In search of a living:
the lure of Europe

V Waiting outside the Greek
Consulate in Gjirokaster.

A Travel agencies have
opened all over Albania.

Before 1991, the ability to travel outside of Albania was restricted to a select
minority who the communist regime considered politically sound. For the
vast majority of Albanians, the outside world was a complete unknown; the
warped propaganda fed to them by Hoxha's regime extolled the virtues of
Albania's socialist paradise, and compared it to the misery and wretchedness of everyday life for workers in capitalist countries. But thousands of
Albanians would watch Italian and Greek broadcasts which the communist
regime, despite their best efforts, failed to block. The images of the rest of
Europe that Albanians saw on Italian and Greek television programmes
contrasted dramatically with what the government told them. Albanians
were desperate to have links with the rest of the world and to have the
opportunity to travel.
As Albania's once phenomenal border security system started to crack
in 1990, it opened the door for a floodgate of refugees seeking a better life
in Western Europe. As the country's economic crisis deepened in 1991,
thousands of Albanians fled to Italy and Greece in search of work. This was
to become a permanent facet of Albanian life: since 1992, emigration has
become the single most important means Albanian families use to survive.
It is hard to find an Albanian family which does not have at least one family
member working in Greece or Italy.
For many Albanian emigrants, life is not easy. Often the
only option is to cross the border illegally, particularly to
Greece, and Albanians consequently live under the constant
fear of deportation. Much of the work they are able to get is
seasonal, low paid, and in very menial occupations: it is not
uncommon, especially among younger people, to find
trained teachers or doctors working as waiters in Italy or as
agricultural and construction workers in Greece. However,
they will be earning five or six times what they would
earn in Albania (a teacher's salary is about $60 a month).
According to research by the United Nations
Development Programme, an estimated 40 per cent of
Albania's population aged 19 to 40 have emigrated. At conservative estimates, in 1998 Greece was home to up to 400,000 Albanian
immigrants, and Italy to 100-150,000. Using the same data, it is estimated
that in the case of Greece, there is one Albanian for every 25-30 Greeks.
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Of the ioo.ooo Albanian immigrants working in Italy in 1997 only
62,000 were there legally, while in Greece only 10,000 of the 350,000
immigrants were legal; the rest had crossed the Greek border on foot
through the mountains—an option which is also dangerous because of the
presence of the Albanian mafia. Because young men are seen as traditional
breadwinners, they make up between two-thirds and three-quarters of
Albanian immigrants in these countries.
Emigration is now seen as a normal way of earning money, so young
men are often expected to spend time in Greece or Italy each year to
support the rest of the family. As a result, at least 15 per cent of Albania's
population are outside the country throughout the year. Although the
Albanian government has signed seasonal employment agreements with
Greece and Italy, the thousands of Albanians in search of employment
who are unable to get the necessary paperwork will continue to go illegally
if they are left with no other option.
Coping with negative stereotypes

V Mountain routes are not
always safe to travel.
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Albanian emigrants have not found it easy to integrate in society in their
host countries. The foreign media have consistently painted a highly
negative picture of Albania and Albanians in general, dwelling on images
of wild, gun-toting teenagers and the chaos of 1997. Albania is depicted as
a lawless country populated by ruthless criminals. This stereotype has not
helped Albanians abroad: emigrants speak of open discrimination, and in
Italy, there have been cases of intimidation. The Italian media, particularly
in the country's more right-wing northern region, blame illegal Albanian
immigrants for much of the organised crime in the area. While the
presence of the Albanian mafia in Italy is an issue for concern, it is not on
the scale portrayed.
In Greece, negative stereotypes of Albanian immigrants have arisen
because people do not understand conditions in Albania, and because of
nationalist sentiments regarding the Greek minority in Albania. However,
on an individual level, many Albanian emigrants speak kindly of their
Greek employers and hosts. In Italy, several
national NGOs are working with Albanian
communities to secure better rights and working
conditions for them, and there is a wealth of
Italian NGOs working in Albania. Nevertheless,
alienation and discrimination are likely to
remain an unfortunate aspect of life for
Albanians working in Greece and Italy,
especially given the large numbers of illegal
immigrants in these countries. Yet frustration
about the rate of progress and economic
necessity will continue to drive thousands of
Albanians abroad in search of a better life.

'This isn't much of a life for us': Kastriot's story

A The remnants of the
railway station at Pogradec,
damaged during 1997. Trains
are now running again.

Kastriot from Pogradec has been working seasonally in Greece since 1991.
His modest two-room house overlooks the wrecks of several Albanian
Railways locomotives destroyed during the looting and rioting of 1997:
'People came from Korce and Pogradec to take the aluminium from these
locomotives to sell for scrap. I was working in Greece at the time, but I was
shocked to see the damage when I came back.'
When Kastriot is in Albania, he helps his
family and looks after their animals. He feels
that apart from this there is nothing for him to
do, so for eight months of the year he travels to
Greece to work as an agricultural labourer. 'It is
difficult to work in Greece, and the work is hard.
People treat me well sometimes, and at other
times not so well. It depends on what kind of
relationship I have with my employer. Some of
them feel sorry for us, others think we are bad
people because of what they hear and see in the
papers and on radio and television.'
As a farm worker in Greece, Kastriot
receives board and lodging and usually earns
between 3,500 and 5,000 drachma (about $15$20) in a day. 'It would take me almost two
weeks to make that kind of money here—if I
could find a job. When we work in the tobacco
fields, we start at three in the morning and work for up to twelve hours.
Sometimes we fall asleep in the field. From what I hear, the Greeks treat
us better than the Italians, so I would rather go to Greece than Italy. If I
could earn 7,000 drachma ($30) a day then I would be very satisfied.'
Kastriot has worked for his current employer, who helps him get a
work permit, for four years. He finds travel difficult on both sides of the
border: "The Greek authorities make things very difficult for us, although
Greek people themselves are no problem for the most part. Our Albanian
police give me a problem about anything that I try to bring back, and if I
go illegally across the mountains, there are mafia waiting for us to steal
our wages. I am angry with the police; they just make my life difficult, but
at the same time they do nothing to catch the mafia who rob us in the
mountains.'
Even with work permits, Albanian migrant workers have few rights if
there is a dispute with an employer. 'A few years ago, when I worked for a
different farmer, the Albanian workers in our area complained about
working conditions and asked for a wage increase. The Greek farmers
called the police, and we got thrown out of our rooms and sent into the
mountains; but they did not have us deported. After three days, they called
us back. Our conditions were unchanged—they just wanted to show us
who was boss. Because a lot of us are working there illegally, we have to be
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careful what we do, and we have no rights. Things are getting better now,
and the authorities are making it easier to get a work permit; I hope this
will give us better conditions and rights when we are working there.'
Kastriot and his wife want to start a family, but the need to have a
secure job, and fears over crime in Albania, have influenced their plans: 'I
miss my wife when I am away, and this isn't much of a life for us. If I had
the chance to go to Greece permanently and take my family with me, I
would go, but I don't think I would go forever. I worry about my family's
security here. My wife and I want to have only one child, and we hope it is
a boy, because the mafia might try to kidnap a girl when she is older and
send her to Italy. I would be happier here in Albania if I had enough
money for my wife and the child we want to have, and if the state could
guarantee their security. I hope that things will get better one day and I
can either leave here altogether, or the economy will improve so that I can
find a good job here.'
'One day I would like to come back': Albania's younger generation

The desire to leave Albania permanently is particularly strong among
younger people. Many of them feel betrayed by the lack of political,
economic, and social progress since the start of student protests against
the communist regime. A lot of young people argue that they have little to
show for their struggles for democracy in 1990-91, and that their idealism
and aspirations for the future have been hijacked by a generation of older
politicians who are still entrenched in the past. The tragic and violent
events of 1997 proved a watershed for Albania's younger generation: until
then, they felt that they had a chance to influence and shape Albania's
future. For many young people, 1997 shattered these aspirations, and left
most of them feeling
that their future lay
outside Albania.
Bledi Shllakut
and Iannis Mitros are
students in their final
year at the University
of Gjirokaster. Bledi
comes from Tirane,
and Iannis is an
Albanian ethnic Greek
from Sarande on the

< Iannis Mitros and Bledi
Shllakut in the hills around
Gjirokaster, discussing the
prospects of younger people
in Albania.
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V The streets of Gjirokaster,
where lannis and Bledi study.

coast. Although they would both like to stay in Albania, they are concerned
about the lack of opportunities, according to Bledi. 'When we graduate I
think it is better to try to emigrate, given the state of things here. Most of
us think this way: if we have the opportunity we'll go. It is better to go
abroad than stay here and work as a teacher for $65 a month.' But at the
same time, Bledi is very aware that his generation will bear the main
burden of rebuilding Albania: 'Our parents have left us nothing, and we
have to start from nothing. We are young and we have to build something
to give to our children. It is not like in my parents' generation, when the
state took care of you. Now there is no state.'
Having lived through Eastern Europe's turbulent recent history,
Bledi is critical of Albania's post-communist leaders: 'Maybe one day I'll
come back, but there must be security and equal opportunities for all. In
other East European countries, they started
democracy properly. They told people that they
have to work and gave them the laws and
opportunities to do this. Here, it was a pseudodemocracy. The politicians didn't tell people that
they had to work in order to build something for
themselves. Work will build Albania, not things
like smuggling and pyramid schemes. The
politicians' behaviour demonstrated that it is
okay to make money through illegal activities.'
Disillusioned by the lack of engagement
with his generation's ideas and demands, Bledi
finds it hard to imagine a better future. 'It is
difficult for us as students. We try to challenge
old mentalities, but people just say "go away,
student"—especially in Gjirokaster, which is a lot more conservative than
Tirane. You can only be told to "go away" so many times until you decide
to go away for good. You still feel that you would like to come back if
things improve, but if you wait too much, you grow old. Albania has always
been in crisis throughout its history. There is always a sense of insecurity
here. Maybe it is our nature: maybe we are impatient and thus never
resolve anything.'
lannis shares Bledi's sense of frustration. Although he can easily
find work in Greece because of his ethnic Greek status, he is unsure where
his future lies. 'We want to go somewhere where we can realise our
ambitions and dreams. All of us would like to stay here and create
something, but there is no opportunity here.' Still, being able to emigrate
does not solve Iannis's problems as an Albanian: 'A lot of people say to
me, "It's easy for you to go to Greece, so why don't you just go?" But it is
still not easy for me. When I am in Greece I feel more Albanian than
Greek, and when I am in Albania I feel more Greek than Albanian—
maybe I just need to go somewhere completely new. But home is here, and
one day I would like to come back.'
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Education: changing needs
and ideas

