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Foreword

Albania stands at a crossroads where tradition grapples with transformation, democracy contends with old political fault

lines, and aspirations for greater integration into Euro-Atlantic political structures collide with persistent social and economic
MRNYWXMGIW 8LI VIKMSREP PERHWGETI MW VETMHP] WLMJXMRK ERH %PFERME V¥
resonate throughout the Western Balkans

Efforts to strengthen the rule of law have yet to uproot entrenched corruption, while the aspiration of European Union

membership must contend with stalled reforms and widespread political fragmentation. Most importantly, the promise of

equality remains elusive: Women navigate enduring patriarchal frameworks, minority communities continue to experience
HMWGVMQMREXMSR MR GIRWYW GSYRXW ERH TYFPMG PMJI ERH 0+&85 GMXMAMIRW

This anthology presents a comprehensive look at Albania’s national concerns and aspirations in 2025 and beyond amid

this backdrop. The essays included examine the country’s electoral politics, the state of its judiciary, domestic and regional

dimensions of security, and the nuanced social struggles that cut across lines of gender, ethnicity, and sexual orientation

8LI EYXLSVW GSPPIGXMZIP] LMKLPMKLX XLI PEVKIV KISTSPMXMGEP MR%“YIRGIW EX
IZSPZMRK WXVEXIKMG JSSXTVMRX MR XLI ;IWXIVR &EPOERW ¢« ERH LS[ XLI] MRXIVV

8LI ERXLSPSK] GPEVM¥IW XLI TVIZEMPMRK YRGIVXEMRXMIW ERH TSMRXW XS TVEK
its neighbors. By drawing on analyses that address issues from youth emigration and the politics of identity to external

pressures from regional and global powers, these essays serve as both a benchmark of present concerns and a blueprint for
constructive policymaking.

In doing so, they underscore the fundamental premise that sustainable peace and prosperity in the Western Balkans rests
upon deepening democratic values, ensuring inclusive governance, and securing genuine social justice for all

Tanya Domi and Emina Muzaferija

Tanya Domi is an Adjunct Assistant Professor of International and Public Affairs at Columbia
IRMZIVWMX]...W 7GLSSP SJ -RXIVREXMSREP ERH 4YFPMG %JJEMVW ER
the Harriman Institute, where she has taught in the Balkan Studies program since 2008Prior to her

faculty appointment at Columbia, Domi served in the US. Army for 15 years and later worked as a

Congressional aide and military policy advisor to the late Congressman Frank McCloskey, a leading

champion for U.S. intervention in the Bosnian War She also worked internationally for more than a

decade on issues related to democratic transitional development, including media development, human
VMKLXW ERH LYQER XVE¥%GOMRK 7LI LEW IN\TERHIH LIV VIWIEVGL XS
sexual violence, and prevention of atrocity crimes Domi was seconded by the US. State Department

to the OSCE Mission to Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1996, where she served in various roles, including as Spokesperson and

counsel to former Ambassador Robert Frowick and Ambassador Robert Barry

Dr. Emina Muzaferija is the Project Manager and Analyst for the Western Balkans Center at New
Lines Institute for Strategy and Policy She leads initiatives focused on advancing policy dialogue and
addressing strategic issues related to the Western BalkansMuzaferija specializes in critical geopolitics,
war ecology, and the post-Yugoslav geopolitical space

Muzaferija previously worked for the UN. Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, the Embassy of
Bosnia-Herzegovina in The Hague, and Al Jazeera Balkans

She holds a bachelor’s in International Relations from International Burch University (IBU) and West
9RMZIVWMX] SJI S8MQMWSEVE E QEWXIV..W MR 'SR%2MGX ERH 7IGYVMX]
and a doctorate in Government and International Affairs from Virginia Tech
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Politics and the 2025 Elections — Ruben Avxhiu

Konstantinos Tsakalidis / SOOC / AFP via Getty Images
Albanian expatriates rally in Thessaloniki, Greece, during Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama’s tour of Albanian communities.

Current State of Politics in Albania and
the Upcoming 2025 General Elections

Ruben Avxhiu

s Albania’s May 11 elections approach, the ER] WMKRM¥%“GERX HIZIPSTQIRX LMW 7SGME

GSYRXV] LEW QEHI WMKR MG E RRPAN 5e0NG ihw faxasije=n the upcoming elections
NYWXMGI VIJSVQ ERH XLI IGSRSQ] LEW FIRI%XIH
from an unprecedented tourism and construction Indications that a change in government may still not be

boom. However, inequality has increased, corruption on the horizon for Albania can be found by analyzing the

remains pervasive, and the trend of youth emigration country’s political history, the main political players, and the

continues unabated. Ol] MWWYIW PMOIP] XS MR%“YIRGI ZSXIV FILE
Never in the post-communist era has a political party Albania’s Political Landscape

governed Albania for three consecutive terms Prime

IMRMWXIV )HM 6EQE RS[ MR LMW  XLAlddni¥ hltiR réckyCGransfadn fon Sofmnunism to

several historic successes, including opening negotiations democracy, with the lowest point in 1997 when the country

SR XLI VWX GLETXIVW [MXL XLI )YVSRa&Edh tA0MnR Bf a5ciil & Xlowever, it made progress

15, 2024.* On the other hand, his government also faces in the following decades, becoming a member of NATO in

corruption scandals, unresolved social and economic ERH E GERHMHEXI JSV XLI )YVSTIER 9RM
problems, and failures in democracy Nonetheless, barring beginning EU accession negotiations in July 2022
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Politics and the 2025 Elections — Ruben Avxhiu

Albania is a parliamentary republic where executive power  chairmanship.® However, he led his party back to power and

is exercised by the prime minister and the government strengthened his position in the following years

The unicameral parliament, composed of 140 members,

represents the legislative power, and the president holds In addition to its parliamentary majority, the SPA now

mostly ceremonial duties. also enjoys complete control of municipal power. Except
for a few small towns, the mayors and municipal council

President Bajram Begaj was elected in June 2022 after majorities belong to the ruling party. The opposition alleges

serving as chief of general staff of the Albanian Armed that with this much power, the SPA is behaving like a

Forces and is a reticent outsider to the political scene party-state. Public employees are bound by law to remain

Rama has been prime minister since September 2013In apolitical; however, the reality is complexEither because

the current parliament, the Socialist Party of Albania (SPA)  they fear that a return of the DPA to power would lead to
holds 75 of the 140 seats; the Alliance for Change coalition, major personnel changes or because they fear potential
led by the Democratic Party (DPA) holds 59; and the Socialist retribution by their politically appointed superiors, state and

Movement for Integration (SMI) and Social Democratic public employees are inclined to help the electoral cause of

Party each hold three the ruling party.

Socialist Party of Albania In April 2021, a few days before local elections, screenshots
from a database with personal data of 910,000 voters were

The SPA is the heir of the Labor Party of Albania, which leaked by an unknown party The database was apparently

used by SPA to create a system of “patronage” based on
which party members were assigned lists of people to
canvass during the campaign. The opposition compared it
to the old network of informants in the communist regime.
The most serious allegation was that SPA had appropriated
the state-owned database of e-Albania, the online interface
for most public services in Albania

oversaw the harshest communist regime in Eastern Europe
until 1991. The party transformed in the ensuing years to
the point that it claims today to be the country’s greatest
champion of the Western orientation. Its communist past
features regularly in political attacks by the opposition, but
the issue is less relevant nowadays; Albanian voters have
been more interested in solutions to their current problems

than their politicians’ backgrounds, and some key opposition )

claimed it was collected through years of grassroots work

%JIXIV WTIRHMRK XLI VWX TSWX GSQ*?% % ?W%ﬁ'%?dﬁ Eﬁ%@?“'zed
e SEA i el Eatiere 6 4887 Al e dhems e litical party | the country, yet |nternat|onal observers of
engulfed Albania after the failure of several sprawling S eIcho_ns haye el MBlEEe i m|s_use o G BIEIYE
pyramid schemes.? In mid-1990s, hundreds of thousands resources,.mcludlng pressure on public employees T.here

of Albanians were lured into putting their life savings into has been little fo_Ionv-up on those.concerns, B MISUse el
these schemes. The government was slow to warn the state resources is likely to return in the 2025 campaign

people against them and even tried to incorporate them into ) ) )

its narrative of economic success, and when they collapsed 10 deny the SPA this possible advantage, the DPA is

by the end of 1996 and the beginning of 1997, throwing employing a §trategy of civil disobedience to paralyze the
the country into chaos, the government was blamed for it~ €conomy until the government collapses and the SPA
Public outrage turned into open rebellion and anarchy, with ~ 29rées on a nonpartisan, technocratic government until
thousands of people arming themselves after attacking and ~ €lection day. However, its implementation has failed Not

looting military storage sites.® State institutions collapsed, enough followers have shown up to cause major disruption
and an international military operation was put in place to Those who have suffered its limited blockades are mostly

distribute food and medicine.4 regular c_itizens. This strategy is not new It worked befo_re
the elections of 2017, when Rama agreed to form a unity

The SPA oversaw a successful return to stability and won CRRAEIENL T) U B, U Sl el MEeiisiess

EKEMR MR FYX MX WYJJIVIH JVSQ MRXIVREP GSR»2MGX ERH [EW
slow to respond to growing social and economic problems Democratic Party of Albania
in the country. It was voted out in 2005, and a short power

struggle saw Rama, then mayor of the capital, Tirana, The DPA emerged as Albania’s major anti-communist

become party leader Rama went through a challenging TSPMXMGEP JSVGI MR (IGIQFIV ERH EGLN

learning curve, as SPA lost again in 2009 national elections  electoral victory in 1992. Its founder and chairman, Sali

and he had to walk back his promise to resign from the &IVMWLE FIGEQI XLI 4VWX HIQSGVEXMGEPPF
NEW LINES
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of the country. Despite successfully introducing major

reforms and steering Albania toward a market economy and
HIQSGVEG]
1997 pyramid scheme collapse.

The DPA fared much better during its second stint in
S%GI
minister. Albania became a member of NATO and applied
for EU membership. However, in 2013 the Socialist Party

Politics and the 2025 Elections — Ruben Avxhiu

Berisha quickly denounced Basha, declaring his expulsion
illegal and a violation of party rules He criticized Kim for

LMW %VWX EHQMRMW XV E XritkBeRing RiAIdanisl Mité EiaV A4S Xnd mgeditie DRAI

to reject the decision. He then launched the Refoundation
movement with his loyalists in the party. Despite having
defended Basha just days earlier, Berisha now blamed him

[MXL &IVMWLE WIVZM R Kpexdohaly fox Ml @lectonal defgdis@rid denounced him as

Rama'’s puppet It took weeks for Basha to respond in kind,
and by then, Berisha had already completed a national tour,

VIXYVRIH XS TS[IV FIRI“.ZXMRK JVSQ Eralying cigWrls Of @ SiEated Bemocrats and gaining the

popularity and the split between DPA and their junior
government partner, SMI Berisha resigned from the
leadership, and the DPA has struggled to regain its footing
ever since, with a streak of poor political decisions and
electoral outcomes.

On May 19, 2021, almost a month after national elections
in which the DPA was routed once again, the . State
Department publicly designated Berisha “due to his

YTTIV LERH [MXLMR XLI TEVX] FEWI &SXL W
over ownership of the party’s name, seal, and headquarters
The two DPA leaders held parallel national conventions and

eventually expelled each other from the party

This division turned the 2023 local elections into a
comprehensive test for the opposition. With the legal battle
still ongoing, Basha’s group listed its candidates on the
ballot under the Democratic Party’s name and logo Berisha’s

MRZSPZIQIRX MR WMKRMYGERX G SV V YDXpVWBRNENST Efve>adt Gegire EovidkindH ianhMp &',

his time as prime minister.” The announcement shocked
the Albanian public Many hailed it as the clearest sign

that a new anti-corruption era had begun, yet questions
arose about what exactly led to such a move The State
Department’s reluctance to provide more details created an
MRJSVQEXMSR ZEGYYQ

[LMGL &IVMWLEY X YSWXA PY FoR/RIHH [XIXLSEMGWI EP (4%

formed the “Together We Win” coalition with the SMI and
two other smaller parties.

The SPA won 54 out of 61 mayoral racesThe Together
We Win coalition received just 247,880 votes (1814%)
[LMGL K

narrative, alleging that the designation resulted from devious 103,719 votes (7.71%).

lobbying by Rama He also blamed billionaire philanthropist
George Soros, a popular trend in Eastern Europe

On June 11, 2024, the Tirana Court of Appeals ruled that
Berisha’s group represented the legal leadership of the DPA

8LI QSWX WMKRM¥“GERX GSRWIUYIRGI &J XMKHI'WWNKREXMSRIGBERVREP [JJSVX F] &

in the summer of 2021 when US. Ambassador to Albania
Yuri Kim pressured DPA Chairman Lulzim Basha to expel
Berisha from the party’s parliamentary group® The US. had
heavily invested in reforming Albania’s justice system, and
the membership of a designated politician would directly
affect the DPA's relationship with the United States

Basha found himself in an impossible position. Berisha had
plucked him from relative obscurity and made him a minister
MR LMW VWX '"EFMRIX MR
foreign affairs and minister of the interior, despite having
PMXXPI NTIVMIRGI MR IMXLIV YIPH

which had to register as a new political party They now call
themselves the Euro-Atlantic Democrats to emphasize that
they represent the only opposition supported by Albania’s
Western allies Basha also accused Berisha of turning the
DPA into “an anti-American bunker to serve his interest®
Berisha, who has been careful to combine his attacks

on former Secretary of State Antony Blinken, Soros, and
American diplomats with strong support for U.S. positions
on other international topics, may be hoping that the return

& EW L E oPFEesidénFD@&EQTru@prdiMWKteHEide will bring

a removal of his designation. His campaign and rhetoric

; L d&ibXrately ditareB@W Kledldgical similarities with Trump

IPIGXMSRW &IVMWLE YWIH LMW MR % YNlea@whi}eSthe perly aghivdd politit&@ So@dultant Chris

his successor, and Berisha was crucial in convincing the
DPA congress to keep Basha as party leader after electoral
defeats in 2017 and 2021

Nonetheless, after weeks of hesitation, Basha convinced
a majority of the party’s leadership to oust Berisha from
the parliamentary group, announcing the decision on

the eve of the opening session of the new parliament

in September 2021

LaCivita, to whom Berisha has referred as the architect
of the electoral campaign that brought Trump back to
the White House'°

Based on the previous election results, neither Berisha’s
group nor Basha’s seem close to winning a majority, and
chances of healing the rift before May 11 are nonexistent
However, just before the registration deadline, Berisha
gained momentum, forming an electoral coalition of 25
parties and luring some crucial MPs from Basha'’s circle
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Politics and the 2025 Elections — Ruben Avxhiu

8LI PMWX MRGPYHIW WSQI MRW MK R M ¥wBdEhadapp&aelll VoMrEaBIP whehsverisvmniolyed M R
the case of a close race, those few extra votes may prove by investigators.
crucial. More importantly, Berisha proved that he remains

the gravitational center of the opposition. The results of the last two elections are critical to
understanding the situation of the Albanian opposition In
Socialist Movement for 2021, the DPA secured 622,265 votes, while the SMI received

107,533. However, only two years later, the combined votes
of Berisha’s group and the SMI totaled a paltry 247,880, a
loss of nearly half a million voters

Integration and Other Parties

The SMI was founded in 2004 by Ilir Meta, a former prime

minister from the SPA. After the 2009 general elections, with  \yhere did these voters go? More than 100,000 probably
just four seats in parliament, the SMI became the kingmaker, onte to vote for Basha’s version of DPA, but the rest clearly
delivering a new majority for the ruling DPA and joining the  jecided to stay home. The disenchanted voters have
government. Meta was appointed deputy prime minister become targets of new political startups trying to make their
mark in Albania, such as Together Movement, the Hashtag
Initiative, or Albania Can Be MadeHowever, their reach

is limited, mostly in major urban centers, and they seem
unlikely to merge into a larger common front

In 2013, the SMI switched alliances, striking a pre-electoral
deal with the SPA It garnered 10% of the vote in that
election, enabling SPA to return to powerMeta was elected
speaker of parliament, and Rama became prime minister,

[MXL %zl 71- QMRMWXIVW MR LMW "EFM R gherof Enall partiss'cluldi'fiay YiifighmaieY role

the same parliament elected Meta as president of Albania or become crucial in the next parliament if there is

. . only a thin majority:
The 2017 national elections, where the SMI secured 19

seats in parliament with 14% of the vote, marked the peak VThe Republican Party, a loyal ally of the DPA, is likely to
SJ XLI TEVX]..W MR%“YIRGI %KEMRWX X#eha?ﬂ'lﬂ"it@’coaﬁifi&ﬂw)& E%H LMW

party demonstrated that it was possible for a third political
force to disrupt Albania’s traditional two-party dominance.
The party’s fortunes have declined since thenEven in
2017, despite its strong showing, SMI could no longer play
the role of kingmaker, as the SPA secured a majority and

VThe Party of the Human Rights Union, primarily
representing the Greek minority, has aligned with the
DPA in the last local election and may choose to stay
close to it again.

went on to rule alone Meta had stepped back from party VThe Movement for National Development is already
politics to serve as president, while his wife and party breaking away from the DPA to form a common front with
co-founder, Monika Kryemadhi, took over the leadership one of its splinter groups.

She adopted a more aggressive stance in opposition, VThe Party for Justice, Integration, and Unity is a

abandoning the centrist pragmatism and moderation that nationalist but pragmatic party that claims to vote

had previously characterized the party She also engaged FEWIH SR TVMRGMTPI -X LEW WLS[R %I\MF
in dramatic acts, such as throwing a shoe at Rama during on a couple of important legislative matters. Its support

a heated parliamentary session The SMI also aligned base is largely drawn from the Cham community, whose
with Basha in 2019 when he led the opposition out of ancestors were forcibly expelled from Greece in 1944 and
¥~/ RW » X[S

TEVPMEQIRX ERH FS]GSXXIH XLI JSPPS[M&%C%@%;%H 250
WIPJ HIJIEXMRK QSZIW XLEX FIRI%XIH 6EQE IRSVQSYWP] ERH

were heavily criticized by Albania’s NATO and EU partners E
In the 2021 national elections, SMI's support dropped to conomy

6.81% of the vote )
Albania’s post-2020 recovery has been one of the strongest

in Europe, primarily fueled by the tourism, construction, and
real estate sectors.!! Since the SPA came to power in 2013,
Albania’s gross national income (GNI) per capita has risen
from $4,540 to $7,570, according to World Bank data?

