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INTRODUCTION TO THE PUBLICATION:

“Albania´s bilateral relations: foreign 
policy challenges and opportunities”

Southeast Europe and especially its part of the 
so-called “Western Balkans” is in public opinion 
generally regarded as a key geostrategic region, 
but still also perceived as some area of remain-
ing open or hidden local tensions and neighbor-
hood-conflicts due to the continuity of diverse 
political or religious identities, ideologies and in-

terests. Such obvious political or mental factors, mainly caused 
by partial still existing intolerant mind-set, misperception and 
prejudice-pattern, could lead to some further stagnation or 
delay of some necessary reconciliation and cooperation pro-
cess and could over this provoke the danger of maintenance or 
recurrence of populism or nationalism. In consequence such 
a possible scenario would have decisive influence on regional 
stability of the “Western Balkans”.

Basic precondition for development and peace in that frag-
ile region are communication and cooperation between all 
relevant Western-Balkan-6 neighbor-states (WB-6), such as 
Albania, Serbia, North-Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, as it is manifested and proclaimed in the 
“Berlin-Process” agenda. Such an interactive approach obvi-
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ously corresponds to the renewed “Enlargement-Strategy” of 
the European Commission from February 2018, to guarantee 
the “EU-Thessaloniki-promises form 2003”, if the Western Bal-
kan States are really ready to solve their problems in a cooper-
ative consensus also by themselves in “Regional Ownership”.

According to the processes of political decision-making 
there should not be any doubt about the fact, that construc-
tive neighborhood-relations and regional cooperation of the 
WB-6-states need as basic pillars mutual understanding and 
widely common interests. Some necessary meaningful prereq-
uisite and precondition for these both pillars are own politi-
cal strategies and capacities of realizing them, the knowledge 
about ideas, interests, strategies and tactics and political asser-
tiveness of the competitor-countries in the near neighborhood 
and furthermore the awareness about mutual perceptions or 
misperceptions in order to avoid wrong conclusions and neg-
ative consequences. Misunderstanding and misperceptions 
cause the deepening of narrow-minded fixed prejudices and 
mental barriers and evoke distrust, enmity and conflicts in-
stead of trust and partnership as relevant components of de-
velopment, stability and peace. The perception of reality is not 
automatically the reality itself. 

Some analytical survey of perceptions of political stake-
holders as well as of citizens of the countries is even more 
necessary and inevitable by considering the fact, that the par-
amount approach of the “Berlin-process”, which remains a de-
cisive catalyst of regional cooperation and EU integration, goes 
beyond of mere governmental interactions and recommends 
some interrelation and connectivity of all relevant socio-po-
litical stakeholders including civil society and the NGO-sector. 
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In this context the following publication about “Albania´s bi-
lateral relations: foreign policy challenges and opportunities” 
gives some very interesting findings on historical, political, 
economic and social issues of Albania to its neighbor-coun-
tries and is exemplified by three comprehensive analytical 
case-studies about Albania´s relation to Serbia, Kosovo and 
North-Macedonia. 

The case-studies refer not only to the different governmen-
tal decision-making processes but contain also some remark-
able survey of carefully measuring, analyzing and interpret-
ing the perceptions of Albanian citizen about these bilateral 
relations with Serbia, Kosovo and North-Macedonia. Such an 
approach intends to inform policymakers and to identify gaps 
and fields of intervention, if reasonable and required. 

The answers reveal a complex overview of judgements, ex-
pectations and interpretations of via opinion-polls asked cit-
izen about policy and population of their neighbor-countries 
and about foreign policy of Albania itself. Taken together the 
results of the people´s opinion point clearly out the impor-
tance of economic priority according to all neighborhood-re-
lations in order to establish or to enlarge regional stability and 
prosperity including the protection of the interests of Albanian 
communities, living in the region. 

The following study, elaborated from scientific researchers 
of the “Albanian Institute for International Studies” (AIIS) and 
supported by the Tirana Office of Hanns-Seidel-Foundation-Of-
fice in Albania (HSF), offers a profound insight picture of all rel-
evant aspects of the just mentioned neighborhood relations. 
The reports include expert papers, that do both: stock-taking 
and analysis of problems and potential challenges for the fu-
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ture from the Albanian perspective. 