A Dhori Uora, who was a
teacher under communism.

v A classroom that boasts
basic heating.
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Albania's political and economic transition has had a severe impact on the
country's education system. Despite a strict and ideologically motivated
educational system that was based on learning by rote, rather than open
discussion and teaching students to think for themselves, Albania
managed to achieve one of the highest literacy rates in Europe through
universal primary education. Retired teacher Dhori liora from Voskopoje
explains the dilemmas faced by teachers during the Hoxha regime: 'As a
teacher under communism, we were not there to watch and nurture
children's individual intelligence and development. We were not there to
support their understanding of the world according to their personal
experience; instead, we had to turn them into robots. As a teacher, I found
this very demoralising as we were stunting the cultural and intellectual
development of our youth. This is not why people want to teach. Our
schools were like factories, producing the product the Party wanted, rather
than true places of learning.'
On account of its highly ideological basis, the education system
represented one of the most significant symbols of communist oppression,
and schools throughout Albania were destroyed during the chaos of
1991-92. While it is understandable that people wanted to vent their
frustration, the destruction of educational facilities has been a major
impediment to revitalising the education sector.
The state of schools in Albania's rural areas is particularly alarming:
many primary school children study in
classrooms with few desks and chairs
or blackboards. Often, windows are
missing, and without any sort of
heating, children are hard pressed to
concentrate on their studies during
winter, which in the mountains can be
extremely severe. Furthermore, it is
increasingly difficult to find qualified
teachers willing to work in rural areas,
particularly the more isolated parts of
Albania's north. Given the poor state
of village schools and the scarcity of
teachers, especially at the secondary

V The first school to teach
in Albanian in Elbasan, now a
museum.

school level, it is increasingly common to find families not bothering to
send their children to school at all. Secondary school enrolment in rural
areas has seen a persistent decline since 1992. This is a worrying trend as
statistics show that a large number of young male secondary school dropouts end up involved in some form of criminal activity. Recent studies by
the United Nations Development Programme and local NGOs show that
half of all crimes carried out during the anarchy of 1997 were committed
by minors and young people under 26 years, with the majority of these
being young men who had not finished school.
The breakdown in the educational system is partly caused by a lack
of trained teachers. An average teacher's salary in Albania is 10,000 Lek
per month ($80). As a result, many qualified teachers have given up
teaching for better paid jobs in the private sector, or have chosen to leave
the country. The UNDP notes that during 1996 and 1997, of 372 newly
qualified grade school teachers only 195 accepted the positions they were
offered. For junior secondary schools the results are similar: of the 1,900
newly qualified teachers less than half accepted the jobs on offer.
The consequence of such statistics is that more and more teachers
are allowed to work in schools without the proper qualifications. Sotiraq
Grozi, head teacher of the primary school in the village of Voskopoje near
Korce in southern Albania, has to manage this situation. 'Two of our
teachers here come from Korce every day. It is getting harder and harder to
find teachers willing to teach in village schools like this one. Out of the 37
teachers in this Commune, only 20 actually have a teaching qualification.
Qualified teachers, like many of the families here, are going to Greece
_ where they get better pay and working
conditions, and some are even going to America,
Canada and Germany.'
Albania has one national university in
Tirane, and five regional universities in Shkoder,
Elbasan, Vlore, Korce, and Gjirokaster. The
demand for university places has remained
consistently high, despite declining enrolment
figures for secondary schools. Sadly though one
of the prime motivations for seeking higher
education among young people is to improve
their chances of being able to emigrate.
Not safe for girls
While boys and girls have equal access to educational opportunities in the
cities, there is a growing problem for girls getting secondary schooling in
rural areas. Many children have to walk far distances to get to the nearest
secondary school, and many parents have become reluctant to send their
girls, due to the threat of girls being abducted and coerced into prostitution.
The police have been relatively ineffective in controlling the continuing
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' There is not much
likelihood of these girls
attending secondary school.

security problems in rural areas. Sotiraq Grozi, head teacher of the primary
school in Voskopoje, is particularly concerned about this issue: 'Our
students here are keen to learn, and their parents are very supportive of
them getting an education. They finish school here when they are 14. I
know that 80 per cent of the children here
would like to attend secondary school in Korce,
but few of them will end up doing so. Besides,
half of these students are girls, and because of
the safety situation it is not possible for them to
continue.' Public transport to the secondary
school in Korce would be a solution, 'but it
needs money and the government to help us.
The parents cannot pay themselves.' At the
moment, primary school teachers come to
Voskopoje by bus, and Sotiraq has tried to
arrange for the same bus to take older students
into Korce to attend secondary school: 'However,
the bus is owned by someone in Korce and he does not want to accommodate us like this. We cannot afford our own bus service, so I am not sure
how we will solve this problem. My daughter finishes at the school here
this year and I don't know what to do because it is not safe for her to travel
to Korce. Many young girls have been abducted while they travel—they are
not safe. If I had a boy then I would not worry so .much.'
'The future of our country is at stake': poverty and education

Sotiraq Grozi explains: 'It is really difficult for children in rural areas to get
a proper education. Teachers work hard for ridiculously low salaries and
with very little resources or support from the government. The children
come from poor families who struggle to buy books and basic supplies.
. Fortunately, in this area the parents are really
anxious for their children to get an education.
The village of Voskopoje has a rich educational
Many families will make sacrifices to get their
and cultural history: in the 18th century, it was an
children
the necessary books.'
important trade centre and home to the first
While transport and safety problems make
university in the Balkans.The area is also rich in
it
difficult
for the children of Voskopoje to go to
churches and at the height of its influence boasted
secondary
school in Korce, Sotiraq knows that
37 Greek Orthodox churches. With the decline of
the situation is even worse in other regions.
the Ottoman empire and the growth of Korce,
Voskopoje rapidly lost its influence; today, little
'Distance is such a big problem in the north;
remains of its former glory.
there are too many kids not going to school.
They are growing up without an education and
are easily exposed to bad influences. I think that
is why you see so much more crime among the youth in the north than
here in the south: there is less of an emphasis on education.' Even in
Voskopoje Commune, some villages are too far away for the children to
have more than a basic primary education. But Sotiraq is quietly hopeful:
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A The children ofVoskopoje
playing outside their
dilapidated primary school
building.

. 'There seem to be more problems to do with education in this country
than there are answers. However, I try to be an optimist, and as long as we
teachers work hard, there will be some sort of progress. If we work hard
we can motivate our students. If we lose hope, then how will they ever
have hope? We must not let this happen, because the future of our country
is at stake.'
The effect of emigration
Voskopoje, like other villages in Albania, has seen an exodus of residents
to Tirane or Greece since the early 1990s; 50 out of 150 families have left.
Sotiraq describes how this has affected schooling: 'We are losing more
people every year. Normally, we have about 169 children in school, but at
the moment there are only 89 students. The other children are with the
families who are working in Greece. Because we have so few children we
are having to combine the classes.'
Emigration does not necessarily mean an abrupt end to education:
'The children who go to Greece manage to continue their education there
and do really well. They learn Greek quickly. There are also two children
here who have been given scholarships to go to high school in Romania.
Romania does a lot to help Albania like this, especially in this area which
has some Vlach-speaking villages. Vlach is a language related to Romanian,
and Romania does a lot to encourage ties and cultural exchanges because
of this link.'
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At the same time, children's awareness that they may have to leave
Albania in order to make a living has changed their attitude to education.
Sotiraq thinks that students were better motivated in the past: 'You knew
that you were going to get a job when you finished your schooling. Now
students are not motivated because there is no assistance to help them
continue their education, and even if they did, there are no jobs to be had
at the end of it. Consequently, once they get to about 14, all they think
about is going to Greece. People are so poor now, and they don't have
much opportunity in life; this makes it hard for them to have dreams and
ambitions. Without dreams and ambitions, it is very difficult to find the
motivation to keep studying.'
'We can now teach children to think for themselves'
Those Albanians who choose to work as teachers in spite of the low pay
and bad conditions now take pride in their work, according to Sotiraq.
"There have been positive changes for us teachers: we feel more
professional. In the old days it didn't matter whether you were a good
teacher or not— you were just there to get the children to memorise
things. We had to teach what the state wanted us to teach, so that the
children would grow up as good communists. Now we have new materials
to teach with, and we have a say in what we teach and how we teach it.'
Although it is often very difficult to pay for new textbooks, teachers can use
a greater variety of materials, and books are no longer censored. Teachers
can develop their skills and ideas today, and therefore so can the students.
We can teach children to think and reason for themselves, rather than just
getting them to learn everything by heart like in the old days. We are not
here to make robots. This is much more satisfying; it is what the
profession of teaching should be all about.'

