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ALBANIA’S ECONOMIC AND REGIONAL DEVELOPMENTS 
DURING TRANSITION PERIOD (1990-2008) 

Dhimiter Doka – Merita Karaguni 

1. Albania’s problems of social economic transformation after 1990 and their influence on 
regional and local development 

  
Since the political overturn at the beginning of 90’s, general social economic development of Albania 
appears with great and universal changes in all the spheres of life: politics, economics and social. All 
these changes together have testified that has been notably difficult for Albania to succeed during this 
long period of transition. Poverty, unemployment, abandonment of the country through emigration; 
unstable political situation; stressed difference in the development between rural and urban settlements 
and the different regions of the country, have been and are still considered the biggest problems the 
country is undergoing.  

Demographic changes are above all characterized by a decrease in the general number of 
population (around 4% in 2001 compared with 1999) [INSTAT 2004a, p. 31], a decline of natural 
increase through the decay of natality level, quick and chaotic growth of the number of population in 
cities through interior migration, high concentration of population in central and western part of the 
country and numerous movements of population from peripheral areas.  

Migration with its two forms of appearance, interior and exterior one, constitute the main factor 
of the social economic changes that has happened in Albania after 1990. Around 20% [INSTAT 2004a, 
p. 33] of Albanian population results to be moved through interior migration, meanwhile almost half of 
the inhabitants of the country have changed temporarily or permanently their former residence. 
Migration, with its own forms, will continue to play an important role also in the future, because of 
difficult living conditions, high unemployment rates, unstable political situation and stressed differences 
between different regions of the country. 

In the regional point of view, migration is treated as a double sided problem: on one hand as a 
process of movement of population from the regions in which the perspective for a better future is 
missing which risk their total abandonment and on the other hand, as a massive and chaotic process of 
the placement of the population in the regions, in which the necessary infrastructure is often missing. 
These regions are being faced with a difficult situation in the labor and housing market, and also with 
heavy damages of environment. In the case of Albania, the migration towards the cities, mainly the big 
ones, is accompanied with influences and extreme effects.  It’s result is the hyper urbanization of the 
central part of the country, especially in the Tirana-Durres region, in which, based on the different 
prognosis till 2015 is foreseen to be concentrated over half of the country’s population. Meanwhile the 
movement of the population from peripheral regions part of which have lost already approximately 
40% of their population, is foreseen to continue [DOKA, D. 2005, p. 54.] 

All in all it can be said that the migration process will continue to play a determinant role not 
only in the country’s demographic developments, but also in the regional and local level. In this 
situation, it is necessary that in all the cases of preparation of plans and strategies of development, to 
heed the development of the population as a whole and particularly the influence of migration on it.  

Economically speaking, Albania is experiencing an overall process of transition reforms from 
the centralized towards market economy. Changes of economic transformation, with the process of 
privatization on their bases, are associated with deep and sweeping consequences and effects. The 
closure and devastation of almost all industrial enterprises after 1990 and at the same time the increase 
of the unemployment rate, decrease of national gross domestic product and vast trade deficit; difficult 
conditions of infrastructure; problems and difficulties of privatization; fragile justice system with direct 
influence on the insecurity of foreign investors; fragile economic and political stability as well as not 
very good image of Albania abroad, are amongst major problems the country is undergoing today 
which hinder the future developments.  

All above – mentioned problems, are reflected also in the big differences that exist in the 
development of different regions of the country. Thus, whilst in capital city region and generally 
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speaking in the western region, there are concentrated the greatest economic and human potentials of 
the country, the peripheral regions continue to loose people and economic power.  

Regardless the numerous problems of today transition period, there is not missing the hope for 
a better future in the country’s economic development. The variety of natural potentials, especially the 
subterraneous ones; the long coastline; hot climate and good natural conditions to produce agricultural 
products, create premises and preconditions for a better development in the future.  

Aftermath, during the difficult period of transition, there are noticed new and important 
development impulses especially in the sector of services such as, hotels, tourism, construction, agro-
industry etc., which may serve as a very good base for further developments. Much more progress is 
indispensable for the preparation and implementation of clear strategies, concepts and visions in the 
regional and national level. The regional and local disparities in terms of concerning the developments 
in Albania, propound the need of new understanding and treatment of the region on a conceptual 
bases. The evident differentiations between the regions of the country, especially between the region of 
capital and other regions in the periphery, and their tendency to be deepened further in the future, ask 
the necessity of preparation of plans and strategies for regional development. A special importance in 
that framework has the process of decentralization of decision making, which constitutes also an 
important criterion for integration of Albania in European Union.  

