elections for a 4-year term.

The Mayor functions as the executive authority of the municipality. Their responsibilities include:
Representing the municipality in all legal, administrative, and ceremonial matters.
Implementing decisions adopted by the Municipal Council.
Managing municipal property, finances, and public services such as urban planning, infrastructure development, and education.
Ensuring legal compliance in all municipal operations and overseeing the local administration.
The Municipal Council
The Municipal Council is the legislative body of the municipality. It consists of representatives elected proportionally to reflect the will of the citizens. The Council’s primary roles include:
Adopting municipal policies, budgets, and development strategies.
Passing local regulations, statutes, and decisions to govern municipal operations.
Monitoring the work of the Mayor and municipal administration.
Promoting transparency through public sessions and citizen involvement in decision-making.
The structure of municipalities ensures a clear separation of powers between the executive (Mayor) and legislative (Council) bodies. The system also emphasizes citizen participation by allowing local communities to influence decisions that directly affect their lives. Municipalities are further supported by local administrations that handle day-to-day operations, ensuring efficient delivery of public services.

Despite this well-defined structure, municipalities often face challenges related to limited capacity, overlapping responsibilities, and insufficient cooperation with central authorities. Addressing these issues is critical to improving the functionality and efficiency of local governance structures   
 3. Financial Autonomy of Municipalities in Law
Financial autonomy is a cornerstone of local self-government, enabling municipalities to operate independently and fulfill their responsibilities effectively. In North Macedonia, the Law on Financing Local Self-Government (2004) provides the legal framework for municipal finances, defining sources of revenue and mechanisms for financial management.
Municipalities are entitled to various sources of funding, which are categorized as:
Own Revenues
Municipalities generate their own income through: Local taxes (e.g., property taxes, inheritance taxes). Fees for public services (e.g., garbage collection, urban planning permits). Administrative charges and fines (e.g., traffic violations). Rental income from municipal property. Transfers from Central Government The central government provides block grants and specific-purpose transfers to support municipal budgets, particularly for education, health, and social services. However, these transfers are often insufficient and sometimes delayed, impacting the financial stability of municipalities. Donor Funds and Borrowing
Municipalities can access funds from international organizations and loans for infrastructure projects, subject to legal restrictions.
While financial autonomy is legally recognized, municipalities in North Macedonia face significant challenges in achieving it. Many municipalities lack sufficient local tax revenues due to limited economic activity, particularly in rural areas. Dependence on central government transfers creates financial vulnerabilities and limits municipal decision-making. Moreover, inefficient tax collection and poor fiscal management often exacerbate budget deficits.
Improving financial autonomy requires reforms in fiscal decentralization, including increased local tax authority, enhanced transparency, and better financial management practices. By strengthening financial independence, municipalities can deliver services more effectively, invest in local development, and promote economic growth within their jurisdictions. This economic hardship had severe social consequences. The Italian people, who had endured the negative effects of the war, found themselves dragged further into poverty. The post-war period saw an increase in unemployment, with returning soldiers adding to the already large pool of job seekers. At the same time, Italy faced a wave of immigration, further straining the economy and social fabric.











4. The Role of Law in Defining Municipal Competencies
The Law on Local Self-Government (2002) plays a critical role in defining the competencies of municipalities, ensuring they can address the specific needs of their communities. Competencies are divided into mandatory and optional responsibilities:
Mandatory Competencies Municipalities are legally obligated to perform specific functions, including: Urban planning: Developing spatial plans and regulating land use.
Local economic development: Supporting businesses and job creation.
Public services: Managing water supply, waste collection, and maintenance of local roads.
Education: Overseeing primary and secondary schools, including infrastructure and staffing.
Environmental protection: Managing parks, green spaces, and pollution control.
Optional Competencies
Municipalities can undertake additional functions based on their capacity and resources, such as promoting cultural events, tourism, and sports activities.

Defining competencies clearly in law is essential to avoid overlaps between local and central authorities. However, challenges arise when municipalities lack the resources or capacity to fulfill their legal obligations. In some cases, unclear division of powers leads to inefficiencies and conflicts over responsibilities.

To address these issues, stronger legal frameworks and clearer guidelines are needed. Providing municipalities with adequate resources and capacity-building opportunities is also crucial for effective governance.