> Albanian politicians need
to concern themselves with
the country's development so
that these children will have
jobs to go to after finishing
their education.
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The health system under
pressure

V Staff in Korce District
hospital operate in theatres
with only basic equipment

One of the achievements of Albania's communist past was the availability
of health care throughout the country. Primary health-care facilities could
be found in even the most remote villages, and Albanians in both rural and
urban areas had access to basic hospitals. Public sanitation and access to
safe drinking water were dramatically improved; a vaccination programme
was strictly adhered to, and with the arrival of electricity to every village in
Albania by the mid-1970s, vaccines could safely be delivered to and kept
cool in remote areas. (Even in the 1990s, Albania had a higher vaccination
rate for certain diseases, for example measles, than some countries in the
European Union.) The government forced doctors to serve in remote areas,
and although they often worked in difficult conditions and lacked basic
supplies and equipment, they were able to provide a minimum level of
health care to Albania's predominantly rural population. Reductions in
infant and child mortality led to a dramatic increase in life expectancy—
from 54 years in 1950 to 72 years in 1985.
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Yet in the past 15 years these once impressive achievements have
paled in significance. By 1985 Albania's isolation and increasingly fragile
economy had begun to erode the quality of health care in the country.
Doctors increasingly worked without even the most basic of medicines. As
shortages of food became more and more common, people's nutrition
levels declined. Hygiene and sanitation became more of a problem as
water supply and sewerage started to break down, and shortages of articles
such as soap became a regular occurrence. Incidences of malnutrition
started to appear, especially in the more remote parts of the north of the
country. The state supplied drugs without expiration dates, so doctors were
often forced to work with medicines that had probably expired—when they
could get them.
The consequences of economic adjustment

\ Albania only has 50
hospitals left less than onethird of the pre-1991 number.
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After the fall of communism and during the chaos of 1991-92, the health
service went through a serious crisis. Many facilities, especially in rural
areas, were looted and damaged, and staff fled in fear to the relative security
of towns and cities. There has been a continuous 'brain drain' of medical
professionals through emigration, and it is increasingly difficult to find
doctors and nurses willing to work in the more remote rural areas. Given
doctors' remarkably low salaries ($100 a month in many cases), an informal
market in health care has developed where patients have to pay doctors for
treatments and operations. Hospital patients are often expected to provide
their own food and medicines.
Due to restraints on public spending, imposed as part of IMF and
World Bank structural adjustment packages, hundreds of smaller rural
health centres have been closed in recent years. This has left a significant
proportion of the population without access to adequate health-care
facilities; average travel times to the nearest facility can be anywhere from
two hours to two days in the most remote mountainous areas of the north.
In 1991 there were 160 hospitals; two years later only 50 remained, only
three of which were located in villages. The far-reaching network of
maternity clinics established under communism has shared the same fate,
as is reflected in the increase in mother and infant deaths since 1991.
Figures for infant mortality by 1994 were already 2.5 times higher than the
1992 rate for all industrialised countries. Maternal mortality rates have
shown similar increases: by 1994, they had climbed to more than three
times the 1988 average for the European Community. Despite concentrated
efforts by the Albanian government and foreign donors, these rates have
remained constant, although it is hoped that the effects of new investment
in the health sector will reduce levels of infant and maternal mortality in
the near future.
Despite these problems, the effectiveness of Albania's vaccination
programme has been maintained, one of the positive effects of significant
international assistance since 1990. Life expectancy has remained high,

although there have been many deaths and disabilities related to automobile
accidents as a result of the phenomenal increase in the number of private
motor vehicles, which were banned before 1991.
Abortion, which was illegal under communist rule except for medical
reasons, has seen a significant increase as Albanian society has become
slightly more permissive, especially in urban areas. Although abortion is
now legal its cost, and unsafe practices by some doctors keen to bolster their
meagre incomes, have led to an increase in abortion-related deaths. Contraception has not really taken root in Albanian society, despite the increase
in promiscuity of young men and women: just over 2 per cent of women
were using contraceptive methods in 1997. Traditional attitudes to contraception, particularly among young men, will impede its widespread use.
The situation since 1997

V In many remote villages,
people still fetch water from
sources such as springs
heated deep inside mountain
caves.

The protests and violence of 1997 placed an enormous additional burden
on the already seriously weakened health service. Medical staff describe
situations akin to military field hospitals as they tried to deal with the
thousands of Albanians killed or injured during the civil unrest. Unable to
cope, most hospitals, particularly in the south, acted as first aid stations
from where patients were flown to Greece by helicopter for more extensive
treatment. According to one nurse in Korce, 'it was like a war zone, with
armed men bringing in dozens of wounded people and threatening us to
work on this patient or that patient. All we could do was patch them up
and put them on the helicopter to Greece.'
While some significant improvements have been made in Albania's
standards of health care since 1997, particularly in urban areas, much still
remains to be done. Standards are still declining dramatically in rural
areas, as the difficulty of finding doctors and nurses willing to work in
these areas increases. Access to safe water and proper sanitation are still
under significant threat, and in many rural areas, especially in the
mountainous north, villagers have to walk up to
three hours in order to find safe drinking water.
In shanty towns like Kamza near Tirane, the lack
of essential public health infrastructure poses
the threat of a major public health epidemic. As
thousands of impoverished northerners continue
to flock to these areas in search of a better life,
such risks increase by the day.
However, with sustained international aid
going to Albania's health sector, health care in
Albania can once more become one of the
country's strongest assets. If the efforts of
hundreds of dedicated Albanian doctors and
nurses working under incredibly difficult
conditions are anything to go by, then such
hopes will surely become reality.

ALBANIA 49

'We are doing a very difficult job'

V A typical ward—but
without visitors.
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Korce District Hospital in the south of Albania serves four districts: Erseke,
Korce, Devoll and Pogradec. Vera Pupa has worked there for 30 years, 20 of
which as the Head Nurse in the Intensive Care Unit. For her, 1997 and
1998 were especially difficult years, because of the violence and the
associated rise in emergency cases with gun wounds. But Vera can identify
some positive aspects: 'Although this was a terrible time for us, we learned
a lot from it. In the past, 95 per cent of our operations were planned, and
we had very few genuine emergency cases. But during 1997, we had to
respond immediately to save people's lives and work under the most severe
pressure. It was very stressful, but we all worked hard and were able to
save hundreds of people.' Knowing that they can cope under such terrible
circumstances has given health staff renewed confidence: 'Although our
health system is poor in terms of equipment, this period proved that we
have good training and skills, and above all, that we are compassionate. As
a team, we all had great spirit and supported each other. We all found it
very frightening: people would come in with guns and threaten us in order
to make us look after this person immediately. It is very hard to reason
with such people and remain calm; we just had to keep telling them that
we were doing our best, and fortunately, nobody got hurt. The Greek
hospitals helped us a lot during this time by taking patients once we had
provided the necessary emergency treatment.'
Stringent public-sector reform has certainly changed the way Korge
District Hospital is managed, according to Vera: 'We make better use of
the limited resources we have. Although some aspects of health care were
better during communism, it was also very wasteful and inefficient. People
were not accountable for their work or the materials they were entrusted
with. There is still a lot of work to be done, but because of the new attitudes
in administration and management, there is much more of a spirit of cooperation and teamwork here. We need this to help our patients as much
as possible.'
But political and economic reform has also changed social attitudes
in Albania: "The public tends to treat this hospital like a bus station. They
come in and out of here as they please, which they never used to do.
People tend to be very aggressive; they don't
respect that this is a hospital and that we are
doing a very difficult job.' This behaviour is
made worse by the economic situation: 'Because
so many people don't have jobs, a patient often
has 20 visitors at once—they have nothing else
to do. In a ward often beds, there can be 200
people visiting; how are we supposed to work in
such an environment?' Vera thinks that
something can be done to improve the situation:
'People who have worked in Greece behave
much better, because they have seen how a

A Vera Pupa describes the
challenges facing Albanian
doctors and nurses.

modern hospital should work. We need to educate people better about
health issues. Also, if there were more jobs, fewer people would just hang
around visiting patients.'
Vera manages to balance her own worries with the understanding
that rebuilding the health-care system is an immense task: 'I love my job
even though the conditions are very difficult. I hope our salaries will
increase, not because I am greedy but because it is very hard to survive and
feed my family on what I earn. Also, we are losing a lot of doctors through
emigration because the salaries are so low. The government is trying to
solve this problem, but it will need a lot of help from foreign countries. In
the meantime we must just keep working hard. At least we are satisfied
knowing that we are managing to help people.'
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New concepts and
freedoms
One of the most striking aspects of Albania's transition to democracy has
been the variety of ways in which individuals have reacted to a climate free
of many of the restrictions of the communist period. The ineffectiveness of
state institutions and a general disregard for authority have led to incidents
of anarchy in the last few years, as Albanians' frustration at their continuing
economic hardship and the lack of opportunities has manifested itself in
violence. However, this violence has been a collective expression of
individual anger, rather than an organised and unified force for change.
But while on most occasions since the fall of communism when Albanians
acted together, this action was associated with violence and anarchy, a
young, dynamic NGO sector has sprung up at the same time.
Prior to 1990 there were no NGOs whatsoever in Albania, and the
country lacks a tradition of non-governmental activity. All activities were
organised and sponsored by the state, which has left Albania without a
cultural framework in which to develop a civil society. In spite of this,
remarkable progress has been achieved by a small number of local NGOs,
particularly by women's organisations.
Restoring a sense of community

V Sonila Qirjaku hopes to
overcome Albanians' suspicion
of working together.
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Given the sudden change from extreme social collectivisation to extreme
individualism, many NGOs have found it hard to establish themselves.
Social action is still perceived very much as part of the previous system's
enforced voluntary work ethic. The result of 50 years of communist rule
has been a weakened sense of community in Albania, and an inherent
mistrust of any agenda that promotes equality. Many Albanian NGOs see
their role as rebuilding a sense of community. Sonila Qirjaku, the Director
of the Albanian Women's Centre, describes the challenge: 'Volunteerism
was a dirty word in the old system, and people are still left with this
mentality. We have to find ways of getting people to participate and be
active without them necessarily seeing it as voluntary work.'
The events of 1997 were a watershed for local NGOs, as public
opinion began to accept their role in a new Albanian society. As the state
institutions ceased to function, local NGOs were able to fill in the gaps
rapidly and provide much-needed assistance to thousands of Albanians.
Although a similar crisis occurred in 1991-92, foreign organisations were
the main source of assistance at the time. Albanians were impressed to see