When his presidential term concluded, Meta returned to the
helm of the party, rebranded it as the Freedom Party (FP),
and ousted Kryemadhi The couple also divorced, citing

“personal and political reasons” Both are under investigation A 8 . . .
for allegedly amassing wealth and assets beyond their However, economic inequality persists, and critics claim that

means, charges they deny, claiming the investigation is a a handful of “oligarchs” with widespread business interests
witch hunt orchestrated by Rama. On Oct 21, 2024, Meta EVI WXM?”2ZMRK GSQTIXMXMSR

was arrested and remains in custody The police action

[EW GVMXMGM”IH JSV YWMRK I\GIWWMZI JSVGI EKEMRWX ER S¥%GMEP
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The Albanian lek has appreciated dramatically in
comparison to the U.S. dollar and euro, but prices of
imported goods continue to rise.r®* Everyday groceries and
essential food items have seen price increases over the
past two years ! prompting Rama to introduce a historic
salary increase for teachers and health care workers just
before the 2023 local elections Some of these measures
are scheduled to be fully implemented in time for the next
general election

In December 2024, Berisha countered with promises of
raising the minimum wage to 500 euros from less than 300,
an interesting move to the left by a leader who previously
ruled as a free-market conservative in a country where the
current socialist government has cozied up to big business

Truly measuring economic inequality and the overall
economic situation is complicated by the persistence of
the informal economy and diaspora remittances, which

Politics and the 2025 Elections — Ruben Avxhiu

informal fees for surgical operations that are supposed
to be free.!® This scandal led to arrests and promises of
further crackdowns, but corrupt practices remain deeply
entrenched. Another criminal incident at a private senior
care facility involving dementia patients further exposed
the vulnerabilities of Albania’s health care system'® As
more young people emigrate, the elderly are increasingly
left without family support, creating a situation in which
specialized care is in short supply

These issues present an opportunity for the opposition
to develop a compelling platform focused on health care
reform. However, with the election date approaching,
there may not be enough time to compile and sell such a
platform to voters.

Corruption and Justice Reform

For years, corruption in Albania has been pervasive and

EPPIZMEXI IGSRSQMG LEVHWLMT  Q E OlbdRl ubnih8d/HoeVist: GeY-tRadked Sutios keform

opposition to use the economy as a rallying point for voters

8LI GSRXMRYSYW VMWI MR VIEP IWXE)?I TVMGIW

IJJSVXW LEZI

enuine accountability.
FSXL FIRIYAXW ERH

FVSYKLX WMKRM¥%“ZGERX GLERK

damages the ruling party, and there are concerns that it may One key institution created as a part of these efforts, the

be driven by money laundering linked to criminal activities

Special Court Against Corruption and Organized Crime

BIZIRYIW JVSQ HVYK XVE¥%GOMRK W Q YSPKK),Md3 Karticifally Eaptitétplibiic attention by

practices are allegedly being funneled into the construction
and real estate sectors®®

Tourism is generating a boost for the economy, similar
to what is happening in other Mediterranean countries
Critics note that overtourism, especially along the beaches,

endangers the local environment, while the old infrastructure

is collapsing. The opposition claims that the government’s

PIEHMRK YRTVIGIHIRXIH EGXMSRW EKEMRW)
QEVOMRK E HIGMWMZI WLMJX JVSQ XLI %VW
Albania’s post-communist era. In July 2024, for example,
former Minister of Agriculture llir Begaj, who served under
6EQE.. W “»VWX EHQMRMWXVEXMSR
misappropriating EU funds. Similarly, Arben Ahmetaj, once
6EQE.. W HITYX] MR KSZIVRQIRX ERH “RERGI
country after the parliament lifted his immunity. He faces

[EW EVV

PEGO SJ VIKYPEXMSR LEW EPWS PIH Xhalfes 8 Eofiddalidg\ad&d, Won/IhlitdériKg, and other

most Albanians away from private beaches while public
ones have almost disappeared However, the government
considers the new wave of several million more tourists per
year among its greatest achievements for bringing jobs,
WXVIRKXLIRMRK XLI PSGEP IGSRS @]

Health Care

Health care is poised to be a critical issue for voters in
XLI

corruption-related offenses.?®

SPAK'’s most recent target is Tirana Mayor Erion Veliaj, a
potential next leader of the SPA after RamaVeliaj was

EaRdsteld PelB MOR 2028V ohEcharg€s DI ghal Akld money

laundering and remains in detention until trial Despite most

SJ 74%/..W XEVKIXW FIMRK 74% S¥%»GMEPW 6
had remained supportive. However, Veliaj's arrest became

a tipping point, with Rama accusing SPAK of overreach

IPIGXMSRW 8LI KSZIVRQIRX L EaWl Qepdrty brdamizyld/peoteR &6 block the entrance of

investments, particularly in facilities like the National Trauma the building in which the entity operates?* In the following

Center and the Surgery Department at University Hospital

Center Mother Teresa (QSUT), the largest medical center in

the country. However, complaints of widespread corruption
and poor treatment persist. While public health services are
free in Albania, informal payments are reportedly common

A recent scandal” in the QSUT oncology clinic highlighted
the systemic issues. Leaked investigation details revealed
doctors and nurses casually discussing and charging

days, Veliaj used social media to attack the prosecutor,
who he claimed has a vendetta over a construction permit
Some media outlets sympathetic to Veliaj followed suit by
attacking the prosecutor’s personal life and character

However, Rama moderated his tone on the issue after

it became apparent that attacking SPAK could damage
the SPA in the upcoming election Veliaj also moved to
positive posts once the Court of Appeal opted to leave him
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in detention until the trial. He also hired a New York-based There has been little balance coming from the president’s
PE[ 4VQ ORS[R JSV TVSZMHMRK?PIKEPSGSMRBW P IR S8MMRTEQE YRIN\TIGXIHP] VIWLY
This development has helped SPAK build its credibility as the Cabinet on a Friday, Begaj approved the changes
a politically independent institution. A recent poll showed it over the weekend and convened Parliament for a vote
enjoys wide support among Albanians? on Monday.?® Critics in the opposition argued that the
president should have taken at least one business

8LI QSZIW EKEMRWX GSVVYTX S%GME Ry t&6hsiMePthé SnhigBE i¥orfyQonfalfitain the

Albanians that the opposition could have leveraged SPAK's  appearance of independence
activity alone to build a strong case for electoral victory
However, much of the opposition remains hostile to SPAK Develo ments
FIGEYWI MX LEW EPWS XEVKIXIH OI] STT WM XM “KYVIW
As the elections approach, several developments could
In October 2023, SPAK placed Berisha under investigation prove crucial to the outcome. One key question is whether
for “passive corruption” related to a land deal involving his &IVMWLE..W TEVX] « RS[ S%#GMEPP] VIGSKRM

son-in-law** Both were placed under house arrest, although ., GgR QEMRXEMR MRXIVREP GSLIWMSR [LMP
Berisha was released in December 2024His loyalists called  {ormer allies into its ranks and coalition. A balancing act

this investigation an instance of political persecution and is already in place to keep harmony between loyalists and
held daily protests outside Berisha’s residence, but the size returning members, but the real test will be the compilation
of the crowds remained small. The Party of Freedom has of the MP candidates list. Fresh faces are needed to attract
also been harshly critical of SPAK due to investigations disenchanted voters, yet Berisha is likely to prioritize
targeting its leaders. lieutenants who stood by him over the past three years
This dynamic has left an opening for other opposition The DPA's electoral program and its presentation will also

groups like Basha’s Euro-Atlantic Democrats, the Together  pe jmportant. While detailed, practical solutions tailored to

Movement, and the Hashtag Initiative to present themselves wT|GM% G WSGMS IGSRSQMG KVSYTW [SYPH
as the only clean alternatives in Albanian politics, but they time and attention spans are short As a result, more

have yet to successfully capitalize on this opportunity hyperbolic promises and a rehash of past rhetoric are likely,

particularly denunciations of Rama as a dictator
Checks and Balances
Meanwhile, Basha's Euro-Democrats face a pivotal test

Albania’s system of checks and balances is barely Without access to the DPA’'s headquarters, logo, or state-
JYRGXMSRMRK ERH XLIVI MW RS TSP MiobaEdEthdsVitRel mL¥tpRvethtl MeM Kidbk$ Bolitical

it. According to the Constitution, the Albanian Parliament force. They need to show that the 130,000 votes they

has the authority to elect or dismiss the prime minister, VIGIMZIH MR XLI PSGEP IPIGXMSRW [IVI F
but in practice, most legislators owe their positions XLIMV WYTTSVX FEWI [MPP RSX WMQTP] VIX®
to party leaders. However, internal fractures are emerging, with a group led

] ] o ] by one of Basha’s close collaborators recently splitting off to
Despite their political rivalry, Rama and Berisha collaborated  {5rm a new party.

to amend the electoral code in July 2024 to strengthen

the power of party leaders via preferential electoral lists In Beyond the traditional parties, the question remains whether
Albania’s proportional representation system, party leaders RI[] TSPMXMGEP QSZIQIRXW « WYGL EW XLI 8
assign favorable ranking positions, ensuring that 80 out of ,EWLXEK -RMXMEXMZI ERH %PFERME 'ER &l

140 MPs owe their seats to them. As a result, for almost two  and form a common front. If they manage to attract enough
decades now, Parliament has simply rubber-stamped bills disenchanted voters, they could cross the electoral threshold
JVSQ XLI TVMQI QMRMWXIV..W S%GI| and secure parliamentary representation

A striking example of Parliament’s failure to assert its Finally, it remains to be seen whether the SPA, despite its
independence occurred in early August when Speaker advantages, can win an outright majority Even if it secures
Lindita Nikolla retired. Rather than allowing Parliament to a narrow victory, it may still need to collaborate with smaller
select her replacement, as intended by law, Rama unilaterally parties on major legislative initiatives. This could, in turn,
announced her successor, Elisa Spiropali, during a party strengthen checks and balances by restoring greater
convention. A video from the event showed Spiropali visibly TEVPMEQIRXEV] MR%“YIRGI ¢« FVMRKMRK MX C
surprised by the announcement?® envisioned by the Constitution
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The Albanian and European Union flags fly in front of the European Commission building in Brussels.
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From a European Community Enthusiast
To EU Membership

Klodiana Beshku

Ibania’s journey toward European Union
membership has been long and complex The
signing of the Stabilization and Association
Agreement (2006), the achieving of candidate
status (2014), the opening of accession negotiations
(2022), and the ending of the screening process (2023)
have been some of the milestones along the way
Delays often were linked to the need for comprehensive
reforms, particularly in the areas of rule of law, good
KSZIVRERGI ERH ERXMGSVVYTXMSR
demaocratic country, Albania has held aspirations of greater
Euro-Atlantic integration, with NATO and EU membership as
its ultimate goals.

Albania realized one goal by joining NATO in 2009Today;, it
remains actively engaged in the negotiation process toward
its ambitions for EU membership with two opened clusters,
as it works to align its institutions and policies with EU
standards in hopes of eventually becoming a full member
in 2030. Under these auspices, Prime Minister Edi Rama is
running for a fourth mandate in the May 2025 elections

Albania and the Initial Idea of Europe
TMRGI MX “%UVWX FIGEQI E

European integration has been the destination of all
Albanian governments since 1990 because the European
Union has always represented a process of both European
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MHIRXM¥“ZGEXMSR ERH )YVSTIER XVER \WtéSthve@al ¥f MsS8NnhGnist S dinie- tReEM&URtry was

society. Albanians have always perceived the EU as a
gateway to freedom and as a return to their sphere of
MHIRXMX] XLI )YVSTIER SRI
Balkan countries, which together with Croatia and Slovenia
had all been part of Yugoslavia under Josip Broz Tito in

a social communist system of an “unallied bloc,” Albania
experienced a harsh dictatorship under the communist
dictator Enver Hoxha In this regard, Albania has experienced
a different historical pace of a communist past* compared
with the other Western Balkan countries

During the period 1990-1991, when the regime broke up,
the feeling of belonging to Europe grew even strongerThe
long period of isolation? and scarcity under the communist
regime led Albanians to consider Western Europe to be
the sole window to the free movement of people and
goods and as a sort of stairway to welfare heaven Thus,
every political struggle at the beginning of the 1990s

was completely Europe-oriented, mixing in the same pot,
without distinction, the concept of Europe, the European
Community, and the Council of Europe® The mantra ‘E duam
Shqipériné si gjithé Europaof that time* referred not only to
its literal meaning, “We want Albania as the rest of Europe,”
but also expressed the idea that Albania had to become
like the European Community, join it one day, and have
the same living standards and state of mind Unlike other
EU candidates or member countries, no Albanian political
party opposes or criticizes the idea of EU integration
European integration represents the only area where a
political consensus is found in Albania® Only recently has
criticism been made more often by experts, members of
think tanks, and members of civil society, and it has mostly
been directed at the Open Balkans initiative of 2021-2022,
which caused concern for not being directly under the
European Union umbrella

The European Community has supported Albania’s path

XS HIQSGVEG] WMRGI XLI FIKMRRMRK
discussion about Albania in the European Parliament

took place on Feh 21, 1991, two days after the Albanian
people had destroyed Hoxha’s statue in Tirana after a mass
HIQSRWXVEXMSR -R XLI HIFEXI
Europe” and “insertion in Europe” were used, an approach
mostly supported by the Italian and German deputies® The
role of the European Commission as a supporter of the
fragile Albanian democracy was made possible through
programs such as TEMPUS-PHARE and later, CARDS and
IPA This kind of support for conditionality remains crucial
for the EU’s approach to Albania and will continue to do

so in the future.

-R XLI W
centralized to a market economy. In the years immediately

subject to economic shocks?® that, combined with its social
and political struggles, caused a nearly total collapse of

9RPMOI XhelAlBaxiangtate After, thw pyradhid scheme crisis of

[EW EPPS[IH XS SYVMWL F] XLI KSZI
then-Prime Minister Sali Berisha During that crisis, Albania’s
economy regressed to the levels of the early 1990s, and the
state system experienced corruption, was unable to attract
economic investment, and had weak rule of law, which
created conditions for a long transition period.

While other countries in the region were involved in ethnic
GSRx2MGXW HYVMRK XLI HMWWSPYXMSR SJ >
(1991-1999), Albania signed the Agreement on Commerce

and Economic Cooperation with the European Community

MR %PFERME [EW XLI VWX GSYRXV] MR
sign this kind of bilateral agreement? which marked its

VWX JSVQEP WXIT MR IWXEFPMWLMRK GPS
together with becoming part of the Council of Europe in

1995. Nevertheless, for Albania, the European integration

process started to have its ups and downs, most of which

were related to its domestic sphere and policies However,

one thing has remained unchanged: Since 1990, European

integration has consistently been a national objective and

the main axis of Albania’s foreign policy strategy*°

From the Bilateral to the Regional Phase

The signing of the Stabilization and Association Agreement

(SAA) was completed on June 12, 20061t marked Albania’s

move away from the bilateral to the regional phase in its

J)YVSTIER MRXIKVEXMSR TEXL 8LMW QMPIWX
Albania to the accession track! and made it the third

Western Balkans country to sign the SAAThe negotiations

had taken 3 1/2 years, three times longer than they took for

Croatia and the former Republic of Macedonia The close

relations between Albania and the EU under the Stabilization

and Association Process (SAP), which started in 1999, were
SREPMANIHW MW ¥AMWX RIKSXMEXMSRW JSV |
the EU and Albania After two years, the inception of the

7% % SR %TVMP WMKRM%IH E QSVI
relationship between Albania and the EU, with mutual

EHZ

X1V Q \6bligavand and tiyhisMefiedied Nisshhe[Wagréement

began in December 2006, seeking to gradually integrate the
country’s political, economic, and social institutions with
those of the EU The SAP and the SAA were “purely regional
in character,*? given that they moved from bilateral trade
liberalization to regional cooperation and harmonizing with
EU structures?® as well as regional cooperation among the
Western Balkan countries

After making progress toward European integration, Albania

%PFERME [EW JEGMRK E Hvisk3admitteddo XXTEOROWAWIK M Z0R9 VivaS Qetween

the EU and Albania were formally liberalized in December
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2010. The opening of negotiations with the European
Commission over the country’s status as candidate member
on Oct 10, 2012, fell on the 100th anniversary of Albania’s
independence. An EU progress report in November 2012
was received with celebration by the government of the
Democratic Party in Albania, which labeled the future after
the report “the next hundred years of Albanid**

However, since then, Albania’s path to European integration
has not been smooth or easy The EC’s 2013 Enlargement
Strategy featured fundamentals that outlined the key topics
on the enlargement agenda: the rule of law, economic
governance, and strengthening democratic institutions. The
last achievement preceding EU integration was the decision
of the EU General Affairs Council on June 24, 2014, granting
Albania candidate status, which was supported on June 27,
2014, by the European Commission Nearly a decade would

EU Enlargement Process — Klodiana Beshku

regional approach with the SAP to the third phase of the
Berlin Process, during which it proved to be a constructive
factor of regional cooperation in the region.

From the New Enlargement
Methodology to a New Pace in
European Integration, 2019-2023

Albania, together with North Macedonia, underwent

an accession impasse between 2018 and 2021 as the
European Council transformed the accession process

from a technical into a political one.*® In July 2016, Albania
adopted comprehensive justice reform, which was
supposed to pave the way for negotiations between Albania
and the EU, but the opening of the access negotiations
was twice postponed. The European Commission gave

TEWW FIJSVI %PFERME [SYPH XEOI| E RB&RosiiveaWskorh ppenmg of apcessipn negotiations

toward European integration

From Bad Pupil to Master of
Regional Cooperation, 2012-2019

On Sept 13, 2014, in an unprecedented move, newly
elected European Commission President Jean-Claude
.YRGOIV ERRSYRGIH E “%ZI ]JIEV LEPX
his “State of the EU” speech to the European Parliament
This declaration persistently discouraged the Western
Balkan countries by distancing them from EU membership
prospects. It also led to the realization that long-term
stability and a transformation of the region would be best
achieved through economic growth and stronger regional
cooperation, resulting in the so-called Berlin Proces®
launched by German Chancellor Angela Merkel in 2014 to
“PP XLI ZEGYYQ PIJX MR XLI VIKMSR
consisted of successive Western Balkan summits, where six
EU member states (Austria, Croatia, France, Germany, Italy,
and Slovenia) and the six Western Balkan countries agreed
to increase cooperation on several issues Albania and the
other Western Balkan countries engaged in discussions of
soft and hard measures in regional cooperation, which were
supposed to speed up European integration and regional
cooperation in this process, according to the example of

the Visegrad Group

Under this process, Tirana became the seat of two regional

with Albania in 2018 and 2019, but the efforts for thorough
judicial reform did not pay off. This neglect gave way to a
decision-making process regarding these countries that
continued for nearly four years

After the European Council had blocked the process for
both Albania and North Macedonia with the vetoes of 2018
and 2019, French President Emmanuel Macron insisted on
Sifkin@enBrHem¥rt id3dforhinyg fRe whole SAP, managing
to achieve a reconsideration of the latter In February 2020,
the European Commission approved a revised methodology
for the enlargement process, and the accession negotiations
process seemed to restart!” The presentation of a new
methodology of enlargement was made in February 2020,
and the next month, the European Council decided to
formally open accession negotiations with both countries.
Nevertheless, the intergovernmental conference that would
Fhhve Yrid&nQHe/fordhal Mt of Ve§dEdind/ for Albania and
North Macedonia was once more blocked in June 2021 by
Bulgaria’s veto of North Macedonia, which was related to
historical legacies between the two.

