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I. Introduction
     [1] Country conditions profiles are produced by the Department of State’s Office of Country Reports and Asylum Affairs for use by the Executive Office of Immigration Review and the Immigration and Naturalization Service in assessing asylum claims.a (FTN 1) They are written by State Department officers with expertise in the relevant area and are circulated for comment within the Department, including to overseas missions, and to other agencies if appropriate.b Adjudicators may also wish to review the applicable chapter of the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices (available on-line at: www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2000/) and other publicly available material on conditions in this country. c
II. Context and Overview of Recent Developments
     [2] Albania is the poorest and least developed country in Southeastern Europe, itself a highly conflicted region that lags significantly behind the rest of Europe.a Albania’s 3.5 million inhabitants were isolated from the outside world from World War II until 1990 under an exceptionally repressive and idiosyncratic communist regime, and the country still lags behind most of the former communist world in developing democracy and market economics. b
     [3] Once the communist regime began to disintegrate and freedom of travel was restored in 1990 there was an immediate mass exodus of 
______________________________________________

​​​​​​​​​FTN 1. By regulation, the Department of State may provide information on country conditions to help adjudicators assess the accuracy of asylum applicants’ assertions about country conditions and their own experiences; likely treatment were the applicants to return; whether persons similarly situated are known to be persecuted; whether grounds for denial are known to exist; other information  relevant to determining the status of a refugee under the grounds specified in section 101(a)(42) of  the Immigration and Nationality
Albanians seeking a better life abroad.a Perhaps one in seven left.b There are

now large numbers of Albanians – mostly illegally – in Western European countries and many in the U.S.c However, the historically intense economic pressure felt by Albanians to emigrate transcends the political circumstances at any given time.d Porous borders with neighboring Greece, Montenegro.e F.Y.R.O.M. (Macedonia), Kosovo, as well as only the Adriatic Sea separating Italy, with their own substantial ethnic Albanian populations, allow surreptitious crossing into those countries.f The United States now rivals these countries as a desirable destination due to its standing among Albanians as a uniquely free and democratic country and for its perceived pro-Albanian position during the 1999 Kosovo crisis.g The annual diversity visa lottery is a manis among Albanians; most acknowledge that virtually all adults apply.h Ten years of regular migration to the United States have left many Albanians with U.S. relatives.i The large ethnic Albanian communities are in Boston, New York, Detroit and act as poles of attraction. j
     [4] After the implosion of 1997, Albania has slowly and steadily resumed normalcy.a The 1997 collapse of various `pyramid’ schemes that cost many Albanians their life savings led to fighting and disorder and brought the country to the edge of anarchy.b There was an almost total breakdown of the forces and institutions of order, popular committees of criminal bands or other groups in many cases seized local power, especially in the south, and roughly 700,000 firearms were looted from military depots.c All major political parties agreed to form a government of national reconciliation and slowly brought about significant public order for early national elections to be held in June of that year.d Deemed internationally to have adequately reflected the will of the people, those elections represented the first step on the road to normalcy.e The June 1997 elections also repudiated the previous, increasingly autocratic rule of former President Sali Berisha and his Democratic Party in favor of the Socialist Party, which remains in power as of this writing.f The current President, Rexhep Meidani, and a succession of prime ministers early on made the restoration of order and the resumption of normal economic activity their primary goals.g The international community, concerned about the consequences of a future breakdown and through considerable foreign assistance, has had some success encouraging these goals.h International organizations, non-governmental organizations, and foreign embassies maintain a robust presence in Tirana and throughout Albania. i
     [5] The Albanian government opened the border with Kosovo to allow entry for nearly 500,000 temporary refugees before and during the NATO-led bombing campaign in 1999.a A much smaller number of Macedonian Albanians has sought temporary refuge from recent violence in Macedonia.b In both cases, the Albanian government has been highly cooperative with international consensus and has publicly condemned ethnic violence.c In the case of Macedonia, the Albanian government has also continued to urge peaceful dialogue on issues of legitimate ethnic Albanian concern has voiced support for the territorial integrity of Macedonia and has publicly called for the isolation of extremists. d 