< An NGO near Shkoder
aims to improve rurai
communications by producing
and distributing a newsletter.

that in 1997 it was local organisations which were the most visible in
responding to the crisis, despite serious security concerns. One of the most
positive images of 1997 was a demonstration for peace in Tirane at the
height of the troubles, organised by local NGOs and led by a coalition of
women's groups. Many people joined the demonstration as it wound its
way through Tirane, and this demonstration of solidarity amid chaos made
a big impression on Albanians. People saw it as a message of hope and
recognised NGOs as an important force in a new Albania.
Challenges ahead
Nevertheless, Albania's fledgling NGO movement has many challenges to
overcome in order to build on its achievements to date. Sonila Qirjaku of
the Albanian Women's Centre lists one of them: 'There is still too much
competition among NGOs; a lot of it is politically motivated, and the old
mentalities do not help in resolving this. In our case, co-operation with the
political women's organisations continues to be a problem. As NGOs we
can't work with them openly, but they do represent a lot of women, so we
have to develop some form of working relationship. This is also important
because they can be very useful to us at the political level in lobbying and
influencing government.'
But working together to achieve change is still proving difficult,
because individual NGOs do not always see the advantage of co-operation.
Mirela Jonuzaj, Director of the Albanian Disability Rights Foundation
(ADREF) feels that this is a particular problem among NGOs working on
disability issues: 'All too often people see setting an NGO up as a means of
getting money, power and influence. They need to develop a long-term
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view of their future and see that we are all working together for the rights
of all disabled people, not just the blind, for example.'
Most Albanian NGOs are based in Tirane', and many have problems
expanding their activities beyond the capital. As Sonila points out, 'there
are 65 women's NGOs in this country, but only seven of these are not
from Tirane. Of the supposedly "national" NGOs, only six or seven have
branches in the Districts, and very few of these are active. We need to
develop and expand our membership bases outside Tirane if we are to
reach rural people, particularly women.' Sonila Qirjaku also highlights the
need to improve the management structures of local NGOs: "There is a
need to develop the leadership skills of younger people as many
organisations are dominated by intellectuals whose management
experience is rooted in the communist past.'
Because there are hardly any local sources of funding, most Albanian
organisations are completely reliant on donor funding. Albanian NGOs
have recently managed to get a special dispensation for income-generation
projects from the government, with which they can finance their activities.
Although foreign funding for NGOs in Albania has increased, the capacity
of many local NGOs to absorb much of this funding is still very weak. This
strengthens many local groups' belief that Western donors are imposing
their model of development, and that they are not free to develop more
appropriate and effective solutions to local problems. Improved dialogue
between local NGOs and the donor community can help to resolve this in
the future.
•
Despite the many obstacles that NGOs in Albania are faced with,
they are becoming increasingly effective and important players in shaping
a new society. Local organisations were instrumental in helping the
government draft the country's first post-communist constitution, as well
as in raising public awareness of electoral processes. They have tackled the
question of security by holding local discussions on the collection of
weapons. NGOs aim to help Albanians cope without the safety-net of a
controlling state, and provide a widely-needed service network. Their
activities include offering family planning and parenting advice; giving out
information on drug and alcohol abuse; counselling women on issues of
violence, health, and the law; by arranging legal representation for
disadvantaged women; making and supplying wheelchairs for handicapped
persons; and by providing training and support services to business
entrepreneurs and managers.
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Albanian women's struggle
for equality

V Many women contribute
to the family income, but they
are still struggling to attain
equal status within the family.

The women's movement in Albania has probably seen the most dramatic
developments of any sector of Albanian society since 19 91. Women have
been at the forefront of social change, and women's NGOs are among the
most progressive and active in Albania. While much remains to be done in
terms of women's rights and their equal participation in Albanian society,
a very solid foundation for change has been built in the past eight years.
Under communist rule, much progress was made in terms of
promoting equal opportunities for women. The communist period was
effective in forcing a highly traditional, conservative, and patriarchal
Albanian society to accept women playing an active role in everyday social
life; however, because women's emancipation was part of the ideological
doctrines of Marxism-Leninism, this emancipation was limited to their activities outside the
home. Attitudes towards women's and men's
roles in the household remained relatively
unchanged. As a consequence, Albanian women
felt free when outside, but subdued within the
confines of their homes. The arrival of democracy
allowed women to engage actively in challenging
such attitudes, while at the same time struggling
to safeguard the limited rights and equalities
they had gained during communism.
Albania's transition to a democracy has
unquestionably given Albanian women more
freedom. But reforms have also brought new
challenges: the large-scale closure of thousands
of state enterprises and the scaling-down of
government bureaucracies have caused high
unemployment among women. Women were
the first to lose their jobs, and have become
more dependent upon their husbands as a
result. Because a greater proportion of women
now stay at home—in contrast to the years of
communist rule—many women feel detached
from active participation in Albanian social life
and politics.
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A pane Joshari, who is I6
years old, has recently started
work in a textile factory in
Korce.

Other economic changes have been felt most by rural women. Since
the redistribution of land, subsistence and small-scale commercial agriculture has developed in rural areas. Most land units are too small to
justify the purchase of agricultural machinery, even if families can afford
it. With the high rate of emigration of men to
Greece and Italy, rural women increasingly have
to spend most of their time working the land,
with the most primitive of means. The daily
manual labour that rural women must carry out
in order to ensure their families' survival leaves
them little or no time to participate in any other
activities.
Younger women in both rural and urban
areas, but particularly in rural areas, have
become increasingly concerned about the poor
levels of personal security for women, and this
has greatly restricted their movement and participation in daily life outside
the home. The situation for women in cities, particularly Tirane, is looking
up because foreign companies and the growing service sector have created
job opportunities. Nevertheless many women still work in jobs that pay
little and require a minimum of formal training or skills.
Prostitution

V Silva Fulani, who counsels
women fleeing violent
situations.
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Ironically, villages and small cities have become primary sources for the
growing trade in prostitution in Albania—despite their more traditional
and conservative attitudes. According to Afroviti Gushto, who works for
the women's NGO Reflexione in Pogradec, this is because 'these girls are
too naive, as are their parents. The parents, and especially the father, are
often without work. The boys who encourage the girls into prostitution tell
the parents that the girls are simply going away to work in hotels or
"honourable" professions. The lure of the money that the girls will earn
helps further to convince poor families. It then becomes really difficult for
the girls who feel that they have nobody to turn to, as even their families
are pressuring them to go.' Reflexione wants to address this problem by
educating girls in a new counselling centre: 'It may be dangerous because
certain men involved with the mafia are making a lot of money out of this
trade and they will not want us doing this, but for me it is the biggest
problem concerning women's human rights in this country. We
must start doing something before it gets
completely out of hand.'
'*"
Silva Fulani of the LINEA Counselling
Centre and Shelter in Tirane is also concerned
with the problem of prostitution and its effect
on young women in rural areas. 'Prostitution is a
very sensitive and difficult issue in Albania. We

see women who are trying to escape from prostitution and look on our
shelter as a means of refuge. However, we must develop programmes that
can help such women with the difficult process of re-integrating back into
a normal life. For girls from rural areas, the problem of prostitution is
made worse by their lack of education and naivety. They are easily swayed
by the boys who try to trick them into it with promises of money and nice
clothes, and an escape from the drudgery of their lives at home.'
Divorce and domestic violence

V Women's NGOs hope to
increase girls' chances of
leading unconstrained lives
and making their own choices.

Albania is still very much a patriarchal society, and attitudes towards a
variety of issues such as domestic violence and divorce remain deeply
conservative even in urban areas. As Silva Fulani points out, 'a lot of
women accept violence against them as normal, because wives are
traditionally subservient to their husbands in Albania. Many women
consider emotional and psychological abuse as a normal part of married
life. It is very hard for them to distinguish between what they see as their
duties as a wife and what is abuse. For example, a young woman told us
the other day that her fiance won't let her out of the house alone. We are a
Mediterranean people with strong emotions and passions, but this makes
it very difficult for some to distinguish between passion and emotional
violence. Men feel that they have to put some limits on their women's
freedom in order to demonstrate that they care. It is very difficult to
change such a mentality in both men and women.'
The issue of divorce is a more recent problem. Under communism,
the state would only allow divorce on grounds of adultery; in other cases, it
would interfere and try to resolve conflicts between husbands and wives.
The Party favoured a strong family concept and did not want to be seen to
be encouraging divorce. Divorce could damage one's career—especially a
woman's career—and it carried a social stigma. The new freedoms have
brought an increase in the number of divorces,
but other factors limit women's choice, as Silva
explains. 'Many women have no means of
financial support and as a result, although their
marriages are a complete failure, women don't
know where to turn and feel very trapped.' Silva's
organisation, LINEA, helps women by talking
through a woman's options with her, offering
legal advice, as well as a place of shelter should
the woman decide to leave home. 'We are not
openly encouraging divorce, but we are concerned
at the level of violence and abuse in such
situations, and how this will affect the children of
such a marriage. With so many men unemployed, frustrated, bored and
with nothing else to do but drink, I worry that the problem of violence in
the home is going to get worse rather than better in the near future.'
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LINEA also runs a counselling centre in Shkoder in the north of the
country, which has helped the organisation gain a better understanding of
the problems women face in parts of Albania which are less cosmopolitan
and open-minded than the capital. Lida of the Shkoder centre explains:
'Shkoder is very different to Tirane. It is a provincial town with strong ties
to the very traditional rural areas that surround it. It is a small town, and
everyone knows everyone else. People believe that problems should be
solved within the family.'
Lida feels that the public awareness work the Shkoder centre is
undertaking about issues of domestic violence and women's rights is
essential. 'It is important that women do not just accept violence as so
many have traditionally done. We must break the silence of women in
Albania on such issues and change the mentality that women are seen and
treated like property.' By being sensitive to local traditions, LINEA workers
try to minimise hostility to change: 'The public education work has gained
us a lot of support. We try to reassure people that we are here to help
families resolve their problems and only see divorce as a last resort. It is
also important that we are seen as professional counsellors and not as
trying to push things from a feminist perspective. There is no tradition of
this here yet, and it only serves to confuse people and make them
suspicious towards us, especially men.' Working in a part of Albania that
has a tradition of violence can be tough, as Lida describes. 'We often get
husbands phoning and threatening us, which can be frightening.
Nevertheless, we try to sensitise other family members to get the husband
to see reason and accept that his behaviour towards his wife is intolerable.'
Sonila Qirjaku of the Women's Centre in Tirane also highlights the
need for a flexible, evolutionary approach to working with women in rural
areas. 'If we don't try to understand what life is like for women in rural
areas, we will be seen as ridiculing them, which will further erode their
self-esteem. The best way to start working with rural women is through
encouraging them to see women's issues as those of the family, rather
than their own immediate problems. I think that given the traditional and
conservative nature of a lot of our rural areas, you have to go through the
back door rather than the front door in order to address women's rights.'
Legal changes