This second halt of European integration for the region
opened the way to a new regional initiative in the framework
of a “Western Balkans for the Western Balkans” approack®
Given that the governments of the Western Balkans had
started to consider the Berlin Process as a substitute for

EU enlargement!® on the initiative of the leaders of Albania,
Serbia, and North Macedonia, the “Mini Schengen” initiative

MRMXMEXMZIW MR XLI TVSGIWW JVE Q Idf2810 wasXuried litbXHe/Bheh Bdk@rts Ritiative in 2021,
*YRH ERH XLI 6IKMSREP =SYXL 'SSTIVRXMEPRcldser&dllabdratiBri/am&nly tRe<three countries

its aspiration to become a regional hub and to be actively
engaged in the region With this political momentum,
Albania, along with the other countries of the Western

in the free movement of goods, people, and capital,
independently from the EU The “soft pressure” that Albania
and Serbia were putting on the EU through these individual

&EPOERW S%GMEPP] TEWWIH JVSQ XLMRMWMEXIMEANW SWIXQIHFXM®E EXREBP] [SVO 8LI ¢

agreements with the EU and the second phase of the

SZIVGSQI ERH XLI 4VWX MRXIVKSZIVRQIRXE
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opening the accession negotiations with North Macedonia NYWXMGI VIJSVQ « LEW HIPMZIVIH SR WIZIVE

and Albania took place in Brussels in July 2022 regarding former ministers, members of parliament, a
deputy member of parliament, municipalities, directors, and
After Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the SXLIV LMKL TVS¥%PI S2GMEPW GSVVYTXMSR

Western Balkans became a contentious geopolitical sphere  concern in Albania The reform required all prosecutors to
SJ MR%“YIRGI JSV XLI )YVSTIER 9RMSRW3RHQ@@X XS E ZIKXMRK TVSGIWW [LMGL MW

an informal meeting of heads of state in Granada, EU instance, a fact that represents a major milestone, with 11

leaders declared that enlargement was a “geostrategic VIQEMRMRK GEWIW SYX SJ EW SJ 3GX

investment in peace, security, stability and prosperity* time,2* Albania was included in the Rule of Law Report of

The Berlin Process Summit convened in Tirana on Oct the European Commission The report highlights the fact
QEVOMRK MXW %VWX XMQI MR ¥btlthé hEWaniRCofrlidtich Srhteghibr12024-2030 is being

achieved progress on the Common Regional Market and prepared, while the implementation of the current strategy

enabled participants to discuss the coming New Growth has faced shortcomings.?

4PER JSV XLI ;IWXIVR &EPOERW ERH XS STIR XLI 3%GI SJ XLI

College of Europe in Tirana, along with enrolling students The Sixth Cluster covers several important aspects of

for the 2024-2025 academic year The site of the meeting foreign policy, including Albania’s alignment with EU policies

demonstrated the EU's complete advocacy for Western on international relations, trade, and diplomatic affairs

Balkan countries joining the EU Albania is a good example of areformateur under the EU,

comprising the areas of foreign policy that represent full

In this regard, the New Growth Plan for the Western Balkans, alignment with the EU's Common Foreign and Security

proposed by the European Commission in November 2023, pyjicy2s and good regional relations following the Berlin
resembles a European Union Marshall Plan for the Western 1, qcess series. Albania is considered a stabilizingﬂfactor in

&EPOERW -X [MPP TVSZMHI MRGVIEWItHeVéd%ﬁglﬁyglgm%ﬁgflr%%r%ll&&e%ﬁ

loans for a total of 6 billion euros for the period 2024-2027
in exchange for socioeconomic and fundamental reforms.?

8LI %VWX HMVIGX 1JJIGX SJ XxLMw TP ERONEWSIANS RRE Recpmenendations

Montenegro and Albania in the Single European Payments ) ] . ]
%WVIE FIMRK XLI %VWX IZIV IRPEVKIQ IRkanpyremaing pokively¢ngaged infkeyraeess of EU

this area. In line with the Growth Plan, Albania presented accession, working to align its institutions and policies

an ambitious Reform Agenda in October 2024 to the with EU standards as it hopes eventually to become a full

European Commission and expects to become a member of EU member Albania has tried to play a major role in the

the European Union by 2030 KISTSPMXMGEP IRZMVSRQIRX SJ XLI VIKMSR
all over the world through UN. and NATO bodies The fact

Recent Developments that Albania is a US. ally and is committed to the EU is well

known in the EU’'s member states Despite challenges and
backsliding, Albania has done everything right from a formal
perspective: It is already a NATO member, is free from

the complications of the Yugoslav wars, has no bilateral
disputes, and is a strong ally of the US. and Italy with a
perfect geopolitical position. Thus, it is well positioned

to contribute to the stability of the Western Balkans As

its accession process is well on track and it is one of the
countries supported by the EU’s New Growth Plan, the

The First Cluster, on Fundamentals and Functioning of chances of Albania achieving its goal to become an EU

(IQSGVEXMG -RWXMXYXMSRW STIRW yDeMPK by RO30 @ppeappiopistie wx -X Mw

thought that judicial reform will advantage Albania’s position

After one year of the screening process (2022-2023¥3
Albania opened the EU negotiations on the Fundamentals
(First) Cluster at the beginning of October 2024 and
opened them for the Sixth Cluster, on External Relations,
in mid-December 2024. The opening of both clusters
demonstrates a strategic and well-thought-out move by
the Albanian side

well compared with other countries in the region Albania Nevertheless, it faces several remaining multifaceted
constitutes a good example of areformateur under the challenges with political, economic, social, and institutional
EU’s oversight related to the reform of the justice system dimensions. Corruption remains deeply ingrained; thus, the
because the rule of law is a crucial prerequisite for healthy ~ State and society must make joint efforts to curb it, including
institutions, the consolidation of democracy, and the the vigilant enforcement of anticorruption laws.

economic development of a country on its way to joining
the EU Although the Special Prosecution against Corruption Other challenges include concerns about the intersection of
ERH 3VKERM2”IH 'VMQI « E FSH] GVIEXI BudihéssXahd pdlMciGnt&edls 8nél market concentration,
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which were expressed by the European Commission in has been expressed about improving the protection of

2022. The 2022 European Commission Report on Albania fundamental rights by fully aligning the law on personal
suggested that anticorruption measures continued to have data protection with the EU acquis, adopting pending
a limited impact in particularly vulnerable areas like property, legislation on the rights of persons belonging to minorities,

roads, cadaster, customs, tax administration, education, and effectively implementing the EC’s 2024 National

health, and public procurement and that the country Agenda on Child Rights

should step up efforts on the alignment of its legislative

framework with the EU in the areas of concessions and Fear about formal compliance with EU norms remains,

public-private partnerships. There has been a suspension since European integration should be transformative for

of the EU’s Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance Albania, not merely a formal destination to be achievedThe

for Rural Development payments due to doubts about judicial system also needs strengthening to make it more

corruption, a preventive measure taken by the EC after MRHITIRHIRX 13%GMIRX ERH EGGSYRXEFPI !

ER MRZIWXMKEXMSR F] XLI )YVSTIER %Bs¥ bhatidhiges tb iBcre@sk i&Rredibility and its readiness

suspected misuse of EU funds supporting farmers and the to join the EU Albania’s slow economic development, lack of
agricultural sector. There have also been concerns in the free elections, and high-level corruption have been its main

area of freedom of expression and media freedom Concern  problems during its long road to joining the EU

Klodiana Beshku is an Associate Professor and Lecturer of Geopolitics and European Integration at

the Department of Political Sciences of the Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tiran&ghe is a

Visiting Fellow at the Robert Schuman Centre of Advanced Studies at the European University Institute

in Florence, Italy As a lecturer, she has taught academic and policy-oriented audiences in places such

as Centre for High Defence Studies in Rome, University of Florence, University of Catania, University

of Palermo, Institute for Philosophy and Social Theory of Belgrade and the Albanian American

Development Foundation (AADF) in TiranaShe has held advisory positions to the Minister for Europe

ERH *SVIMKR %JJEMVW SJ %PFERME JSV )9 BElbdriaMM\Wurgde/indaVW X FSSO |
Political Regardwas published by Cambridge Scholars Publishing in 20130ther research has appeared

in Journals such as Europe-Asia StudiessStudia Politica,and Journal of Liberty and International Affairs.
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Adnan Beci / AFP via Getty Images
An Albanian opposition MP lights smoke bombs during a parliamentary session in Tirana on Dec. 7, 2023.

A Disastrously Successful
Judicial Reform

Neritan Sejamini

n June 2024, Albanians were shocked when high-level corruptipn. Hoyvever, there hgs been no quective
ERXMGSVVYTXMSR S%GMEPW EVVIW RqGquh e gnalysispiiitseeongqapegiiphyefgrm. This essay
prosecutor of Vlora District, one of the most important attempts to highlight some of the main issues in its design
MR XLl GSYRXV] >EVOE [LS LEH NY @S impplenentatipy.s v |

comfortably passed a vetting process intended to rid the

judicial branch of criminally compromised prosecutors, was ~ A Noble Undertakin

GLEVKIH [MXL GSPPYHMRK [MXL HVYK XVE¥%»GOIVW -VSRMGEPP] XLI

vetting process has been a main component of ongoing Albania’s justice reform has been promoted by the country’s

justice reform in Albania, as was the establishment of the government as a success story. In 2013, the country was

WTIGMEP TVSWIGYXMSR YRMX XLEX S YVjHduéd By aiddiidcorniiptibnvardd Wreak rule of law that

hurt people and stalled European integration Albania’s

This development showed the two sides of the reform foreign partners had little to show for billions of dollars
that is still dividing Albanians, almost a decade since its and two and half decades of continued efforts to build
start. Some consider it a failure because of the disruption democracy and strengthen the country’s rule of law Short
of due process that it has brought about, while others of new ideas, they embraced the latest fad in international

FIPMIZI MX LEW WXEVXIH XS FVMRK X ldentbtiacyl assidtaiderjudieixl VéfauriRDianig Xipb R ke
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existing public distrust of the judiciary, foreign diplomats bodies: the High Judicial Council and the High Council of
portrayed judges and prosecutors as villains who were Prosecutors, which were responsible for standards and
causing all of Albania’s ills The solution was justice GEVIIV QEREKIQIRX ERH XLI 3%GI SJ XLI ,M]

VIJSVQ [LMGL « EW TSVXVE]IH F] (SR EJRdticd Whick Wwhs¥&spapdiMe for disciplinary proceedings

9 7 EQFEWWEHSY XS %WPFERME  [EW HdainssjRdgés add praseciyrRaviatl Jevels Two specialized

of ridding the Albanian judiciary of corrupt judges and MRHITIRHIRX MRWXMXYXMSRW « XLI 7TIGMEF
prosecutors who [stole] the money of ordinary citizens and Organized Crime and Corruption (SPAK) and the Special
?EPPS[IHA SVKERM”IH GVMQI %KYVIW 'QYVHNW % KE MERWMXG'SWWWYTXMSR ERH 3VKERM

politicians to buy justice The rationale for the reform deal with high-level corruption and organized crime A

was simple: Start by cleaning up the judiciary, and thenthe ~ JY P P YAvettig idf all sitting judges and prosecutors at
judiciary takes on corrupt politicians and organized crime, all levels was also instituted; this was conductedby two ad
restoring the rule of law and well-being of people hoc bodies assisted by the International Observing Mission

appointed by the European Commission
Since the fall of communism in 1990, two parties have
dominated Albanian politics: the Socialist Party and the An |mposed Reform
right-wing Democratic Party. They have taken turns holding
TS[IV IEGL TVSQMWMRK XS WXVIRKXLARparidd MYk 8 & 1P &1 ISR 4PEWXEWWMWXIH ERH
corruption, but each has ended up consumed by corruption  fgreign partners, primarily the EU and the United tes,

and scandals. The 2013 parliamentary elections ended whose experts had a leading role in the reform’s dsign
eight years of rule by the Democratic Party and brought the  and implementation.® The EU and the US. also pressured
Socialists, which campaigned on an anti-authoritarianism all parliamentary parties to approve the reform

and anticorruption platform, back to power. The European

Commission saw an opportunity to condition the country’s This was arguably the most radical reform in scopeand
negotiations to join the European Union with the approval extent that has been implemented in Albania since he end
of thorough judicial reform, using “institutional, legislative, of communist, one-party rule. One-third of the Albanian
and procedural measures™ The new Socialist government Constitution was amended, more than40 laws and legal
seized the opportunity to lay claim to the reform and made amendments were enacted? and hundreds of rules and

it its highest priority. The Democrats, in opposition, were regulations were adopted. Every institution at every level
wary that the government could use the reform to seize of the justice system was affected. Short of anentirely
control of the judiciary, so they initially resisted the effort, new Constitution, such a transformation of any country’s
but under pressure from the EU and the United States, they  constitution and legislation was hardly precedented® As
reluctantly joined it. praised by its prime movers, the EU and the \$., the reform

was indeed “revolutionary” and “historic and unprecedented
In November 2014, an ad hoc parliamentary justice reform [in] magnitude.”
committee was established, assisted by a group of domestic

and foreign experts. A reform strategy and a package of This reform also featured probably the most sweeping
constitutional amendments were submitted to Parliament judicial vetting ever implemented Partial judicial vetting
in July 2015. Then came a year of political handwringing had been used before in other countries as a transitional
ERH HM%GYPX RIKSXMEXMSRW FI1JSVljdikd/ RarshiX & X KER MRESRWMEP ] W ZIXXMRK [EW
approved 46 constitutional amendments, laying the All judges and all prosecutors at all levels, more than
infrastructure for a new justice system. A set of laws 800 people in total, were assessed on three fundamental
providing the legal framework for organizing and managing  aspects: wealth, competence, and integrity The European
the new judiciary was enacted soon after, passed bythe Commission for Democracy through Law, a group of
Socialist majority after the opposition boycotted the vote. legal experts also known as the Venice Commission,
considered the level of vetting a radical measure but
Justice reform had three goals: to guarantee the relented that it might be appropriate and necessary,

independence of the judiciary from political interference; to  given the high level of corruption in the Albanian judiciary
cleanse the system of corrupt and incompetent magistrates; However, the commission underscored the risk that vetting
ERH XS WXVIRKXLIR XLI “4KLX EKEM RWIKrpts W&/ colrseMigurtide Ridl ciedtd FoRpdrturtities

crime. To achieve these goals, all existing judicial and for the judiciary to be captured by the political force that

prosecutorial institutions were reformed or abolished, controls the process.? On paper, the Albanian reform also

and new institutions were established The judiciary’s aimed to insulate the judiciary from other branches of

governance was entrusted to three new independent KSZIVRQIRX « MX [EW MRXIRXMSREPP] HIWM|
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ER] WMKRMY“4GERX MRZSPZIQIRX F] SY édibaHAittsnV K operatidrbfrRaS\subt 8ssKL. but

judiciary’s governance

In fact, the reform’s designers had set out to achieve two

the patient died.”®

This unforeseen turn of events shifted the reform’s focus

EVKYEFP] GSR%MGXMRK KSEPW WIG Y o bbRihg the judiixri idid MeEdl|lapse/breusiq drrblyXHe

independence from political interference while at the same
time avoiding an unaccountable judiciary To this end, they
divided governance responsibilities among several separate
institutions within the system to avoid a concentration

of power and introduced interdependence among these
institutions in the form of checks and balances. For
example, the nine members of the Constitutional Court

are nominated by the Judicial Appointments Council

reform itself. In this rescue mission, numerous constitutional
and legal violations were committed; “temporary,” legally
dubious mechanisms were employed; and legal loopholes
were utilized.** Foreign partners who were at least partially
responsible for the reform’s failings often proposed and
defended these infringements.*® Thus, reformto restore the
rule of law turned into a series of violations of the rule of law

8LVII SJ XLIQ EVI GSR¥VQIH F] XLI ,MKhe Ab¥ak go¥drvméntand the international community

Parliament, and three by the presidentThe members of the
High Judicial Council, which appoints members of the High
Court, are elected by all sitting judges and several external
nonpolitical institutions.

Given this unique approach and its inventive elements,
Albanian justice reform was by design a risky experimentAs
described by Andrea Mazelliu, a lecturer in law at New York
University in Tirana, it sent Albania into uncharted waters
And it has been a troublesome voyage

Overhauling the System

Justice reform started with the constitutionally mandated
vetting process required of all new judicial appointments

framed this grave situation as just a few temporary setbacks
and consistently sought to redirect public attention to

the process rather than the outcomes. They lauded the
enormous number of vetting dismissals and praised the
formal establishment of the new judicial institutions,
ignoring the reform’s impact on people’s lives

Assessing the Reform's Results

The economist Milton Friedman once called the judging of
policies and programs by their intentions rather than their
results the biggest mistake in policymaking. A policy may
look reasonable on paper and still fail in practice, hurting
instead of helping people Now that justice reform is all
but complete, it is time to look beyond its intentions to its

OIKEP GLEPPIRKIW ERH TSPMXMGEP M Réulci\MidtRskoebbl@sEabtessXd.jivsiite in Albania now?

process, which then moved slowly!® mainly due to a lack
of resources. About 60% of the personnel who underwent
vetting were dismissed or resigned

Due to the protracted vetting process, the three new judicial
governance institutions were created almost three years
past the constitutional deadline to do so.** Such delays,
combined with the huge number of vetting dismissals, left
vacancies throughout the judicial system. The nine-member
Constitutional Court and 19-member High Court were left
with one member each. The Constitutional Court remained
paralyzed from May 2018 to December 2020, while the High
Court’s paralysis lasted from May 2019 through March 2020
And that court was left mostly nonfunctional for two more
JIEVW EJXIV XLEX
nation had no functioning supreme courts.

