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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  and other publicly available material on conditions in this country. c
II. Context and Overview of Recent Developments
     [2] Small and impoverished, Albania is in many ways atypical among European countries.a Its 3.5 million inhabitants were isolated from the outside world in their mountain fastness from World War II until 1990 under an exceptionally repressive and idiosyncratic communist regime, and the country lags behind most of the former communist world in developing democracy and market economies. b
     [3] The historically intense economic pressure felt by Albanians to emigrate transcends the political circumstances of a given time, while porous borders with neighboring Greece, Montenegro and F.Y.R.O.M. (Macedonia) allow surreptitious crossing into those countries with their own substantial ethnic Albanian populations.a With Western Europe increasingly closed to most Albanians from the Balkans, the United States has become the destination of choice for emigration. Large ethnic Albanian communities 

______________________________________________

​​​​​​​​​ 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 Act.
around Boston, New York and Detroit act as poles of attraction. b
     [4] 1997 has been traumatic for Albania.a The collapse in mid-January of various `pyramid’ schemes that cost the life savings of many Albanians led to fighting and disorder, bringing the country to the edge of anarchy.b There was an almost total breakdown of the forces and institutions of order, particularly, in the south where popular committees of criminal bands or other groups seized local power.c An agreement of all major political parties to hold early elections and the formation of a government of national reconciliation, as well as the introduction of a multinational protection force led by Italy, brought about sufficient public order for national elections to be held on June 29.d Deemed internationally to have adequately reflected the will of the people, they repudiated the previous, increasingly autocratic rule of former President Berisha and his Democratic Party in favor of the Socialist Party of Prime Minister Fatos Nano.e The new government was installed in late July and has thus far focused on the restoration of order and the resumption of normal economic activity. f
III. Claims and Relevant Country Conditions 