The process of drafting Albania's new constitution had significant input
from various women's organisations. According to Milva Ekonomi,
President of Reflexione in Pogradec, the constitution represents a positive
framework for ensuring women's equality in Albania. However, like many
others she is concerned that the continuing lack of law and order will
make enforcement of many aspects of the new constitution difficult. She
also feels that women in southern Albania are likely to experience emancipation sooner than women in the north. 'Women in the north are more
reserved than those in the south, and the traditions and customs they are
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THE

VIRGINESH TRADITION

,n ancient tradition in Albania's rural areas would
insure that no household was left without a male
ead of the family. If the only adult man in a family
ied or was killed in a blood feud, an unmarried
r
oman could 'become' a man in order to ensure
:hat her family was represented at village council
eetings. Assuming male clothes, social status,
work duties, and—with time—male behaviour and
looks, this virginesh would continue her life as a
man, maintaining the social order. In some rare
instances, this tradition can still be found today.
Lule from Vukaj, a village near Shkoder, chose to
a virginesh in 1968 (at the height of the
communist cultural revolution) because she did
ot want to marry the man her family had chosen
for her. Since then, she has worked as a farmer
Jsajid teacher.

HI
faced with are so much stronger and repressive. In addition, access to
infrastructure like education and transport is so much worse in the north,
especially for women.'
Silva Fulani also emphasises that having laws that protect women's
rights is only the first step: 'We still have a long way to go. The attitude of
the police, for example to domestic violence, is hopeless. There are no
female police officers, and male officers are often highly unsympathetic. If
a woman goes to the police to report a case of violence against her by her
husband, then it must go to court. Naturally women are very
uncomfortable with going public; they don't want to go to the police and
risk splitting up the family.' Although a new law was passed which gives
women the right to say whether or not the case should go to court, most
women are unaware of such changes in the law. Silva concludes, 'they are
protected on paper but not in practice', but hopes that public awareness
campaigns, aimed at both men and women, will remedy this.
Given the many challenges facing Albanian women, progress has
been made regarding all aspects of women's rights. Much still remains to
be done, but with an active and effective women's NGO community
continuing advancement of women's equality seems assured, and, as
Sonila Qirjaku points out: 'the state no longer sees the women's
movement as opponents but more as partners. There have been a lot of
successful partnerships between women's groups and the government in
the last few years. Our opinions are becoming increasingly important, and
I think that women are going to play an increasingly important and equal
part in shaping a new Albanian society in the years to come.'
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Unlocking the doors: the
challenges facing people
with disabilities

7 Lunturi, Buiar, and Afrodite
Dojka, who suffer from
paralysis, with their mother
Bihana outside their home in
a small village south ofTirane.
Despite the Dojkas' financial
straits, the three benefit from
their family's loving care.
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Under communism, disability was seen as a medical rather than a social
issue, so little, if any, effort was made to enable disabled people to play an
active role in society. However, a generous benefits system was in place to
meet their basic needs. Because of widespread ignorance about disability,
hundreds of Albanians were institutionalised or did not receive adequate
medical assistance, and traditional views of disability resulted in many
families feeling a sense of shame and many children being hidden away or
put in institutions. Such cultural perceptions of disability are still widespread throughout Albania today. However, the arrival of democracy and
greater freedom has had both positive and negative consequences for

disabled people in Albania. It has stripped away much of the social safety
net for many disabled people, leaving them confused and economically
vulnerable. At the same time, many people with disabilities have grasped
the opportunity to challenge cultural attitudes and actively pursue their
rights, which have so long been denied to them.
In the early years of Albania's transformation, the rest of the world
was shocked by horrific images of institutions for the mentally
handicapped in Albania. While the conditions and care available in such
facilities have improved dramatically, much remains to be done to
convince people that community care and integration are viable
alternatives to isolation and institutionalisation. The country's poor
infrastructure presents a huge physical barrier for many disabled people to
overcome: hundreds of people are stuck in fifth-floor apartments without
wheelchairs or lifts. It is not uncommon to meet disabled people who have
not left their apartments for several years at a time. Even if they are able to
get outside, the potholes, crumbling sidewalks with numerous deep
uncovered manholes, and an abundance of reckless drivers make moving
around a daunting prospect for disabled people. Hardly any buildings in
Albania have disabled access.
Despite such overwhelming obstacles, disabled people in Albania are
becoming increasingly active and assertive of their rights. An NGO-run
project to build wheelchairs specifically designed for Albania's challenging
physical environment has been set up; it is reaching hundreds of disabled
people throughout the country who had been restricted to their beds for
years. With a corresponding programme of rehabilitation and public
education, disabled people are gaining much greater visibility in Albanian
daily life. A national organisation representing all aspects of disability, the
Albanian Disability Rights Foundation (ADREF), is challenging traditional
perceptions and stereotypes of disability and has been involved in drafting
legislation for the new constitution, to secure the rights of disabled people.
The road ahead

Significant challenges lie ahead. The disability movement consists of many
organisations specific to a certain form of disability such as blindness,
paraplegia or mental disability. Many organisations have found it hard to
relate to the lack of state funding and the new climate of self-help in
Albania. The legacy of communism has also made it difficult for a climate
of sufficient trust to develop which would enable such organisations to
work together for the rights of disabled people as a group. As Mirela
fonuzaj of ADREF says: 'We are working hard to provide training to local
NGOs. Disabled people are still not very visible in everyday life in Albania.
The wheelchair project now being run by ADREF after initial help from
Oxfam has been a very positive project in this respect. It has also given us
a lot of credibility with the government as we have something tangible and
concrete to show them. When we go to the Government to try to get proper
legislation, they can see that we have achieved things on our own and are

ALBANIA 61

serious. The wheelchair project has also got us a lot of media attention
around the country and served as a useful platform for wider education
work about disability issues.'
Mirela also feels that disabled people themselves have to change their
attitude. 'Disabled people have had many problems and obstacles to
overcome. Often this has left them with a very negative view of society and
of themselves. If you don't care about yourself and see everything as
useless, how can you expect public opinion to change?' Mirela understands
that disabled people have had little chance to explore their own talents, but
she has an example of what is possible. 'Cimi, one of our beneficiaries,
used to stay in bed and suffer from depression before he got his
wheelchair. At first he was ashamed to go out into the street and be seen
in public. We were able to give him a lot of encouragement, and now he is
incredibly active and a great source of inspiration to other wheelchair
users. He is involved in all our activities and was instrumental in starting
Albania's first wheelchair basketball team. He has travelled all over the
country with them, and they recently played some matches in Romania.
When people see Cimi they become really motivated. They start to believe
that if they themselves change then they can change society.'
The rapid pace of change in Albania since 19 91 has left many
disabled people bewildered, frustrated and confused. For many people with
disabilities, the meagre state assistance they receive has left them on the
margins of survival and with a sense of hopelessness. Coupled with
traditional negative attitudes towards disability, it will be difficult for many
disabled people to reverse this trend of alienation and apathy. However, the
work of organisations like ADREF and the determination of many disabled
people to be included as full participants in Albanian society, will help to
overcome many of these barriers.
'I feel part of what is happening in this town'
Pallumb Guri has had Multiple Sclerosis since he was a child. He is a
recognised poet, with two volumes of poetry already published. Pallumb
has only recently acquired a wheelchair, but is an active person well-known
in his home town, Lushnje. He recently got permission and funding to
start Lushnje's second private radio station—it will just take some more
paperwork: "There is still no law on private media, so this is still all a bit
confusing, and sometimes we worry about censorship. There is a private
TV station here, but they don't have a news programme because they are
skeptical about guarantees of freedom of speech for private media,
especially as the previous government tried to control all forms of media.
However, I want to have a radio programme on the life of disabled people
in Albania and their issues and difficulties. I also want the station to devote
some time to art and culture, which is very important in Albania if we are
to move forward, and also to take our minds off all the bad things that have
happened. A society without art and culture cannot develop.'
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A Patlumb Guri, poet and
radio entrepreneur, in his local
bar in Lushnje.

