A bird's eye view of
Skenderbeg Square;
people are gathering for a
political rally in 1992.

':• The mural over the
entrance to the National
Museum.
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Introduction:
freedom at last
ost outsiders' first and lasting impression of Albania is of Skenderbeg
Square in the heart of Tirane, the nation's capital. The buildings that
surround this square reflect the country's turbulent and fascinating history:
from Ottoman bureaucracy to Italian occupation, from austere communism
to rollercoaster capitalism. Framed by the impressive grandeur of Mount
Dajti, the imposing statue of Skenderbeg—the country's mediaeval founder
and first national hero—stands proudly in the centre of the square. Ranged
around the statue are a mosque dating from the sixteenth century, the
impressive but crumbling Opera House built by the Communists, and the
new Tirane International Hotel where Europe comes to make deals with
this new free-market economy. Turning around the square, you see the
imposing National Museum with its giant mural, built to commemorate
the 'great people's struggle' and establishment of the Communist state in 1944. A
huge statue of Enver Hoxha which used
to stand next to the Museum was toppled
by rioting students in December 1990;
until recently its space was occupied by
Ferris wheels, amusement rides, and other
tokens of the new consumer state. Turning
full circle, you see grandiose buildings
erected during the Italian occupation in the
Second World War, which have continued to
serve as government buildings to this day.
The square itself is a chaotic mix
of dilapidated cars roaring around at
breakneck speed; death-defying cyclists
and pedestrians weaving their way
between desperate drivers; old women
in colourful traditional costumes, who
come from the rural areas in donkey
carts to sell their produce and buy
supplies at the market; and old
men wearing the traditional
white crushed-felt hats of
the mountains.

M

..'•• The statue ofGjergj
Skenderbeg in the square that
is named after him. While
many communist icons were
destroyed during the 1990s,
symbols of national pride
were left untouched.
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Well-dressed, energetic younger people hustle
by, stopping to chat to friends. The air is thick
with the smell of diesel and fried food from the
many stands selling Qofte and Byrek, traditional
meat and filo pastry snacks.
At the end of your tour around Skenderbeg
Square, you are left with an impression of a
country in a desperate hurry to get somewhere,
but not quite sure where that 'somewhere' is.
Albania is a country of enormous energy and
excitement, although—as this book tries to
show—there is still a need to deal with the past
and embrace the future in a way that has meaning
for all Albanians. The endurance of Albanians is
being put to the test as the country struggles to
break free of its past and make sense of its newfound freedom. The events of 1990 and 1991
and the transition to 'democracy' have had
dramatic effects, both positive and negative, on
all Albanians. The new sense of freedom has a
different meaning to each of them, as their
stories and accounts in this book will show.
The legacy of foreign domination
At the end of 1990 and during the early months
of 19 91, Albania began its struggle to free itself
from 50 years of communist oppression. Albania
was the last country to be caught in the tidal wave
of communist collapse in Eastern and Central
Europe that began in the late 1980s. Albania's
transformation was also to be the most painful
and traumatic for its people, as they have struggled to embrace democracy
and freedom while trying to dismantle the oppression of one of the world's
last surviving Stalinist states.
Albanians have had very little say in their own destiny for the past
600 years. In the fourteenth century, the country fell under the control of
the Ottoman Empire, and later became the European powers' playground
in their long campaign to rid Europe of Turkish influence. From 1500 to
1944, Albania enjoyed only 18 years of genuine sovereignty, and although
the country regained its independence in 1944, its citizens were denied
even the most basic of freedoms by Enver Hoxha's oppressive, isolationist
communist government. For the next 47 years, Albanians had very little
chance to participate in shaping their country, and with the constant threat
of political persecution, their priorities became simply to avoid suspicion
and survive. Although by late 1990 Albanians took to the streets to overthrow
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A Vjose River seen from the
mountains between
Gjirokaster and Tepelene.

the communist regime, the advent of democracy in 1992 has not changed
their ability to participate fully in building a new society.
This legacy of foreign domination of Albanian affairs, and the
isolation and repression of the communist years, have left Albanians ill
equipped to establish a truly democratic and equitable society. It will be
difficult for the concept of 'civil society' to take root in a society whose
members have not been encouraged to work together, except under threat
of imprisonment or execution. Furthermore, tribal traditions and suspicion
of outsiders, even from village to village, serve to negate what little sense of
community and co-operation has survived. The Albanian word for 'foreigner'
refers not just to people from outside the country, but even to people from
other villages. In Albania—as in many other countries—allegiances are
first and foremost to the family, rather than to a community, and this will
take a long time to change.
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The recent upheavals in Kosovo

f A family ofKosovar
Albanians in the refugee
camp near Kuke's in 1999.

European powers drew up modern-day Albania's borders in 1912, without
significant consultation with Albanians; a process which left almost 3 million
Albanians as second-class citizens in neighbouring countries. Since the
initial research for this book, the lives of thousands of ethnic Albanians in
the Serbian province of Kosovo have been turned upside down. Even before
a rising number of atrocities forced Kosovar Albanians to flee their homes
and take to the mountains in January 1999, Albania was host to between
10,000 and 15,000 Kosovar refugees fleeing systematic persecution and
intimidation from Serb forces. Two-thirds of
these refugees found accommodation with
Albanian families. At the height of the NATO
air strikes that began in March of 1999 — which
prompted about 800,000 Kosovar Albanians to
seek refuge from intensified Serb attacks in
neighbouring countries — Albania hosted up to
500,000 refugees. Struggling with a lack of
infrastructure to support such a refugee influx,
Albania has shown to the world that its people
are capable of extraordinary compassion and
generosity, even in the face of severe economic
hardship and fears for the security of their own
country. But it must be remembered that it is
the country in the Balkans that can least afford such generosity.
With the end of the military conflict in the summer of 1999, and the
installation of a NATO-led international peacekeeping force in Kosovo, most
of the refugees returned home, despite the fact that their homes had been
looted and their livelihoods destroyed by the departing Serbian forces. A
retaliatory campaign of intimidation against those Serbs who remain in
Kosovo is now being carried out by the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) and
the Albanian mafia. Power struggles between the KLA and the former
underground government of the Democratic League of Kosovo are worrying
indicators of future stability, and the prospect of further conflict has direct
implications for events in Albania.
Leaving the past behind
As a result of the past ten years' turmoil in the Balkans, Albania has been
thrust onto the world stage. It is making efforts to become a modern,
democratic state, ultimately eligible for entry into the European Union, but
it has had very little time to prepare for this process. Albania's political
leaders have simply changed their political colours to suit the expectations
of Western, especially European, governments in order to secure desperately
needed financial assistance. It is debatable where much of this aid has gone:
identifying its effects in Albania today is difficult. For this the West must
bear some responsibility, as it must for its manipulation of Albania's fate
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•. A communist memorial,
now a place where the old
and the new coexist

¥ A stereotypical image, but
for many Albanian teenagers
it is normal to have small
arms around the house.