III. Claims and Relevant Country Conditions
     [6] The vase majority of Albanian claims are based on political grounds. a
     A. Claims Based on Political Opinion
     [7] Most asylum applicants claim mistreatment of themselves and/or their families during the communist reign of 1945-1990.a With the Socialist Party currently leading a coalition government, it is highly unlikely in today’s circumstances that many applicants will have credible claims to political persecution.b Such claims are generally amplified by the assertion that a reconstituted communist regime has come to power.c Claims relying on this premise are contradicted by virtually all state actions, and those who truly were persecuted by the communists often resent the comparison.d Both major parties trace their roots to the communist regime and both repudiate it thoroughly.e With the exception of the Party elite, most Albanians suffered under the Communists’ repressive structure, which was characterized by police brutality and concentration and labor camps.f The rare case of political dissent was dealt with harshly, both for the individual responsible and his or her entire family.g Psychological trauma stemming from an irrational belief that these oppressors have regained power is possible but should be verified by an independent psychologist.h Documents issued by Albanian medical practitioners are rarely reliable;i forged documents are also common.j There is virtually no evidence that individuals are targeted for mistreatment on political grounds.k Far more prevalent is organized and amateur crime, exacerbated by the widespread availability of firearms, high unemployment and poverty, continued corruption among the police and a culture of blood feud that is wholly independent of political activity. l
     [8] Applicants often cite current membership in the non-profit Association of Former Politically Persecuted Persons formed after the 1992 elections, although documents apparently provided by it cannot be vouched for.a The status of formerly politically persecuted persons, established by law, ostensibly provides tangible benefits in such areas as education, employment and financial assistance;b however, no government since 1992 has been able to fulfill these promises.c The only benefit delivered to date allows those registered to receive automatic admittance to Albanian universities while the general population must take highly competitive entrance exams.d Many beneficiaries of this status live poorly having lost property and educational opportunities and are consequently unprepared to deal with a free market economy and social change.e However, this same economic reality affects most segments of the population. f
     [9] Liberalization in 1990 was followed by the forced resignation of the Government in 1991 and its replacement by a caretaker cabinet under Fatow Nano.a Elections in 1992 brought the Democratic Party and President Sali Berisha to office.b (The Socialist and Democratic Parties, respectively, are still dominated by these personalities, though younger reformists have recently emerged that are less interested in personalities and more in the institutionalization of the parties.)c Berisha’s efforts to establish a modern democracy and a market-oriented economy made significant initial progress, with freedom of speech, press, association and religion being widely respected.d However, as his tenure continued there were signs of increasingly autocratic tendencies.e Parliamentary elections in May 1996, which his party won, were marred by fraud, intimidation, and tampering.f Local elections were held in October 1996 under somewhat better conditions and were accepted by the international community and Albanians. g
     [10] The normal electoral cycle was interrupted by the collapse of the Government in 1997.a When elections were held that year, resulting in a victory for the Socialist Party, Berisha and the Democrats emerged as the opposition.b They initially boycotted parliament but resumed participation five months after the 1997 election.c They again boycotted in 1998-99 after Democratic Party MP Azem Hajdari was killed by an unknown gunman, and resumed participation only when the Government agreed to conduct a serious investigation.d (Three arrests were made in early 2001 in connection with the case, but the complete authorship of the act may never be known.)e The Democratic Party currently participates in most parliamentary activity. f
     [11] Despite opposition claims of massive voter disenfranchisement and other manipulations, nation-wide local elections held in October 2000 made clear and unmistakable progress toward meeting democratic standards.a (Subsequent international scrutiny of the voter lists used in the elections revealed only minor discrepancies.)b The elections were carried out in a calm and orderly manner with very few incidents of violence and were judged by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the Council of Europe (COE) and other international monitors to have been generally free and fair. c
     [12] All political parties have been active in most of the country without a pattern of mistreatment, even during the dark days of 1997.a There is no post-Communist tradition of retribution against political leaders and few instances thereof.b Indeed the two major parties have always had multiple, unhindered television and print media outlets to present their generally biased positions.c Albanians have more basis for concern over crime and unpredictable armed bands and the widespread distribution of weapons purloined from the authorities.d Yet even in these areas there has been significant recent progress.e Many of the looted weapons that have not made their way out of the country have been returned by the populace through various collection programs.f Ant-crime initiatives remain a pillar of current government policy. g
     [13] Claims by Leka Zogu to his father’s long-empty throne at least for now effectively ended with the rejection of the monarchy in a referendum run concurrently with the 1997 general election. a
     [14] Albania’s National Intelligence Service (SHIK) has both internal and external intelligence functions.a There was a public perception following the 1996 parliamentary elections that SHIK was firmly under Berisha’s control and that he and his party were using it for their own ends.b Similarly, it would not be surprising for an Albanian to have this view of the Government today.c In a compromise at the time of establishing the national reconciliation government SHIK was put under a jurist, and the new government has now chosen a former Central Election Commission deputy chairman as its head.d Its numbers have been substantially reduced through attrition and resignation and it has undergone restructuring. It currently has no internal political role. e
    [15] The current constitution respects freedom of speech and assembly. a
     a. Claims Based on Race