In despite of the legislation prepared for democratization process its practical implementation is 
yet far away from the realization. In this situation there is an urgent need for the separation of duties 
and competencies of different levels of leadership as well as undertaking a new administrative and 
regional organization of Albania based on the criterion defined by European Union. Different scientific 
studies about decentralization topic, administrative and regional organization are needed, to reach this 
goal. Such studies shouldn’t be confined only in the settlements, particular communes or administrative 
districts, but should include regions as a whole based on their specific problems. 
 
 

2. Stressed differentiations in regional development-selected examples 
 (capital region and also Korça district) 

Selected regional examples are in the favor of big regional differentiation noticed in general 
development of Albania during present social-economic transformation. 

The Capital Region is the most powerful region in all aspects of social-economic development 
with about 30% of all population of the country concentrated and above 40% of its population as 
urban. In this region there are concentrated about 55% [DOKA, D. 2005, p. 98] of all economic 
enterprises, the best infrastructural services for connection in and outside the country, the most 
important governmental institutions, the best possibilities for education, the most important cultural, 
medical institutions etc. 

Two principal centers of the region Tirane-Durres (Tirana and Durres cities) and the principal 
axis of highway that connects them will continue to attract population and investments. In the 
meanwhile, the importance of the so-called satellite towns which belong to this region, will increase 
continuously. 

According to the last census of 2001, Tirane-Durres region has attracted the greatest percentage 
of the migrants. 45% of their number is concentrated in the Tirana and 15 % in the Durres District, 
increasing distinctly the population especially in Tirana district in comparison with other ones, which 
experienced increase of the population number. Most of the administrative districts in Albania have 
experienced a decline in the population number between 1989-2001 period (28 administrative districts 
among 36 of them in total). 

Speaking about the increase, there have been differentiations even between Tirana and Durres. 
The population of Tirana district increased 4 times faster than Durres District (41% against 10%) 
because of the fact that out migration was much more characteristic of the last one [INSTAT 2002, pp. 
31-34]. 
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This growth of the population number is accompanied with negative consequences mainly 
related with the integration difficulties and infrastructure services problems which makes worse the 
living standard, the increment of the unemployment and informal labor market. 

 
 

Map 1. 
The geographical position of the capital city region 
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Source: DOKA, D. 2005, p. 97. 

 
  
Most of the migrants of Tirane-Durres region originated from northeast areas of the country 

(mainly from Kukes and Dibra districts, respectively 47% of the migrants in Tirana and 40% in Durres 
district). Inasmuch as 68% of northeastern migrants belong to the 12-39 age group, against 45% in the 
national level.  It released the zones of migrant’s origin from the demographic pressure, increasing the 
labor market pressure in the destination zones. It seems this has been one of the main reasons of 
migration so long as the unemployment rate in the districts they lived before was 25.5% [INSTAT 
2004a, p. 25.].  

The incomers in this region do not belong only to northeastern part of the country but also to 
other regions. The migrants from Berat, Elbasan, Gjirokaster, Korca, Shkodra constitute another group 
and are distinguished according to the educational level in comparison with northeastern districts 
migrants. That’s because this category was more involved in the migration process. The unemployment 
level was almost the same in the origin and destination regions. 



 57 

 
       Graph 1.  

 The capital region development axis 

 
 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Another migrant’s group comes from the districts located along the coastline and are similar 
according to the demographic structure with Tirana-Durres region because of the fact that in 
comparison with other districts all over the country they have the oldest population. This relates to the 
migration of population that belongs to the young age groups. Migrants from this regions are 
characterized by a high educational level too (61% of the 20 years old migrants have a university 
diploma, whiles in the residual  population of the districts of origin compose 31%  and in the 
destination zones, 45%) [INSTAT 2004a, p. 27.] 

Even with this educational level they have faced many difficulties in the labor market. The 
unemployment level in the region of their placement appears to be lower in comparison with migrants 
from the other zones, even this indicator is higher than in provenience zones. 

These and many other problems constitute difficulties the future development of Tirana is 
related. Above all it’s necessary to have a clear vision in which the future regional development must be 
based. This requires solutions to the contemporary problems especially those that have to do with the 
legalization process, destruction of a series of illegal buildings, property problems, environmental 
protection and control, improvement of the necessary infrastructure (roads, water supply, energy etc.), 
the construction and utilization of the social infrastructure buildings (kinder gardens, schools, hospitals 
etc.) etc.  

Solving as soon as possible these problems will clear the way to the composition and 
implementation of the sustainable development strategies for the regional development. It will also be 
necessary the definition of duties and also individual or institutional responsibilities for the goal’s 
achievement which must be followed by a continuous inspection about the management of natural and 
human resources. 