Pallumb is a keen observer of life in Albania, and feels the need to
comment on what is happening: 'I have been writing for ten years. I write
about many things, but I also try to write about those things that a lot of
people don't have the courage to write about. I want people to see that I
don't just write based on my experience as a disabled person. I see the
negative things that are happening in our country and feel I must talk
about them. In my last book I wrote about a girl who was a good friend of
mine when I was a child. I hear she has gone to Italy as a prostitute. I find
this very sad and want people to know that we must try and stop such
tragedies. Although it makes me tired sometimes, I always have the energy
to write. There is so much going on in this country right now that people
need to think about!'
Pallumb started to write as a means of keeping depression at bay.
'When I was a child I was unable to go to school because of my disability. I
managed to make friends, but I felt sad when they went to school and I
was left alone. I have tried to fill this gap by painting and writing poetry. I
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did not have a wheelchair so I could not get around; and being trapped in
my apartment affected my physical development. I could have been a lot
stronger than I am now if I had had a wheelchair to move around and use
my muscles.'
Pallumb has been supporting people with disabilities or other
difficulties: 'I believe that we are equal even though we may have different
problems.' Now that he has a wheelchair, he can be even more active. 'I
have a lot of friends, and now I am able to go out with them in town. I go
out every day and feel a part of what is happening in this town. As a result,
people don't treat me as though I'm disabled. I hope to move from my
apartment, which is on the fifth floor, so that I can get out and about on
my own. I am very demanding of life and cannot live a single day without
doing something.'
Pallumb sometimes feels sorry that many Albanians of his age are so
keen to leave. 'I have many friends who have gone to Tirane or moved
abroad. I miss them and sometimes feel like I wish to leave. However, I
was born here and I grew up here, and this is the place where I have found
my identity. That is why I want to stay, and I want to tell this to people
who are leaving: that they should stay and do something for the next
generation.'
This concern for Albania's future is a great part of Pallumb's
motivation to write and communicate. 'I hope that people everywhere can
relate to my poetry and see me as a poet first, looking beyond my disability.
People have a bad image of Albania, which makes me sad. I want to tell
the world that we are a good and sensitive people. We have our bad people
just like any country, but they are only a minority. The rest of us just want
to work hard and care for each other.'

THE SEA IS OF TEARS
The taste of tears you have the sea
That is why I say the sea is of tears.
If you gather all the tears of Albanian mothers
And the tears of all the mothers of the world
The sea is of tears.
And people still do not understand the causes of human suffering
Which God will come and take on the sins of this dirty world
Just tell me when.
Pallumb Guri
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The environment: too
little, too late?

V Hoxha's investment in
heavy industry has left a
harmful legacy for Albanians.

Albania's transformation into an industrialised country was achieved with
little regard to the environment. Fulfilling the communist government's
ambitious production targets were the only concern, at a terrible cost to the
environment. Today Albania is littered with the remnants of this industrial
legacy. Of the factories still working, many are only working at 20 per cent
or less of their former capacity. Working with outdated Chinese technology
and without any environmental protection measures, these factories serve
as grim reminders of the past. The transition to democracy has also
provided very little effective legislation for environmental protection, and
consequently, many decrepit factories continue to pump out pollutants.
A pall of grey-brown smog obscures the horizon around the massive
steelworks in Elbasan in central Albania, while in Lag near the coast
women reported that after a few days' wear their nylon stocking would
melt from the clouds of smoke hanging over the city from the fertiliser
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'.' The o/7 fields of central
Albania make hazardous
children's playgrounds.
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plant. Perhaps the most alarming example of industrial pollution is the
maze of oil fields in the south of the country, especially around Ballsh.
Decrepit oil rigs pump out black sludge over neighbouring fields, and the
rivers and streams run black with raw crude oil, while children play around
miniature lakes of oil.
Widespread industrial pollution is not the only environmental hazard
threatening Albania at the moment. Deforestation and resulting soil erosion
are a pressing problem throughout the country. With the breakdown of law
and order since the fall of communism, people living in mountain villages
have been able to cut down trees in protected state lands for firewood. The
deforestation of thousands of acres of hillside is truly alarming, and it has
been compounded by the overgrazing of such hillsides by sheep, whose
numbers have exploded since 1991. The silting of Albania's many rivers
has also been a noticeable phenomenon in recent years, which has further
compounded water and electricity shortages.
In the towns and cities, former green areas have been taken over by
kiosks and stalls from the thousands of small businesses that have

mushroomed since 1991. Despite the city councils' efforts, garbage dumps
surround apartment blocks and remain uncoUected for weeks at a time. Many
of the thousands of cars that are being brought into the country—often
illegally—are poorly maintained diesels, belching fumes into the air and
enveloping most cities in a haze of smog that can be seen for miles.
Public awareness

Public awareness of environmental issues and the effects of pollution is very
low in Albania. In the past five years, a number of NGOs working in this area
have developed in Albania, which see it as their primary purpose to alert
Albanians to the risks and dangers that they have inherited from 50 years of
neglect. These NGOs are also working with the government to help draft the
country's first environmental action plan.
According to Mihallaq Qirjo of the Regional Environmental Centre, this
is an ongoing struggle: environmental protection is still low on the list of
national priorities, and it is even worse at the local government level. 'Other
daily issues like economic survival and security
are so important. In a questionnaire we did in
1998, both the government and the public
ranked environmental concerns tenth on a list of
problems. People here don't really have an
understanding of wider environmental issues—
they tend to see them in terms of everyday
problems, for example the amount of rubbish in
the streets.' Mihallaq also links this lack of
concern to Albanians' desire to finally not do as
they are told: 'With all the new freedoms they
feel they have a right to use the environment as
they see fit without thought for the consequences.
They still think that looking after the environment is the state's responsibility. Everyone sees
the environment purely as an economic concern.
There have been numerous proposals put
forward for environmental protection, but many
of them end up being blocked by the Ministry of
Finance because of their negative economic
implications. The environment is not yet a
political issue and until it becomes one, it will be
very difficult to effect change.'
Nevertheless, environmental legislation is
slowly being put in place. Once standards have
been set, the political will to monitor—and, if
necessary, close down—environmentally
hazardous activities will be crucial. Creating jobs
will be the government's top priority for years to
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come, so a genuine commitment to protecting the environment is unlikely.
The weak law and order situation and a lack of resources throughout the
country will also make implementation difficult. Therefore local NGOs'
efforts to raise public consciousness on such issues must play a large part
in solving this problem.
Industrial pollution

.'" Kazim Cella is determined
not to put up with the effects
of environmental damage.
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The countryside around Ballsh presents some of the most disturbing
images of industrial pollution in Albania. The area is rich in oil, and
thousands of oil rigs dot the landscape. Unfortunately, most of these stateowned wells are no longer maintained, and the rigs spew oil over fields
and into rivers. The people of the area used to be dependent on the nearby
refinery for their livelihoods. Now without work, they are angry and
confused as they try to earn a living from their damaged lands. In the
village of Visoke, some people are trying to get the government to accept
responsibility for the damage done over the past 50 years.
Standing next to a rig whose spilling oil has damaged her family's
land and crops, Behia Cella says: 'We don't have access to drinking water
anymore, because some of the wells have filled up with oil. The animals
often get sick from drinking the water, and then
we can't eat them. Even people get sick from it.
The government keeps saying that they will
clean up the water, but so far they have done
nothing.' Her husband Kazim Cella adds: 'The
people come from the factory once a day to
check this oil well, but they are too lazy to do
anything. They don't cap it or try to stop it
pouring oil all over the place. They just look at it
and drive away again.'
Kazim worked for the oil company for 20
years and knows how much money is wasted by
allowing oil to gush out freely. 'I lost my job at
the oil company, and it has damaged my land,
but I get no compensation. Each year the land
produces less and less—everyone here is
affected.' So far, the new democratic Albania has
not delivered change in Visoke: "There is
supposed to be a law that says we should be
compensated, but so far we have seen nothing.
The oil company also promised us that they
would come and drill some new water wells to
replace our polluted ones, but so far they have
done nothing. The doctors tell us not to drink
the water, but what are we supposed to do?
There is so much water here, but we are only

> The crude oil sludge that is
destroying farmers' livelihoods
around Visoke.

supposed to look at it, not drink it.' Kazim, Behia and others tried to
improve the situation by sending a petition to the government. "The
government then ordered the oil company to come and drill the wells, but
ordering them to do it and actually making them do it are two different
things.' In addition, they also encountered censure for taking action:
'When we signed the petition, some people in the village were angry with
us. Everyone used to work for the oil company, and they felt that if we
criticised the oil company, they would not give us jobs when it started
working again. Some of these people tried to stop us sending the
petition—but we cannot continue like this.'
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'Europe's wild west': the
breakdown of law and
order
During March 1997—with the government in a state of collapse and riots
all over the country as a result of millions of Albanians losing their life
savings in the collapse of the pyramid investment schemes—the police and
army ceased to function. Faced with mobs of angry protesters, many police
simply took off their uniforms and went home or joined the crowds. Poorly
trained and equipped young soldiers, who had no wish to fire on their
fellow Albanians, deserted army units in droves. Police stations and army
weapons depots were left unguarded and stormed by civilians, who
proceeded to take whatever weapons they could find. About 656,000 guns
(from small pistols to anti-tank weapons), 3.5 million handgrenades, and
1 million land mines were stolen; in some cases, angry crowds even seized
tanks. The resulting anarchy and the wealth of
weaponry in civilian hands led to a complete
breakdown in law and order. Finally, an
international peace-keeping force arrived in April
to attempt to restore a sense of order and begin
the long and painful process of disarming the
civilian population.
Although some degree of order has since
been restored, there is still an enormous amount
of weapons in civilian hands. The past three
years have seen a dramatic increase in crime in
Albania, and the role of organised crime is
apparent. The police still remain relatively
ineffective amid allegations that they are aiding
and abetting the Albanian mafia. The absence of
law and order during 1997 was compounded by
deepening economic hardship, the uncontrolled
migration of rural dwellers, particularly from the
north, to the cities, and a failure to understand
that freedom is a function of law, contributing to
Albania's growing social problems. The illegal
occupation of land by people moving from
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v Teenagers handle guns
before they are given up as
part of a decommissioning
exercise in central Albania.