The situation was grave throughout the judiciary as
vacancies decapitated all the country’s courts “Moving
from corrupt courts to no courts at all was not an
adequate solution” for successful reform, noted Megi
Bakiasi, an Albanian legal scholat#? Ylli Manjani, a former
minister of justice, described the reform results with a

;LEX EFSYX XLI 2KLX EKEMRWX GSVVYTXMSH
new judiciary? What about the rule of law?

During 2023, of the 408 judges authorized in the judiciary,

SRP] [IVI 1JJIGXMZIP] MR S% Gl -R TEVXM(
WIEXW EZEMPEFPI MR XLI GSYVXW SJ ETTIEI
SRP] NYHKIW « E ZE G EBERKe]statEtls SJ

would have been worse, but in 2023 the government
MQTPIQIRXIH NYHMGMEP VIQETTMRK ¢ STTS\
rights nongovernmental organizations, trial lawyers’ groups,

ERH XLI TSPMXMGEP STTSWMXMSR ¢« XLEX VI
courts in an effort to mitigate the problem of vacancies. The

RYQFIV SJ “VWX MRWXERGI GSYVXW [EW VIl
ERH SJ ETTIEPW GSYVXWVHIE®RQIloketédXS SRI

-X [EW XLI ¥%4VWX XNh@huMder 6 fidgeshipslinMhg 3¢Séh], iXdinkuKarteously

reduced access to judicial services and increased costs for

those using the courts. It is also worth noting that 45% of

all sitting judges have been appointed in the past four years,

ERH EPQSWX EPP SJ XLIQ EVI %4VWX XMQI
Magistrates School and thus have limited professional skills

N

The case backlog remains serious At the beginning of 2024,
Albania’s High Court had a caseload of almost 26,0008

NEW LINES
INSTITUTE

FOR STRATEGY AND POLICY



Z

WESTERN
BALKANS
CENTER

25

Rule of Law and Corruption — Neritan Sejamini

[LMGL EX XLI GYVVIRX VEXI [MPP XE O I\\aY WehE 8oNFlohdg W

to clear. A current case reaching the High Court today is
NTIGXIH XS XEOI EFSYX %Z1 XS IMKLX Ih'fﬁn\ﬂ%h?f&nfe'o%ﬁ@%hﬁéms arising from the judicial

The General Court of Appeals had a backlog of almost reform process could have been foreseen and failures could
38,000 cases, and the Administrative Court of Appeals had  have been avoided with strategic and scenario planningBut
SRI' SJ QSVI XLER GEWIW « ERH F §& fefdend Wwad EbRe¥ivdd WM RBRbpping list of measures
These backlogs may need seven to 10 years to clear to be implemented a la carte, and thus committed a

common mistake in policymaking: not recognizing the
-R XLI QIERXMQI WYFWXERXMZI TV S K WifféveceNb&ween Ipdlidieks doncdiviedvbR péper and their

high-level corruption remains elusive When SPAK was implementation in practice, where unforeseen dynamics and
IWXEFPMWLIH %ZIl JIEVW EKS XLI QSOQMX\[EWXRBEYEHIRVEMWYIRGIW SIXIR EVMWI 8LI
the beginning of the end of impunity. Its prosecutors and an overreaching, complex, inventive reform designed in only

investigators were given special protection, resources, and WIZIR QSRXLW ¢« HMH RSX LIPT XS EZSMH XL
assistance to prosecute corrupt politicians and organized

GVMQI 8LMW QMWWMSR LEW MRHIIH F&NRXIXPIY2PYFRHEMRRWE @ | /4FH VEIWX LI VIISVQ [EW
Dozens of high- and mid-level politicians, including several  based on a narrow technocratic-legalistic vision ofjustice.

former ministers, have been investigated, and a few have To its architects, Albania’s justice problems were technical

been convicted. Even though most investigations started and therefore could be solved with technical remedies The

SRP] EJXIV XLSWI S%ZGMEPW LEH P1JX rgmv@ged devalopwment ¢@momsnviiag Rasterly calls

boosted SPAK'’s credibility But then SPAK failed at what this a cooking recipe approach: If you get the ingredients

matters most: facing real power and investigating those in ~ right, you get the dish right Similarly, this justice reform

XLI LMKLIWX S3%GIW JSGYWIH SR WIWXIQ HIWMKR ¢« HIZMWMRK XL

framework and the right operational rules. Its prime movers,
European and American diplomats and bureaucrats,

believed they could shape Albania’s judiciary by changing
laws and organizational structures, despite the country’s
TSPMXMGEP GYPXYVI ERH WTIGM¥“.GW

In recent years, Albania has been hit by several grand
corruption scandals related to decisions made at the highest
levels of both central and local governments However,
despite years of investigations, so far SPAK has not
investigated the role of the prime minister and his top aides

in their dealings, focusing instead on underlings Critics Vincent van Gerven Oei, a Dutch scholar and astutebserver

allege that SPAK has stalled investigations because of of Albania’s justice reform, noted that the reforme's ignored

political pressure. Whatever the truth, one thing seems clear: e W @iy BRI I (e O ey 5  elliesl e

hat 1 . :
AYFPMG GSRY%HIRGI MR 74%/ ERH MXW" ﬁ'_??glrcf’gcﬁﬂtfe_&"g‘?ﬁ %‘_??ry'zéci_tf‘et‘."’ay '?ower = .
government have been shaken Organlze andad exercised In socie epara 10N O pOWGrS an

judicial independence are fundamentally political pinciples
for organizing the government, and they cannot be ahieved

Indeed, eight years after the start of justice reform efforts, outside the structure of power.

the public’s perception of Albania’s corruption problem

has worsened. It ranked 98th out of 180 countries in : .
Along these same lines, the Georgian law professor

Tf;njﬁ?renvfi/yl\lﬂntKegl?vtll?/nzSEZSZX3PCorruSp'i|/o\r/1VF|>er><(:(|a-plt_:|o£sM RVakhusrtti I\I/Isnabd ha%em r}a ized\}h t the “independence
176 countiios.t® Ragenti. th ]US[D L sJ xLHRyH EV] VSd_?TSPMXMGEP ERH K\
e countnes. - Recently, the LS. Lepartment o h(:f justice] to the service oMeople cannot be achieved

/XEXI GEPPIH %PFERME E HM%GYPX ThE G @chnidaPdiscld¥idhSdnl Wenrididtorms but
investors citing public corruption and a weak judiciary as the |, SYKL TSPMXMGEP VI%IGXMSR%YTSR XLI U

main challenges.? 7YGL E VI%IGXMSR HMH RSX LETTIR [LIR %P
reform was conceived, despite some recognition that there

Public trust in the judiciary has sunk to almost pre-reform were problems in the justice system?® On the contrary, the

levels. According to the European Commission's Balkan reform’s designers treated it as just another public institution

Barometer, in 2023, 74% of Albanians distrusted the rather than one of the three branches of power Therefore,

judiciary, a slight improvement from in 2016, when it was despite its constitutional revisions, the reform’s focus

81%2* Almost 58% of Albanians believe that the Special remained on the framework of NYV M H M SR XINDSIRM P M R K

Courts Against Corruption and Organized Crime are VYPIW ERH PIKEP VIKYPEXMSRW ¢ [MXLSYX >

MR%“ZYIRGIH F] TSPMXMGW ERH 2 XL M®Rmlitcallpawe.Q hisSvhsakeothe reason the reform’s
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HIWMKR [EW IRXVYWXIH XS INTIVXW M RdiXchtiodsystéd. BsBeat@lly, thekrisSiahNbRi€ate the new

the formal political process. judicial system was entrusted to those who had created
SV KSZIVRIH XLI SPH SRI « XLI IWXEFPMWLQ!
However, behind the technical facade, heavy politicking arms to “overthrow” itself.
ERH I1JJSVXW XS MR%YIRGI| ohlberalSRXIRX SJ VIJIJSVQ
of group and individual interests ensued First, both the An insightful sentence from Inva Nela, a policy analyst,

political majority and the opposition tried to use the reform  perfectly summarizes the main causes of reforms failings:

XS KEMR MR%YIRGI SZIV XLI NYHMG ME¥e shéfimé 5 MIERMMOtoRERHYEM dhhnges,

held all the levers of power, and there was a general [ignoring] the socio-cultural context, the oversized role of

TIVGITXMSR XLEX MX EGLMIZIH WM KR Mi#é&nEBItic4p shitdsNiY R deSigr ¥nd<itaplembhtation

institutions of justice .*° [of the reform], the overriding of good governance
?GSRWMHIVEXMSRWA F] SXLIV WXVEXIKMG T

For the European Commission, the reform was a prop involvement of the citizens and an overestimation of the

for Albania’s stalled EU integration process and a way to GSYRXV]..W EFMPMXMIW XS TVSHYGI RI[ UYE

MRGVIEWI MXW MR%YIRGI SlAkewi$é,P F E R jMdiciaryMyillirg BoNbechfe Yart of the new institutions.”
XLI 97 EHQMRMWXVEXMSR FIPMIZIH XLEX LEZMRK MR%“YIRGI

over the new judiciary would help it push efforts against In 2013, before the justice reform was conceived, Joaquin
SVKERM”IH GVMQI XVE%GOMRK ERH Gy, h¥ duigdisghebtiRf theFHuls Rddistance Mission to
all of which were important for domestic and regional the Albanian Justice System, observed that efforts to reform
stability in the Balkans?® the Albanian judiciary always fail for the reason that “they
are not taken because Albania wants them but because the
At a lower level, personal ambitions and interests were European Union demands theni’ The Albanian authorities,
also at play. Some of the domestic experts involved saw which do not want to improve the judiciary, undertake only

XLI VIIJSVQ EW E WXITTMRK WXSRI XS @WEVIWXYGMRER PXLIISYEXMGWER\GIVHIV “XS KMZI G
indeed, several later-occupied positions they had assisted in  Union.” Urias underlined that the European Commission,

designing.?® The EU and US. ambassadors to Albania, both  which “operates on political interests,” hides its political

WIVZMRK XLIMV VWX EQFEWWEH SV M Etihded bly pridsBrfirig theX\&/s teEnkikaV/ Jigwey ‘Wihat B the

rushed reform’s design and approval®wanting to see reason the Commission tries to highlight progress even

tangible results before their respective tours were oveft [LIR XLIVI MW RSRI « MX MW TSPMXMGEPP] VM
Albania motivated and hopeful of its EU membershig=

Such legitimate interests would not have undermined the
quality of the reform if it had been designed in a transparent
and participatory manner. But the reform’s design was a
closed affair involving a small group of people, all of them

It seems that Urias foretold the destiny of the justice
reform that was to come. For all that matters, it is time
for the European Union and the United States to pass up
“candy” and reach for the bitter pill of reality They should

part of Albania’s legal and political elite These high-level admit justice reform’s failures and should recommit their
experts were in fact the “usual experts,” the same people support to consolidating its achievements: The new judiciary
who had designed every past constitutional and legal reform governance institutions should commit to good governance
in Albania. Ironically, many of them had been or were key practices; a cleaner judiciary, now made up of mostly young

YKYVIW MR XLI EMPMRK NYWXMG I W]w9ePEIass Wld%k’%% IRofsEgional capacities; and,
- most importantly, SPAK shou d take the leap to investigate
reform and save.®? Also, all members of the parliamentary

. . . the highest Ievels of government
committee responsible for drafting the reform had served

in key positions in past governments that were accused of Albanians overwhelmingly supported justice reform because

encroaching on the judiciary. Not least important, with few  of their belief that the EU and the US. would guarantee the
exceptions, all the experts and politicians who designed integrity and the independence of the new judiciary This is,
the reform had been educated under the communist legal of course, a naive belief, but it shouldn’t be all in vain
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Sean Gallup / AFP via Getty Images

Albanian and British vehicles take part in NATO’ss “Brilliant Jump” military exercises in February 2024 in Poland.

30

Albania Redefined: NATO and the Security
Architecture Shaping Tirana’s Foreign Policy

Akri Cipa

n recent years, Albania has adopted a more proactig NATO Membership as a Pillar
EXXMXYHI MR MXW JSVIMKR TSP MG Jof Alearias/SetUry Posture.

holding of leadership roles in multilateral initiaives

and organizations and an increased contribution to While NATO membership has broadly shaped the security
regional dialogue and cooperation In many ways, this landscape for most countries in the Balkans, for Albania
momentum can be traced back to 2009, when the country it has been the most transformative development in its

S%GMEPP] FIGEQI E 2%83 QIQFIV 7MR EHGOMPRt wigh Bip Eygqyfantic community after aimost

has increasingly played an important role in the security 45 years of anti-Western sentiment and international
. ) o MWSPEXMSR 8SHE] 2%83 LEW RSX SRP] VIH
environment of the Western Balkans This essay highlights

security and foreign policy orientation but also serves as an

the pillars and transformation of Albania’s foreign policy, anchor of stability.
explores how its membership in NATO aligns with its foreign
policy in the last decade, and evaluates its overall role in 7YVVSYRHIH F] SXLIV 2%83 EPPMIW ERH /SW

enhancing security and regional cooperation in the Balkans  has a predominantly ethnic Albanian population and a
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WXVSRK 2%83 TVIWIRGI| « %PFERME F | Béténsd\Seer@tary JmINtti€ 3] s&idrMtbaniapunches
MRHMVIGXP] JVSQ 2%83..W MR%“YIRGI| @&BvHitd B&EgRi®V MR X 8LI EPPMERGI..W

presence contributes to a more secure environment,

HIXIVW VIKMSREP GSR»@MGXW ERH LETWe mbst inpokant ducdessDN tHis\ehl Wdsvthe reopening

cooperation among the neighboring countries, extending
beyond security issues

Since joining NATO in 2009, Albania has undertaken
military reforms to align its defense capabilities with NATO
standards. During these years, successive governments
have invested in modernizing the military, improving

its defense capabilities, and aligning with the alliance’s
spending requirements.

of the Kugova airbase? with $50 million in funding from

NATO, to serve the alliance’s air operationsThe airbase,

E GSQQYRMWX IVE VIPMG JEGIH WMKRM%“GE
amortization after the fall of communism . Modernizing

the airbase and making it fully functional again was a

high priority for the Albanian government in its efforts to

strengthen its role and security position in the Balkan and

Mediterranean region

The Albanian government has similarly invited the alliance

%PFERME LEW WLS[R WMKRMY%GERX KPS{her bijieka HATR navphhaseof modernize one of

expenditures, particularly in recent yearsAlbania’s defense
expenditures as a share of gross domestic product (GDP)
increased* from 1.35% in 2014 to an estimated 203%

in 2024. This represents a substantial increase in the
defense budget and an alignment with NATO'’s guideline of
spending 2% of GDP on defenseln absolute terms, the total
expenditures on Albanian defense rose from $150 million in
2014 to an estimated $309 million in 2024, representing a
real change of 10627% over the decade

At the same time, Albania has actively participated in NATO
missions over the years During the war in Afghanistan,
Albania contributed troops to the Resolute Support Mission?
Similarly, Albania has taken part in NATO’s noncombat
advisory mission in Irag, focused on building more effective
security institutions and combating terrorism, as well in

the multinational battlegroups in Bulgaria® and Estonia;* an
important element of the alliance’s deterrence posture on

MXW IEWXIVR %2ERO 1SWX MQTSVXERXE

Albania contributes troops to peacekeeping operations
through the NATO Mission in Kosova®

Albania’s Growing Contribution in NATO

As a small country with a still-underdeveloped economy
compared with its European peers, Albania’s direct

the existing structures and adapt it to the needs of the
organization. This invitation was reiterated by Albanian
Prime Minister Edi Rama in the opening ceremony of

the Kugova base in March 2024 Initially, the existing
Pashaliman naval base in Vlora, another base dating back to
the communist era, was proposed, withPorto Romano near
Durrés mentioned as a potential later option?®

What the Kugova airbase and the proposed naval base show
is Tirana’s inclination to leverage its geographic location and
geopolitical situation to bring added value to and strengthen
its role within NATQ

This approach is complemented by the fact that the
country’s territory has become an important component
of NATO'’s large-scale joint military exercisesSince 2021,
Albania has become an integral host of the Defender-
Europe exercises, an annual 6. Army-led multinational
event focused on building operational readiness and
&Mé%nﬁ%héﬁb*fv e Theo A hithon
represented one of the largest military drills in the Western
Balkans since World War IP These exercises have also
served to highlight the continued and growing military
partnership between Albania and the United States

Path Toward EU Accession

GSRXVMFYXMSR XS XLI EPPMERGI MR Menb&Mip hNATDXvhs 6hB & twfe MrBigic objectives

and troops, is limited. Moreover, the fact that Albania is
itself surrounded by NATO allies and Kosovo makes it less
appealing for the country and its citizens to exponentially
increase defense spending or expand its armed forces

Therefore, to contribute to NATO, Albania has prioritized
participating in alliance missions and exercises, enhancing
interoperability with NATO forces, and contributing indirectly
to the alliance’s logistical and operational capabilities In
2018, this contribution was acknowledged by then-US.

for Albania’s political leaders after the fall of communism.
The other one, accession to the European Union, remains a
work in progress.

Albania was granted EU candidate status in June 2014, and

MX S%ZGMEPP] STIRIH EGGIWWMSR RIKSXME X
“VWX )9 PFERME MRXIVKSZIVRQIRXEP GSR
2022. However,an Y RNYW XM Y21 H Y fRokh [SEECeVEP Z1XS
FPSGOIH %PFERME JVSQ STIRMRK MXW ¥%VW
chapters until October 2024.1°
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Albania’s pace of institutional reforms, underdeveloped
economy, and persistent systemic issues such as
corruption have slowed its EU integration The EU also
has wavered in recent years on the issue of enlargement
after the Great Recession and the 2015 migration crisis
Countries such as France insisted that the union reform
itself as well as the accession process before allowing
other candidate countries to become full members, and
Paris vetoed Albania’s and North Macedonia’s opening of
accession talks in 2019.1

While support for enlargement has received some traction

recently, there are still questions as to whether EU members

have the political will to ultimately add the remaining

visit, coupled with the European initiative, seemed to pave
the way for peace and stability in the region

When, after an initially promising start, the Berlin Process
lost momentum, Albania teamed up with Serbia and North
Macedonia to launch the “Open Balkan Initiativé Initiated
as the ‘mini-Schengert’ and later rebranded!® the Open
Balkan Initiative aimed to create a smaller version of the
EU’s border-free Schengen areaThe European Union and
member states were invited to participate but were not the
driving force behind it

The three founders of this new initiative argued that the

GSYRXVMIW MR XLI &EPOERW EW JY P Pplatfoinknddld@oRQribuieé Y8 regibivalF séakility by promoting

North Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo, and Boshia and
Hercegovina have similarly been left in limbo

Champion of Regional Cooperation?