     [16] Albania is largely homogenous racially and ethnically, although there are clan loyalties and a traditional rivalry between north and south reflecting the division between dialects of Ghehe in the north and Tosks in the south.a Although applicants often seek to emphasize such differences, clan or regional identifications in themselves rarely lead to harassment.b Albanians of Greek, Vlach (Romanian speakers) or Slavic extraction occasionally allege persecution.c While there may be some personal discrimination in such cases, there are no institutional restrictions against them.d The Greek minority is repressed by `Omonia,’ an organization formerly embroiled in disagreements with the authorities, and the Party for Human rights, a member of the governing coalition.e Members of the Greek minority also have residency rights in neighboring Greece, making a U.S. asylum claim on this basis rarely credible. f
     [17] Some clans in the north, although fewer and fewer, still follow the medieval Code of Leke Dukagjini, later modified by the Ottoman Empire which rules Albania for many centuries.a Its draconian precepts, particularly with respect to the status of women and the avenging of honor, via `blood feud,’ are challenging to the rule of law.b Some claimants might assert that the state cannot protect them from a blood feud, which in some cases may be accurate.c It should be noted, however, that tenacious adherents to this code have pursued revenge outside of Albania’s borders. d 
     C. Claims Based on Nationality

     [18] See claims Based on Race above. a
     D. Claims Based on Religion
     [19] Perhaps because of over forty years of Communist atheism (the country was officially declared atheist in 1997) Albanians as a whole are not strongly religious and Albania ahs been one of the more religiously tolerant countries in the world.a Some applicants allege persecution at the hands of Muslim `fundamentalists’ for being Orthodox or Roman Catholic.b While the majority religious is Islam (about 70%, with Orthodox accounting for 20% and Catholics 10%), few nominal members actively practice it.c The Christian minority freely practice its faith, and the leadership reflects the religious diversity of the population.d The cabinet is divided about evenly between Muslim and Christians. e 

     E. Claims Based on Social Groups

     [20] There are few if any claims of mistreatment on the grounds of homosexuality advanced by Albanian applicants.a Cultural and religious traditions generally weigh against it and under the communist regime homosexuals were mistreated and indeed could be sentenced for up to seven years.b The new penal law of 1995 repealed article 137 proscribing homosexuality and a gay association has been officially registered. c
IV. Other Considerations for Adjudicators
     [21] Asylum claims by Albanian applicants largely continue for the simple reason that they are often granted. a
     [22] With the consular section of the U.S. Embassy in Tirana closed from August 1998 to January 2000, it was difficult for the Department of State to provide information on typical claims and country conditions to adjudicators.a A claim that the current Government is a reconstruction of the communist regime of Enver Hoxha is contradicted by virtually all recent state actions.b The Government has neither means nor the will to carry out systematic persecution.c It should also be noted that there are no internal restrictions to movement, as there were during the communist era.d Indeed, the city of Tirana has now swelled to more than double its size before 1990.e Adjudicators should explore all the motivations an applicant might have for requesting asylum, including family members already present in the United States and, particularly, individual economic circumstances.f It bears repeating the vast majority of asylum, claims involve economic, not political considerations. g
     [23] Many Albanian applicants arrive in this country with spurious or no documents and the EWI rate is very high.a There is often reliance on fraudulent documents. One such example are newspaper articles submitted in support of an applicant’s claim.b The Albanian press is known for its sensational journalism and is not considered an accurate source of information about current conditions in the country.c For example, it is possible to `purchase’ a newspaper article to disseminate whatever information the purchaser desires.d Moreover, many of the leading newspapers are mouthpieces for the two leading political parties and are openly biased according to the party line. e
     [24] An increasing number of immigration attorneys routinely advise Albanians to file asylum claims as a means to immigration.a There were over 5000 Albanian asylum applicants in Europe in 2000.b Increasing immigration – legal and otherwise – has separated many families.c Those family members left behind seek more expedient means to join their relatives than traditional immigration avenues currently allow.d Many Albanian asylum seekers in the U.S. arrive from Greece or Italy, often after having lived in those countries for many years. e
     [25] Only a few months after the 1997 meltdown, UNHCR described the Albanian exodus as less motivated by security concerns and more by economic and other factors (although it noted that during 1997-98, conditions remained sufficiently dangerous that departures `motivated by protection concerns’ could not be excluded).a Since then, stability has increased markedly. b
     [26] Experience in Italy and other countries has highlighted the extent of participation in cross border crime by Albanians abroad, particularly the smuggling of narcotics and people.a There have been many cases of Albanians granted asylum later returning to Albania to tend to economic interests and even to assume positions in the Government.b Having been cut off from Western technological advances and hampered by its former command economy, Albania lags behind the rest of Europe economically.c Although the situation is moving in the right direction, Albania remains of little interest to foreign investors, who may also be discouraged by the situation elsewhere in the Balkans.d Its major source of hard currency is remittances from Albanians abroad and foreign assistance. Unemployment remains high. e
Appendix 1 – Chronology of Recent Significant Events
January 1997 

