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Background and Rationale 
 

Since the commencement of the political process in the wake of the Madrid Conference in 1991, 

the issues of regional development and building an effective administrative structure have been 

of interest for politicians, economists, research institutions, and international agencies. 

Palestinian negotiators had envisioned jurisdiction – albeit partial – over the entire Palestinian 

territory and its population as a strategic goal for the interim period. This aim was not achieved 

in the arrangements for the transitional self-government arrangements. 

 

Although the negotiators could not secure a territory free from Israeli settlements and military 

presence, the Palestinian leadership continued its efforts to pave the way for an independent 

state. Within this endeavor, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) developed “The 

Program for the Development of the Palestinian National Economy for the Years 1994-2000,” 

taking into account the various economic, social, and administrative aspects of this process. The 

project, which was developed by more than ninety Palestinian and Arab experts, could not be 

implemented and was thwarted as a result of the Oslo Accords, which imposed serious 

restrictions on Palestinian development. Yet, the Palestinian National Authority’s (PNA) 

agencies continued to hold meetings and workshops on state-building while welcoming 

recommendations from the World Bank and the European Commission on the institutional and 

administrative structure of the future Palestinian state. MAS also contributed to these efforts in 

1994, with a detailed five-day workshop that examined the requirements for building a public 

administration and a competent civil service. The workshop concluded with a set of 

recommendations, the most important of which was the need for reconsidering the administrative 

organization of the PNA.   

 

Despite the elaborate recommendations and the goals of the 1994-2000 Program, the PNA was 

unable  to approach the matter in an adequate, serious manner. The institution-building process 

suffered from different distortions and failures, with only few reported positive outcomes. While 

good practice required development-based integration of governorates, the PNA’s  approach 

went in the opposite direction, dividing the territory into 16 governorates (Tubas was turned into 

a separate governorate,  administratively independent from Nablus, on 20 November 2007). This 

was prior to The National Strategy for Palestinian Local Administration 2008. The poor 

management was also reflected in improvised administrative governance arrangements which 

ignored the economic, social, and administrative factors that can achieve development goals. The 

failures pushed decision-makers (such as the Office of the President, the Ministry of Local 

Government, and the Ministry of Planning) to consider the necessary changes within a 

framework that brings to the decision-making process all stakeholders and competent authorities. 

 

The literature reviewed in preparation for  this paper shows the importance of regional and 

administrative division based on development. In the Palestinian territory, this is possible, 

especially in the areas under the PNA’s jurisdiction. Development-based regional planning will 

likely produce favorable results without the need for new resources in the first phase. What is 

presently needed is a structural and administrative reform of the governance regime together 

with its terms of reference and a regional division which taps on the available resources in the 

most optimal way. 
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The justifications for discussing this issue at a roundtable are many. Much literature has been 

written on this matter, and decision-makers are now well aware that the current approach to 

regional planning should be reconsidered. To this end, the Cabinet has recently made a decision 

to form an ad hoc committee to study dividing the Palestinian territory into development regions 

in a way which will eliminate the problems that planners and decision-makers face in the 

implementation of local plans. The Ministry of Local Government develops plans for services 

and development whose implementation has always been hindered by existing regional divisions. 

The bureaucracy and the overlap in powers have also frustrated the development efforts(Ad Hoc 

Committee, Meeting Minutes No. 1). 

 

Efforts 

 

Various initiatives where launched by public sector agencies as well as by research institutions  

aimed at the Palestinian administrative governance with the objective of achieving compatibility 

with sustainable regional development. Three major initiatives are particularly important:  

 

- First, in 2008 the Office of the President signed an agreement with Horizon Foundation for 

Sustainable Development to develop a national strategy and an executive program for 

Palestinian administrative governance. The agreement produced the National Strategy for 

Palestinian Local Administration in 2008. Later, a national panel of experts was convened to 

study and summarize the related documents so as to prepare for “The National Conference on 

the Strategy for a Palestinian Public Administration” in cooperation with government 

representatives. The Conference discussed the major aspects of the Strategy while outlining 

possible alternatives and highlighting the optimal one in the Palestinian context. 