A more detailed study of the capital region puts in evidence the big differentiations between the 
center and peripheral areas of Tirana city. This makes possible to consider Tirana as the city where two 
different worlds, on the development level point of view, are being faced: the modern and well 
urbanized one included in the old ring and the chaotic and unorganized periphery.   

While for the first are already existing projects and concrete development measures are being 
applied, for the second everything is still unclear.  

Therefore, between the last two censuses, 1989-2001, Tirana is distinguished for high rates of 
the population growth with an annual average rate of 3.05%. In the latest census (April 2001) Tirana 
had 43.4% more inhabitants than in 1989. [INSTAT 2002, p. 69.] 
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Among the main reasons for the movement of people from their places of origin to Tirana the 
economic difficulties, (unemployment, small plots of land), geographic-climatic conditions interlaced 
with the economic factor, and a better education of their children are mentioned.   

The city of Tirana, from the administrative point of view, is organized in 11 administrative units, 
which are now called municipal units. The city area is 41.8 km² and takes 3.4% of the district area 
[INSTAT 2002, p. 67.].  

Migratory growth, which constitutes the greatest part in the increase of the number of the 
population of the city, varies between 70-95% of the total growth in each municipal unit [KARAGUNI, 
M. PhD thesis, p. 67.] . 

Analyzing the structure of the displaced people according to their place of origin, one can notice 
that nearly 1/3 of them has come from rural zones and the rest, nearly 2/3 are from the city [Karaguni, 
M. PhD thesis, p. 68]. 

The people coming from urban zones have settled mostly in Units 2, 3, 5, 7 and 10, which 
belong either to units closer to the centre or to the suburb units with a somewhat more favorable 
infrastructure for movement, business, fulfillment of their needs for utilities, etc.   

The people coming from rural zones have settled mostly in Units 6 and 11, as well as in the 
zones of former-Kombinat, of Lapraka and Kodër Kamza, with more than half of the people settled in 
these units coming from rural areas. This placement is mainly explained with the low cost of land, low 
rents or greater possibilities to build not in conformity with the rules.  

The process of legalization that has been promised lately in the face of the hope the hope it 
brings for many families who live illegally is being faced with a bilateral issue: on one hand, it has been 
vagueness for the decision – makers about the criterion of the legalization; on the other hand many 
families who aim to legalize  their houses consider this mostly as a gift of the state than as a process that 
needs obligations and regulations that should be respected. But, regardless of its uncertainties and 
difficulties, the successful completion of the legalization process would mark a positive sign and 
important impulse for the progress of the further developments in the outskirts of Tirana and further 
on. 

The people coming from the Northern Region constitute 38.8% of the total number of the new-
comers from 37.9% that are the comers from the Southern Region of the country. The smallest 
percentage of the new-comers, 23.3 %, represents the people coming from the Central Region of 
Albania [KARAGUNI, M. PhD thesis, p. 69]. 

The greatest number of the incoming people for 1989-2001 is recorded in Units 11, 6, 4, 7. The 
greatest number of the incomers from the Northern Region (25.3%) has settled in the Municipal Unit 
11, followed by Municipal Units 2, 4, 7 and 6. The majority of the incoming people comes from the 
places of origin like the district of Dibra (10.6% of the total number of people coming from all the 
districts), Korça (8%), Kukës (7.7%), Tropoja (7.5%) [KARAGUNI, M. PhD thesis, p. 71]. In none of the 
municipal units the people coming from the central region constitute the majority of the comers but 
their highest number is recorded in Units 10 and 5. 
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Map 2. 
Density of population in Tirana according to municipial units 

 
Source: BËRXHOLI, A. – DOKA, DH. – ASCHE, H. (Hrsg.) (2003):  Demographic Atlas of Albania. Tirana 

 
 
The most evident impact of this migration is the presence of new buildings all over the city, 

especially in the periphery where most of them are illegal ones. 
 
 

Graph 2. 
Proportion of the people coming from different regions of the 

country, according to municipal units, 1989-2001 
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Source: KARAGUNI, M. – DUMANI, B. 2005, p. 54. 

 
The process of migration to the region of the capital city will require special attention in the 
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has happened so far, will go on in the future, because the capital represents the most attractive area for 
many individuals and families from different regions of the country.  

The uncontrolled migration was reflected and accompanied with the increase of the 
unemployment level, the decrease in the quality of the health and education services and in making 
worse the living conditions in the peripheral areas of the city and especially in the western periphery. 
The unemployment level in the city according to the latest census (2001) was 25.8%. The highest 
unemployment level is in young age groups with differentiations between them. 