Faced with an evolving European security landscape,
and with the prospects of an uncertain path to full EU
membership, Albania has calibrated its foreign policy to two
main themes: regional integration and multilateralism.

economic growth. Modeled as a regional economic zone,
the foundational argument was that it would facilitate

free movement of goods, services, people, and capital
Ultimately, by fostering economic integration, its proponents
claimed that the initiative would help reduce tensions and
increase political cooperation in the Western Balkans

Rama'’s close relationship with Serbian President Aleksandar
:YAMY% TEZIH XLI [E] JSV %YPFERME XS IQFVE
role in fostering close relations with Serbia This was met

%YPFERME LEW QEHI WMKRM%*“GERX WXMiMEkbwiciwdeh%TA}{)%l\éi%lﬁ] ngb];&&Qs%éMgG

relations with neighboring countries. These efforts include
bilateral security agreements and collaborative initiatives,

especially under the auspices of European Union integration

To mitigate the negative effects of the EU’s lack of clarity
concerning enlargement, Brussels has adopted a policy
focused on deeper economic integration between the six
Balkan countries that are still not members of the EU This
was the stated goal behind theBerlin Processlaunched by
then-German Chancellor Angela Merkel in 20142

Albania was one of the early supporters of the initiative
The promise of enhanced connectivity, development, and
cooperation was enticing, and it was in line with Albania’s
efforts to assert itself in the regional context. Moreover,
the Berlin Process was touted as an initiative that could
contribute to dialogue and reconciliation.

This situation aligned well with Albania’s foreign policy
mantra of having “zero issues with our neighbors’ Tirana’'s
thorniest relationship at the time was with Belgrade, after
Serbia’s ethnic cleansing campaign against Albanians in
Kosovo in the 1990s and its intransigence toward Kosovao’s
independence Considering the new political climate,
immediately after the launch of the Berlin Process in
2SZIQFIV

the aggressive rhetoric and destabilizing actions Serbia
continues to employ toward its southern neighbor. While
Rama argued for the need to foster reconciliation and
regional integration, Albania strategically aligned itself with
the U.S. and EU prerogative of anchoring Serbia in the West
This approach was seen in both Washington and Brussels
as a way to counter the potential of the Kremlin and other
foreign players to exploit Serbia as their gateway to the
Balkans. Unfortunately, this outcome has yet to materialize,
given Belgrade’s close cooperation with Moscow and its
growing economic and political ties with Beijing.

8LI 3TIR &EPOER -RMXMEXMZI YPXMQEXIP] ¥
XLVII RSR )9 QIQFIVW SJ XLI VIKMSR ¢« /SWSZ
ERH ,IVAMKSZMRE ERH 1SRXIRIKVS « [IVI WO
Serbia’s dominance within the initiative and refused to join

it. Without EU safeguards and tools to guarantee economic
convergence, they feared that Serbia would exploit its

position as the larger market and stronger economy They

also questioned Serbia’s political intentions behind the

initiative, particularly given Belgrade’s refusal to recognize

Kosovo’s independence and its repeated challenges to the

6EQE ZMWMXIH &IP KV E H povrreignty 9i\osnir gnd iHerzrgovina and Montenegro

Albanian leader had been to Serbia in 68 years, in an effort to Interestingly, it was Rama who effectivelymarked its end in

usher in a thaw in relations between the two countries The

.YP] WXEXMRK XLEX XLI MRMXMEXMZI LE
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P|tch|ng to Become a 3RI SJ XLI WYQQMX..W OI] SYXGSQIW [EW E
. . . by the Balkan leaders of their commitment to supporting
Reglonal D|plomat|c Hub Ukraine, potentially through joint initiatives, including

discussions about joint arms and munitions production. In

'.R X L.I PEWX JI[ [IEVW %PFERME LEW bPal:ch%tllm:aM Yl%n&-e\é ?elr{‘igfrl about the ability of the
diplomatically and has showcased an eagerness for amore g kan countries to be able to satisfy such requirements

) (O I T T ) 21ZIVXLIPIWW XLI KEXLIVMRK WSPMHM¥IH %
_ _ _ ally of Ukraine in the Balkans and demonstrated its ability to
In January 2021, Albaniaoffered to host diplomatic talks bring together regional players in the face of external threats

between Greece and Tirkiye over the lingering tensions in

the Eastern Mediterranean®® Tiirkiye's then-foreign minister, . . . .
11ZP3X 1EZY SOPY WXEXIH XLEX LI [EWY9FhiNg Above. s Riplpnatic Weight
Rama’s invitation to meet with his Greek counterpart in
Tirana. The fact that both Turkiye and Greece are treaty
allies as members of NATO made the situation quite
complex, and the two countries’ representatives eventually
met, but it was not in the Albanian capital Nevertheless, . . o
XLl XIRXEXMZI MRZMXEXMSR QEVOIH M%O%‘R*\/\'}Q%'%ﬂ\{?? 23 e EnpiHhs Qrgapization

to facilitate talks between two powerful regional actors and JSV 7IGYVMX] ERH "'SSTIVEXMSR MR )YVSTI J

help address the situation, which risked spiraling toward an In s h|s’tory. Th.'s op_portunlt.y IO & D) o)
. Albania’s maturing diplomatic corps to prepare for another

major undertaking.

One of the most interesting developments for Albania in the
last four years has been its increased visibility and boosted
TVS¥%PlI MR MRXIVREXMSREP SVKERMAEXMSR

In March 2022, Tirana hosted the EU-Western Balkans h . ft | bl 3
7YQQMX QEVOMRK XLI %VWX XMQI XL%E "\??E'gﬁ |V‘%‘1\?ﬁ rar[llf‘%em 7@ AT
. . . , 2021, Albania was elected a honpermanent member
organized outside an EU member country The summit : : .
L . of the Security Council for the period 2022-2023 After
focused on the ongoing initiatives to deepen the partnership

between the European Union and the Balkan countries e UEET? elelyiligg Clmprlol ] SRR O [
. : , ! American and European partners, Albania was selected
particularly on the investments under the EU’s Economic

. . as a consensual candidate of the Eastern European

and Investment Plan, with an emphasis on green and KVSYT 8LMW [EW XLI %VWX XMQI WMRGI %P

Il i PSS E17E CREig s_ecuri_ty. Uhe g United Nations in 1955 that it would hold a seat on the

of EU leaders to acce.p't Albanlas b'd, t0 host .th'e. SUEI Security Council Although the mandate began with some

represented a recognition of its growing credibility and an important priorities presented by the country’s leadership

alternative form of rewarding its efforts, given the lack of ERH VITVIWIRXEXMZIW « WYGL EW [SQIR TIE

progress on EU accession GSYRXIVMRK ZMSPIRX I\XVIQMWQ ERH GPMC(
. . _ outbreak of Russia’s war in Ukraine disrupted its plans

Albania also hosted theUkraine-Western Balkans Summit - while Albania continued to promote these priorities 2022-23,

in February 2024 in Tirana;® aimed at strengthening ties Russia’s war in Ukraine dominated many of the Security

between Ukraine and the Balkan nations with a particular Council’s proceedings

JSGYW SR YRM¥IH VIWTSRWIW XS WIGYVMX] XLVIEXW TSWIH F]

Russia. NATO's role was particularly evident in discussions *\/SQ XLl FIKMRRMRK SJ XLI GSR%MGX %PFE

about regional security and the threat of Russian aggression, Ryssia’s invasion and expressed steadfast support for

which was eXpeCted ConSidering that the alliance has been a Ukraine’s Sovereignty and territorial integrityA|bania

key provider of military support and training to Kyiv Another  fylly aligned itself with NATO's response to the war and

element that attracted much interest was the consideration supported international sanctions against Moscow in

about the positions and stability of non-member states like line with the European Union’s position Importantly, as

Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, given the potential for  a nonpermanent member of the UN. Security Council,

6YWWMER MR%ZYIRGI XS HIWXEFMPM"I Abahiafdiked h&United States in becoming a co-penholder
on political issues in Ukraine and one of the most vocal

The summit offered a prime opportunity for Albania to supporters of accountability for war crimes committed

showcase regional leadership Rama emphasized Albanias HYVMRK XLI GSR%»MGX

unwavering support for Ukraine and highlighted the broader

implications of the war in Ukraine and the risk of Russia- Equally important, Albania’s election as a nonpermanent

induced destabilization spreading to other parts of Europe member of the U.N. Security Council for the 2022-2023 term
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allowed it to elevate in a global setting some sensitive issues % PFERME..W QIQFIVWLMT MR 2%83 LEW WMK

that affected the region. For instance, through its focus on its role in the Western Balkans security architecture and has
women, peace, and security, Tirana was able to prioritize provided the necessary stability to pursue a relaxed foreign
LMKL PIZIP HMWGYWWMSRW SR GSRY2Mgjey céntereddintéfianoRar caopkratiorRafl dialogue
This opportunity shed light about some of the atrocities Through military modernization, active participation in NATO

committed during the Balkan wars in the 1990s, especially in
Bosnia and Kosovo, and the associated long-term trauma

missions, regional cooperation, and strengthened diplomatic
ties, Albania contributes to regional stability and security

Conclusion

As mentioned above, Albania’s military role in NATO has

OMOI SXLIV . GSYRXVMIW MR XLI VIKMS RaytaAifsRiMererdre, SeVrothlift Eaphishites X

domestic challenges. Its institutions are fragile, and respect
for the rule of law remains problematic. Despite efforts

to diversify its economy and promote itself as a new
tourism hub, its economy remains underdeveloped, with
one of the lowest GDPs per capita in EuropeCorruption

is still endemic, and the extensive judicial reform that

the Albanian armed forces could be prioritized toward
specialization in areas such as disaster response,
humanitarian support, and other crisis management
operations. Considering the challenges faced by Albania,
Greece, Montenegro, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and

began in 2016, with US. and EU support, has yet to show other countries in the region, these capabilities would be
its full impact. FIRIYWGMEP XS EPP

Additionally, the country faces an important demographic

challenge, with more and more people, especially those in
younger generations, moving to Western Europe and the

Russia’s war in Ukraine has heightened security risks for
the broader region Albania’s attitude toward potential

United States for better employment, health care, education, Russian spoilers in the region, such as Serbia’s current
ERH YRERGMEP STTSVXYRMXMIW ,S[Igqlicalleagershig, remainsampigupyreyeytheless, this

are common across the region, Albania operates in a ambiguity offers the opportunity to continue serving as a
generally good security environment and has been able to bridge on multiple issues concerning the region, whether at
adopt a constructive and proactive foreign policy. the security level or on political and economic matters

Akri Cipa is a foreign policy expert and consultant in Balkan affairs, with a focus on security issues,

transatlantic relations, regional cooperation, and EU enlargementHe holds a master’s degree in
2IKSXMEXMSR ERH 'SR .2MGX 6IWSPYXMSR JVSQ 'SPYQFME 9RMZIVWMX
Science and International Relations from the American University in BulgariaSocial media:https:/x .
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Why the Issue of Minority Rights in Albania
Could Become a Roadblock to EU Accession
Rudina Hajdari

Ibania’s approach to European Union conditionality These developments raise critical questions about the true
on minority rights often mirrors that of a student WXEXI SJ QMRSVMX] VMKLXW MR %PFERME E
barely making passing grades While the country frameworks. As Albania’s general population continues to

appeatrs to align with EU requirements on the shrink, its lack of robust mechanisms to address minority
surface, deeper scrutiny reveals persistent violations The grievances risks further undermining its social cohesion and
2023 national census resurfaced these issues, charting a its ability to meet EU accession criteria In recent years, EU

WMKRM¥%GERX TSTYPEXMSR HIGPMRI BEUMQRYMPHEMMN R EF | IREVEENMRKP] LMKL
of the general population to Western countries This broader i, ajbania's protection of national minorities, particularly
demographic shift has indirectly exacerbated tensions LEKKMRK GSRGIVRW VIPEXIH XS MXW +VIIO

with minority groups, which accuse the government of h d bilateral tensi ith neiahbori tri
underrepresentation and inequitable treatment Despite ave caused biiateral tensions with neighboring countries

Albania’s formal legislative alignment with EU standards, the Such as Greece and North Macedonia and have jeopardized
country’s trajectory in protecting national minorities reveals ~ Albania’s EU accession pathAs an EU member state,
WMKRMY“GERX HI“4GMIRGMIW MR MQTPG@Eere xR vet@AbaNE's MoglessVf soncesns Rbswr the
and fair treatment. rights of its Greek minority are not adequately addressed
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Two pressing questions arise from this trend: How will Finally, as part of its efforts to become fully integrated into
Albania protect minority rights as it normalizes its relations Europe, Albania signed its Stabilization and Association
with neighboring countries and upholds its obligations to Agreement with the European Union in 2006, elevating
meet EU standards? Will Albania take this matter seriously  its commitment to protect minority rights . Under this

and not drag further than it has already done from the agreement, the Albanian government acknowledged that

absence of secondary legislation, which has rendered the the treatment of minorities would be essential not only for
2017 minority protection law effectively inoperative, coupled establishing good neighborly relations but also as a critical
[MXL GIRWYW VIPEXIH HMWTY XIW XL E Xohdiidn faVi{s EV &tess®rsprocassGxalingvt R key pillar
the region? In terms of the 2023 census, Greece and North  of the country’s EU path®

Macedonia underscore the limited political will to implement

a robust minority protection program. These shortcomings ~ The Issue of Dual Minority Categorization

could deepen Albania’s diplomatic rifts with neighboring in Albania
EU member states, harm its international credibility, and
jeopardize its prospects for EU membership Historically, Albania has recognized as national minorities
. XLSWI KVSYTW XLEX WLEVI GSQQSR GLEVEG
Albania’s Legal Guarantees EW PERKYEKI GYPXYVI XVEHMXMSRW ERH
to Protect Minority Rights [MXL E "QSXLIVPERH% SYXWMHI %PFERME 8
primarily applied to Greeks and Macedonians|In contrast,
Albania’s approach to minority rights has been shaped other groups, such as the Roma and Aromanians, were
by its historical and political legacies, including from the acknowledged only as linguistic minorities, lacking the
communist era. Despite being a small country of 24 million full recognition and rights given to national minorities. In
people (roughly the population of Kansas) that is often addition, the preferential status granted to Greeks and
considered relatively homogeneous, issues concerning Macedonians as national minorities was largely due to

its national minorities have frequently been overlooked by their geographic concentration and their ability to advocate

successive governments. The international community has effectively for their rights. In contrast, ethnolinguistic
LMWXSVMGEPP] TPE]JIH E WMKRM Y G E RHindiBd3 ] wWiich WeXelofikR idoreh iomadic MaekeXi$hel Y P Y4 P P

its obligations to protect national minorities. Its commitment VIWSYVGIW ERH EGGIWW RIIHIH XS MR%“YIRC
to protect minorities began with its admission to the League leaving them with far less protection.

of Nations on Dec. 17, 1920, after World War } o N
The “minority zones” refer to compact communities

After World War II, Albania’s communist regime continued its where minorities live together to preserve their traditions
pledge to respect the rights of national minorities within its and cultures. For example, the Greek minority, which is
territory but implemented a policy of favoritism, particularly ~ concentrated in Southern Albania near its border with

toward its Greek and Macedonian minorities During this Greece, predominantly resides in the districts of Saranda,

time, the Albanian state used two categories to give different Delvina, and Gjirokastraln contrast, the Roma and

statuses to distinct minority groups: National minorities Vlach minorities are dispersed across rural areas such

were Greeks and Macedonians; and ethnolinguistic as the Muzeqe region of Fier, Frashér in Pérmet, and

minorities were Roma Vlachs (Aromanians)? With the fall Mokrra in Pogradec® Despite the absence of schools

of communism and transitional changes, the government offering instruction in their respective languages, these

of Albania inherited the issue in its 1998 Constitution? GSQQYRMXMIW « TEVXMGYPEVP] XLI :PEGLW

which provided a foundation for protecting national preserve their cultures and traditions However, the Roma

minorities but failed to address the rights and protections of  minority and Egyptian minority are considered the most

ethnolinguistic minorities. HMWGVMQMREXIH EKEMRWX MR %YPFERME 8
scattered across Central and Southern Albania, with many

However, with the democratic transition, Albania GSRGIRXVEXIH SR XLI SYXWOMVXW SJ S8MVE|

became increasingly integrated into various international challenges, including minimal access to education,

organizations, which brought a new dimension to its inadequate government support for housing, and limited

XVIEXQIRX SJ REXMSREP QMRSVMXMIVYccdss ¥ WodVHebhH &art! ¥hd\binér! &askhtibl ¥eRices

its membership in organizations such as the Organization

for Security and Cooperation in Europe and the Council In other words, national minorities, such as Greeks and
SJ )YVSTI 8LI %PFERMER KSZIVRQ IR X Sarit\Wacttaniadsyavéte ¥rpsted limited educational
European documents: the European Convention on Human rights in their native languages even during the communist
Rights in 1996 and the Framework Convention for the era, but only within designated minority zones, where they
Protection of National Minorities (FCNM), in 2001* formed the majority. This selective recognition of rights
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perpetuated systemic discrimination, which carried overinto  The Janus Effect of the 2017 Law on
the postcommunist era, leaving a legacy that continues to the Protection of National Minorities
hinder Albania’s ability to effectively address minority rights

The 2017 Law on the Protection of National Minorities
LMW YRIUYEP GPEWWM¥%GEXMSR SJ QMRS MMRM W EL B WRH\GE ROCVIMPEM GY R Mw P E
from the international community from the outset. For status and rights of national minorities in the Republic of
MRWXERGI MR MXW #“VWX STMRMSR SAaXie®t *$21SMRMXW XIHSTXMSR %PFERME PEG
Advisory Committee of the Council of Europe emphasized legal framework for minority protection, resulting in legal
in Article 20 that the Albanian government should treat both ~ inconsistencies and gaps in addressing minority rights This
national and linguistic minorities equally® The committee PE[ QEVOIH E WMKRM¥“GERX WLMJX F] TVSZI
and protection for all minority groups, eliminating previous
GPEWWM¥%“GEXMSRW XLEX GVIEXIH HMWTEV N
recognized minority groups.

noted that many members of linguistic minorities feel their
heritage and culture extend far beyond mere linguistic
distinctions. All members of minorities, regardless of

where they live in Albania, should have the right to use The legislation aimed to align the Albanian Constitution with
their minority language and be informed in that language INMWXMRK FYX WGEXXIVIH PIKMWPEXMZI RS\
This right should be guaranteed equally to both national and coherent framework for the protection of minority rights.
minorities and linguistic minorities, whose mother tongues 9RHIV XLI PE[ RMRI REXMSREP QMRSVM)

recognized: Greeks, Macedonians, Aromanians, Roma,

have been passed down from generation to generation and ] ; s ;
Egyptians, Serbs, Montenegrins, Bosnians, and Bulgariarié

should be preserved

R EqVoi dA . th Article 4 of the law establishes an open-list system, allowing
oma, Egyptians, and Aromanians were among the groups ¢, e possibility of adding other minority groups that

in Albania that were most discriminated against They are “formally recognized” However, the term “formally

JEGI WMKRMY%:GERX FEVVMIVW XS EG G KmblibY @k 5ol SsReckisy Yo Ribn as

and health care Additionally, many children from these minorities must submit a formal request, which must then
QMRSVMXMIW LEZI FIIR WYFNIGXIH XSbé appraved KMie3adhorielKDespite this limitation, the
and have dropped out of school® In its Communication provision leaves room for future amendments that would
on EU Enlargement Policy, the European Commission’s include additional minority groups if necessary.