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In the period since 1990,
the political and strategic concerns of Western governments for security in
the Balkans have skewed the pattern of Albania's recent development.
Desperate to avoid floods of Albanian economic refugees (as witnessed in
1991) and a further spread of the Balkan conflicts, Western and European
governments have been willing to pay a high price for security in Albania.
In the interests of Balkan security and containment, they turned a blind eye
to much of the corruption and authoritarianism of the country's first postcommunist government. As for most of this century, ordinary Albanians
have had very little opportunity to play a part in shaping a new reality for
their country since overthrowing the communist regime in 1990-91.
As a result, most Albanians continue to be suspicious of government,
and increasingly rely on developing their own solutions to the problems of
injustice and inequality in their country. Such solutions have often been
rooted in the hatred and frustration emanating from the previous 50 years
of oppression. In 1997, the world watched in horror as scenes of guntoting Albanian teenagers filled their television screens—without trying to
understand the enormous pressures Albanian society has been under since
1990. With its economy in ruins and as a nervous witness to the break-up
of Yugoslavia, Albania has faced great difficulties in trying to establish any
kind of stability. In such a volatile environment, Albanians have found it
hard to plan for the future with any degree of confidence. The violent
events of 1997 have left people with no faith whatsoever in the state or
political institutions. This is made worse by the continued lack of economic
and physical security as well as by concern about the situation in Kosovo.
The people of Europe's poorest country, which foreign media often
simplistically liken to 'Europe's Wild West', are struggling to make sense
of the chaos and uncertainty of the past eight years. For most Albanians,
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\ The giant mausoleum in
Tirane, which Hoxha built for
himself during his lifetime, is
now in use as a conference
centre.
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the struggle for daily survival is their primary concern, and as a result, it is
almost impossible for them to think long-term about their future. Because
of these difficulties it would be foolish to pretend that Albania is a country
bubbling with optimism; indeed, many young people can only think of
leaving the country. But none the less, Albania is a beautiful country with
some of the most generous and hospitable people in Europe. Albanians are
desperate for the world to see another side of their country than the
images of decay and chaos so often portrayed in the foreign media. Despite
the brutality of their past history, Albanians have managed to retain their
dignity, pride, generosity, and even a sense of humour. It is these qualities
which the Albanian government and the international community must
continue to nurture and support as Albanians strive to put the past behind
them, and make a fresh start for themselves and their country.
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The country and its people

V The mediaeval castle in
Gjirokaster, which grew into a
city during the 13th century
and became an important
centre of trade, culture, and
politics in southern Albania.

Albania is a small country of 3.5 million people. To the north and northeast
lie the Yugoslav Republics of Montenegro and Serbia, whose province of
Kosovo shares a border with Albania. The former Yugoslav Republic of
Macedonia and Greece lie to the east and the south. The west of Albania
is a coastline with beautiful beaches along the Adriatic Sea. Striking
mountain ranges predominate the landscape throughout the country, with
the exception of the coastal plains where most of Albania's agricultural
production takes place. The country's Albanian name Shqiperi means land
of eagles', and one can see why as one travels across numerous rugged
ranges throughout the country. Six main rivers and about 150 tributaries
flow through the valleys towards the Adriatic Sea, and the northern lakes
reflect the stunning mountain landscapes.
Albania's geographical position made it an important point on trade
routes between the East and Europe. Because the country was ruled first by
the Byzantine Empire, then the Ottoman Empire and later had strong trade
links with Italy, the Muslim faith and Christian denominations coexist.
The majority of the population is of Muslim origin, 20 per cent are Greek

'Albania ... is a country
rarely visited ...
though abounding in
more natural beauties
than the classical
regions of Greece.'
Lord Byron,
letter to Henry Drury,
3 May 1810
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A Hoxha banned all religious
expression in 1967 and tried
to create an atheist state, but
today Albania enjoys religious
freedom and tolerance.

V A rich variety of cultural
influences and geographic
location have created a
distinct building style in
southern and central Albania.

Orthodox, and 10 per cent are Catholic. One
notable facet of Albanian society is the extraordinary tolerance with which religion is
regarded. Mixed marriages are common, and it
is not unusual to see neighbours of different
faiths joining in the religious festivities of
others. Religion today is not considered a major
issue, and although people are now free to
worship again—a right denied to them during
communism, when Albania was the world's only
officially atheist state—there have been no
tensions between the different religious groups.
Albania's significance as a trade route in
past centuries can still be seen in some of its
cities and towns, whose architecture reflects their growth and recalls
prosperous times. UNESCO has made the ancient city of Butrint a World
Cultural Heritage Site, and Gjirokaster and Berat are also designated.
Ancient Greek settlements, such as Apollonia near Vlore and Orikon south
of Fier, are dotted along Albania's coastline.
Albanian is the national language, which is also spoken by ethnic
Albanians in Kosovo, Montenegro, and parts of western Macedonia.
Albanian is derived from ancient Illyrian and has no similarity with neighbouring Slavic languages or Greek. There are two main dialects which also
account for the two main regional cultural differences in Albania: Gheg is
spoken in northern Albania, which is typically more rugged and isolated
than the south of the country, where Tosk is spoken. (The Greek
geographer Strabo already noted this regional division in the first century
BC.) Although Albanians feel a sense of kinship with ethnic Albanians in
neighbouring countries, divergent historical developments have reinforced
divisions, for example by creating stereotypes: Kosovo Albanians used to
consider themselves more cosmopolitan and open than the backward, poor
Albanians. The separation of Albanians by national borders does figure in
Albanian politics: Berisha's election campaign in 1992 played strongly on
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the issue, and he promised to achieve unity by tearing down the 'Balkan
Wall' separating Albanians from Albanians. At other times, politicians
have been more careful in their stance on Kosovo.
' > A Roma village in the
Gjirokaster area.

A The Roma tradition of
placing dolls on houses while
they are built to ward off evil
spirits is now a widespread
practice.
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Albania has two minorities: the Roma and ethnic Greek communities, who are integrated into Albanian society to differing degrees.
Although Greek Albanians, who come from southern Albania, have kept
some specific cultural practices and are bilingual, their traditions have
merged with local Albanian ones, and Greek Albanians do not, on the
whole, suffer discrimination. Because it is quite easy for Greek Albanians
to emigrate to Greece, some southern villages have been almost deserted.
In the case of the Roma minority, who have a more distinct ethnic and
cultural—as well as racial—identity, there seems to be a mutual agreement
to 'live and let live'. Roma people are stereotyped by Albanian society (they
are called 'gypsies') and would find it hard to find work in jobs other than
those considered 'typical' Roma (as musicians, artists, and traders). The
fact that Roma people tend to live in close-knit communities and that their
children do not always attend school but contribute to the family's survival,
for example by begging, contributes to stereotyped views. On the other
hand, social and cultural prejudice creates a subtle form of discrimination
which many Roma may simply choose to avoid by staying among their
own community.