The publication gives insofar evidence of a comprehensive 
and detailed data-based research in order to improve better 
knowledge and understanding of the “voice of the people”. 

It should therefore be observed as excellent and precious 
contribution to some constructive public debate and scientific 
discourse about the current dimension and future options of 
foreign Albanian policy and even more about the public inter-
est to that policy, which is especially related to Western Balkan 
regional connectivity and cooperation issues. 

Some key results of the survey according to the mind-set of 
the Albanian population give good news that the overwhelm-
ing majority of Albanian citizen believe in a positive role of 
neighborhood relations despite of still existing cross-border 
problems and disagreements. 

The publication offers some unique independent expertise and 
analysis and will give concrete assistance to all relevant stakehold-
ers in politics and science to draw conclusions from lessons-learnt 
how to deal with wrong myths and misconceptions.

Above all the study, especially the article of Albert Rakipi 
about relations between Serbia and Albania as the “two key 
states with regard to security, stability and development of the 
Balkans” provoke encouragement and optimism for the re-
gion. Albania and Serbia, starting from 2014 are trying to open 
a new chapter on inter-state relations. The study of Rakipi pro-
foundly analyzes the current progressing inter-state relations 
and illuminates the potential impact that the deepening of bi-
lateral Albanian-Serbian relations may have on the issue of the 
whole reconciliation processes in the “Western Balkans”.
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The publication can be regarded as some continuation and 
consolidation of some previous AIIS-HSF-elaboration about 
“Rethinking Albania´s Foreign and regional Policy, a study to 
assist strategic planning for the future of foreign policy” from 
the year 2018. 

The implementation timeline of the following study including 
the collecting of relevant facts, opinions and perceptions and 
including the evaluation of samples and exploration of gener-
al pattern of behavior in political and strategical dimensions, 
focusing from Albanian point of view to Serbia, Kosovo and 
North-Macedonia, took place from July to November 2019. 

The draft publication of the study was presented in the AI-
IS-HSF scientific conference entitled “Albania in the region: 
policy, perception and outlook” on November 26, 2019, pri-
marily aiming at discussing the role of perceptions towards 
foreign policy commitment in regional context. The event was 
attended by a high-ranking audience, composed of political 
decision-makers, representatives of ministries and media, ex-
perts, researchers and students from academia, universities 
and think-tanks: all of them with strong affinity to the topic. 

It should be emphasized at this point, that the elaboration 
of this study fully corresponds to the intention and function 
of the project activities of the Hanns-Seidel-Office in Tirana, 
which has been established in 1992 and which was celebrating 
in the year 2017 its 25th project-anniversary.

Among some wide range of multi-sectoral seminars, work-
shops and conferences according to current socio-political 
matters and other intra-state related topics, such as referring 
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to the sector of “Justice and Home Affairs”, HSF in Albania from 
the very beginning was intending to support also cross-bor-
der-activities of regional scope. Such activities have been 
already conducted in project sectors of municipality-, bor-
der-police-, university- and diplomatic academy-networking, 
to improve mutual understanding and tolerance, to reduce 
mental barriers, misperceptions and harmful prejudices, to 
foster bilateral or multilateral network in the state sector as 
well as on NGO-level and to contribute in this respect to devel-
opment and stability in South-Eastern-Europe. 

Aware of that long-term processes, which need assertive-
ness, patience and strength, Hanns-Seidel-Foundation-Office 
in Tirana together with its local partners and friends in Albania 
will continue this future-oriented project-approach of interre-
gional dialogue and cooperation. 

Dr. Klaus Fiesinger
Regional Director for South East Europe

Hanns-Seidel-Foundation Offices Tirana, Belgrade, Sofia and Zagreb
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Albania-Serbia Relations: 
From Enthusiasm to Status Quo, 

From Status Quo to the False 
Promise of a Strategic Agenda

Albert Rakipi

ABSTRACT

The increase in political communication between 
Albania and Serbia, including initiatives for eco-
nomic co-operation, as well as heralding a new 
era in their relations has stimulated a surge in dis-
cussion about various themes: the capacity and 
will of the two states for collaboration; current 

and future problems in inter-state relations between Albania 
and Serbia; relations between Albanians and Serbs in the Bal-
kans; the question of reconciliation; and, last but not least, 
the potential implications of an evolving and deepening Alba-
nia-Serbia relationship for inter-state relations between Alba-
nia and Kosovo and between Serbia and Kosovo. 