villages to cities gave rise to conflicts between the newcomers and legitimate
owners. The tradition of blood feuds in northern Albania revived to fill the
power vacuum. Encouraged by the ready availability of guns, the north saw
violent conclusions of many old and new family vendettas. In some areas,
the blood feuding between families has got so bad that entire generations
of men are prisoners in their own homes. The police have proved
particularly reluctant to become involved in such disputes, arguing that
they are family matters and impossible to resolve; but of course the police
are also afraid of becoming part of the vendetta.
It is a sad statistic that the most common crimes in Albania in 1997,
according to the UNDP, were murder (50 per cent of all crimes committed)
and attempted murder (33 per cent). Even more disturbingly, 53 per cent of
convicted murderers were under 26 years old. At the time, poorly educated
and heavily armed teenage gangs were able to operate with impunity,
robbing vehicles along Albania's roads in broad daylight and, for much of
1997, making travel impossible in some parts of the country without an
armed escort from the peace-keeping force. For many of these teenagers
who had little prospect of employment or any sort of future, the ability to
get rich quick and the excitement of engaging in adventurous and
spectacular behaviour without fear of punishment were too much to resist.
Eight thousand people have been injured by guns since 1997.
Although by the time the peace-keeping force left Albania in late
1997 some law and order had been restored, even today some roads in the
country must be travelled with the utmost
caution. Some areas have seen an alarming rise
in banditry in recent months, and in much of
the northeast, law and order are as good as
absent. The situation has not been helped by the
presence of heavily armed Kosovo Liberation
Army (KLA) guerrillas, launching raids against
Serbian forces in neighbouring Kosovo from
northeastern Albania. Furthermore, the heavily
armed north remains practically impossible to
control because of its general isolation and poor
transport infrastructure.
The arrival, and consequent departure, of
more than half a million Kosovo Albanian
refugees in the space of six months from March
1999 added to the instability in the north of the
country! As thousands of distraught and
traumatised refugees poured across the border, a
massive aid effort was set in motion to help
Albania deal with the worst humanitarian crisis
in its history. The presence of hundreds of aid
workers and NATO troops involved in the relief
effort helped to ensure some order and relieve
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SMALL ARMS

The UNDP and the Albanian Government have recently launched an arms recovery programme in the District
of Gramsh, which is home to 42,000 people and one of the largest small-arms factories in Albania. Since March
1997,600 people have been injured by guns in Gramsh; 57 were killed, almost half of them children. So far the
police have managed to retrieve 5,000 guns. In this programme, villagers select infrastructure projects that
they wish to see completed, in return for handing over their arms. In addition to the arms recovery
programme, a nation-wide advocacy campaign against guns was launched through local NGOs.
In January 1999, a voluntary arms collection took place in the village of Tunje. As villagers gathered, one of
them was hopeful:'I think most people will hand in their guns.The Government has promised to pave the
road and put in a telephone line in return.' But most others were doubtful:'We will give up some of our guns,
but not all of them. I don't believe that they will build the road.The Government promised to build one before
and they didn't—why should they do so now?' Some people compared the occasion to Communist initiatives:
'We were the first village in Albania to hand over our animals voluntarily to the co-operatives, and look where
that got us. Now we are the first to hand in our guns—I hope we get something out of it this time.'
One villager was suspicious of the government's intentions: They promised they would bring us a transformer
today, but look in their trucks—there is nothing. Once again, the government promises but doesn't deliver.We
give up our guns in good faith, and then they forget their promises. Besides, we don't know what the
government is doing with these guns. A lot of the police are ex-SIGURIMI, and I don't trust them. If we give up
these guns but don't see them physically destroyed, how do we know that they won't be used against us? We
don't trust the state, and we feel we have some power over them by keeping these guns.'
The distrust of state institutions goes deep: The politicians and the police just get fatter and richer and we get
poorer. We have some power now that we didn't have before and we mean to make the government
accountable for its promises.'
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A Youngsters listening at a
UN-sponsored pop concert
organised as part of the
national anti-gun campaign.

the burden on one of Albania's poorest, most isolated regions. But although
most of the refugees returned to Kosovo when the war ended in July 1999,
continued instability in Kosovo has not helped to lessen the problem of
organised crime in Albania. Certain elements within the KLA have sought
to use the power of the gun and their status as liberators to establish their
control over political and economic activities; the NATO-led peace-keeping
force in Kosovo has so far had relatively little success in curbing the
excesses of various criminal groups operating both in Kosovo and out of
northern Albania.
Despite the alarming statistics, particularly concerning the number
of guns in civilian hands, it should be pointed out that many people armed
themselves in response to the breakdown in law and order and a complete
lack of personal security. Criminal elements in Albanian society are still
the minority, and
although most people
possess a gun (in the
rural areas almost
every home has a
Kalashnikov), most of
these weapons are
kept for self-defence
only. Most Albanians
want to hand in their
guns but worry about
their personal safety,
given the continuing
ineffectiveness of the
police force. Many
people also remain
deeply suspicious of
the government's
motives. For many
Albanians, the chaotic
and misguided events
of 1997 were their first genuine taste of freedom, as well as a final
expression of frustration with the government's lack of accountability.
They also a feel that some of the violence was politically motivated and
could happen again. Any efforts to remove guns from everyday life in
Albania must understand such concerns and give tangible reassurance to
an apprehensive population, especially given the current confrontational
political climate and the prospect of elections in late 2000.
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Albanian identity and the
Balkan factor
While Albania, unlike many of its Balkan neighbours, is the most
ethnically homogeneous state in Europe, there are still divisions within it.
The people of the north and south of the country consider themselves
different, while almost 3 million Albanians live in the Serbian province of
Kosovo and in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. Although all
these groups consider themselves to be Albanian and speak the same
language, different dialects and patterns of development have helped to
create a very diverse Albanian identity. The Greek Albanian minority in the
south and Roma communities enrich the cultural diversity, but also pose a
challenge for achieving legal and social equality in Albania. The outbreak
of war in Kosovo led to the issue of identity playing a much greater role in
daily life in Albania than before.
North and south

V People who live in rural
areas, like Lula Stani and her
children, need to share in
Albania's economic recovery.
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The southern and central regions of modern-day Albania have always been
seen as the most progressive and developed parts of the country. Profiting
from access to the sea and being criss-crossed by several important trade
routes, the southern half of the country has consistently developed most
quickly, both economically and socially. Communist rule enforced this
regional bias, as much of the partisan army that brought Hoxha and the
Communists to power came from the south. Hoxha himself was from
Gjirokaster, and his regime always weighted public
spending and infrastructure development towards
the south. As a result, life has been easier and
more prosperous in the south, and this
prosperity accounts for the greater openness
and more liberal cultural attitudes to be
found in Tirane and to the south.
The north does not share the
same sense of prosperity. It has
always been isolated from the rest
of the country: in Skenderbeg's
time, it provided the most
significant resistance to the
advances of the Ottoman Empire.

A People in Albania's
northern mountains have kept
to their traditions.

Even under Ottoman rule from 1500 to 1912,
large areas of the north used the inaccessibility
of the rugged mountainous terrain to preserve
their traditional customs. Most notable was the
development of the Kanun of Lek Dukagjine, the
north's own common law. Lek Dukagjine was a
notable tribal chieftain in the fifteenth century
who managed to document and codify the
northern system of tribal law. This complex set
of laws in this codex came to govern every aspect
of social life in the north, and the Kanun is still
very much alive today. In spite of its more
regrettable aspects, such as the severe restriction
of freedom for women and the concept of blood
feuds, many communities in the north have
clung to the Kanun as they struggle to make sense of the void left behind
by the end of communism. The area's deprivation under communism, and
its continuing isolation, have aggravated the endemic poverty in the region
and are the two most important factors contributing to the massive
migration to towns like Shkoder and shantytowns like Kamza in Tirane.
'I don't think the villages will ever be empty': Nikol's story

Nikol Pietr comes from the village of Toplane' in Shllak Commune, which
is surrounded by high mountains and has a spectacular view of the River
Drin. It has no road, and the only way to get to the nearest town, Shkoder,
is by boat and then by bus. Life in Shllak is still governed by the Kanun
and its conservative traditions. Although life is hard in the village, Nikol is
keen to stay. 'Life is better now than ten years ago, when there were 28
people in my family and we all had to live in the same house. In the past
eight years we have been able to expand our houses: now everyone has his
or her own bed.'
However, safety has declined as people have used traditional law to
gain power and wealth. Nikol regrets this: 'It is very sad because it gives us
a bad image and makes people in the rest of the country look down on us,
despite the fact that we are a proud people with many noble traditions and
customs.' Like most northerners, Nikol keeps guns for his own protection;
but he has not had to make use of them: 'Fortunately, my family has
always been peaceful and we have no quarrels with anyone. For me there
are only two or three bad families in Toplane. I try to work with everyone
rather than hide from them. You just have to be firm and gain their
respect. If they know you are not to be messed with and will not change
your principles then they will leave you alone. Nevertheless, although I feel
safe during the day, I never take the same path twice at night. We have a
saying that "the night has no faith".'
Nikol worries about the amount of guns in currency. 'Only the state
should have guns. In the old days, when we used to have one or two guns,
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\ Nikol Pietr with his wife,
children, and their grandfather.
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we would fire them for sounding an alarm. Recently, there was a fire in
our village and I used my gun to sound the alarm. Because guns are used
for all the wrong reasons now, nobody came—they were afraid. It is sad
that there is no more trust in the village. We must see ourselves as a
community like we used to, or we won't survive. I think community spirit
still exists more up here than in the south.
However, I don't know for how much longer it
can survive with all these guns and the violence.'
It is difficult to make a living in Toplane': 'I
get a small salary as the village electrician and I
repair people's tools. I am able to feed my family
from my land even though the land is poor. It
would be better if I could get more manure for
fertiliser, but it is difficult to keep cows here in
the mountains. Even though people in the
village need tools they often don't have money to
pay for them or the repairs I can make.'
Like everyone, Nikol has considered
moving to Shkoder; while he reckons that he
cannot afford the move, a stronger motivation
for staying in Toplane is his sense of belonging
there. 'If I were to move to the town I would
have to create new friends, whereas here I know
everybody. The best families are staying here in
the village. The bad families tend to go to
Shkoder because they have got some money
illegally, which is why I don't really like Shkoder.
I don't think the villages will ever be empty like
some people are saying. For people here, the
village and the mountains are their identity, and
this sense of identity with your home is much stronger here than in the
south. For us the mountains have an almost holy significance. The good
people in the villages still feel this very strongly.
'Every village, just like anywhere else, has some bad people who
don't feel this sense of attachment and community. They simply use the
traditions of the north to further their own gains through violence and
intimidation, giving the culture of the north a bad name; sadly, this is what
the rest of the country sees of us. I try to remain true to my principles and
treat everyone with fairness and respect. I want to give my children a good
example and make them proud of this place. I do want them to be
educated though, and perhaps I will have to leave Toplane because of this.
However, I will keep my place here to come back to. It is beautiful and
clean here, and I am at peace in this place.'