National culture
Each province or district of Albania has its own version of the national
dress, and music and traditions specific to that area. These are still very
much alive today, despite the arrival of MTV and the worst of European
television, with regular programmes of traditional music and folklore
being broadcast on national television and radio. Albanians have a strong
attachment to their culture, traditions, and history, and this helps to
maintain their strong sense of identity. Gjirokaster hosts a national folk
festival each year, which is broadcast widely. Competing dance troupes
show off their skills; singers render old ballads accompanied by the
Ciftelia, a string instrument from the north; and women display their
colourful gold-embroidered costumes and locally made copper jewellery.
There is currently a debate over whether the festival should be hosted by a
different region each year, to reflect the diversity of folk culture. Despite a
loss of funding for the arts, which were heavily supported during the
communist period, both traditional and modern artists continue to produce
important works.
Albanians are also prolific storytellers with a great sense of humour.
Albanian humorists seem to be the only people able to parody safely the
excesses and deficiencies of present and past governments, and as a result
they are adored throughout the country. Regular comedy festivals are
shown on television, and ratings equal those of televised international

> The Gjirokaster folk
festival was discontinued after
the fall of communism, but
resumed in 1995.

ALBANIA IS

MARRIAGE RITES

In Albania's north, marriages were traditionally
arranged by the bridegroom's and bride's
families. In past centuries, a match could be
made as early as a child's birth; a broken
promise would lead to family feuds that could
run through generations.
A traditional wedding is not a happy occasion
for the bride. She is expected to display sadness
at leaving her family home, and in most cases,
the sadness is heartfelt. Married life represents
hard work at home and in the fields, as well as
bearing and bringing up children.There is no
wedding ceremony as such: the marriage is
considered completed after three days, during
which the bride's family has received friends,
hosted the bridegroom's family for dinner, and
paid a return visit to the couple's new home.
Nowadays, weddings all over Albania involve a
range of civil or religious ceremonies.

football matches. Some Albanians would argue
that the country's comedians are a much more
effective barometer of public political opinion
than the myriad of fiercely politically partisan
national newspapers.
Albanian literature

Under Ottoman rule, writing in the Albanian
language was suppressed. In the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, Catholic missionaries
were granted permission to produce some
religious books, but Albanian writing only began
to flourish with the rise of a nationalist
movement in the nineteenth century. Writers
like Jeronim de Rada and the Frasheri family
published patriotic novels and poems, many of
which were based on folk epics and ballads, and
historical tales. The period from 1878 to about
1930—the Albanian Rilindja (renaissance)—also
saw the language standardised, and the first
school to teach in Albanian opened.
In the twentieth century, Albania has
produced a host of eminent writers; Ismail
Kadare is perhaps the best-known internationally.
Kadare, who was born in 1936, lives in Paris and
is a prolific author. Many of his novels, poetry,
and essays on Balkan politics have been translated. Although Kadare is seen as a controversial
figure in Albania because of his close links with
the former communist regime and their
approval of his work, he is still respected as
Albania's most important modern writer.
One of his best-known novels, Prilli i thyer
(Broken April), chronicles life in northern
Albania's mountains and describes the influence
of the Kanun, the body of traditional law codified
by Lek Dukagjine. Despite the fact that Kadare
comes from the south himself, many regard this
novel as an authoritative work on northern
culture and traditions. Albanian history is the
subject of several of Kadare's novels: Gjergj
Skenderbeg's fight against the Turks is treated
in Keshtjella (The Castle), and the country's
occupation by Italian forces during the Second
World War is the backdrop to Gjenerali i ushtris
e'se vdekur (The General of the Dead Army).
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History: from Skenderbeg
to Hoxha

2> An image ofVoskopje
before the Ottoman invasion.

Although Albanians are descended from the Illyrians, an ancient tribe
inhabiting the western Balkans, the first Albanian state was not recognised
until the 12th century as the Arber Princedom. Various Albanian and
Serbian princedoms competed for power over the next 200 years, but then
the growing threat of Ottoman power culminated in the assimilation of
Albania into the Ottoman empire after the battle of Kosova in 1389. In
1443, the Albanian prince Gjergj Kastrioti Skenderbeg led a rebellion
against the Turks. This period (1443-68) was the first time that much of
modern-day Albania was recognised as a
unified state. Skenderbeg has since been
celebrated as a national hero, and his
image is to be found everywhere
throughout Albania. The flag of
Albania is the emblem of the Kastrioti
family: a double-headed black eagle
on a red background.
Nevertheless, with the death of
Skenderbeg, Albania was to fall once
more under Turkish rule and remain so
until 1912 after the break-up of the
Ottoman Empire in the Balkan wars
of this period.

A NATIONAL HERO
The son of an Albanian lord, Gjergj Kastrioti grew up at the Ottoman court
(a common practice to ensure his father's loyalty) and was trained in the
Ottoman army. Renamed Iskander Bey—Skenderbeg—he fought in several
campaigns and rose to high position; but in 1443 Skenderbeg turned against the
Sultan. He captured his father's seat in Kruje and, as legend has it, raised the
Kastrioti flag with the words:'I have not brought you liberty, I found it here,
among you'. In 1444 Skenderbeg united Albania's princes under the League of
Lezhe. For the next 25 years, he used his diplomatic skills in securing Italian
support for his military campaigns against the Ottoman army: its kings and
popes were keen to champion a leader fighting a rising Muslim empire.
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A Ardinice monastery dates
back to the 13th century and
is now the seat of the Greek
Orthodox church in Albania;
the mosque in Gjirokaster
used to be an Orthodox
church before the Ottoman
invasion.

W According to legend,
Skenderbeg was married at
Ardinice monastery.
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On 28 November 1912 Albania's independence was declared at a
summit held in Vlore on the coast. Ismail Qemali, a leading nationalist
intellectual, led the summit and created a temporary government. Albanian
independence was discussed among the great powers of the time, Great
Britain, France, Russia, Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy, at a
Conference in London dealing with the dissolution of the Ottoman
Empire. This resulted in the establishment of the borders of the Albanian
state which have remained unchanged. The imposed borders excluded
more than half of Albania's former lands which were inhabited by
Albanians, such as Kosovo in modern day Yugoslavia and large parts of
Western Macedonia. This is still a point of grievance among Albanians
today, and can also be held to blame for much of the region's current
tensions. The Conference also gave Albania an independent and neutral
status under the protection of the Great Powers. The German prince
Wilhelm zu Wied was assigned as the new country's sovereign. An
International Control Committee drew up Albania's first Organisational
Statute in 1914 and acted as a supervisory and regulatory body for Albanian
government administration and finances.
During the First World War Albania maintained its neutral status,
and in 1920, Albania's first parliament was elected. This parliament
approved the country's first two constitutions in 1920 and 1922. However,
conflict between the two political parties—one of which represented the
land-owning classes reluctant to give up their feudal
power, and the other of which aimed to build a
Western-style democracy—led to the revolution of
1924. A new democratic government was
formed under the leadership of the Greek
Orthodox bishop Fan Noli, but at the end
of 1924, Noli's main opponent Ahmet
Zogu, aided by the Serbs, seized power. In
1928 Zog declared himself the King of
Albania and ruled as such until the Italian
invasion of Albania in 1939.

The aftermath of the second world war

, A typical image from
communist times: Enver
Hoxha waves to the cheering
crowds during a parade in
Tiranein 1981.