Efforts to normalize inter-state relations between Albania 
and Serbia began immediately after the fall of the Milošević re-
gime, and particularly after the redrawing of the Balkan politi-
cal map after Kosovo’s independence in 2008. The recognition 
of Kosovo as an independent state marks an historic step in 
what, for the past century, had for Albanians represented the 
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core of the national question. Starting in Autumn 2014 Tirana 
and Belgrade sent clear signals that they wished to inaugurate 
a new era in their generally conflictual relationship. Over the 
last five years Albania and Serbia have increased their politi-
cal communication and undertaken several concrete steps to 
increase economic co-operation. Although progress has been 
modest so far, there is every chance of a new phase in relations 
between the two states. Yet the myth of the centuries-old en-
mity between Serbs and Albanians in the Balkans, the war in 
Kosovo with the Milošević regime’s extermination campaign 
there, and absent or weak economic interdependence, have 
meant that support on the ground remains limited for the 
meaningful establishment of a new relationship.

On the geo-political level, Albania and Serbia are two key 
countries for the western Balkans and beyond, bearing in mind 
that Albania has been a NATO member since 2009, is a candi-
date for EU membership, and has supported and continues un-
reservedly to support EU and more generally western foreign 
policy including towards the great powers outside the Balkans 
- above all Russia. At the same time, in the historical context 
Albania is seen as the mother-country for all those Albanians 
who, since the foundation of the Albanian state in 1913, have 
remained outside its borders and are now citizens of other 
states in the region: Kosovo since 2008, and North Macedonia 
and Montenegro following their departure from the Yugoslav 
Federation and establishment as independent states.

Although Albania’s role has diminished, and with Kosovo in-
dependence technically Albania can not be the mother-coun-
try for Kosovo’s Albanians, the country nonetheless retains 
strategic importance in the confrontation, competition, co-op-
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eration and balance between two peoples, the Albanians and 
the Serbs, whose relationship historically has been antagonis-
tic, conflictual and often hostile.

On the other hand, with an historically consistent policy fo-
cused on dominating the other countries of the region, Ser-
bia continues to refuse to recognize Kosovo’s independence, 
sustaining a frozen conflict between them, something that 
does nothing to improve relations between Albania and Ser-
bia and indeed makes difficult, if not impossible, lasting peace 
between Kosovo and Serbia and in consequence reconciliation 
between the two peoples.

From a geo-political perspective, Serbia - which represents 
the largest and most competitive state and market in the re-
gion - pursues a policy at first glance open towards both the 
West and the East, an approach that recalls Yugoslavia’s for-
eign policy through the Non-Aligned Movement; but at heart, 
the current policy remains at the very least controversial. Al-
though the first country to have opened EU membership nego-
tiations, and having made significant progress in that process, 
Serbia has never supported the foreign policy of the EU, the 
club it wants to join, with regard to other powers - principally 
Russia. In 2007 the Serbian Parliament declared its neutrali-
ty, but in 2015 Serbia signed a NATO Individual Membership 
Action Plan, following a process of collaboration through the 
Partnership for Peace with the alliance - which had in 1999 
undertaken military operations including airstrikes against the 
Milošević regime. While preparations continue for the adop-
tion of a new Individual Partnership Plan1, in parallel Serbia 

1 See Serbia Vows to Adopt New NATO Plan Soon, Maja Zivanovic, BIRN, October 30, 2019 at 
https://balkaninsight.com/2019/10/30/serbia-voës-to-adopt-neë-nato-plan-soon/
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maintains a steady military co-operation with Russia.

In the context of historically inimical relations between 
Albanians and Serbs in the Balkans, and following the war in 
Kosovo which led to the country’s independence and a new 
geo-political arrangement, it is striking that since 2014 Alba-
nia and Serbia have strived to open a new chapter in their in-
ter-state relationship.

The following study analyses current inter-state relations 
between Albania and Serbia, the implications that these might 
have for their future relationship, the potential consequences 
of Albania-Serbia relations for the question of reconciliation 
between Albanians and Serbs in the region, and last but not 
least the possible effects of this new engagement on state re-
lations between Albania and Kosovo and indeed between Ser-
bia and Kosovo.

