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Governments may change the number and size of the tiers and units of their
administrative divisions over time due to various reasons, which is called territorial
reforms. After the end of the Cold War, many developing and transitioning countries
have remarkably raised the number of their administrative units by splitting them. Such
a split is referred to as the proliferation of subnational administrative units or territorial
fragmentation. In this regard, the present study, employing a descriptive-analytical
method, aims to investigate the drivers of territorial proliferation in developing countries
from a political economy perspective. The findings revealed that the beginning of this
phenomenon refers back to decentralization as well as electoral and democratic reforms
in these countries. In general, four factors contribute to territorial proliferation in
developing countries: patronage policy or the creation of the geography of support by
the government, the type of executive branch relations with individual legislators and
the use of new political-administrative units as a gift, indicating government support to
parliamentarians, rent-seeking by local elites, and the division of opposition power and
the increase in the government’s control and supervision power. According to the
explanations of "political economy", the creation of new political-administrative units is
a tool for distributive policy, and politicians and elites design and implement reform

processes in a way that is aligned with their vested interests.
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Introduction

Governments may change the number and size of their political tiers and units over time for
different purposes. In terms of number and size, two basic approaches to reform can be
mentioned: the “integration approach” and the “split approach”. In the meantime, since the
end of the Cold War, many developing countries have significantly increased the number of
their political-administrative units through split approach, which is referred to as the
proliferation of political-administrative units, or territorial fragmentation. In this regard, the
present study attempts to answer the question: from a theoretical perspective, why does the
proliferation of political-administrative units occur in developing countries? The official
narrative is that governments have created new units to adapt to demands for decentralization
and to improve service delivery, but there is little evidence to show that these administrative
units were created to explicitly address the administrative concerns of these countries.

Method

The present study is a basic-theoretical study, which employs a descriptive-analytical research
method. The data required for the study were collected through library and online methods
and were analyzed qualitatively.

Results

The findings and evidence provided by much of the existing research on the proliferation of
administrative units attribute the beginning of this phenomenon, since the early 1990s, to the
pressure from Western donors and international financial institutions, such as the World
Bank, on developing countries to decentralize - politically, financially or administratively -
and at the same time to the transition to multi-party elections. The rapid proliferation of
subnational administrative units has often followed or accompanied such reforms. However,
an emerging literature on the proliferation of administrative units in developing countries
focuses on the explanations of “political economy,” which highlight the incentives and
constraints of the actors implementing the reforms. According to this view, conventional
narratives do not take into account the political incentives of the leaders, who oversee the
implementation of these reforms. The driving factors of territorial proliferation, according to
the political economy perspective, are as follows:

First, the patronage policy of the executive branch (creating the geography of patronage)
can be mentioned. The creation of a unit, especially at the highest level of the administrative
divisional system (province, state, and region), is a valuable political tool for presidents to
maximize their chances of reelection. In this view, creating a unit functions as an example of
public goods. Although there are fixed costs to creating a new unit (for example, building the
office buildings of the new unit), the ruling party prefers this type of support to private
clientelistic gifts because the units distribute the benefits over a large population and are
therefore relatively cheaper.

Second, the creation of a new political unit by the government at lower tiers of the
administrative system is a patronage gift to individual legislators. According to this political
economy view, the reason for the creation of units at lower tiers is related to the relations
between the executive and the legislature. The government creates new units within
legislators' constituencies to ensure their legislative support and, in weak party systems, to
prevent party insurgency. Legislators, in turn, use the creation of new lower-tier units to
cultivate their own support networks.

Third, rent-seeking behavior of local elites can be considered as a factor. This view holds
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that changes in territorial structures are often the result of political bargaining and lobbying
between national and local elites, especially from marginalized groups. The decentralization
policy and the delegation of administrative-fiscal powers creates opportunities for local
governments, and consequently local elites, to manage local and regional development
according to their socio-economic and political desires and interests. It is therefore argued
that under the policy of decentralization in developing countries, local elites become rent-
seeking actors.

Fourth, the government gives in to demands for the creation of new political units in order
to weaken the opposition and increase its power of control and surveillance. Assuming that
the bargaining leverage of local units is a function of their size, territorial proliferation results
in more units, each with less administrative capacity and influence over the central
government.

Therefore, the emerging stream of political economy considers the competitive political
environment in which the new unit is created and argues that division is increasingly used as a
tool for distributive policy. It should also be mentioned that politicians and elites design and
implement reform processes in alignment with their vested interests. Such interests can vary
depending on the context and incentives set by the prevailing financial, administrative and
political arrangements, and with respect to the process of creating the new unit of
administrative division.

Conclusions

Territorial reforms play an important role in political geography because they shift local
power positions, affect the allocation of values and resources in space, and profoundly affect
local and regional political geography. From a political economy perspective, the creation of
new political units generally has four main reasons, which are explained in this article.
However, in using this theoretical framework to analyze the creation of new political units in
different countries, two important points must be taken into consideration. First,
understanding the reasons for territorial proliferation is not possible without understanding the
political-administrative context of a country. The type of administrative-fiscal system and the
degree of centralization or decentralization, the electoral system, the way in which
constituencies are drawn, and the rules for the formation of political parties are variables that
determine the motivates behind territorial reforms and the policies adopted by national and
local elites. Second, not all administrative units are equal. For instance, in the case of creating
a new province, developing the geography of support may be the main reason in a country,
while in the case of creating lower-tier units such as a district or county, the weakening of the
opposition may be the real reason. However, proliferation may be caused by a number of
factors acting simultaneously.
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