- Second, five papers were presented at a MAS Conference in 2011. One of them was a study 

by MAS on behalf of the Ministry of Planning on "Building an Effective Public 

Administrative Structure Despite Geographical Separation”. The paper, which focused on 

democratic decentralization, was an important addition to the literature that informs decisions 

on building the institutional structure of the Palestinian state, envisioning a contemporary 

parliamentary and democratic system that works to achieve regional development goals 

within four major regions or super governorates. As regional development and planning are 

closely related, MAS continued its efforts with another paper (also on behalf of the Ministry 

of Planning) which sought to consolidate the development planning efforts, highlighting the 

significant role of decentralized government divisions at both the regional (governorate) and 

local (municipalities and village councils) levels. This dimension is still vague or absent in 

the Palestinian development plans. Later, efforts by MAS which sought to help build a legal 

framework for the recommendations of previous studies culminated in another study titled 

“The Legal Framework for the Palestinian Development Planning”, published in 2014. The 

study provided a rationale for enacting a law governing planning in Palestine. Such a law is 

expected to enhance administrative and legal reforms as well as economic development 

through gradual regulation of decentralized development planning. 

- Third, in its session dated 26 January 2016, the Council of Ministers issued decision No. 

10/87/17 on forming an ad hoc committee for studying the proposal to divide the Palestinian 

territory into development regions. The decision came in the wake  of the previous efforts 

and recommendations made by the above-mentioned studies, conflated with  the stated vision 
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of the Ministry of Local Government
2
. This decision is the latest in a series of steps towards 

realizing a regional development model, and is particularly important because it was 

combined with forming various committees headed by the Ministry of Local Government, 

which is not only the key Ministry in this respect, but is also the Ministry with the declared 

vision and conviction as to the role that regional development can play in response to a 

national need. The implementation of the Cabinet’s decision is facilitated by a panel that 

comprises of decision-makers from the concerned ministries (Local Government, Finance, 

Planning, Interior, Agriculture, and National Economy) as well as representatives from the 

Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS), the Advisor to the President for 

Governorates’ Affairs, the Municipalities’ Union, the Union for Chambers of Commerce and 

Industry, and the Palestine Economic Policy Research Institute (MAS).  

 

After having consulted with the Minister of Local Government, MAS dedicated its third 

roundtable for the year 2016 to discuss the Cabinet's decision. This will also provide experts with 

the opportunity to investigate the most appropriate public administration system for Palestine. It 

will also be an opportunity to survey the related literature on regional development, as well as 

previous studies that looked at Palestinian regional development based on re-organizing the 16 

governorates (where resources are distributed disproportionately) into a smaller number of 

regions. The main goal is to trigger a process of change based on a collection of policies and 

practical steps that can guide equitable regional development. 

 

Background of Regional Development and Planning  
In this section, the background paper discusses the importance of regional development, the 

theories of regional division, and the principles of regional science and its economic, social, 

administrative, and demographic subdivisions. The authors seek to place the topic in a scientific 

and practical context, demonstrating what approaches countries have adopted to manage their 

administrative affairs and achieve development. This is a universal theme rather than a 

Palestinian-bound topic. By holding a roundtable discussion on the topic, MAS endeavors to 

fathom the need for this model and to prepare to put it into practice once circumstances are ripe 

for such a step.  

 

In its broad sense, the term ‘regions and development’ was discussed early by Ptolemy, Arabs, 

and Muslims3 and later in the 20th century by Europeans and other geographers and economists4. 

In modern times, the term has gained economic significance (in parallel with the geographical 

dimension which is the backbone of the concept) thanks to the work of the German economist 

August Loesch and the American economist Walter Isard, the founders of the discipline of 

regional science as well as its economic and developmental dimensions. Later, schools in: 

 

                                                           
2  “The change and division referred to herein are not meant to detract from the higher-level authority at the central level,  Rather, the 

redistribution of  powers and responsibilities was intended to  create an opportunity for partnership between all sectors of the population” 

(Hussein Al-Araj, Committee Rapporteur and Minister of Local Government), Minutes of Meeting No. 1. 
3  See among others 

 1. Abu Zaid Bolakhi (322 Hijri). Sowar Al-Aqaleem. 

 2. Abu Isaac Al-Istakhri (380 Hijri). Al-Aqaleem.  

 3. Moqdisi, M. A. (380 Hijri). Ahsan Al-taqaseem fee ma’rifat al-aqaleem.  
4  See Hunter, Chris Thaler, Loesch, Walter Isard, Hagit, Tyonen, Tita, Alive, ShareGyan, Beston, Sadowski and Alan Bev (who made the 

best definitions at that time).  
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1. Specialization, which endows the region with a key economic and developmental function 

depending on the nature of the available resources; 

2. Integration, which binds together the main economic, social, and spatial components that 

help meet the local needs of the entire community;  

3. The administrative structure, which sets the pattern of governance, management, and 

planning through public bodies that manage regions in a way which allows such bodies to 

work within an integrated system, and which also helps find cost-effective solutions to 

development problems.  