The high level of unemployment, 55% among males of 20-29 years and 43.3% [KARAGUNI, M. – 
DUMANI, B. 2005, p. 66] among females denotes the difficulties that youths are encountering in the 
labor market. Moreover, youths around 30 years of age are also having the same difficulties. 

 
 

Graph 3. 
Level of unemployment in the city of Tirana 
    according to gender age-groups in 2001 
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  Source: KARAGUNI, M. – DUMANI, B. 2005, p. 65. 

 
In the city of Tirana, the employed people make up 74.2% of the economically active 

population. According to municipal units, the lowest level of employment is noticed in Units 6 and 11, 
in which the employed group constitutes respectively 32.4% and 30.4% of the total population or 66.4 
and 66.7% of the economically active population. These units are among those which had the bigest  
number of incomers at the bigining  of 90’-s. Nearly 74% of the employed in Tirana have permanent 
jobs, and the remaining part or 26%, have temporary jobs, seasonal jobs and occasional jobs 
[KARAGUNI, M.  DUMANI, B. 2005, p. 66]. 

The considerable growth of the city population and specific zones has not been accompanied 
with the improvements in infrastructure such as the construction of new schools, health centers, 
improvement of road system etc. Consequently, the average number of pupils per class in 8-form 
schools is 36 pupils, while in high schools this number is as high as 50-60 pupils per class. As a result 
60% of the schools operate on two shifts, of which 20% on reduced time tables [Municipality of Tirana 
and UNICEF, 2003, p. 52]. The situation is more difficult in the suburb schools in Municipal units 1, 4, 
6, 7 and 11, which are not only over-crowded with pupils, but they cannot provide space for all the 
children of the zone. In despite of the attempts and intervention of the local authorities there is still 
much to do to improve visibly the situation.  

In the face of this situation, while reckoning the educational level for the population of 25 years 
and above with the aim of avoiding the influence of the age structure of the population, it is noticed 
that the index of the average years of education for the city is 10.9 years. According to municipal units, 
this indicator proves of a higher level of the average years of education in Unit 10 which is highly 
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distinguished from other units. One inhabitant from this Unit at the age of 25 and above has completed 
averagely 12 years of education, while the levels of this index are under the average of the city level in 
units 4, 6 and 11. 

Though the city of Tirana is covered by medical service of a better level compared to other 
districts, in some zones of the city especially in its outskirts, the situation with health service is 
problematic. Placement of families, generally those with many children, in inappropriate living premises, 
lack of sanitarian and hygiene conditions, lack of drinking water and proper sewage exposes these zones 
to epidemic threats. Hence, the number of children per doctor ranges between 832 children in the 
Municipal Unit 5 and 2000 children per doctor in the Municipal Unit 11, at a time when Tirana has one 
doctor per 1278 children. [Municipality of Tirana and UNICEF, 2003, p. 53] 

As we have seen so far the most problematic zones are the peripheral ones which have been 
faced with the grater number of incomers and especially those where major part of the incomers 
belongs to the rural settlements.  

Speaking about housing and living conditions the situation is the same, with problems that have 
to do with water supply inside the house, hygiene –sanitarian facilities, electrical-house appliances, 
private vehicles etc.   

This situation testifies for the negative impact of the spontaneous migration and appeals that the 
process of migration will not be left to spontaneity but needs to be regulated according to the trends 
and priorities of development. Hence it would be made clear to each moving resident that his 
placement should be made conform regulations and laws drafted for this reason. Such a thing starts 
with better and fully informing all those who wish to move to the region of the capital of the 
opportunities and problems facing them in this region. Disseminating a clear and realistic image of the 
region of the capital to the peripheral regions would considerably influence the progress of internal 
migration. In the same time the progress of internal migration will depend directly on the developments 
in the areas of displacement of the population. A better standard of living in the periphery through the 
increase of the employment opportunities and improvement of infrastructure would result in a lesser 
pressure for the region of the capital. This requires an increase of the cooperation among various 
regions. If the positive effects brought by the rapid and modern development of the capital would be 
reflected in the other areas of the country there wouldn’t be a need for many residents and families to 
move from their homes. But if the contrary happens the situation in the outskirts would continue to 
worsen and the pressure to move to the capital would intensify. That’s why the further development of 
the capital would be accompanied with positive and realistic effects only when this development would 
be observed in accordance with the situation in other regions of the country. In this specter the region 
of the capital would play a better role as a model of development for the other regions of the country.  
   