Mussolini saw Albania as a strategic bridge in his plans to invade Greece.
However, Italian rule was chaotic, and after a disastrous campaign against
the Greeks and the Allied invasion of Italy in 1943, German forces occupied
Albania. After a bitter resistance struggle by Albanian partisans, Albania
was liberated in November 1944. The Communist-led partisans under the
leadership of Enver Hoxha immediately assumed power, with help from
the Russian and Yugoslav governments. Hoxha then proceeded to put in
place one of the most brutal dictatorships in Eastern Europe, built on a
personality cult centred on himself and his Party of Labour. As a result of
Hoxha's dogmatic adherence to Stalinism, Albania became increasingly
isolated internationally. In 1948 Hoxha
severed ties with Tito in Yugoslavia; in
i960 he broke with the Soviet Union, in
opposition to Krushchev's attempts to
erase Stalin's legacy from Soviet life.
After i960 the Albanian regime formed
a close relationship with Mao Tse
Tung's Communist China, but following
Mao's death and subsequent reforms in
China, Albania severed all ties with its
only remaining ally in 1978. The years
after 1978 saw an intensification of the
personality cult around Hoxha and his
paranoia about foreign intrigue and
conspiracy. Albania became completely
isolated from the rest of the world as he
embarked upon a massive programme
to safeguard Albania against foreign
invasion. Hoxha's regime had more
than 700,000 concrete bunkers
constructed and amassed an arsenal of
conventional weapons.
Once relations with China came
to an end, all economic aid from abroad
ceased. Hoxha's increasingly paranoid
schemes and Albania's economic and
political isolation brought the country
closer and closer to the brink. By the
late 1980s, Eastern Europe's most
completely centralised planned economy
was on the verge of economic collapse.
For the older generation in Albania,
who have lived under a communist
regime for most of their lives, the rapid
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and chaotic changes of the past ten years have been particularly confusing
and difficult to take in. Many older people are beginning to express some
nostalgia for the communist past; they are finding it hard to come terms
with the disappearance of the society and all its reference points that they
once knew. Even former political prisoners can be heard lamenting that
the order that existed during communism has disappeared. Many
of these people are now saying that perhaps communism
wasn't such a bad thing after all, and that perhaps the
problem was Enver Hoxha, not the system itself.
The price of dissent

A One of many bunkers that
still litter Albania's countryside.
Many farmers are now
labouring to dig up these
annoying hindrances.
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Hoxha's paranoia about conspiracy extended to
his own citizens; he would tolerate no dissent,
and thousands of Albanians were executed, sent
to labour camps (in which many of them would
die) or sent to work in remote rural areas as internal exiles. The state secret
police, SIGURIMI, pervaded society at all levels, coercing people to inform
on neighbours, colleagues, and friends.
Bledar Shaplo was a doctor in Korce, one of Albania's largest southern
cities close to the border with Greece. He became the director of Korce's
hospital, but in 1977 was arrested, charged with military espionage, and
sentenced to be shot.
'I believe I was imprisoned simply because the SIGURIMI knew that
I hated the communist regime. I was arrested and accused of making
secret liaisons with Greek military officers. They were just looking for an
excuse. They said I went out at night and this was when I met these
officers. This was complete nonsense; I did go out at night, but I was
visiting some of my patients. Fortunately I knew the Interior Minister at
the time. He visited Korce, and people told him that I was in prison. He
ordered the sentence to be changed, so I was simply charged with speaking
out against the system as opposed to military espionage.'
Bledar stayed in prison for five years; in 1982 he was released and
sent into internal exile. He had to work as a doctor in a remote village in
Burrel District in central Albania. "Things were very difficult for me in
prison, as well as for my family. My son tried to escape to Greece in 1980
and he was arrested and also put in prison. My daughter had been very
good at school, but after I was arrested she was sent to work as a forestry
labourer for 12 years. She is married now and lives in the USA and has
become a lawyer. Once I was sent to Burrel I was separated from my wife
and children, who went to Erseke' in southern Albania.' In 1991, the
government passed a law that allowed political prisoners in exile to return
to their homes. Bledar was free to leave the village. 'We had lost our home
in Korce and there were no opportunities in Erseke, so we came to Tirane.
We had nowhere to live, and the state gave us a room in a factory that had
shut down. It was very difficult there, as there were five of us in the one

room and twelve families to one toilet. After
living in that miserable place for three years, the
association of ex-political prisoners helped my
family and me and got us this new apartment.
This has been a blessing for us.'
Bledar's pension is practically worthless, so
the family survive on what his daughter sends
from the USA. But things are still difficult for
his son, who shares the new apartment. He has
finished his studies in economics, but for the
past five years has been able to find very little
work. Bledar is worried about what he sees
happening in Albania: 'Life is difficult because
the government is corrupt, and there are too
many old communists still in it. Only when we
get rid of these people will we have democracy
here; now, we have a democracy only on paper.
Some people are even beginning to think that
the time of Hoxha wasn't so bad. Everybody had
a job and there was security in Hoxha's time—
but look at the price we had to pay for it. I don't
think we should go back to the old system, but I
am disillusioned and confused. This is not the
society I went to prison for.'
A Bledar Shaplo outside the
apartment block in Tirane
where he lives with his wife
and son.

'We should forgive and forget, but it will take a long time'

Rizhvan Dellolli was imprisoned by the Hoxha regime and then sent into
internal exile in the village of Eskaj near Lushnje, south of Tirane. He had
to work on an agricultural co-operative: "There were many people in
internal exile in this village. It was a very difficult life for us. As political
prisoners we were treated much worse than everybody else, even though
life on the co-operative was miserable for everyone.'
All crops were grown for export, and workers only received a tiny
ration. T remember when my father was dying. He said that before he died
he wanted to taste a watermelon once more, like when he was a boy before
communism. But you had to have the Director's authorisation to take a
watermelon from the warehouse, which was a very complicated process,
particularly if you were a political prisoner. I managed to get authorisation
to take one watermelon from the warehouse. However, it took so long to
get all the paperwork done that by the time I got back to the house with my
watermelon, my father had died. I felt very sad.'
As a political prisoner, Rizhvan had to have special permission to go
anywhere, and was constantly being watched by the SIGURIMI. Prisoners
were convenient scapegoats for co-operative leaders if work targets were
not fulfilled or if new ideas did not work. 'We would be accused of trying
to sabotage the work ethics of the people and we could get sent to prison
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V This communist slogan
reads: We are strictly relying
on our own efforts'.
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for up to ten years.' People in the village would not speak out against
unfair practices because they feared being sent to prison as well. 'If you
complained about such things this was interpreted as political.'
Rizhvan has remained in Eskaj with the rest of his family and is the
Mayor of Bubullime Commune. 'There have been good changes here: at
least my children can continue their education; they were not allowed to go
to university because I was a political prisoner. We can talk freely again:
before, we were sometimes even afraid to greet people, because we were
seen as enemies of the state and people were afraid to be seen with us or
talk to us.' But Rizhvan does not feel that any of the changes have
compensated him and his family for their suffering: "There are very few
opportunities for my children here. My son is a qualified teacher but he
cannot survive on a teacher's salary here, and instead has to work as a
simple labourer in Italy to help support our family. It is a tragedy for our
country that all the talented people are leaving.'
Rizhvan also questions the efficacy of electoral democracy: "The
politicians now do not think of the country: they think they will only stay in
power for two or three years and therefore just want to profit as much as
they can from their positions. How can we build a new country if our
politicians have this kind of attitude? Even Europe has not really been very
supportive of real change here.' But he is worried that Albania is not
leaving its past behind: "There are a lot of people who used to be senior in
the Communist Party who are gaining power and influence again. These
people are creating problems for our society to move forward: they are
used to ordering people around and like power for power's sake. They
don't want to consult with people. I know we should forgive and forget, but
given my experiences, and those of a lot of other people like me, it is going
to be very hard and take a long time.'