 

Palamarchuk.M developed these features in the 1930s and introduced a new definition of the 

term ‘region’: a unit producing physical wealth, natural resources, and human resources in all 

fields of productivity. In the 1950s, Barinsky laid the theoretical and methodological foundations 

of economic geography and pioneered its regional trends. In the 1960s, Isard laid the foundations 

for the full-fledged regional science as well as regional development. These underpinnings have 

introduced us to the complex nature of regions. They have also revealed the structure and 

function of regions, development trends, and the appropriate administrative system, i.e., the 

groundwork for achieving economic and social development in a certain region. 

 

Today, the term ‘regional division’ is used in a systematic framework based on the role of the 

region in driving current and future development. The method for achieving regional division is 

two-fold. First, there is a process based on scientific principles in defining a region, its 

geographical boundaries, its socio-economic features, and its general characteristics. Second, 

there is a scientific method that analyzes and screens the immediate and future potentials in 

addition to exploring the prospects for development and planning under a well-defined 

administrative structure that helps further development goals. 

 

Regional Development and Planning 
Regional planning was introduced as a concept in the early 1970s. There are two widely 

circulated definitions of the term. The first views it as drawing up the plan for regional 

distribution of the projects specified in the national plan of a country. This involves economic, 

social, and urban planning – a sound method to solve regional problems. The second group 

defines regional planning as the study of tapped and untapped human and natural resources in a 

certain region in order to reinvigorate it.  The British and American schools have different views 

of the concept. While in the UK the focus is on the methods and decisions which aim to 

accelerate the development process, US geographers focus on drawing up plans and programs for 

regions which are endowed with abundant natural resources but have experienced economic and 

social deterioration. 

 

Despite the differences in defining the term, the British and American schools share the notion 

that development-based regional change will never be achieved without sound planning. 

Regional division should be comprehensive, involving all segments within a country; moreover, 

the desired development will never be achieved without proper planning based on scientific 

principles that account for spatial, human, and natural resources, as well as other aspects that 

contribute to improving the quality of life of the population; hence, the correlation between 

regional development and planning. 
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Local Studies on Regional Development and Planning 
This section of the background paper reviews Palestinian studies on regional development and 

planning. It provides a summary of the results of those studies which serve as a suitable 

groundwork for future research and policy initiatives. 

 

1. The National Strategy for Palestinian Local Administration 2008 

Following a study conducted by Horizon Foundation for Sustainable Development, the 

Palestinian leadership envisioned a strategy that lays sound foundations for a democratic state 

which observes the rule of law and functions through decentralized institutions, with governance 

principles in place to foster regional economic and social development. The National Strategy set 

ten goals, each with specific procedures. The sixth goal focused on reconsidering the current 

state of governmental agencies, their interrelationships, and their links to the central government. 

The MAS roundtable will also focus on the eighth goal: reconsidering the administrative division 

and structure so as to maximize proportionality and efficiency. To realize this goal, four 

alternatives were proposed: reducing the number of governorates from 16 to 10; grouping the 

governorates into four regions for planning and distribution of tasks; grouping the governorates 

into four regions for oversight purposes, together with creating districts within governorates and 

establishing a Supreme Council for Governance; and merging the governorates into four regions, 

with an independent council for each region. The councils will have half of their members 

elected and the other half appointed by the President. In addition,  the councils will report to the 

Supreme Council for Governance headed by the President. 

 

The idea of grouping the governorates into four regions – north, central, south, and coastal 

(Gaza) – is more consistent with the Palestinian view, but it should be implemented gradually 

and in phases. The Strategy has also taken into consideration the risks and difficulties that may 

impede implementation, as well as the required enabling environment.  

 

2. Studies Conducted After Developing the Strategy (MAS Studies)5   

The Strategy accounted for a set of aspects: administrative development, good governance, the 

division of the governorates, local government, the administrative structure, and economic 

development. The Strategy also considered decentralized procedures in addition to 

implementation mechanisms that allow devolution and grant powers to sub-national bodies. 

Modernizing laws and regulations was also envisioned as a strategic goal. These were only ideas 

formulated into a ten-aspect strategy that expected support from future investigative studies in a 

search for the best possible alternatives. Among other efforts made to this purpose, MAS has 

carried out three studies:   

 

• The first study, conducted in 2011, focused on the most appropriate administrative structure. 

The authors were inspired by experiences from more than nine Arab and European countries. 