5.Comparison of Municipal Laws in North Macedonia and the European Union
Municipalities in both North Macedonia and EU member states are crucial in implementing local governance, but their powers, financial independence, and legal frameworks differ.
Legal Framework
North Macedonia: Municipalities are governed by the Law on Local Self-Government (2004), which outlines their responsibilities, including urban planning, education, and local health services. This law reflects the country's efforts at decentralization, especially after the Ohrid Framework Agreement (2001), which aimed to increase the rights of ethnic minorities and promote a more inclusive governance structure.
European Union: The EU promotes local self-governance primarily through the European Charter of Local Self-Government (1985). This charter emphasizes the autonomy of municipalities in managing local affairs, but individual countries have their own specific laws and systems. The EU encourages decentralization and local decision-making based on the principle of subsidiarity, meaning decisions should be made as close to the citizens as possible.
Autonomy and Powers
North Macedonia: Municipalities have powers in areas like urban planning, education, healthcare, and local infrastructure. However, they are still heavily dependent on the central government for financial resources and oversight, limiting their full autonomy. Local governments collect certain taxes (e.g., property taxes) but still face constraints in their decision-making power.
European Union: Municipalities across the EU generally have greater autonomy. They manage public services, education, culture, and local development. While local governments in the EU also rely on central transfers, the degree of autonomy varies. In countries like Germany and Sweden, local governments have significant independence, while others, such as France, have more central control.
Decentralization
North Macedonia: The country has made strides in decentralization, particularly after the Ohrid Agreement, but municipalities are still somewhat limited in their capacity to operate independently, especially in financial matters. The central government maintains considerable control over funding and large-scale projects.
European Union: Decentralization is a central principle in many EU member states, with varying degrees of local autonomy. Countries like Spain and Italy have highly decentralized systems, while in France and Poland, local governments have less freedom. However, EU policies encourage decentralization as a way to ensure local democracy.
Financial Autonomy
North Macedonia: Municipalities have limited financial autonomy. They can collect local taxes like property taxes but depend significantly on central government transfers for their budgets. This reliance can limit their ability to fully implement local projects without central approval.
European Union: EU municipalities generally enjoy more fiscal autonomy. They have the authority to collect taxes, and while they still rely on central government funding, the financial structures in place in many EU countries allow for greater independence. Some countries, like Denmark and Finland, give municipalities a high degree of fiscal freedom.
Role of the Central Government
North Macedonia: The central government plays a dominant role in local governance, overseeing municipalities' budgets and often stepping in for large-scale projects. The Ministry of Local Self-Government provides guidance and monitors local governance.
European Union: In most EU countries, the central government's role is more about ensuring that municipalities comply with national standards and regulations rather than direct control. Local governments have more freedom to manage their affairs, though the central government may still intervene in cases of significant financial or administrative issues.



















Conclusion:
Local self-government represents a vital component of democratic governance, ensuring that decision-making processes are decentralized and responsive to citizens’ needs. In North Macedonia, the legal framework for local self-government, primarily defined by the Constitution and the Law on Local Self-Government (2002), provides a solid foundation for empowering municipalities. The establishment of clear roles, such as the Mayor as the executive authority and the Municipal Council as the legislative body, ensures that municipalities can address local priorities effectively.

However, the success of local self-government heavily depends on financial autonomy, which remains one of the most significant challenges for municipalities in North Macedonia. Despite laws that grant municipalities various sources of revenue, the continued reliance on central government transfers and the lack of local economic development hinder true fiscal independence. Moreover, clearly defining municipal competencies and avoiding overlap with central authorities is crucial for efficient service delivery and governance.

Comparisons with EU member states highlight that North Macedonia has made progress in aligning its local governance laws with European standards, such as the European Charter of Local Self-Government. Nonetheless, there is a need for further reforms, particularly in strengthening financial capacities, promoting citizen participation, and enhancing administrative efficiency at the local level.

In conclusion, local self-government is essential for fostering democracy, accountability, and development at the community level. By addressing existing challenges through legislative reforms, improved financial management, and capacity-building initiatives, North Macedonia can further strengthen its municipalities and ensure sustainable local development. Local governments, when adequately empowered, serve as catalysts for growth, bridging the gap between citizens and state institutions while improving the quality of life for all.
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