The painful transition to
democracy

V A political rally during the
1992 election campaign, a
time of optimism for most
Albanians.

Enver Hoxha died in 1985. Given the desperate state of the economy, his
successor Ramiz Alia introduced some cautious reforms in 1989. In July
1990, about 5,000 Albanians desperately trying to seek asylum from an
increasingly harsh economic and social crisis occupied foreign embassies
in Tirane. In December, Tirane witnessed widespread student rioting, and
the first opposition party (the Democratic Party) was formed and legalised.
Riots continued throughout the winter and early 1991, leading to the first
multi-party elections in March 1991.
The 'new' Albania is a parliamentary democracy: the elected People's
Assembly chooses the President for afive-yearterm, who then appoints a
Prime Minister to head the Council of Ministers.
For administrative purposes, the country has 36
districts, whose governing structure is based on
proportional representation.
The 1991 elections were won by a coalition
of the Communist and Socialist parties led by
Fatos Nano, but the deepening economic crisis
made it impossible for him to govern. A period
of general anarchy and chaos followed as the
state gradually collapsed. Further elections in
March 1992 were won by the DP under the
leadership of Sali Berisha, which was to stay in
power until the cataclysmic events of 1997. At
first, Berisha's government gradually managed
to restore order to the country and secure much'I felt that we could all die that day, but it didn't
matter because it would be for something so
worthwhile. For the first time in 50 years people
were learning what it meant to give your life for
your country. Even though the Communists had
rammed it down our throats for 50 years, that day
we were ready to give our lives for change.'
Blerinda Idrizi, speaking of her participation
in a student demonstration in Skenderbeg Square
in February 1991.
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needed foreign aid. However, by 1994 the government was regarded as
becoming increasingly corrupt and authoritarian. A constitution drafted by
the DP that would have given Berisha sweeping powers over all aspects of
government was roundly rejected in a referendum which many Albanians
considered the first real test of their new democracy. But this rejection did
not deter the government from trying to consolidate its power. Using
foreign assistance from Europe, and aggressively manipulating public
opinion in the West and at home to portray himself and his government as
the only hope for stability in a country surrounded by Balkan crises,
Berisha's government was able increase its stranglehold on power. The DP
unsurprisingly declared a unanimous victory in the 1996 election, which
was characterised by widespread reports of voter intimidation and voterigging. The USA and several Western European governments refused to
recognise the results of the elections and threatened to reduce levels of aid
to Albania significantly.

V Streets and buildings are
still showing the scars of the
1997 riots and looting.

Nevertheless the DP managed to retain power and became even more
authoritarian. Protests in Tirane after the elections were brutally put down
by riot police. Foreign observers warned that there were human-rights
abuses in Albania relating to the muzzling of the opposition, which was
denied its rights to organise and gather, and restricted from participating
in the political arena. Journalists were increasingly being targeted and
harassed by the police, and many Albanians felt alarm at the growing
influence of the Albanian Secret Police, as well as the government's total
monopolisation of television and radio.
Economic crisis: the collapse of the
pyramid savings schemes
When informal investment schemes, commonly
known as 'pyramid schemes', sprang up in 1993,
millions of Albanians invested all their savings
in the hope for free-market profits. Despite
continual warning signs and the evident need
for some sort of regulation of the informal
investment market, the government did nothing.
Many Albanians believe that government officials
had major stakes in the pyramid schemes and as
a result were reluctant to curb the exorbitant
profits being made by the biggest pyramid firms.
In early 1997, there was a spectacular
collapse of the pyramid firms, and millions of
Albanians lost their life savings. The World Bank
and IMF estimate the value of Albanians'
deposits lost in the pyramid savings schemes at
$1.2 billion, the equivalent of half of Albania's
GDP for 1996. Widespread protests followed,
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A As a result of Albania's
economic isolation, even food
supply proved a challenge
during the early 1990s.

and on 2 March 1997 the government declared a state of emergency and
imposed a curfew throughout the country. This intolerance towards
political and civil opposition, as well as the increased presence of the army
in southern Albania, sparked off violent unrest. Despite a compromise
reached among the main political parties, the level of anarchy became
unmanageable, culminating in widespread looting of arms depots by the
frustrated civilian population. A coalition government led by the Socialist
President Rexhep Medani and Prime Minister Fatos Nano tried to govern
the country after the government's collapse, but until the arrival of an
international peace-keeping force (mainly comprising troops from Italy and
Greece) in April 1998, total anarchy reigned. Even with the presence of the
peace-keeping force, governing the country still proved highly problematic
given the large number of weapons in civilian hands.
By the end of the summer of 1997, sufficient law and order had been
restored for state institutions to function again. Nevertheless, security
remained a major problem, with the police force and army fairly ineffective
in guaranteeing law and order. During 1998 there was a gradual return to
normality, and at long last the country's first post-communist constitution
was approved. It is widely accepted as a solid base on which to build a
genuine democratic society in Albania, and a far cry from the farcical,
authoritarian version drafted by the Berisha government in 1994. However,
in September 1998 the murder of a leading opposition politician sparked
armed rioting in Tirane and the resignation of Prime Minister Fatos Nano.
Nano's replacement, Pandeli Majko, was seen as having no past political
associations, and people seemed to appreciate his youth and energy.
Judging on the basis of events since late 1999, Albania's political
future seems to be at risk again. Fatos Nano has regained the leadership of
the SP, ousting its youthful leader Pandeli Majko and replacing him as
Prime Minister. At the same time, Sali Berisha, former President and
leader of the DP, has returned from disgrace and is back at the helm of the
DP. With elections likely in late 2000, the scene looks set for a resumption
of the power struggle between Nano and Berisha, replacing serious
political debates about the country's economic future and the multitude of
pressing social problems. Western governments have voiced their concern
over the return to prominence of both Berisha and Nano, and the USA has
made it clear that it does not wish to see them contest in Albania's next
election. It remains to be seen what influence outside governments and
donors will have; either way, it will be the Albanian people who once more
suffer as much-needed economic and social reform, and the outside
funding required to support it, is hijacked by politicians' irresponsible
power struggles.
One of the most urgent tasks for Albania's government is to persuade
the civilian population to give up the weapons they have held since the
riots of 1997. Efforts have proceeded at a snail's pace, and general banditry
in the north is once more on the rise. Indeed, if the two main political
opponents decided to rally supporters with words of aggression, this could
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have disturbing consequences. Both main parties are nurturing a political
climate that is not far from the northern Albanian vendetta tradition, and,
given the continuing influence of mafia elements within Albanian society
and a climate of violence in neighbouring Kosovo, the region once more
seems to be entering a period of insecurity and uncertainty.
Building a democracy