Several popular pyramid schemes collapse, 
                                         demonstrations begin in the southern city of Vlore.

March 1997 

Previous Meksi government resigns; Angry 
                                         crowds attack warehouses and army depots looting 
                                         weapons after the collapse of pyramid schemes; 
                                         Albanian Parliament declares `State of Emergency’ 
                                         all over the country; Berisha reelected President by 
                                         Parliament; government of national reconciliation 
                                         set up under Prime Minister Fino; UN Security 
                                         Council authorizes Multilateral Protection Force 
                                         (MPF).  
June 1997 


Elections lead to landslide victory for Socialist 
                                         Party of Fatos Nano and rejection of referendum 
                                         of claim to throne of Leka Zogu.

July 1997 


Parliament convenes, elects Rexhep Mejdani as 
                                         President, Prime Minister Fatos Nano takes office.

August 1997 

Democratic Party ends boycott of Parliament; MPF 
                                         departs.

February 1998 

Rioters and rebel police units take control of 
                                         northern city of Shkoder in worst outbreak of 
                                         violence since March 1997.

June 1998 


Partial local elections held; Socialist Party led 
                                         coalition wins.

July 1998 


Democrats boycott parliament as sign of protest 
                                         for removal of immunity of Sali Berisha.

September 1998 

Leader of Student Movement of 1990 and 
                                         prominent DP leader Azem Hajdari assassinated; 
                                         angry armed crowds attack main state buildings; 
                                         PM Nano flees to Macedonia, later returns and 
                                         resigns.  

October 1998 

Socialist Party General Secretary Pandeli Majko 
                                         elected Prime Minister.

November 1998 

New constitution approved by referendum.

March – September 1999 Nearly 500,000 Kosovar refugees enter Albania.

July 1999 


DP agrees to end boycott of Parliament after 
                                         assurance that SP government will investigate 
                                         Hajdari’s murder.

October 1999 

Pandeli Majko replaced by Deputy PM Ilir Meta.

October 2000 

Socialists win local elections that are deemed 
                                         improvement over previous elections by 
                                         international community.

January 2001 

Genc Pollo, a DP reformer, creates new party.

June 2001 


General Elections to be held.

     The views expressed in this report are those of the U.S. Department of State, and its authors, not PARDS. A copy of this report is provided as a courtesy to our clients: immigration attorneys, current applicants, and those contemplating filing for political asylum in the United States. Readers are encouraged to obtain a copy of the PARDS critique of the Department of State’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, International Religious Freedom Report, Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, or Issue Paper series from our web page: http://www.pards.org/profilecrtitique.doc. We welcome your questions, comments and requests. 

NOTE: The text of this report was drawn from the Department of State’s original version, font enlarged for ease of review and the paragraphs numbered for ease of reference. Those Department of State reports for which a comprehensive source and statement-by-statement PARDS Critique and Reliability Assessment have been prepared contain an alphabetic superscript at the end of each sentence. To order a report-specific PARDS Critique and Reliability Assessment, email your request to politicalasylum@gmail.com or call us at 1(609) 497 – 7663. 
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Report-Specific Source & Reliability Assessment
PARDS Report-Specific Source
and Report Reliability Assessment
     To order a comprehensive Report-Specific Source and Reliability Assessment of the D.o.S. Albania Country Report on Human Rights Practices (1970s – Present),  International Religious Freedom Report (2000 – Present), latest Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, benefit from the assistance of an internationally known and respected, country-specific expert, or obtain claim-relevant documentation call PARDS 1 (609) 497 - 7663.
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