CONFLICT AS THE DOMINANT MODE OF RELATIONSHIP

Enmity and hostility have been a dominant theme between 
Serbs and Albanians, with a persistent Serb effort to predom-
inate, at least as far back as the creation of modern states in 
the Balkans - the period for which there is a relatively acces-
sible factual record. Historically, Albania’s neighbours have ar-
gued, competed and fought over how they might divide the 
lands of the Albanian people and later the Albanian state, and 
in 1912 Serbia and Montenegro took the lion’s share, ’40 per-
cent of the Albanian people and more than half of the territo-
ry occupied by Albanians’2. This was seen as a great injustice, 
2 See Elez Biberaj, Shqipëria në marrëdhëniet ndërkombëtare, ed. Albert Rakipi, (AIIS, Tiranë, 2013)
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for which Albania blamed the European Great Powers of the 
time as well as her neighbours. In a manner both paradoxical 
and tragic, the creation of the Albanian state did not resolve 
the Albanian national question, which in 1912 represented no 
more and no less than the collection and unification in one 
state of all the Albanian territories annexed by others - chiefly 
what would become Yugoslavia - with the support of the Great 
Powers. The laying of foundations for a modern Albanian state 
during the reign of King Zog was accompanied by what at first 
glance appears a contradictory foreign policy, especially as re-
gards Belgrade, but Zog contrived a masterful Balkan balance in 
an environment almost entirely hostile towards such a state.3

After the end of the Second World War, Albanian-Serb re-
lations developed in the context of the state relationship be-
tween Albania and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. An ex-
traordinary change, almost incredible and unimaginable in the 
traditional context, was marked immediately and for the first 
two or three years after the war, with communist Albania and 
Yugoslavia moving quickly through a number of agreements 
towards a special alliance.4 Yugoslavia’s remarkable influence 
over Enver Hoxha’s communist government was understand-
able given the role the Yugoslav Communist Party had played 
in the formation of the Communist Party of Albania. Thus Al-
bania was slipping rapidly and without fuss into the Yugoslav 
orbit, ready to be transformed into one of the federal repub-
lics. With the signing of a treaty of friendship in 1946, Alba-
nia and Yugoslavia entered into a political and military alliance 
which represented, as has been mentioned, a dramatic rever-

3 For the best account of Albanian Foreign Policy during the Zog era see Bernd Fischer ‘King Zog and 
the struggle for stability’ ,AIIS 2012.
4 For a full summary of Albania’s relations with the Yugoslav Federation, see Elez Biberaj, “Shqipëria: një 
fuqi e vogël në kërkim të sigurisë” në ‘Shqipëria dhe Kina - një aleancë e pabarabartë’ (AIIS, Tiranë 2011).
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sal of the whole foreign policy of the modern Albanian state. 
This alliance was reinforced by the signing of a treaty for the 
co-ordination of economic policy, customs co-operation and 
union of currency, and in 1947 Belgrade presented a plan for 
the unification of Albania and Yugoslavia on a federal basis. 
But in 1948, disagreements between the Soviet Union and the 
Yugoslav Federation also brought an end to the honeymoon 
between Albania and Yugoslavia.

Relations between Albanians and Serbs, within the frame-
work of state relations between Albania and the Yugoslav Fed-
eration, were essentially frozen for more than two decades. 
But at the end of the sixties there was a new movement be-
tween the states, connected to a number of factors related 
chiefly to the dynamics of the Cold War, including the dramatic 
episode of Czechoslovakia’s invasion by the Soviet Union and 
the new alliance between Albania and China. This was the sec-
ond non-conflictual phase in the period following the Second 
World War, and it enabled another relatively dynamic co-op-
eration between Albania and Kosovo. At the beginning of the 
nineties Albania had just emerged from communism, and Mi-
lošević’s Yugoslavia was on the brink of a military conflict.