V Albanians are realising
that democracy means more
than just voting..
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One of the biggest problems Albania faces in its political transformation is
Albanians' lack of familiarity with the process of democracy and its
accompanying dialogue, debate, and compromise. Albanians have not had
the concept of democracy, and of individual and collective responsibilities,
made clear to them, nor do they have any examples of to learn from in
their own history. They see the state's function merely as controlling the
excesses of individuals and society in general. This attitude absolves many
Albanians of responsibility for their actions, as well as allowing for authoritarian excesses such as those of the Berisha government. The current
political system does not provide Albanians with a model of democracy
either: gaining power depends simply on how effectively one can prove
that one is anti-communist. The media reflect this simplistic struggle for
political power (and much of the press, radio, and television is still stateowned), which makes it difficult for people to make informed and unbiased
choices. Albanians see their vote simply as a means to support whoever
they feel is most violently opposed to communism and the past. There is
very little discussion of how the parties propose to resolve Albania's
economic and social problems; instead, the debate revolves around their
political vendettas.
The relative irresponsibility of most politicians in Albania, and their
ability to manipulate people's ignorance of democratic principles,
have not created an environment for a genuine civil society. This
has also ensured that the government is not held to account for
its actions or failures to act. For instance, the Berisha
government would justify its inefficiency and corruption by
accusing the opposition of being sympathetic to
communism and blocking reform. Such scare tactics have
made Albania's social and political development painfully
slow, as well as reinforcing old mentalities based on
confrontation rather than dialogue and co-operation.
With the recent resignation of Pandeli Majko and
return to power of Fatos Nano, coupled with increasing
uncertainly over the future of Prime Minister Medani,
Albania seems to be once more returning to the violent
and wasteful political bickering that dominated the
Berisha years. As a result, most Albanians initial
optimism that they would finally get the democracy they
longed for seems to be fading fast.

A chance to start anew: Blerinda and Arben's story

A Arben and Blerinda in
Skenderbeg Square, where in
1990 they joined others to
protest against the
Communist regime.

Blerinda studied at the University of Tirane from 1986 to 1990, staying on
to work as an assistant professor. Arben also graduated in 1990 but was
sent to teach in a remote part of Mirdite District. Both of them witnessed
the change in Albania's political climate and participated in the student
riots from December 1990 to March 1991, which ultimately
led to the fall of the Communist government. Blerinda
describes her experience: 'During my last year of studies,
things were starting to change a bit. We used to question
why we weren't allowed to read banned books like Kafka.
Because we were able to ask such questions—which my
parents could never have done—we began to feel that things
were going to change.
'In June 1990 the first people started to jump the
fences of the foreign embassies to seek political asylum. On
2 July, thousands of people tried to get into the embassies in
Tirane. It was very dramatic, and we were sure that these
people were going to be severely punished. To our surprise,
nobody was killed or sent to prison. Instead, they were
allowed to leave the country. I remember that date very well
as Arben and I got engaged that day. Everyone was trying to
escape, it was crazy. My father said to me, "Why are you and
Arben getting engaged today? Just go and jump an embassy
fence together and leave, this may be your only chance." But
we decided not to. I'm not sure why, but I think we felt that
leaving wasn't the right thing to do. However, at the end of
our engagement ceremony I felt very sad because I heard that a lot of my
closest friends had left. I felt very alone.'
In December 1990 the student riots began, and the Democratic Party
was legalised, so people felt that real change was possible at last. Blerinda
was skeptical: 'I still didn't believe that things would change that fast, or
for the better. I felt this because people were approaching the changes in
the old way—with so much hatred. People wanted revenge. Some of us
argued that we should forgive and forget, but we were shouted down, and
people accused us of being sympathetic to the past. It was very difficult to
be reasonable; you often felt that you were swimming against the tide.'
Teaching at school in Kacinar in late 1990, Arben and his friends
used to listen to the Voice of America on the radio to hear about the events
in Tirane, although they knew that they could be arrested for doing so.
'When we heard of the student demonstrations in Tirane, we were really
thrilled. I rushed down to Tirane to stay for a week and join the
demonstrations.' He lost his job as a result: 'I was very happy about this
though, because I was able to go back to Tirane and join in all the
demonstrations. Blerinda and I were very happy to be part of the
demonstration that brought down the statue of Enver Hoxha in the main
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square in Tirane in February 1991.' Blerinda and Arben will never forget
this exciting time: 'We felt we wanted to make a contribution and support
the changes. We were excited to find so many other people who believed in
change and a new future.'
A time of disillusionment

In spite of their initial optimism, Blerinda and Arben decided to try to
emigrate to the USA in April 1991. Most of their friends had left, and they
were alarmed at how things were changing: 'so much of it seemed to be
based on revenge and hatred.' Because of visa problems, Blerinda and
Arben ended up staying in Bucharest, Romania, for a year and a half.
Blerinda found work, but 'in December 1992 we decided to return to
Albania. It was difficult to make this decision, because in Albania, once
you have left people tend to see you as a failure if you come back. We
travelled back to Tirane by bus, and it was very emotional for me. We got to
see how everything was breaking down or had been destroyed. I was very
sad. Everything was broken and dirty, and there were bars on all the shop
windows. It was not a country that I recognised anymore. Everything and
everyone was miserable, and nobody seemed to have any hope. I saw my
country helpless and hopeless.'
Blerinda and Arben found it very hard to
find jobs, despite their education. The situation
improved in 1993, according to Belinda: "There
was a good group of people in the new government who were trying to change things for the
better. People saw this and were supportive. The
best people in the country were being listened
to, and this instilled hope in people. I think 1993
was the only year in which the Albanian people
were genuinely listened to.'
Arben, who found work in the Ministry of
Justice, describes what happened as the Berisha
government settled into power: 'In my job I got
to see how the new government was working,
but I soon became very disillusioned. Gradually,
especially as they worked on the new constitution, they became more authoritarian and
concerned with hanging on to power. They
wanted to make their political interests the law,
just like in the old days. I couldn't accept this
and decided to leave my job.'
Blerinda was shocked to find that history
was repeating itself: 'At this time, if you had
courage to speak up the government had ways
of silencing you. I couldn't believe this was
happening again. My parents had been two of
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V Water cannons being fired
against protesters in
Skenderbeg Square, 1991.