The study recommended the French model and the Scandinavian model in building the 

structure and selecting the administrative organization and its legal terms of reference 

through democratic election-based models that allow the country to form governorates, 

regions, and local councils. The authors defined the powers, responsibilities, and terms of 

                                                           
5  MAS published three related studies: 1. Building an Effective Public Administrative Structure Despite Geographical Separation, 2011. 2. 

Consolidating Palestinian Development Planning Efforts to Increase Effectiveness, 2012. 3. A Legal Framework of Palestinian 
Development Planning, 2014. 
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reference for each sub-national level in details. The study included many details that cannot 

be discussed here. However, the conclusion was that in order to succeed, a model will 

necessarily need strenuous efforts, commitment, discipline, and strong leadership by 

individuals who are aware of the requirements of progress and well-being. 

 

• Then, a second initiative, which provided a framework for consolidating planning efforts, 

came in a complementary study that related democratic governance to effective management 

and development. The authors grounded their argument on the assumption that the 

correlation between governance and its terms of reference will never be feasible unless it is 

based on the scientific approaches to development planning. This linkage was evident in the 

countries which the authors studied. The study also focused on policies that can achieve 

coherence and integration in the development plan, with all stakeholders being involved. 

These policies depend on whether the governance system allows people to exercise their 

rights, powers, and responsibilities, as well as on how conducive is the environment provided 

by the government and administration system. 

 

• Now there exists a strategic plan, well-thought recommendations on sound structure and 

governance, and robust foundations for development planning. Yet for mature regional 

development, there is still the need for a legal framework which combines all these elements 

in a mandatory law that can secure proper implementation. The third study by MAS 

attempted to propose a legal framework for the Palestinian development planning, a 

framework that lays the methodological and administrative foundations as well as other 

elements of decentralized governance, i.e., a decentralized regional development planning 

model. For best results, the study proposed gradual regulations that take place in two stages. 

First, there should be a legal framework of the supervisory agency and its structure. Second, 

a legal framework will be needed to govern the planning process and the roles of the different 

players in building the development plan.  

 

MAS Model for Regional Organization and Administrative Structure 
This section of the background paper outlines the details of the MAS model which is based on 

three studies (note that the Horizon Foundation study and this model have many things in 

common) to provide a better understanding and offer a further discussion, with the hope that this 

effort will plant the seeds for a change towards sound regional development and planning. 

 

The model (Figure 1) is the groundwork for a cost-effective, target-based administrative 

structure with genuine devolution of powers within four regions or governorates, where local 

government is highly decentralized (a democratic decentralization with less government 

intervention and effective involvement of the private and civil sectors). The model is modern, 

flexible, fair, transparent, and efficient, and it functions in an environment free from excessive 

public employment or random employing. 

 

This model requires:  

1. Dividing the Palestinian territory into four regions/governorates: Nablus, Jerusalem, Hebron, 

and Gaza or north, central, south, and coastal; 
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2. Highly decentralized system that relies on regional and municipal elections, with a directly 

elected head of the governorate with civil authority and an appointed governor with security 

authority; 

3. A governorate council (with strong central powers based on democratic practices, rule of 

law, and separation of powers) that builds phased programs necessary for development; 

4. Engaging the private and civil sectors in the management of the independent bodies through 

the devolution of powers and distribution of responsibilities. This will happen after the 

bodies that report directly to the Minister are assigned certain ministerial tasks; 

5. Reconsidering laws and regulations, particularly amending the Local Government Law, to 

adapt to democratic decentralization requirements; 

6. A dynamic, strong central government that can delegate powers and oversee agencies under 

laws which control the decentralized system; 

7. A planning process that takes place in a comprehensive framework and at the regional level, 

based on a legal structure for regional development. 

 

Figure 1: Simplified Schematic Diagram of the Proposed Model 
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Questions and Themes for Discussion 
- Do we still have an unclear direction even after we have had access to the needed theoretical 

framework (a strategy, three studies, and the Council of Ministers' decision) underpinning 

regional development, taking into consideration that decision-makers are well aware of the 

importance of regional development? 

- Do we need to wait longer? Is it not the right time to consider the deteriorating economic 

conditions and the vulnerable regions in terms of development? 

- Is the senior policy-making community genuinely willing to adopt democratic 

decentralization? Do they still have doubts? 

- Is the PNA prepared to change the laws and regulations, considering the possibility of such 

changes to wipe out entire ministries? 

- Is it reasonable for Palestine (a very small territory) to remain divided into 16 governorates? 

(In Jordan, for example, there are only four governorates.) 