2085 (CEUITRY [REEaft @ (IR ST TESEE s NEE A key aspect of the law is the introduction of the principle

for equal rights for all minorities. The report called for SJ WIPJ MHIRXMY%“GEXMSR %VXMGPI [LMG

comprehensive policies to address disparities, noting that declare their identity as part of a national minority, giving

6SQE ERH )K]TXMERW JEGIH WMKRM Y GleR ke ftédd¥it td NeQdd Rirethédd h& WsR to be treated

education, employment, housing, health care, and civil as such.!® This approach ensures that identity is not limited

registration.'® The lack of constitutional recognition for to civil registration records, offering a more inclusive

ethnolinguistic minorities further marginalized their rights ERH HIQSGVEXMG TVSGIWW %TTPMIH JSV XI

and cultural identities. XLI GIRWYW XLMW TVSZMWMSR VITVIWIR
WXIT JSV[EVH -R XLI GIRWYW WIPJ MHITF

%W E VIWYPX SRI SJ XLI Ol] EVIEW M HiaRiRitad/and apgwrre fo pvegt®my gorut identity were

Commission was the need to adopt a comprehensive law required to align with civil registration records!” However,

even this method proved to be problematic in terms of

on the protection of national minorities. This was seen
EGGYVEXIP] VI2ZIGXMRK QMRSVMX] RYQFIVW

as a crucial step to address disparities among minority
groups and strengthen Albania’s framework for minority Another important component of this law is Article 15, which
protection.** The lack of comprehensive legislation on this ~ addresses the use of minority languages in communication
issue was also in the First Opinion (2001), Second Opinion  with public authorities.!® It allows national minorities to
(2008), and Third Opinion (2012) of the Advisory Committee use their mother tongue, but only in local government units

on the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Where they make up at least 20% of the populatiort® This
Minorities.'? After more than a decade, the Albanian XLVIWLSPH GVIEXIW WMKRMY%“GERX GLEPPIR

KSZIVRQIRX “REPP] EGORS[PIHKIH xﬂ“ﬂ‘ﬂ\%gr ‘éﬁs\fv%r \ACRERSINE fhginvighiz, when their
S L L numbers fall below this percentage.
legal framework and to prioritize minority rights to maintain

good relations with Western allies and advance its EU The 20% rule also puts at risk two key minority rights: the
accession process. right to education and the right to use minority languages,
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which are restricted to certain areas This is particularly
problematic because the calculation is based on the
population of each of Albania’s 61 municipalities Recent
territorial reforms have divided some minority populations
across multiple municipalities, making it even harder for
them to meet the required percentage As a result, many
members of national minorities living in these larger and
mixed municipalities cannot access their language or
educational rights.®

The 2012 administration reform in Albania created larger
municipalities where it is nearly impossible for minority
populations to meet the 20% threshold While the 2017 law
aimed to address some of these issues, it only partially
solved the problem. On one hand, it recognizes the right of
all minorities to use their languages; on the other hand, it

VIWXVMGXW XLMW VMKLX XS WTIGM Y GeboWddry\egidlxtidnt IVQ SV I

relies on existing legislation or administrative decisions for
its implementation, leaving much of the responsibility to
local authorities.

As a result, language rights are currently recognized only in

three municipalities where the 20% threshold is met: Dropull

and Finig, home to the Greek minority; and Pustec, home
to the Macedonian minority.2* Minorities living outside their

traditional areas, such as in urban centers or the capital city,

are left without access to language rights. Under the current
system, the Albanian government struggles to ensure

that minority rights are upheld in areas where minorities
are more dispersed

%PFERME..W ETTVSEGL XS QMRSVMX]

reluctance to expand protections, driven by concerns about

maintaining national cohesion. Debates over language policy

have often been controversial and lack a consensus, which,
combined with limited political will, has led to mistrust
among minority groups.2? Without meaningful reforms,
these challenges are likely to persist, further limiting the
rights of minorities in Albania.

While Albanian legislation recognizes the right of all national

minorities to learn their mother tongue through schools and
classes that teach minority languages, history, and culture,
the reality on the ground remains challenging Albanian
authorities are still unable to provide minority language

IWTSWMRK E WMKRM¥“GERX KET FIX[IIR TSPM
and actual outcomes. Without meaningful progress in this

area, Albania risks further delaying its efforts to meet its

obligations to protect and promote minority rights.

Finally, Albania must adopt the secondary legislation

necessary to implement the comprehensive law on

protecting minorities. This includes establishing effective

mechanisms and revising existing laws to ensure that

the principles and rights outlined in the framework

law are put into practice.?* The delay in adopting this

WIGSRHEV] PIKMWPEXMSR VI%IGXW XLI WPS
is making toward building a comprehensive system for

QMRSVMX] TVSXIGXMSR 8LMW LEW FIIR E W
for the European Commission, which has called on

Albania to “swiftly adopt the full package of related
XLI PE[

The 2023 Census’ Role in
Protecting National Minorities

The 2023 Albanian census, launched on Septl8,

QEVOIH XLI %4VWX XMQI %YPFERME EHSTXIH X
WIPJ MHIRXMY“WGEXMSR EW QERHEXIH F] XLI
Protection of National Minorities. This allowed individuals

XS JVIIP] GLSSWI XLIMV MHIRXMX] VIKEVHP]I
VIGSVHW 8LMW QEVOIH E WMKRM¥“GERX HIT
censuses, including the controversial 2011 census, which

MQTSWIH “%RIW SJ - SR QMRSVMXMIW
"MRGSVVIGX% VIWTSRWIW XLEX GSR¥xMGXIH

PR YIERhernwards \the/Adgisory Gemmittee of the
FCNM urged the Albanian government to end this practice

During 2023, both the European Commission and the
Advisory Committee of the FCNM, in their Fifth Opinion,
called on Albanian authorities to take concrete and
sustained measures to build trust in the census process
These efforts include raising awareness about the
importance of the census, ensuring the right to free
WIPJ MHIRXMY“ZGEXMSR MRGPYHMRK QYPXM?
educating the public on the provisions of the new census
law.?” The Advisory Committee also emphasized the need
to recruit and train census interviewers from national
minorities and ensure that all interviewers are adequately

IHYGEXMSR XS EPP RMRI S%GMEPP] V t@iged R Mssigtilli@MtR s Murthermore, it

particularly those with smaller populations.

Albania falls behind other Western Balkan countries in
protecting linguistic rights. It is the only country in the
region that is a member of the Council of Europe, but it has

recommended involving national minorities in evaluating the
census process to foster transparency and credibility?®

The European Commission, while expressing
disappointment with Albania’s slow implementation of the

RSX WMKRIH SV VEXMYIH XLI )YVSTIEROLZ EavohWid@itiespdlsov@phasized the importance of
ERH 1IMRSVMX] OERKYEKIW « E OI] W XI|dond&tiqol the BeRtEmp¥r\2&28 LErRuUs “in a smooth and

standards.?® This reluctance is closely tied to the challenges

in implementing minority language rights in practice,

transparent manner, aligned with international standards™®
8S WYTTSVX XLMW TVSGIWW XLI )9 TVSZMH |
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funding to the Institute of Statistics.*® However, despite
numerous warnings and clear efforts by the international
community, the 2023 census was not without controversy,
underscoring ongoing challenges in accurately representing
and protecting national minorities. These issues have
exacerbated regional tensions to spiral and could hinder
Albania’s path to EU integration

First, members of Albania’s Macedonian minority claim that
their numbers have nearly halved, alleging that members
of their community were pressured by Bulgaria to identify
as Bulgarian, reportedly incentivized by promises of EU
passports, particularly in eastern regions bordering Kosovo
and North Macedonia.** The ongoing issue between North
Macedonia and Bulgaria stems from long-standing disputes
over identity, language, and historyThese disagreements
have delayed North Macedonia’s EU integration and could
also create obstacles for Albania if it does not address
Bulgaria’s demands

Since Bulgaria is an EU member state with the power

minister claimed that “the initial results demonstrate
serious issues related to the registration process, which
cast doubt on the results themselves. Members of the
Greek ethnic minority have already exposed these issues
There are concerns regarding the manner in which this
registration was conducted.”*

Tensions surrounding the Greek minority escalated even
more after the Albanian government’s actions against Fredi
Bejleri, the ethnic Greek mayor-elect of Himara, a small
town in the south of Albania, who was jailed on vote-buying
charges. These events strained relations with Greece and
increased scrutiny of Albania’s treatment of minorities.
Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis emphasized that
Albania’s handling of its Greek minority is directly tied to its
EU accession prospects® -R SXLIV [SVHW +VIIO S%GN\
reminded Albania that its EU path depends on Greece’s
approval, warning that concerns over the treatment of the
Greek minority in Albania could become a serious obstacle

XS FPSGO %PFERME..W )9 EGGIWWMSRLWY W FMRY: VARER RIEG FYRRXW JSV 6SQE ERH

WMKRMY“GERX %PPIKIHP]
Borissov pressured Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama to
include Bulgarians as a recognized minority in the 2017 Law
on Minorities. As a result, the Bulgarian minority was added
to the list of recognized groups at the last minute after
negotiations between the two leaders®? Amid the ongoing

XLIR &YPKEGMERYRMPOM MM BAKIEWIHI1WHKRMZLGERXP]

[LMGL MRHMZMHYEPW MHIRXMYIH EW 6S
Egyptian. In contrast, the 2011 census recorded much lower
RYQFIVW SRP] XLI 6SQE [IVI S%4GMEPP] VIGS
linguistic minority.*® Given that these minorities face severe
WSGMS IGSRSQMG GLEPPIRKIW « MRGPYHMR

GSR¥%YMGX FIX[IIR &YPKEVME ERH 2SVXIHYBG MMM B S¥WAVERMERH LIEPXL GEVI « X
LEW "HIGSYTPIH% JVSQ 2SV XL 1EGIHS&Nd&asakurXiny/@inYikvallbicaXirfs more budgetary funds

indicate that Albania has continued to progress on its EU
path independently of its neighbor.

Indeed, the 2023 census recorded over 7,000 individuals
identifying as Bulgarian, a group virtually nonexistent
and unrecognized in the 2011 census Meanwhile, the

1EGIHSRMER QMRSVMX] NTIVMIRGIH E,WMKBM¥erdR KatbhDhr

dropping from 5,300 in the 2011 census to just 2,300 in
2023. Macedonian representatives claim that promises of
EU passports swayed individuals from their community,
effectively creating a new Bulgarian minority in regions
traditionally inhabited by Macedonians, such as Prespa,
Golloborda, and Gora*

Second, the Greek minority, like the Macedonian minority

to education, housing, and social welfare than in 2017

Conclusion

Albania’s treatment of national minorities has a complex
history, rooted in the communist regime’s efforts to portray
Mgd_‘)tlluat era, only Greeks
ERH 1IEGIHSRMERW [IVI S%¥GMEPP] VIGSKRM"
minorities, while other groups, such as the Roma and
Vlachs, were largely ignored and were considered only as
linguistic minorities. This approach demonstrated a clear
lack of commitment to protecting and respecting the rights
of minority groups.

« X[S SJ %YPFERME..W QEMR LMW XSV MOFHRI2 KJ0s&ipnedio §gmeceagindig ed/y.13psarel
GPEMQIH WMKRM¥%GERX YRHIVVITVIwW IR IORSRegaeddntq internaignghgrgapjzations like

asserting that their actual numbers are much higher than
reported. According to the census, the Greek minority
accounts for only 1% of Albania’s population, totaling 23,485
individuals (these are 2023 data from Instat) The Greek
government, including the Foreign Ministry, reacted strongly
to these results, accusing the Albanian government of
deliberately underreporting the Greek minority to diminish

the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe and

the Council of Europe, it became obligated to uphold and

respect the rights of minorities within its borders. Although

it took decades for Albania to recognize all minority groups

under the 2017 Law on the Protection of National Minorities,

this milestone strengthened its legal framework and

VIZIGXIH E KVIEXIV GSQQMXQIRX XS MX TE\

MXW MR¥%YIRGI EX FSXL PSGEP ERH R E0UM soEght PU memdérsilip | JSVIMKR
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,S[1ZIV 1ZIR WMRGI W MKRM¥% G E R XbyanhembBdrd & keV@rdek anid Macedonian minorities, who
remained. One major issue is the 20% threshold for minority claimed underrepresentation.

language use in schools, which prevents smaller groups ) o )

« WYGL EW XLI 6SQE )K]JTXMERW ER H Tossedispuies/nave net onlyyeigaited tensions between

accessing education in their native languages or using their Albania and its neighbors but have also jeopardized its
languages in public institutions. path to EU integration While Albania has made progress in

addressing minority rights, the controversies surrounding
The 2023 census served as a true litmus test for Albania’s the 2023 census highlight the need for further efforts

implementation of the 2017 law, particularly its provision to ensure transparency and fairness How Albania’s
SR WIPJ MHIRXM¥“ZGEXMSR 8LMW TV S Ztidawdr & natlRaSmnoritieR wWilvhzakeHy iEpadt
to self-identify their ethnic origin freely, regardless of on its EU aspirations and its relations with neighboring

FMVXL GIVXMYGEXIW SV GMZMP VIKM Woxinirles/re@&Ens kb\e séekvandalll reqine/edreful
advancements, the census was widely contested, especially attention in the future.
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Albanian women demonstrate in Tirana during International Women’s Day in March 2019.

Women's Rights in Albania: A Growing
Phenomenon and the Last Taboos
Alice Taylor

Ibania is a patriarchal country that continues to them. But in reality, implementation is lacking Women and

face numerous challenges regarding women’s girls are often not aware of their rights, and when they try
rights. Albanian society faces several issues today: © seek justice, they fail for several reasonsThese include

one of the highest rates of domestic violence in corruption,® a long backlog of cases, societal taboos and
Europe! forced and arranged marriages? restrictions on stigmas against victims, economic complexities, and a lack
women from working or leaving the house alone? heavily of resources at every level

enforced gender stereotypes, and violence perpetrated ] ]
against women and girls online, in the media, and in public ~ Furthermore, women continue to be paid less than men,

Since 2011, at least 159 Albanian women have been while working longer hours and undertaking more unpaid
murdered by a former intimate partner or family member? care work and domestic labor® While the country excels in
women'’s participation in local and national government? this
Albania’s legal framework provides women and girls with HSIW RSX VI%LIGX [SQIR..W IQTS[IVQIRX MR }

equal rights to men: the rights to own and inherit, to be
protected, to earn a fair salary, to access reproductive health This essay focuses on matters that are not well known or
care, and to use legal recourse to right the wrongs against reported or that represent long-standing societal taboos
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During my research for this essay, | encountered many
people who believed that some of these issues, such as
gender-selective abortion and “virginity surgery,” no longer
existed, but the truth is, that they do

Virginity Surgery/Hymenoplasty

Hymenoplasty, or hymen reconstruction, is a surgical
procedure performed on women to reconstruct the hymen.
In the context of this essay, the reason for performing
hymenoplasty on women in Albania is through a wish to
“restore” their virginity before marriage

The presence of the hymen, a thin membrane partially
covering the vaginal opening in some women, has long
been considered “evidence” of virginity For centuries and in
many different cultures, before marriage, a woman would
be inspected by doctors, and after her wedding night, the
bed sheets would be checked for blood representing the

FVIEOMRK SJ XLI L]QIR 8LMW XLMROMhﬁ&JMrWaKﬁ

woman can be a virgin and not have an intact hymenThis
occurs naturally in some women, but it can also be broken
from sports and using tampons or menstrual cups.

In Albania, “repairing” the hymen before marriage is typically
carried out on women 18-30 years old in private clinics and
public hospitals. While it is not allowed in public hospitals, it
is performed for a fee, according to multiple sources from
the health care sector. The procedure can cost between 200
and 2,000 euros, depending on the doctor, clinic, and extent
of the procedure.

While the practice died out somewhat during the 1990s,
RYQFIVW EVI VMWMRK EKEMR
due to the procedure’s clandestine nature, but several

sources from those working in women’s health estimate that

LERK SYX LIV FPSSH WXEMRIH WLIIXW EJXIV
night, to prove her virginity to her husband, relatives and

neighbors. It is exactly the same phenomenon Some

women even come to the clinic accompanied by their

partners, who want to verify their young wives’ virginity when

XLIT HS RSX FPIIH HYVMRK XLIMV %VWX WI\Y
in 38% of cases™

Even today in Albania, losing your virginity to anyone except

your husband is considered taboo, a mentality traced back

to the Kanun, a set of feudal rules prominent in the north of

the country but with reach throughout the rest of Albania

Under the Kanun?® if a bride was found not to be a virgin,

WLI GSYPH FI VIXYVRIH XS LIV JEQMP] ERH (
house for the rest of her life or be remarried to a husband

of a lower status.