the original 300 supporters of the DP. In 1994
things started to get bad with the DP, and my
parents, my mother in particular, felt they had
to speak up. Twenty years earlier, when they
were university professors, Hoxha had run a
campaign to "democratise" social studies.
Hoxha encouraged academics to speak up and
be critical of the regime—but this was simply a
front so he could find out who was against
him. As a result, many people were put in jail;
my parents were sent into internal exile. Now,
20 years later, as my mother spoke up I saw
the same kind of intimidation against her. I
was shocked and deeply saddened. Things got
more difficult, and my mother had to leave the
country and went to the United States. My
father joined her the following year.'
Arben comments on Albanians' lack of
democratic experience which brought Berisha
back to power in spite of his government's
inefficiency: 'People were misled by a very bad
election campaign. Berisha frightened people
by saying, "If you don't vote for me, the
communists will come back to power for sure".
People were so afraid of this that they would do
anything to prevent it. People were also
manipulated because 70 per cent of our
population is still rural and does not have the
benefit of a good education.' Blerinda, who is
now working with an American humanitarian
agency, adds: 'I feel sad for what is happening
here. There are so many good people here, but
they are not allowed to have their voice. They
must be supported, and people must stop
placing blind faith in the government solving
all our problems. We must start to take
responsibility. But this is still a new concept for
people here, and it will take time.'
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The legacy of central
planning

V The ferro-nickel mines at
Prenjas used to employ 2,000
workers but dosed in 1991.
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Albania had the most rigid centrally planned economy of any country in
Eastern Europe, based on a strict adherence to Stalinist principles. Massive
industrial complexes were built throughout the country, with the intention
of transforming Albania's predominantly rural peasant society into an
urban industrial one practically overnight. But despite such grandiose
plans, reality proved to be far different. By 1992 most of the factories lay
in ruins or idle, and Albania's population was still 70 per cent rural with
thousands of people unemployed. Albania's isolation from the rest of the
world following its break with China in 1978 meant that its factories
(which were already using outdated Chinese technology) rapidly became
obsolete. This, coupled with a greatly diminished market for its exports
and serious inefficiencies in the system of agricultural collectives, had
brought Albania to a state of complete economic collapse by 1991.
Albania's first democratically elected government was faced with the
daunting task of reversing 50 years of economic mismanagement and
inefficiency, in order to satisfy an electorate suffering extreme hardship.
Despite the Berisha government's serious weaknesses, it was still faced
with an almost impossible task. Under pressure from international
financial institutions, it undertook a draconian structural adjustment
programme. Official statistics showed Albania having the highest
economic growth rate in all the post-communist countries of Eastern
Europe, but the reform programme brought even greater hardship to
Albanians. Much of the growth was financed by remittances from
Albanians working abroad
and manifested itself in
artificially high levels of

V Former employees of the
Bbasan steelworks have
taken on the challenge of
privatisation.

consumption of imported goods. At the same time, infrastructure
continued to deteriorate. Albania's meagre road network continued to fall
apart, making main sections of national roads almost impassable at times;
water became a scarce commodity in cities, particularly during the
summer; and power cuts in the winter lasted anywhere from a few hours
to a few weeks. During the summer, water was rationed to a few hours a
day and in winter, electricity was rationed to the same degree.
As a result of the anarchy and chaos of 1991-92, approximately
60-70 per cent of Albania's population suddenly found themselves
unemployed. Because a great number of Albanians started migrating to
Italy and Greece in search of work from 1992, unemployment halved
during 1993. In the period up to 1997 the number of people registered as
unemployed has remained high at about 15-20 per cent, although most
people estimate that the real figure was at least 10-20 per cent higher. It is
a persistent phenomenon that an estimated 40 per cent of Albania's labour
force, 400,000 people, are working outside Albania at any given time.
A past triumph: the steelworks in Elbasan
The city of Elbasan was home to one of the largest steelworks in Eastern
Europe. Built with assistance from the Chinese, the massive complex
dominates the landscape around Elbasan. Hoxha viewed it as one of the
great triumphs of the Albanian revolution. The reality however, was slightly
different: giant smokestacks belched appalling amounts of industrial
pollution across a wide area, and workers laboured under inhuman
conditions with little or no regard to their health. With communism's
collapse in 1991-92, the factory all but shut down. A few smelters still
work today and, with even less regulation than under communism,
continue to cast a pall of dirty smog over Elbasan. Of the thousands of
workers who were employed at the steelworks when it was fully functional,
some, like Xheyahir Boriei and a few of his fellow workers, have been able
to benefit from the privatisation of some of the steelworks' smaller
workshops. 'I worked here as an engineer from 1965 to 1992, when the
factory stopped working and I lost my job. In 1994 some parts of the
factory became available for rent. My friends and I got together and
managed to get the use of this workshop and the machinery that was left
in it. A lot of it had been damaged, destroyed, or even stolen. Although we
rent the workshop from the government, we have managed to buy most of
the equipment. We make gas for bottled drinks and other uses.'
During the anarchy of 1997, Xheyahir and his partners lost a lot of
money and had equipment stolen. But he feels confident that things will
start to get better. 'We just want to work, we don't care about politics. I
think since 1997 people have finally understood that we cannot go on like
we were before and that we have to think about the future, not just today.
Even though the continuing violence is terrible, sometimes we joke that
maybe all the criminals will eventually eliminate each other. I always
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believed that one day we would have the freedoms we have now. I work
independently now and for myself, whereas before we had to depend on
others and had no control. Life in this factory was terrible under
communism. It caused a lot of sickness, and the government did nothing.'
Xheyahir intends to keep working in spite of remaining doubts about
security. However, his daughter does not share his confidence and has
decided to emigrate to Canada. 'I am sad she is leaving, because it is a
shame that we are losing all our bright young people, and this will make it
difficult for our country to move forward.'
But many Albanians are still not familiar with private business, as
Xheyahir explains: 'Our business is growing and we managed to keep all the
clients we had got by 1997. Although it is not easy, we make enough money
to have a reasonable life. We will build slowly, but we hope the government
will be supportive of us. We would like to expand but it is very difficult to
get a loan; the banks don't trust us and still have the old communist
mentality that we are here for them and not the other way around. In
Albania, because of communism we still have a mentality among some
people that we should not have to work hard and that the state will take care
of all our problems. This is what happened to the people who lost everything
in the pyramid schemes: they wanted to get rich quickly without having to
work for it. Some people are jealous of our success, and sometimes threaten
us. If we were afraid of this, we would just give up. But becoming too afraid
to work would be the worst thing. If we don't give up then there is hope.
Fortunately, there are a lot of people who think like us.'
Agriculture: after the collectives

V Mountain farmers terrace
the hillsides to prevent soil
erosion.
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One sector of the economy which has been relatively successful is smallscale farming, especially in the coastal plains' Mediterranean climate and
fertile soils. Despite a traumatic break-up of the communist collectives and
some land ownership disputes, land redistribution has proceeded relatively
smoothly. Each family
that used to belong to a
collective received
4,700m2 of land.
Greenhouses have
become very popular
and profitable; Lakeh
Kaya and his brother,
who farm in the village
of Eskaj near Lushnje,
have had theirs for two
years now. 'We had a
good year last year with
the greenhouse and
worked hard. Our

A Lakeh Kaya in his
greenhouse. His entire family
helps with planting.