Kosovo

V Faz Berisha, who wants to
live in a place where her
children can be safe and have
a future.

In the post-communist period, many Kosovar Albanians were able to travel
to Albania for the first time. Despite the hardship they suffered under the
Serbian system, they were shocked at the poverty and deprivation in
Albania, as well as the huge cultural gulf that had opened between Kosovo
and Albania. Before the repression of the Albanian majority in Kosovo in
1989, as Yugoslav citizens, Kosovar Albanians had enjoyed many freedoms
and considerable prosperity compared to their kinspeople in Enver
Hoxha's Albania. As a result, Kosovar Albanians aspire to independence
rather than unification with Albania.
But despite these differences, many people in the north of Albania
have distant relatives in Kosovo and feel strong sympathy for the plight of
Albanians in Kosovo. Albania let in thousands of refugees, as well as
allowing the KLA to operate from various bases in northeastern Albania.
For many refugees, their time in Albania was a confusing experience. Life
in the northeast, particularly during the bitterly cold winters, was too
difficult, and most refugees have moved south to Durre's and Tirane,
where traditional feelings of cultural superiority made their integration
into the community difficult.
Albania was ill-equipped to deal with the unprecedented number of
refugees from Kosovo which began flooding across its borders in March
1999. While Albanians showed remarkable care and compassion for the
refugees, Albania is a poor country, and its citizens are having to endure
significant economic hardship themselves. There was a danger of Albanian
resentment of the great international aid effort that primarily benefited the
half a million Kosovar refugees, rather than the host population. With the
end of the war in Kosovo and the return of the majority of refugees, this
danger is reduced. However, the aid effort has moved to Kosovo with the
refugees, leaving many important projects that would have benefited
Albanians unfinished, and communities feel
abandoned and once more forgotten by the rest
of the world. As an Albanian expressed it, 'For
the rest of the world, Albania is like a book with
a flashy cover; everybody wants to read the first
chapter, but then loses interest and never wants
to finish it.'
At the time of these interviews in January
1999 there were 5,000 refugees from Kosovo in
Durres. Life is difficult for them: for example,
they have to find private accommodation which
is expensive and often of poor quality. Local
people's attitudes towards them ranged from
indifference to small acts of kindness, but also outright hostility. Faz
Berisha and her family from the village of Decan in Kosovo have been in
Durres for four months. 'Life here for us is expensive, and the conditions

ALBANIA 77

are very primitive. All my family has come here, but my brother's family is
still in Kosovo. It is difficult to get news from them and know if they are all
still alive. We are very worried since the massacres at Racak.' Faz lays
responsibility for the conflict in Kosovo at the West's door: 'They drew the
borders and thus separated us in 1912. We watched Bosnia on our
television screens, and we have always lived with the fear that the same
thing would happen to us.'
Some parents have decided to send their children to school in
Durre's, but it is hard for the children to fit in. Because many Kosovar
Albanians are just waiting to leave Albania, they are reluctant to get their
children settled into school. Faz is not sure what to do. 'My daughter is ten
years old and she should be in school. In Kosovo, she was a very bright
student. I just want to go home to Kosovo. If I can't go home I would like
to go to Germany, where my husband has worked for 28 years. I had
imagined Albania to be a better place than it actually is. Albanians are used
to it, but it is difficult for us. Everybody should be able to live in his or her
own home. We should be one nation and have the right to be together, but
I think it will take a long time for attitudes and circumstances to change.'
Perhaps Faz and her family have since returned to Kosovo and
started rebuilding their lives; and perhaps the NATO-led intervention in
Kosovo will secure peace in the province, in the long term encouraging the
Serb and Albanian communities to negotiate a sustainable solution that
will safeguard the rights of all people in Kosovo.
> Children from Kosovo often
miss out on their education:
these boys spend their time
on Durre's beach.
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Conclusion: the need for
choice and opportunity
Thousands of Albanians are working hard to rebuild their country, despite
enormous obstacles. While researching this book, many Albanians I spoke
to were anxious to know how their country would be portrayed. Albanians
are upset that Western media tend to focus on their problems, rather than
profile the efforts of the many people who are working for change. They
are very much aware of their country's negative reputation abroad, and its
demoralising effects: if the stereotype of'"that
crazy little country in the Balkans" gets fed back
to
our own media, it reinforces people's negative
'It is important that the rest of the world sees
view of the situation here and the feeling that
that we are trying. We are afraid, but we must
everything is hopeless.'
overcome this and make the world realise that we
As Albania continues its long and painful
are not all criminals with guns.'
transition to democracy, the international comAfroviti Gushto, Reflex/one, Pogradec.
munity must take a much greater interest in the
country. Western governments must also be
much more supportive of Albanians' demands
for accountability from their new government than they have been in the
past. Although such policies will need to respect Albania's sovereignty, the
lack of effective international pressure in the past allowed some of the
excesses of the Berisha government. Without concrete support from
Western countries for a genuine and pluralistic democracy in Albania, this
key strategic Balkan
country will not be able
to create long-term
political, economic and
social stability. Western
governments must not
regard Albania and its
government merely as
tools for servicing
wider regional security
concerns, with little
• A more balanced view of
regard for human
Albania in other countries
rights or genuine
would encourage younger
economic and social
people, such as these students
in Tirane, to envisage a future
development.
in Albania.
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V Sceptical about what the
future holds...
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European governments and the USA must also play an influential
role in ensuring that the country's first constitution that genuinely enshrines
democratic principles is adhered to and implemented by its politicians. As
an old man in Pogradec told me: 'Democracy here still exists on paper only.
I have my freedom of speech, but I am like a parrot—I talk, but nobody
listens to me.'
Indications however, are positive, and Albanians are emerging from
the chaos of 1997 and the failure of the country's first experiment with
democracy wiser and determined to make a fresh start. The post-1997
government made a promising start, and Western support, particularly in
the run-up to the 2000 elections, must ensure that accountability is
maintained and that the government keeps its promises. More funding is
being targeted towards NGOs and the civil society sector, as the government realises that NGOs must be seen as effective partners, rather than
opponents. The country's post-communist constitution of 1998 is in place,
enshrining a broad spectrum of rights and freedoms for all Albanians.
Local community initiatives are becoming more common outside Tirane;
individuals like those interviewed for this book are being recognised in
their communities and serving as useful role models in a society that had
its social values and reference systems turned upside down.
This is not to say that the path ahead will be easy. The continuing
problem of law and order, and an armed population, will still take a long
time to resolve. The huge amounts of Western aid given to Albania to date
were allocated with little attempt to understand the needs and views of
ordinary people in Albania, and channelled through governments which
were completely out of touch with the concerns and aspirations of the
population. As a result, Albanians themselves have not been much
involved in Albania's development since 1992. This has left people
continually frustrated with the state and its institutions. Without
involvement in their own country's development, it is difficult for
people to feel a sense of ownership of the new Albania, or any
sense of community and collective responsibility. Attitudes such as
'winner takes all' and 'live for today—who knows what tomorrow
might bring' have been predominant in Albanian society.
However, there are numerous examples, primarily
supported by local and foreign NGOs, where project beneficiaries
have been painstakingly involved in every aspect of a project's development. It took a long time for results to materialise, as people came to
terms with the novelty of being listened to and exercising their opinions.
Yet during the turmoil of 1997, it was these types of project that escaped
unscathed, or in some cases were valiantly defended by the beneficiaries
themselves, while many state-run and donor-funded projects
were looted or destroyed. People felt that they had built these
projects themselves, based on their own needs and concerns. It is
this process of actively involving Albanians from all walks of life in
the development debate that will be key in helping Albania find its

fc> Apart from political and
economic progress, Albanians
need to nourish a sense o f
community and co-operation.

new identity and make its way into the new millennium with confidence.
This will take serious commitment from both the Albanian Government
and European donors. Assistance to Albania must be targeted with popular
participation in mind, rather than with the short-term goal of safeguarding
internal stability.
As an Albanian friend of mine told me once: 'Put three Albanians in
a room, and you will find that there are six different opinions. To you, this
may seem crazy, but remember that we have not been allowed to have an
opinion until now. These are exciting times for us: we have a lot of options
to choose from, and no experience of how to make such choices. This will
come with time, but you must let us have the space to make these decisions
and achieve consent. This will not happen overnight.' It is hoped that their
Government and the rest of the world will grant the people of Albania this
space in the years to come.
The human tragedy that unfolded in Kosovo in 1999 once more
thrust Albania onto the world stage. Albanians' courageous response to this
crisis, along with their continuing efforts to resolve their own significant
economic, social, and political difficulties, will need more support now
than ever. This time, Albanians will need to see beyond the immediate
effects of this latest crisis and receive the support they need, both from
their own Government and those in the West, to ensure that the lessons of
the past ten years are used to build a firm foundation for the future.
Neil Olsen
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