For reasons of preserving a woman'’s “purity,” it was
expected that girls would be taken out of school when they
UI?!J rﬁ){ E‘eEaNoWeld gut after dark, or at
all, unaccompanied In some regions, women are still an
uncommon sight in coffee shops, and friendship groups

do not mix sexes. Everything in a woman'’s life hinges on
honor, and the “shameful” actions of a woman, including
fraternizing with the opposite sex, staying out late, and loss
of virginity, would bring shame upon the entire family:°
even leading to the rejection of the woman from the family
unit. So severe is this mindset that even women who have
FITR WI\YEPP] EFYWIH S\WhwIbsing\Wei#aG O I H
virginity against their will, are rejected by their families
when returning home.

)\E G X ¥HAensymgwio\are sat i getnaurrigds while previously

they would try to hide their lack of a hymen by calculating
their menstrual days or even trying to “fake” a hymen,

FIX[IIR XLVII ERH “%ZI EVI GEVVMIH SY howtheygedortersergeryl V \wanted to be a virgin when

A Google search for private clinics brings up several
practices that all appear to offer the service Some that offer
“labiaplasty” and similar interventions are also known to
work on hymen reconstruction.

One former nurse at University Hospital Center Mother
Teresa, the country’s main hospital, said the procedure was
regularly carried out on the premises for a fee They said

it was usually women in their mid-20s who were due to

get married to Albanian men, usually older and living in the
diaspora, who wanted to marry a “virgin” Some were virgins
but did not have an intact hymen, while others were not
virgins but wanted to conceal the “shame” from their family
and future spouse.

One doctor told Osserbatorio Balcani e Caucaso Trans
Europa, “Until the [19]50s, in this country, a woman had to

| was married, but at university, | had a boyfriendHe left
Albania, and we did not get married Now | will marry,

and it is expected | am ‘untouched If my parents knew, |
would bring a big shame on their family For this reason, |
will do the procedure,” said one young woman from Diber
living in Tirana

“I was a virgin when | got married at 22, but the doctor told

Ql - HMH RSX PSSO PMOI E ZMVKMR ERH LI
B.V., from Lezhé “| paid 400 euros, all the savings | had, but

my husband was sure of my honor’

Gender-Selective Abortion

In Albania, gender-selective abortion remains a widespread
practice, with data from the UNFPA estimating that over
the last 10 years, some 21,000 Albanian girls were aborted
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just because they were female!? Other data from the United
Nations found that around 25% of Albanian families who
already have one female child in the family would choose
to abort the second child if it was female.*® In addition, it is
relatively common that women are pressured into producing

which provide the parents with information on the sex of
the fetus, are typically carried out at about 12 weeks, which

PIEZIW E ZIV] WQEPP [MRHS[ SJ XMQI FIXJ[IIR

sex and carrying out the abortion It also means it is likely
that not only is the law being broken by allowing abortions

E QEPI GLMPH %VWX SV IZIR XLVIEXIRidakd/p¥ate bedbn\biGexMul aka tHat they are being
GERRSX TVSHYGI E QEPI LIMV EW XLI| takigdXut@itavitReHl 2Snéek cut-BfPpdint

This preference for males is found in many patriarchal
societies worldwide and in the Balkans In Albania, it is also
partly rooted in the Kanun Men have the leading role in
Albanian society and the family unit Because family blood

VIPEXMSRW EVI HI“%ZRIH WSPIP] F] XLI QEBI\/\I%I(I)?'

of sons was required to continue the survival of the family
name and identity. The inheritance of the family line is still
important for Albanians, and it is often said among older
individuals that without a son, the family line and all its
historical efforts and achievements are gone

In some areas, if no son is produced, the family property
will be passed to the next male nephew rather than a
woman, even if she is a more direct descendantThey
are also assigned the role of “protector” and “provider”
of the family, whereas a girl is someone to be married
off to another family to take care of the home and
produce more male heirs.

Upon telling someone they are pregnant with a girl, women
are often told, ‘edhe nje curi (“and one boy”), wishing them
“better luck” next time they conceive

So strong is this desire for male children that female children
would sometimes be given forenames, which would either
express the parents’ displeasure at their sex or act as a sort
of “wish” for any future children.

For example, there are the forenames Fundime/Mbarime
(ending), Mjaftime (stop/no more), Hume (lost), Sose
(ending), Gabime (bad), Bete (false promise), and Pseerdhe
(why did you come). Many of these names have now

been banned under Albanian law# but women today still
bear these names

The result of these cultural complexities is that Albania has
ranked fourth globally regarding the disparity between the
number of girls and boys born In 2020, the UN. found that
111 boys were born for every 100 girls'® However, in the last
few years, the situation has shown signs of improving, falling
from 105 to 100 in 2024. The ratio considered normal by the
World Health Organization is 103-105'* While the situation

is displaying a downward trend, many Albanian women,
either through choice or under pressure from their husbands
and family, are still choosing to abort female fetuses

Under Albanian lawt” abortion is legal until 12 weeks, and
aborting a fetus due to its sex is illegal Ultrasound scans,

“ ] work in the public hospital and several
private clinics. | have around 2-3 abortions
Hg W)t §(Sk WPX/{ gy are having the
but sometimes they eII me it is
because ‘we want a boy.’ | do not stop them, |
do not judge. | am a doctor. ”

— An OB-GYN in Tirana

However, a blood test, which can provide information on

the sex of the fetus before 12 weeks, has become popular,
as it not only allows the termination to take place earlier

but also makes it harder to prove the termination has been
requested based on sex Known as an NIPT, the test screens
for conditions such as Down Syndrome but can also tell
parents the sex of the fetus at about 10 weeks While the test
is expensive, costing around 500 euros (50,000 lek) in private
clinics in Tirana, it means some women take the test in a
private clinic, get the results, and then go to the state hospital
for the termination. Thus, the medical practitioner in the state
hospital would not necessarily be aware that the parents
knew the sex of the fetus when requesting a termination

¢ | paid around 45,000 new lek for the test
when | was nine weeks pregnant. When |
discovered | was having a girl, my mother-
in-law hinted it was ‘not too late’ to do
something about it. | declined, and we never
spoke of it again. ”

— SS. in Tirana

“ 1 had an abortion in 2021 when we found out
it was a girl. | have two girls already, and
my husband and his father want a boy. We
got the abortion at the same private doctor
who did the test. | have not yet got pregnant
again, although there is nothing wrong with
me. 1

— \B,, from Durres
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While some gynecologists will terminate pregnancies due
to the sex of the child, one working at a public hospital in
Tirana told me that when they suspect a situation where the
mother is being pressured to produce a son, they will not
reveal the sex of the baby

“  There have been times | have said it is
impossible to determine, and one time | even
said it was a boy when it was not. | can see
sometimes the woman is anxious, and | have
seen husbands be angry at the news and
leave their wives in the hospital. Sometimes it
Is best not to say. ”

— Gynecologist

They also said abortions are being done over the 12-week
legal deadline in private clinics throughout Tirana

Recent data has shown that the girl/boy ratio is stabilizing
This is also due to a general decline in the number of
children born in the country. According to INSTAT: in
2023, 27,281 babies were born, the lowest number since
records began in 1934

According to the same INSTAT data, the current birth rate
in Albania is 121 children per woman, a decline from 171
in 2012. This decline is due to factors such as emigration,

there were over 5,000 instances of domestic violence
reported to the police, 74% of which were committed by
men. In the same year, 12 women were murdered by their
family members or former intimate partners. However, the

RYQFIV SJ TSPMGI VITSVXW YPIH SV XLI TIV

answers in a survey is not an accurate way to assess the
situation because many women never report the violence

One of the biggest issues facing female victims of domestic
violence in Albania is the lack of access to support services,

TEVXMGYPEVP] “RERGMEP EWWMWXERGI ER

to data collected from 47 of Albania’s 67 municipalities,
provided to the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network
through freedom of information requests,? just 12 have
shelters that can provide immediate housing for women
and their children.

Survivors of domestic violence are also entitled to rent
subsidies to help them get established once they leave a
violent situation, but the system falls short of providing

what is needed. In Tirana, over the last three years, some
3,388 cases of domestic violence were reported, but just 25
received subsidies?? While women may not need subsidies
in some cases, as they may have other options, this number
still seems low.

In simple terms, many women do not leave the marital

IGSRSQMG HM%LGYPXMIW ERH XLI |QE RoBW® IrERey RN 8fter Vi@ ReldaBIR they cannot

women, who choose to continue their education and careers
instead of marrying and becoming mothers at a young age

Domestic Violence and Access to Support

Exact numbers on how many Albanian women and girls

afford to live alone. The minimum wage in Albania is 40,000
lek, and the average price of a one-bedroom apartment in
Tirana is now around 50,000 lek in the city center, falling to
35,000-40,000 in the suburbs

NTIVMIRGI HSQIWXMG ZMSPIRGI EVI LEYH Mmake4s A00deka ey ang have two

data from various sources, when pieced together, create an
alarming picture.

A UNDP report from 2019 found that 529% of Albanian
women had experienced at least one form of violence
(stalking, sexual harassment, non-partner violence, dating
violence, intimate partner violence) in their lifetime'® Of
these, 36.6% of women had experienced violence at least
SRGI MR XLI
33.37% experienced intimate partner violence in the same
time frame, and 61.8% experienced dating violence

children. This is not enough to pay for the
things they need for school, clothes, food, and
our lights. | asked for help paying rent, but

it was not enough — they said | couldn't have
more. | had to go back. "

— AD,, in Tirana

QSRXLW FIJSVI XEOMRKAXtE+WYVZH} - WSOt+——"—"—""""—

Furthermore, due to social stigmas, domestic violence

ZMGXMQW WXVYKKPI XS KIX IQTPS]IH SV %R

1SVI VIGIRX %“KYVIW JVSQ XLI ,MKL 7X&zommodaianegase thexawvrel or employer does not

were reported by Euronews Albania show that in 2023?

want to be seen as getting involved
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“  When my job found out what happened, |
was asked to leave. They did not want to
risk conflict with my husband, and they were
worried if it was in the media, the customers
would look badly at me. | have no choice but
to return to him now because the government
gives nothing. "

— LL., in Tirana

XLI MRGMHIRXW SJ SRPMRI ERH S¢MRI ZMSP
has the highest rate of domestic and intimate partner
violence in the region

Female activists are more likely to experience harassment
According to a report by the Institute of Democracy and
Mediation, 83% of women activists have experienced smear
campaigns; threats of assault, rape, or murder; and other
forms of harassment.

For the year 2023, iSigurt, a platform set up to allow users
to report instances of digital violence, found that cybercrime

"R GEWIW [LIVI XLI [SQER HSIW PIEZI ¥hhk wéld ub Tedooftom $022, with 244 reports Of those,

a police report, these can often be withdrawn when she
realizes she is unable to support herself or her children on
her own. This phenomenon sees them issue statements of
“normalization of relations” with the abuser and resuming
the cohabitation.

“ | went to the notary and signed a paper that
| forgive him, and it was a misunderstanding,
and our link will continue in a good way.

This is easier than being alone, and he told
me he would change. ”

— EM., in Tirana

62% of the reports were from women and girls between 11
and 30 years old The majority of the incidents happened

on TikTok and Instagram, with bullying constituting 37%,
hate speech 21%, blackmail 15%, and threats of violence or
sexual violence 15%

Data from the Interior Ministry showed that in 2023,
G]FIVGVMQI GEWIW [IVI MHIRXM%IH E
increase from 2022.

As cases of online harassment, bullying, revenge porn,
and blackmail increased, in early 2024, the situation took a
macabre turn as Albania counted two suicides potentially
linked to the platform.

4SPMGI S%GIVW EPWS PEGO WTIGMEP X 4RMR Miother bfrolir Bb&i¥ Bdra BikdMysuicide

recognizing risk and following up on victims’ reports of
problems. This means that many cases go unreported,
and those that are reported are at risk of not being
taken seriously.

Online Harassment

As of January 2024, 629% of Albania’s population used at
least one social media platform each month? with 47.3%
of users being female. While women are using social media
platforms less than men, they are experiencing digital
violence and online harassment at a higher rate

According to a report from U.N. Women?2* 41% of female
Albanian social media users have experienced at least
one form of digital violence, with the data showing that
Instagram was the platform where the majority of the
abuse takes place

What is particularly interesting in the Albanian situation is
that while across the region, 321% of cases are perpetrated
by those close to the woman or girl, in Albania, the number

MW WMKRM¥“GERXP] LMKLIV EX SZIV

member or boss. It is possible to draw a parallel between

after a TikTok account was opened in her name and several

sensitive images were posted, including denigrating and
LYQMPMEXMRK GSQQIRXW ;LMPI MX LEW ]IX
this was the exact trigger for her suicide, it was reported
WLI LEH RSXM%IH XLI TSPMGI SJ XLI
action was taken.

EGGSYH

Around one month later, another woman, Sibela Abedirt

died by suicide after an intimate photo of her was posted

SR 8M0O8SO VITSVXIHP] PMROIH XS ER SRKS
her former partner.

Following the two incidents and a heated public debate,
Prime Minister Edi Rama met with TikTok deputy director
general Theo Bertram at the Munich Security Council to
discuss recent events and the need to combat violence,
extortion, and hate speech online*”

“We discussed with full understanding the recent events in
Albania and the need to increase vigilance against violence,
blackmail, and hate speech online, as well as we got to
know the measures being taken by the company to increase
the [&VeT diGridder&tibriPd? hessage Jritie]Albanian
language,” Rama said
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Around the same time, then-Interior Minister Taulant Balla &YX OYERE MW RSX EVXM“GMEP MRXIPPMKII

met with Jakub Olek, the director of public policy and authorities arrested seven individuals for disseminating

government relations for Central and Eastern Europe for deepfake images, videos, and other forms of derogatory

TikTok and said, “I expressed our concerns over the recent  content in a Telegram group called Albkings®® which has

events and the need to increase vigilance against violence, more than 100,000 members.

disinformation, blackmail and the language of online hate”’

. . Conclusion

When asked to comment?® TikTok said, “The safety of our

Eyropean community of 150 million users is a top priority for \ynile Albania is, on paper, protecting women'’s rights and

TikTok, and we have 6,000 moderators focused on content ranting full equality in every sphere of life to women and

JSV )YVS T”I TEVX SJ E KPSFEP XIEQ S irls, challérnb sTrgzl\all(fﬁwleg%Rﬂt%ﬁ%nges are not just

harmful content. limited to “obvious” issues such as domestic violence and
patriarchal stereotypes; they show their face in other ways

Technology poses other risks to women online In _ Many policymakers do not consider the pressure women
October 2023, a video started circulating on social media,  face to meet certain expectations, and the drastic measures
apparently showing the singer and model Luana Vjollca in XLI] QE] JIIP JSVGIH XS XEOI XS "¥%X MR% [M
a sexually explicit position The star denied it was her in society is expecting of them. There is a real need for proper
the video, but the public did not believe her, and the video  enforcement and crackdowns on illegal and unethical
continued to be shared practices in the medical sector, as well as more attention
on the regulation of Al and social media Until those in a
Only when technology experts closely analyzed the video position of power get ahead of the curve and face some

[EW MX HIXIVQMRIH MX [EW E HIITJE O unconh8dtitabie tidthisiibelAlkavixnviven@iVspRce in society
intelligence.?® The software can use an individual's face and  will remain precarious.

apply it to various situations to create new footage depicting

actions or events that never actually happened

Alice Taylor is a British-born journalist who has been living and working in Albania for seven years
She is a senior editor at Euractiv, a TV host at Euronews Albania and a regional correspondent for
international media. Alice also teaches journalism at various educational institutions, is a regular
speaker on media freedom and ethics, and has published two books on AlbaniaShe has a keen
interest in Albanian culture and history, as well as women's rights, media, innovative technologies,
social media and how they all intersect She lives between Tirana and Shengjin with her husband,
daughter and pack of rescue pets Social media:X at https:/x .com/Aliceinalbania | Instagram at @
aliceinalbania | Linkedin at https:/www .linkedin.com/in/al iceopheliataylor
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Albanian LGBTQ+ activists wave flags during the Tirana Gay Pride event in May 2023, in Tirana.
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The Multifaceted Struggle of the
LGBTQ+ Community in Albania

Gresa Hasa

n May 17, 2024, during the International Day negatively to both the event and the right to same-sex
gainst Homophobia, Biphobia, and Transphobia marriage in Albania**°® Widespread homophobic reactions
n Albania’s capital Tirana, Aloa Ahmetaj and Edlira CEQ! JVSQ TSPMXMGEP %KYVIW EW [IPP EW
Maraj, after 15 years together, celebrated their love With conservative groups protesting against same-sex
with a symbolic wedding ceremony on the rooftop of the unions and LGBTQ+ individuals’ right to become parents®

Municipality of Tirana, surrounded by their two daughters
and close friends! -X [EW XLI %VWX TYFPMGPP® KFVEYWX STIRP] LSQSWINYEP GSYTPI ER
LGBTQ+ wedding in Albani& Despite same-sex marriages Ibania, Ahmetaj apd L] were already prepared for.the
not being legally recognized in the country, Ahmetaj and homqphoblc e y|olent rec;ephon Fhat coule Tl e
) . . . decision to organize a public wedding ceremony at a state
Maraj leveraged the interpretation of Article 53(1) of the MRWXMXYXMSR 8LI1 ZIRYI » SRI SJ XLI JYRG)S
Albanian Constitution, in which it is stated that “Everyone S%GMEPP] KVERX GMXMAIRW XLI VMKLX XS G
has the right to marry” without specifying the gender or chosen for their ceremony, aiming to demonstrate that
sexual orientation of those wishing to marry.* homosexual love belongs in the public space in Albania, not
in the closet, and that it is not something shameful, sinful,
8LI GIVIQSR] EXXVEGXIH WMKRM Y G ER ¥r dnoohiak, MSnranyTcbndetdtises Bricelididus fanatics
from the country’s main religious institutions, which reacted in the Albanian society and beyond tend to think Above all,
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they wanted to show that LGBTQ+ rights are not a private ongoing legal battle with state institutions in Albania also

issue but a matter of institutional responsibility and that the  concerning the equal recognition of parenthood rights

state is obligated to uphold and respect these rights equally  over their two daughters®* LMW TSWIW WMKRMY“GERX
the wellbeing of the entire family, particularly the children,