     [5] The vast majority of Albanian claims are on political grounds. a
     A. Claims Based on Political Opinion
     [6] Most applicants claim mistreatment of themselves and/or their families before serious reform of the Communist regime in 1990.a 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.b The rare case of political dissent was dealt with harshly.c 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.d The status of formerly politically persecuted persons, established by law, provides tangible benefits in such areas as education, employment, and financial assistance.e Many beneficiaries live poorly since they had lost property and educational possibilities and are unprepared to deal with a free market economy and social change.f However, this same economic reality affects most segments of the population. g
     [7] Once the Communist regime began to disintegrate and freedom of travel was restored in 1990 there was an immediate mass exodus of Albanians seeking a better life abroad.a Perhaps one half million people – one in seven – left, mostly for Greece and Italy.b There are now large numbers of Albanians – mostly illegal – in Western European countries and many in this country.c They tend to maintain their isolation, adapting their traditional clan structures and inter-marrying. d
     [8] Liberalization in 1990 was followed by the forced resignation of the government in 1991 and its replacement by a caretaker cabinet under Fatos Nano.a Elections in 1992 brought the Democratic Party and President Berisha to office.b His efforts to establish a modern democracy and market-oriented economy made significant initial progress, with freedom of speech, press, association and religion being widely respected.c However, as his tenure continued there were signs of increasingly autocratic tendencies.d Parliamentary elections in May 1996, which his party won, were marred by fraud, intimidation, and tampering.e Local elections were held in October under somewhat better conditions and were accepted by the international community and Albanians. f
     [9] While it was almost impossible to disentangle the purposes and authorship of the many incidents during the state of anarchy that broke out after the collapse of the pyramid schemes, all political parties were active in most of the country without a pattern of mistreatment.a There is no post-Communist tradition of retribution against political leaders and few instances thereof.b Indeed Albanians have more basis for concern over crime and unpredictable armed bands and the widespread distribution of weapons purloined from the authorities. c
     [10] Albania still labors under some archaic institutions and traditions.a It operates under a `Law on Major Constitutional Provisions,’ since the draft constitution proposed by Berisha was rejected in a November 1994 referendum.b Some claims in the north still follow the Medieval Code of Leke Dukagjini, later modified by the Ottoman Empire which ruled Albania for many centuries.c Its draconian precepts, particularly with respect to the status of women and the avenging of honor, are challenging rule of law. d
     [11] Claim to the long-empty throne of Leka Zogu was at least for now effectively ended by the rejection of the monarchy in a referendum concurrently with the last election. a
     [12] 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 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 Elections Commission deputy chairman as its head.c Its members have been substantially reduced through attrition and resignation and it is slated for restructuring. d
     [13] Having been cut off from Western technological advances and hampered by its command economy, Albania lags behind the rest of Europe economically.a It is of little interest to foreign investors, who may also be discouraged by the situation elsewhere in the Balkans.b Its major source of hard currency is remittances from Albanians abroad and foreign assistance. Unemployment remains high.c The new government faces severe problems in popular expectations for reimbursement of losses to the `pyramid’ schemes and in the requirements of international lenders such as the IMF. d
     B. Claims Based on Race
     [14] Albania is largely homogenous racially and ethnically, although there are clan loyalties and a traditional rivalry between north and south reflecting the divisions between the dialects of Ghegs 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 represented by Omonia, an organization formerly embroiled in disagreements with the authorities, and the Party for Human Rights, a member of the governing coalition. e
     C. Claims Based on Nationality
     [15] See Claims Based on Race above. a
     D. Claims Based on Religion
     [16] Perhaps because of over forty years of Communist atheism (the country was officially declared atheist in 1967) Albanians as a whole are not strongly religious and Albania has been one of the more religiously tolerant at the hands of Muslim `fundamentalists’ for being Orthodox or Roman Catholic.a While the majority religion is Islam (about 70% with Orthodox accounting for 20% and Catholics 10%), few adherents actively practiced it.b The Christian minority freely practice their faith, and the leadership reflects the religious diversity of the population.c The cabinet is divided half and half between Muslims and Christians. d
     E. Claims Based on Social Groups
     [17] There are few if any claims of mistreatment on the grounds of homosexuality advanced by Albanian applicants’ Cultural and religious traditions generally weigh in against it, and under the Communist regime homosexuals were mistreated and indeed could be sentenced for up to seven years.a The new penal law of 1995 repealed Article 137 proscribing homosexuality and a gay association has been officially registered. b
IV. Other Considerations for Adjudicators 

     [18] The arrival of Albania on the front pages in the Spring of 1997 preceded a major upsurge in Albanian requests for political asylum, including many from those long resident in this country.  a
     [19] Many Albanian applicants arrive in this country with spurious or no documents, and the EWI rate is very high, posing serious problems for adjudicators.a There is often reliance on fraudulent documents.b Much of the pressure to emigrate does not appear to relate to our asylum legislation.c In deed the UNHCE recently described the exodus of the past few months as decreasingly motivated by security concerns and more by economic and other factors (although it noted conditions at that time remained sufficiently dangerous that departures `motivated by protection concerns’ could not be excluded).d 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.e There have been many cases of Albanians granted asylum later returning to Albania to tend economic interests and even to assume positions in the government. f   

Appendix I

Chronology of Recent Significant Events

March 1997


Previous Meksi Government resigns; Berisha 

       



reelected President by parliament; government of 

 



national reconciliation set up under Prime Minister 

 



Fino; UN Security Counsel authorizes Multilateral 

 



Protection Force.

June 1997


Elections lead to landslide victory for Socialist 

 



Party of Fatos Nano and rejection by referendum 

 



of claim to throne of Leka Zogu.

July 1997


Parliament convenes, elects Rexhep Mejdani as 

 



President.

August 1997

Democratic Party ends boycott of parliament; MPF 

     



departs.  

     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 Reports, Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Reports, and Issue Paper Report 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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To order a comprehensive source evaluation and overall reliability assessment of the Albania (September 1997) Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report, and/or benefit from the assistance of an internationally known and respected, country-specific expert, call PARDS.
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