TOWARDS A NEW CHAPTER

Ever since the fall of the Milošević regime Albania has shown 
herself ready to establish dialogue and co-operation with Ser-
bia. Even before the Serbian President’s fall, during a very 
tense period in relations between Albanians and Serbs, Alba-
nian Prime Minister Fatos Nano had no hesitation in meeting 
him at the Crete Summit, in November 1997. The war in Koso-
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vo - the last of the wars of the former Yugoslavia - was about to 
erupt and it was hard to imagine that the summit, and in par-
ticular the meeting between the Albanian Prime Minister and 
the Serbian President, could manage to prevent a new conflict 
between Serbs and Albanians in Kosovo, let alone establish a 
new atmosphere in the regime. Following the Crete Summit 
Milošević declared that Kosovo was an internal matter for Ser-
bia and that the solution should be found in guaranteeing the 
fundamental rights of Albanians in Kosovo, not in autonomy.

After the fall of Milošević, political dialogue and relations be-
tween Tirana and Belgrade moved onto a more or less normal 
track, with what was in fact a rather engaged and constructive 
attitude by the Albanians. Immediately after the re-establish-
ment of diplomatic relations, in January 2001, the two coun-
tries committed to increasing contacts. Deputy Prime Minister 
Ilir Meta visited Belgrade in 2003, and the Foreign Ministers 
exchanged visits.

Economic relations, though modest because of the pro-
longed split and lack of communication, stimulated interest in 
both countries, and a number of agreements were signed. Eco-
nomic transactions rose from $233,000 in 2000 to $139,000,000 
in 2010. From 2006 Albania and Serbia are both members of the 
Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA), which has had 
a considerable impact on trade exchanges. After CEFTA acces-
sion Serbia became one of Albania’s largest trading partners.5

Over the last five years trade and other exchanges have 
grown, and a number of Serbian companies competing in the 
5 Ledion Krisafi, ‘The effects of CEFTA2006 on Western Balkans, the case of Albania’, in Effects of 
stabilization and association agreements and CEFTA2006 on ËB6 European Integration and Regional 
Cooperation: Achievements and Ways Forward, Vladimir Medjak (ed.), Belgrade, June 2018.
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Balkans have shown interest in investing in the Albanian mar-
ket. In 2014 annual economic exchanges passed 173 million 
euros.6 Since 2016 there has been an increase in trade activity 
between the two countries, and in 2018 it reached 181 million 
euros.7 In September 2014, Air Serbia began direct flights to 
Tirana, which brought practical improvement to communica-
tion, while statistics showed a growing number of Serb tourists 
choosing Albania as a destination.8

The relatively prolonged isolation between the two soci-
eties, the absence of communication including culturally, the 
undoubted myth of historical enmity between the two peo-
ples particularly over Kosovo, the war there and then indepen-
dence with substantial western backing, do not make co-oper-
ation and integration easy. Not a few Serbs, visiting Tirana and 
Albania for the first time today, are very surprised to find an 
open society and a non-hostile atmosphere; on the contrary, 
tourists find a friendly atmosphere and are made welcome.9 
Their great surprise is connected to the perception they seem 
to have of Albania and Albanians. The myth of the two his-
torically opposed nations seems to trap in the past a signifi-
cant portion of Serb society, media and unfortunately those in 
power. The same myth is apparent in the minds of Albanians, 
though principally among the diaspora in western countries as 
well as in North Macedonia and Kosovo.

6 See: ‘Albania, Serbia take further steps to normalize relations’, in Tirana Times, May 2014 at http://
www.tiranatimes.com/?s=Albanian+Serbia+Relations&paged=2.
7 Privredna Komore Srbije, Sproljnotrgovinska razmena Republike Srbije i Republike Albanije, Be-
ograd, February 2019
8 According to BIRN data, 3-5,000 Serbian tourists visit Albania every year, while the number of tour-
ists from Albania visiting Serbia is too small to register. According to data from Serbia’s Ministry of 
Tourism, Albania is not one of the 40 countries of origin with the highest number of visitors to Serbia.
9 According to the most recent study in September 2019 by the Institute for International Studies and 
the Hans Seidel Foundation, the majority of Albanians (80 percent) declare that Serbian citizens are 
welcome as tourists in Albania, whereas only 10 percent think the opposite.