results were so good that we were able to get another i,ooom 2 under
production. Even though we can't get credit from the bank, we managed to
borrow some money from family and friends, and this has helped us to
put up the second greenhouse.' Because of high transport costs, farmers
can find it difficult to get their produce to market: 'Most of it goes to
Tirane' and Vlore. Someone in the village has a van,
and we pay him for transport. Vlore and Lushnje are
closer, but Tirane is a bigger market, and the prices
are better. There is a lot of competition, but we still
manage to make a profit and save some money each
year.'
Like the steelworkers in Elbasan, Lakeh has not
had much external support for his business: "The
land here used to produce a lot of corn and wheat,
but now this is too expensive, and there are no banks
to give us credit. Also, the government imports too
much wheat and we cannot compete. The
government doesn't really support us, and the local
government has no power to do anything.'
The Kaya brothers are not yet working with
other farmers in order to bring down costs, because
they are afraid of being cheated or exploited. 'We are
a little bit suspicious about working with other
people after 50 years of communism. I think we are
still allergic to co-operatives. But I know that I cannot
grow stronger alone; we will get together with people
who are hard workers. For too long under
communism we supported lazy people who didn't want to work. I have
worked hard and invested a lot, and I am not prepared to risk this with
someone who is not serious.'
Not many people have left Eskaj, so there is not much extra land for
sale. Lakeh wonders what will happen when he has to divide up his land
among his sons: 'If everybody else does the same, then our land will get
smaller and smaller. But while the older people here are reluctant to go to
the city, the younger people are attracted to Tirane. My son says that he
would rather be in the city than have to wear my old gumboots all day. If
he can go to the city and find a good job, then I don't mind; it will relieve
some of the pressure on the land.'
In order to improve rural life in Albania, Lakeh is convinced that
local government must have more authority. 'They are more interested in
our problems than the politicians in Tirane. I am worried that we don't
have a health clinic here—the government should help us with this. If I had
enough money, I would build one for the village, as would other successful
farmers. If our country is to move forward, we must have good services in
rural areas. I want to do something for my country and the people here. If
we all think this way then we can really develop our country.'
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Rural poverty
WATER CARRIER
In villages far from
natural springs or
wells, women have
traditionally carried
water over far
distances in special
containers. NGOs are
working with villagers
to improve water
supply in remote areas.

> Small-scale farmers add
to their income by selling their
produce at the roadside.
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Apart from shops filled with foreign goods and hundreds of dilapidated
Mercedes Benz in the streets (many of them brought in illegally from
Western Europe), it is hard to find any tangible evidence of the 'Albanian
economic miracle'. What little development had taken place since the end
of communism was almost wiped out during the chaos of 1997 and
Albania has had to start again in rebuilding its shattered economy. While
there is a general consensus that people are marginally better off than they
were under communism, making ends meet is still a major challenge for
most Albanian families. There was a serious lack of investment during the
1990s in the development of rural communities in Albania, particularly in
the north of the country. Although the government managed to ensure that
people in rural areas received a basic welfare allowance that covered their
immediate subsistence needs, there was practically no investment in social
or physical infrastructure.
Due to their proximity to Greece, people in rural southern Albanian
communities were able to mitigate the harshness of the economic
situation by migrating to gain seasonal employment there. Most of the
villages of the south are still devoid of young people for much of the year,
due to the availability of employment in the Greek construction,
agriculture, and tourist sectors. In the north, however, such opportunities
were not so readily available. During the war in Bosnia, many people in
northern towns such as Shkoder survived by breaking the UN embargo
with Yugoslavia, trading in fuel and other essential commodities. With the
1996 Dayton peace accords, this lucrative business suddenly and rapidly

V Makeshift houses in
Karma, built without
permission or infrastructure by
people who come in search of
a better life in Tirane.

:> A symbol of affluence,
parked outside local
government buildings in
Korce.

came to an end. Thousands of people in remote and isolated mountain
villages, often several hours' walk from the nearest road, were left to eke
out a meagre subsistence on the tiny plots of land they had been allocated
after the break-up of the collective system. Education and health facilities
in such areas became almost non-existent. Despite the warnings of local
people and international non-government organisations (NGOs), the
government and international donors continued to ignore the plight of
people in the north, dismissing these areas as
economically unsustainable.
The consequence of the government's and
donors' short-sightedness was a migration
unprecedented in scale of villagers from the
north to Tirane and other major towns,
especially Shkoder. With little money and no
property rights, thousands of people from
Albania's rural north settled on the outskirts of
Tirane in a desperate search for a better life.
Huge shantytowns like Kamza have expanded
without public infrastructure
such as water, electricity, and
sewerage. The public health
hazards that are coming to light
in places like Kamza are
enormous, and cases of
cholera and dysentery have
already been witnessed. The
new government and
international donors have
taken steps to address the
needs of such communities
as well as to channel direct
assistance more effectively
to the north. However,
much still needs to be done
to stem the flow of thousands of northerners
to the shantytowns around Durre's and Tirane. The sense of
frustration and hopelessness, as well as growing poverty in places like
Kamza, was one of the key sparks that ignited the violence of 1997.
The increase in unemployment and lack of economic and social
investment during the 1990s coincided with the growth of pyramid
investment schemes. These schemes lured millions of Albanians to invest
the remittances that family members sent from abroad, in return for
unrealistic interest rates which in some cases promised up to 50 per cent a
month. The interest earned from pyramid schemes enabled thousands of
Albanians who had no employment or other form of income to survive the
period from 1992-97 despite the parlous state of the economy. The
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.' Broz Marku, a successful
farmer, did not fall prey to the
get-rich-quick, schemes, but
chose to invest in his farm.

complete collapse of these schemes in 1997, and
Albanians' lack of experience with free markets
and financial planning, eradicated the life
savings of thousands of Albanians overnight. It
also served to ignite the social conflict that had
been brewing since 1992 and resulted in the
destruction and looting of what little productive
capacity Albania had managed to restore. In
December 1997 200,000 people were officially
registered as unemployed, and it is estimated
that the same number of people out of work
were simply not registering. According to the
UNDP, unemployment was increasing at the
alarming rate of 4,000 to 5,000 people per
month in 1998.
Despite such gloomy statistics, Albanians
are trying hard to rebuild their lives after the
events of 1997. Broz Marku is a successful local
farmer in the village of Gajnolle near Shkoder.
Despite many challenges, he and his wife did
not fall prey to the pyramid schemes and instead
worked hard to build up their farm. They have
gained a great deal of respect in their
community as a result of their success and have
given some of their land to an NGO project which is providing support to
local farmers. As Broz says: 'My wife and I decided to invest our profits
from the farm back into the farm and not into the pyramid schemes. Other
people thought we were crazy and said, "Why do you work so hard when, if
you join the pyramid schemes, you will get rich quickly without having to
work?" However, when their pyramids collapsed, our investment stayed
intact. I often say to people that they shouldn't base their dreams on
something they cannot see and touch. I think many people have realised
this even though they found the events of 1997 very painful.'
While the continuing lack of law and order add to the challenges,
there is hope that the 1998 constitution will be able to provide a more
lasting framework for such initiatives and enable the state to provide
greater support for economic development. Furthermore,
as people like Broz, the Kaya brothers,
and Xheyahir continue to gain respect
in their communities, others may
follow their examples, and
excesses like the pyramid
schemes may be avoided in
the future.
> A tangible investment
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