 

3. The region of Korça district 

The other example concerns the region of Korça (map) which is represented with a completely 
different view as regards the processes of its socio-economic transformation compared to the capital. 
This represents exactly the distinguished differences that exist in the development among various 
regions of the country. Hence, while the capital is characterized by the movement of the population 
through internal migration, Korça is dominated by the displacement of the population through this 
process regardless of the important natural and economic potential of this region. In this way the region 
of Korça is represented on one hand as one of the most typical suburban regions of the country that is 
characterized by many displacements of its population and on the other hand as a region  with potential 
and very good perspectives for a more successful development than what has been so far.    

The biggest issues that have accompanied the transition period in the Korça region can be 
summarized in: abandonment of the region in particular from young age population; a further decrease 
of the natural increment of the population; decrease of the general production in particular in the sector 
of industry; high level of unemployment also reflected by the high level of poverty etc. All these issues 
altogether hinder the rapid development of the region. The various natural resources, the important 
human potential with its working population as well as the favorable geographic location of the region 
bordering with developed countries as Greece and Macedonia as regarded as the best preconditions for 
the successful future developments of this region.  
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After the capital region, Korça has been appreciated as the second one for the good perspective 
in the development, hence the region has the opportunity and chance to increase the importance and 
role in the general development of the country. Owing to the closeness in confines with other states 
(Greece and Macedonia), Korça region has the best opportunity to be included in one “EURO 
REGION”. The projects that are being currently realized in this region, especially the INTERREG 
program are the evidence of this perspective. Also there are 26 other projects that are promised to be 
supported by the European Union until the year 2015 with a general amount of 1.1milliard Euro. All 
these promises, opportunities and options serve, by adding in this the great cultural level, the 
population emancipation, the rich traditions etc. for all the Korça region [DOKA, D. 2005, p.157]. 

 
 

Map 3.  The geographical location of the region of Korça district 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Source: DOKA, D. 2005, p.148. 
 

Esteemed by assessment zone, especially in the rural area, there are noticed situations and 
specific characteristics that are different in their socio-economic transformation. In this way are 
represented villages and communes in the Korça region, on one side with the most general trends that 
characterize the whole rural area in Albania and on the other side with their specific development 
peculiarities over the transition period. Those are typical villages and communes located in different 
geographical settings with their specific living conditions and special development potentials and 
alternatives. Even within the same commune there can be distinguished villages with different living 
conditions and development opportunities. Among those, the remote mountainous areas face the most 
difficult and hopeless situation as they are going towards complete abandonment and that in a few years 
could very well be extinct, while villages that are located in rural areas and in the vicinity of urban areas 
promise for more chances and development opportunities. Still their better development in the future 
depends on many factors. Hence the agricultural economy will continue to be for many of them the 
primary way of development, but it necessitates more support and a clearer perspective than at present. 
In this way the production of agricultural and farming products would increase and be made available 
to the market. This calls for the cooperation that has been lacking thus far among small farm producers 
with the goal to avoid the division of the agricultural land and secure the quantity and the quality of the 
agricultural products needed to be competitive in the local and foreign markets. Reaching such goal 
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calls for the support and encouragement of local production through special agricultural policies and 
regulations, the indispensable infrastructure improvements in villages (roads, water, power) 
encouragement of small and medium investments in rural areas (in particular in agro-industry) 
investments in the agricultural mechanics, drainage, fertilizing etc. In the meantime for many villages 
and communes besides economy exist other developmental alternatives and opportunities above all in 
the sector of tourism, fishing, forestall economy etc. A more fruitful combination among these different 
developmental alternatives would be very important in the future. In this way there would be more 
employment opportunities in the villages and incomes of the families would increase. Migration, 
especially the emigration, can not serve as a source of development for a long time. In particular for 
unqualified residents in the villages who will continue to make their living through working as emigrants 
will become even more difficult to emigrate in the neighboring countries. In these conditions the best 
way would be to invest incomes accumulated thus far from emigration in various producing activities in 
the villages.  

In general, we can conclude that the country as a whole as well as the rural geographical areas 
and selected locations after a 18 years transformation period are still in a difficult and unclear 
developmental phase.  

The positive steps that are made in the development till now have faced at the same time lots of 
insoluble problems. The gaining of the rights for free movement and lave there where are better 
conditions, is frequently associated with lots of problems and difficulties The consequence of these 
situations are distinguished emphatic social and regional contrasts in the development of the country. 
The best way for crossing this situation is the integration of Albania in the European Union as soon as 
possible. The approach to this integration, means important positive opportunities and chances for a 
better future.  
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