17

According to an analysis by the Institute for International 
Studies, the majority of Albanians think that if there is a state 
that represents a threat to Albania, it is not Serbia - as many 
might suppose - but Greece.10 In their efforts to establish 
meaningful relations with Serbia, it seems that the Albanian 
Government have the support of Albanian society too, the ma-
jority of whom consider relations with Serbia important.11

FROM ENTHUSIASM TO STATUS QUO

In 2014, the restoration of direct flights between Belgrade and 
Tirana was thought to herald a new phase in relations between 
Serbia and Albania. Attending the inauguration ceremony for 
the route, the Albanian Ambassador in Belgrade declared that 
the Albanian Prime Minister would himself use Air Serbia to 
travel to Belgrade12 in a month’s time.13 Everything suggested 
a new beginning: nearly 70 years had passed since the first and 
last visit by an Albanian Prime Minister to Belgrade. The JAT 
that had carried Enver Hoxha towards the city in 1946 had dis-
appeared. Yugoslavia itself had disappeared too, after Serbia’s 
violent attempts to dominate the other republics. The political 
map of the Balkans had changed several times, most recent-
ly with the establishment of Kosovo as an independent state. 
There was great enthusiasm and expectation.14 The interna-
10 See ‘Albanian Serbian Relations in the eyes of the Albanian public opinion’, 2015, Alba Cela, Alba-
nian Institute for International Studies, Tirana, 2015, p. 22.
11 The majority of Albanian citizens, 69 percent, consider relations with Serbia important or very im-
portant. See the survey by AIIS and HSS, Tirana Times, December 20, 2019 at www.tiranatimes.com/.
12 Rama to Belgrade with Air Serbia - see http://illyriapress.com/rama-ne-beograd-air-serbia-peruro-
het-linja-e-re-e-fluturimit/.
13 In the event, the Albanian Prime Ministerial visit to Belgrade planned for October was delayed 
to November because of developments surrounding the flight by a flag-carrying drone in Belgrade’s 
stadium. See https://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/21/world/europe/albania-edi-rama-belgrade-trip-
soccer-match-drone.html
14 See ‘Albania PM Makes Historic Visit to Serbia’ at https://balkaninsight.com/2014/11/07/albania-pm-
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tional press spoke of a historic visit and in the same way Euro-
pean diplomats anticipated, wrongly in fact, that stronger re-
lations between Albania and Serbia would automatically mean 
reconciliation between Albanians and Serbs in the region.15

Five years after this enthusiastic beginning, where have re-
lations between Albania and Serbia got to? Unusually in inter-
national relations in the Balkans, the trajectory of Albania-Ser-
bia bilateral relations is an example where perceptions are 
not so far from reality. Today only a third of Albanian citizens 
judge that relations with Serbia are good (24%) or very good 
(7%).16 Albanians have almost the same perception of relations 
between the two governments.17 At the same time, there are 
also perceptions of relations between Albania and Serbia18 to 
indicate the trend in these relations and their condition today.

The fact that a majority of 44 percent believe that relations 
are neither good nor bad19 suggests that a condition of status 
quo is a more realistic, meaningful and complete picture of 
relations today. Over the last four to five years there has been 
high-level communication and dialogue. The Prime Minister 
of Albania has visited Belgrade twice, and likewise Aleksandar 
Vuçiç visited Albania for the first time as Prime Minister and 
again as President of Serbia. Besides state visits, the countries’ 

to-hold-historic-visit-to-serbia/, ‘Serbia-Albania row over Kosovo mars historic Rama visit’ https://www.
bbc.com/news/world-europe-29985048 ‘Albania’s premier makes historic visit to Belgrade’.
15 Italian Foreign Minister and incoming EU High Representation for Foreign Affairs Federica 
Mogherini again arranged a series of joint Tirana-Belgrade meetings under Rome’s patronage. See 
Albert Rakipi, ‘Albania-Serbia - What is Italy mediating?: a strategic idea that should supported; does 
Italy have a concrete plan?’ Europa journal Nr. 2014 at http://europa.com.al/index.php/2015/02/05/
shqiperi-serbi-cfare-ndermjeteson-italia/
16 According to a survey by AIIS and the Hans Seidel Foundation only a minority of around 20% of 
Albanians think that relations are bad or very bad.
17 Survey by AIIS and the Hans Seidel Foundation
18 Meaning the perceptions of Albanian citizens
19 Survey by AIIS and the Hans Seidel Foundation



19

two figureheads have often met under the auspices of the 
Berlin Process or of various regional initiatives20, including the 
most recent Balkan Schengen initiative21.