“The personal is political,” a cornerstone of the second wave because in practice, the absence of a male legal custodian

feminist movements in the West during the 1960s and for their daughters, as required by Albanian regulation,
1970s, is echoed in the current feminist developments in impacts their access to public services, including health
Albania and the LGBTQ+ community, as they navigate daily  care, education, the right to obtain ID cards, and other
struggles for recognition and equal rights in a country still administrative and social matters.*® A civil partnership
grappling with its unresolved past law, which would offer LGBTQ+ couples like Ahmetaj and
1EVEN PIKEP VMKLXW EOMR XS XLSWI SJ QE
Albania, which did not experience a sexual or feminist as consenting to medical treatment on behalf of a partner

revolution due to the 45-year socialist dictatorship of Enver ERH MRLIVMXERGI VMKLXW ¢ [SYPH WMKRM ¥
Hoxha following WWII, and where homosexuality remained  lives, particularly for those also aspiring to parenthood,

criminalized until 1995, is only recently beginning to observe and guarantee the wellbeing of all families equally Despite

signs of feminist resistance and discourse, particularly this, the Albanian state has consistently refused to

emerging from the grassroots level®1° This contrasts address this need

with the NGO-style activism that arose after the fall of

the dictatorship in the 1990s, which primarily focused on On the other hand, even if the government were to address

human rights rather than a feminist approach, being limited EHQMRMWXVEXMZI LSQSTLSFME WMKRMY%GE
t(.) Lss;;es ZUCh _a'ls dbo mt_ast|cr\1/_|to le;]\ff a_nd addres&gg t_he h to combat public perceptions and a patriarchal culture of

rISks faced mainly Dy cis, white, Albanian women during tne ;10 ce affecting the safety, equality, and prosperity of

transm'on perlqd. 1 2| GHET) RO a.md. Egyptlan women LGBTQ+ individuals Even if the Albanian state legalized

and migrant, disabled, and LGBTQ+ individuals and failed .

to encompass a broader range of issues beyond domestic SEMIESER MEMTERE, HSBI0)> parEnineetl &t gentey

ZMSPIRGI SV LYQER XVE%GOMRK E%#VQEXMSR 0+&85 MRHMZMHYEPW MR %PF
HM¥%»GYPXMIW PMZMRK TIEGIJYPP] ERH WEJII

. : . . struggling to make ends meet amid fears of homophobic
Nowadays, progressive and intersectional discourse and ggiing P

TVEGXMGI EVI IZMHIRX XLSYKL xL1] ViIFERRIBEFHEEY csruRrIH
to Tirana. Despite efforts to extend these practices to the L ) , .
country’s periphery, where issues are more severe and being Considering these factors, this article will offer an

STIRP] 0+&85 JVIUYIRXP] TSWIW E W MRHIAIaaE ad ingdonip anakysis §fhe myjtilayered

life and wellbeing, progress is steady but slow obstacles faced by the LGBTQ+ community in Albanialt will
examine issues such as institutional apathy, noncompliance

%W SJ .YP] XLI PEXIWX EWwIw W8 nendiseimipationlays ang gl standards, and

of the High Commissioner highlights that, despite some challenges related to health care services, including mental
institutional efforts, the situation for LGBTQ+ individuals health, housing, education, access to goods and services,
in Albania remains dire!! Either nondiscrimination laws and violence based on sexual orientation and gender

EVI RSX ETTPMIH SV XLIVI MW MRW Y % @ik Xheapabsisyd fecpis.py howihe community’s
discrimination, whether in cases of hate crimes, workplace @~ MRXIVWIGXMRK MHIRXMXMIW MR%YIRGI XLIW

discrimination, or other forms of violence. Civil society explore how LGBTQ+ individuals and advocacy groups
organizations advocating for LGBTQ+ rights said this is navigate the legal, political, and social barriers in Albania’s
particularly concerning for transgender women, who face semi-authoritarian and patriarchal regime in their struggle
the most precarious conditions.? for recognition, acceptance, and equality

Albania adopted the Law on Protection Against The article will conclude by outlining the importance of

Discrimination in 2010 and introduced several amendments I\XIVREP “2ZRERGMEP ERH TSPMXMGEP WYTT:
to the Criminal Code to strengthen protection for LGBTQ+ EHZSGEG] KVSYTW MR %PFERME EW [IPP EW
individuals.t® However, as demonstrated in the cases of the Albanian government and other state institutions’

of Ahmetaj and Maraj, the law still does not recognize cooperation and adherence to international human

same-sex partnerships and marriages, LGBTQ+ parenthood, rights conventions, the rule of law, and EU membership

SV KIRHIV E%VQEXMSR ERH XVERWM X th& RIbauga/is X\ rErRywegioRadng/ with a focus

individuals. For instance, Ahmetaj and Maraj remain in an on LGBTQ+ rights'®
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Intersecting Identities, Increased Risks

According to the most recent annual review of the European
non-governmental International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Trans and Intersex Association (ILGA-Europe), in European
countries like Albania, civil society groups “often step in

unable to access medical or any other type of state and
public services.?

The same situation is mirrored when it comes to other
basic rights such as access to education, housing, and
employment, with roughly 30% of LGBTQ+ individuals “being

XS %PP XLI EFWIRGI SJ TYFPMG WV Z MGb toxcempleteTcdrspulxorg e@ugation because of

people with basic needs™’ This was particularly evident

during the COVID-19 pandemic, when organizations such
as Aleanca LGBT+ and shelters like “Streha” (Albanian for
"TLIP X1V %0

discrimination and economic challenges.””* Many LGBTQ+
youth from disadvantaged economic backgrounds are
forced to hide their gender identity or sexual orientation from

MR 8MVERE TPE]IH E WM K Raath:tel fuxiligsSapd the Rchbo STiMmHidrR, kot only to

QIQFIVW SJ XLI GSQQYRMX] « IWTIGM Ea®d hxrassment k@ aBuse it igorcPpirevent the risk
WMXYEXMSRW « [MXL JSSH ERH QIHM GMring=RstH o fBorrhied XonesKThe ifaadthat they are

to public institutions like hospitals and other health care
facilities when needed

However, even in non-pandemic times, LGBTQ+ advocacy
groups operate under extraordinary conditions, often
shouldering responsibilities that are typically the role

of state institutions, with Aleanca LGBT+ in Albania
standing as the primary provider of various services and
compensating for numerous gaps left by state institutions.
The organization works to provide services, ensure safety,
and guarantee equitable access to goods and services
for community members, while state institutions remain
apathetic and largely disengaged from the community’s
needs. Organizations like Aleanca LGBT+ often undertake

minors further complicates their situation because, even if
a safety shelter has space available, their legal guardians
have the power and authority to make them return home,
which can override the shelter’s efforts to help Fearing
further abuse and threats from their families or legal
guardians, these young people might hide the true reason
for their abuse when dealing with other institutions that
may become involved in these situations, such as the state
police, by hiding their gender identity or sexual orientation to
avoid additional harassment. Fear and distrust toward state
institutions can also impact the situation.

Moreover, despite the lack of available data on employment
and workplace discrimination against LGBTQ+ individuals,

XLMW [SVO HIWTMXI JEGMRK WMKRMY: @QEB X VWREKRE MERF MRIHUBINHE FGBTOW 4G Y P X

resource limitations. Moreover, the scale of the problems
and needs in a country like Albania is immense, while civil
society organizations’ capacities and structures remain
deeply vulnerable

According to ILGA-Europe’s 2024 country report, in Albania,
this situation has been particularly evident in the cases

of “transgender sex workers and people living with HI\*®
Sex work remains illegal and criminalized in Albania, which
particularly impacts transgender sex workers: Due to

the criminalization, they are unable to report crimes and
offenses encountered during their work without risking

legal consequences

If a transgender or HIV-positive individual also belongs

to the Roma or Egyptian minorities and comes from an
impoverished background, their situation becomes even
more complicated.!® The discrimination they encounter

from state and public institutions, as well as society at

large, is affected by the intersection of their multiple
identities. Therefore, they are vulnerable to prejudice and
abuse simultaneously as transgender individuals, Roma or
Egyptian, sex workers, HIV-positive individuals, and/or being
economically disadvantaged, with the vast majority being

MRHMZMHYEPW %“RH MX RIEVP] MQTSWWMFP
or support themselves, often forcing them to either

continue living with abusive parents or legal guardians or

pushing them toward illegal activities such as sex work

or drug dealing for survival, which ultimately expose them

to even greater risks In a semi-authoritarian country

characterized by corruption and ineffective labor unions,

workplace protection is not guaranteed even for formally

employed LGBTQ+ adults

Nonetheless, the most recent report from the regional

LGBTI Equal Rights Association (LGBTI ERA) on the Western
&EPOERW ;& ERH 83VOM]I LMKLPMKLXW %P
progress from 2015 to 2023, including increased support for
LGBTQ+ individuals and communities, greater interaction,
and higher acceptance of same-sex partnerships®

However, it also indicates that the majority of the population
continues to view LGBTQ+ individuals as “sick,” focusing
more on “healing” than acceptance® At the same time, there
is a refusal to embrace the open expression of LGBTQ+
identity in public, to grant equal rights, and to acknowledge
diversity in society, often leading to isolation, feelings

of abandonment, and anxiety and depression among
LGBTQ+ individuals
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What Often Goes Unreported
MR 3%GMEP %GGSYRXW

In 2024, a few grieving community members shared
news of the death by suicide of a member of the Albanian
LGBTQ+ who was in their early 20s on social mediaA
black and white picture of the deceased, smiling and
looking at the camera, circulated for a few days alongside
heartfelt messages from friends and acquaintances. Then
life went back to “normal,” carrying with it the unspoken
burden of mental health challenges and the risk of suicide
among LGBTQ+ members

In a society where mental health is rarely discussed and
seeking help from therapists, psychologists, or psychiatrists
is often stigmatized, mental health issues such as anxiety
and depression are frequently overlooked or dismissed

i MXL MRWY3¥%GMIRX E[EVIRIWW EFSYX
health care, and under a patriarchal culture that deems
IQSXMSREP INTVIWWMSR E [IEORIWW -
the LGBTQ+ community in Albania is among the most
profoundly affected. The needs of the LGBTQ+ community
exceed the capacity of civil society organizations like
Aleanca LGBT+, drug/HIV prevention groups such as
Aksion Plus in Tirana, and counseling hotlines such as SOS
LGBT, which provide free counseling and therapy sessions
with mental health professionals. Furthermore, the lack of
institutional and cultural awareness about mental health
issues exacerbates the situation

In 2021, the Ministry of Health and Social Protection in
Albania, in collaboration with civil society groups and with
support from the EU, introduced the National Action Plan
for LGBTI Persons in Albania for the period 2021-20275 26
This is the third plan of its kind developed by the ministry
in collaboration with various international organizations
and approved by the Albanian Parliament in 2021lts aim
is to create a safer environment for LGBTQ+ individuals
in Albania and advance progress in areas such as health
care, education, law enforcement, and social serviceg’
21ZIVXLIPIWW HIWTMXI XLI IN\MWXIRGI

apartment, suffering a beating that left him with a broken
jaw and teeth requiring multiple surgeries and continued
treatment. Details of the attack, which occurred after
multiple incidents of intimidation and attempted assaults,
were circulated among the community and its allies but
was not reported to the media, as the victim feared that
increased visibility could lead to further assaults

The Albanian media is also complicit in fostering

homophobia, division, and hatred in the country A

study conducted by the non-governmental organization

PRO-LGBT in collaboration with the German Embassy in

Tirana monitored Albanian audiovisual media from March

to August 2020, analyzing 109 TV shows and 293 written
EVXMGPIW XS %“RH XLEX [SQIR XLI 0+&85 C
Roma and Egyptian communities are the most frequently

targeted groups for hate speech?2°

XLI MQTSVXERGI SJ QIRXEP

This kind of hatred extends beyond words and manifests

in Worcr&1dVhENBi3 ] FdrSnétaRdeRduring the 2024 Pride

QEVGL HIWTMXI XLI TVIWIRGI SJ TSPMGI SF
[SQER ¢« [EW TLIWMGEPP] EXXEGOIH F] E ]SY!
threw a stone at her. Tirana Pride 2024 was followed by

a wave of disinformation and hate speech targeting the

LGBTQ+ community This began with the conservative

“Pro-Family” movement in Albania and subsequently

spread through online and mainstream media, inciting

threats against community members, and legitimizing

violence against them.*

In E Gj's case, despite the victim having reported the

violence to the police, law enforcement failed to act

effectively against the attackers and provide adequate

protection. The authorities’ constant inaction, as well as

the fear of another homophobic attack, prompted E Gj to

relocate to another neighborhood in the capital and later

emigrate. The urgent need to relocate, coupled with the
“RERGMEP WXVEMR SJ SRKSMRK QIHMGEP X
economic hardships.

SJ WYGL TPERW « [LMGL

VIQEMR PEVKIP] YRMQTPIQIRXIH FI]SRWheh%cBrbRePiramSie gdIR olass living in the city
ERH TVIWIRXEXMSRW LEMPIH EW HIQ S@MeE ¥a Ghdirel ZnEaRaGK Iikeé Bhié Wne cxridnly imagine

reality on the ground is quite different

Exposed to various forms of abuse at home and outside,
feeling abandoned by state institutions, struggling
economically, and suffering in silence as a result, many
members of the LGBTQ+ community in Albania are

the vulnerabilities faced by other community members
from poor backgrounds with no additional support systems
residing in the country’s periphery Like E G}, many have
opted to permanently leave the country and migrate to
LGBTQ+-friendly EU nations, where they can pursue more
normal lives while also considering the challenges posed

HIWTIVEXIP] XVIMRK XS ¥RH E [E] SY Xbythe EU member states’ migration systems and other

In early 2024, EGj, a 41-year-old middle-class member of
the LGBTQ+ community, was attacked steps from his Tirana

55

HM¥%GYPXMIW VIPEXIH XS XLIMV WXEXYW EW
This is currently taking place in a Europe where public
discourse against migrants is rising and far-right parties and
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KVSYTW EVI KEMRMRK TS[IV ERH MR % YdlRhGvho BEdK sMppoR sysEewns] MBI@AvEY | the intersection

in countries like Germany, France, and Austria of multiple social identities further complicates one’s
situation, as factors such as race, ethnicity, ability, and socio-

Meanwhile, institutions such as the Ministry of Health economic background become crucial determinants of

and Social Protection in Albania attempt to portray the one’s opportunity to live with dignity in a developing country

ongoing violence against LGBTQ+ individuals as a cultural like Albania, which offers limited support to its citizens,

issue rather than a structural one By doing so, they evade and even more so to people belonging to minorities and

responsibility for failing to implement commitments like the  disadvantaged groups.

National Action Plan for LGBTI Persons in Albania, as well

as non-discrimination laws and international human rights Perceived as “sick” by much of society, facing widespread

XVIEXMIW XLEX %YPFERME LEW VEXM¥YIrkection, and enduring abuse and violations on various
socio-structural levels, LGBTQ+ individuals in Albania are

%YPFERME LEW VEXM%¥IH MR X1V R E X MR R livy i@ EoRstahiféar. Kansequently, they feel the

conventions, including the International Covenant on need to hide their identities, isolate themselves, and lead

Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the European double lives, which might lead to anxiety and depression,

Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), which, among as well as exposure to various risks Many desperately seek

other things, mandate nondiscrimination and equality for escape, with only a few fortunate individuals among those

LGBTQ+ individuals The government’s resistance to legal QMKVEXMRK “ZRHMRK VIJYKI SYXWMHI %PFEI

adjustments that could advance the rights of the members

of the LGBTQ+ community in Albania is in direct breach of Despite its status as an EU candidate country that
these conventions and could impede Albania’s progress to  has committed to various international human rights
becoming a member of the EU* conventions that also include nondiscrimination of LGBTQ+
individuals, Albania has failed to ensure protection, safety,
Additionally, the ruling majority, represented by the Socialist equality, and equitable inclusion for LGBTQ+ people by
Party of Albania (SPA), after 11 years in power, continues failing to adhere either to international human rights treaties
to sidestep LGBTQ+ issueslt is crucial for politicians and or its own nondiscrimination laws. The current regime, led
institutional leaders to actively confront these concerns, by the SPA and Prime Minister Edi Rama, who has been in
acknowledge the hostile environment and rhetoric targeting  power for 10 years, continues to resist updating outdated,
the LGBTQ+ community, and provide formal and institutional patriarchal, and heteronormative legislation
backing for awareness campaigns while advocating for

messages of tolerance. In addition, those few inclusive policies that the government
_ o and Parliament have adopted, like the National Action
Despite the SPA's efforts to present a progressive image on  Plan for LGBTI Persons in Albania, remain largely populist

the international stage, it has, during its decade in power, ERH YRMQTPIQIRXIH 8LIVIJSVI I\XIVREP %R
contributed to growing inequality by enacting regressive political support for LGBTQ+ advocacy groups in Albania

policies, disproportionately impacting the most vulnerable remain crucial, as these organizations have effectively

of the already precarious, like members of the LGBTQ+ assumed the role of state institutions in delivering essential

community, as well as Roma and Egyptian communities® assistance to community members in the absence of

Moreover, this comes amid a context where, as per the 2023 adequate state support.
local elections results, Albania hasde facto regressed to a

_ 33 . .
ghepaitistate: Effective cooperation among the government, state

institutions, and the LGBTQ+ community in Albania, along

Conclusion with adherence to the rule of law, international human

rights conventions, and Albania’s commitment to the EU
Despite progress in basic areas such as increased membership path, cannot be achieved in a context marked
acknowledgement and greater acceptance of LGBTQ+ by corruption and rising authoritarianism. Respect for
individuals in Albania compared to a decade ago, human rights, including LGBTQ+ rights, requires democracy

XLI GSQQYRMX] « EPSRK [MXL SXLIV Q &niigegdar sslarordiiad foixprdgress and prosperity On
6SQE ERH )K]TXMER GSQQYRMXMIW « Vhepthet Rand, kh@Rorigolntylaad mijlltifaceted efforts of the
vulnerable state. Transgender individuals in particular are LGBTQ+ community in Albania and the Western Balkans are
disproportionately affected by these challenges, unable to vital not only for the community’s own pursuit of rights and
“RH [SVO SV EGGIWW LIEPXL GEVI L SlivetaNbR bt afsy fod advancing/ihe/ demodieatization and
services. The situation is even more critical for LGBTQ+ broader liberation of the entire region
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