But despite bilateral contacts and communication in regional 
meetings, political relations between Albania and Serbia have 
not advanced in any substantial manner. In general, the optics 
of the meetings are excellent, and it seems clear that the two 
protagonists are taking enormous care that such images, which 
will be seen not only by their publics but in the global centres of 
decision-making in Brussels and Washington, should be precise-
ly composed and above all that they transmit the message that 
Tirana and Belgrade are building new, collaborative and close 
relations. But behind the beautiful facades and the subtle nu-
ances of staging there is little substance. This reflects the fact 
that high level meetings and dialogue, in which only the princi-
ples and readiness for co-operation are discussed, rarely if ever 
get down into the operational aspects of co-operation. It is true 
that economic relations between Albania and Serbia have im-
proved relative to 2014, but after the initial boost in the second 
half of that year the progress and deepening of those relations 
has followed an ever-slower rhythm. 

There is no doubt that economic relations received a jolt in 
2014, also through the enthusiasm and friendly atmosphere 
that was created. But the vitality of trade between the two 
states has come to a considerable degree from membership of 
CEFTA and its instruments. In 2013, trade exchanges between 
the two countries totalled 103 million euros, and just a year 

20 On May 8th 2019 Serbian President Vuçiç visited Tirana in the context of the Brdo-Brijuni Summit.
21 In the framework of the Balkan Mini-Schengen initiative, Albanian Prime Minister Rama and 
Serbian President Vuçiç have met three times: first in Novi Sad, in November 2019 in Ohrid and then 
on 21st December in Tirana.
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later they reached 173 million. But in 2018, exchanges had only 
climbed to 181.4 million euros22, experiencing an increase of 
2.9% over that five year trajectory. Meanwhile, Serbian trade 
with Albania represents only a very small part of its general 
trade. In 2018, exports to Albania were only 0.8% of Serbia’s 
total, and imports from Albania only 0.2%. These figures had 
changed little since 2013: the Albanian element of Serbia’s im-
ports had grown from 0.1% in 2013 to 0.2% in 2018.23

Although there is no doubt that economic relations between 
Albania and Serbia have reached a kind of status quo, a real-
istic appraisal of economic relations and mutual investment 
should take into consideration the weak and impoverished 
tradition of their economic links, leaving aside of course the 
honeymoon period between Albania and Yugoslavia in the first 
two years after the Second World War. This becomes clearer in 
a comparison of trade exchanges between Serbia and Albania 
with trade exchanges between Serbia and Kosovo24, which are 
many times higher despite the fact that the two states do not 
recognize one another and remain in a frozen conflict. While 
trade exchanges between Serbia and Albania were 181 million 
euros in 2018, those between Serbia and Kosovo in 2017 were 
around 450 million euros, of which 420 million were Serbian 
exports to Kosovo.25

During the past five years several agreements have been 
signed, such as those for free movement of citizens26, mutual 
22 Privredna Komore Srbije, Sproljnotrgovinska razmena Republike Srbije i Republike Albanije, 
Belgrade, February 2019.
23 Privredna Komore Srbije, Sproljnotrgovinska razmena Republike Srbije i Republike Albanije, 
Belgrade, February 2019.
24 Meaning economic relations and trade exchange Serbia-Kosovo before the imposition of 100% 
duty by the Haradinaj Government.
25 Stevan Rapaić, Ekonomski aspekti srpsko-kosovskog pitanja, p. 5.
26 The core of this agreement is that citizens can travel using their identity cards.
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recognition of driving licences, customs27, aspects of cultural 
co-operation, trans-national transportation and tourism. But 
most of those agreements were signed in 2014, during the vis-
it of the Albanian Prime Minister to Belgrade. Most of them, 
indeed, are agreements in principle, which are missing the 
concrete instruments that would deepen the co-operation. 
The only agreement that is judged to have increased interac-
tion between the two countries appears to be that for free 
movement of citizens.

In practice, this agreement, signed in 2014, foresees travel by 
citizens of the two countries with identity card. But it is not clear 
how an agreement allowing their nationals to travel with iden-
tity cards instead of passports can achieve an increase in free 
movement. Even this agreement, though signed back in No-
vember 2014, has never been fully implemented, and five years 
after its signature Albania and Serbia are re-proposing the mea-
sure as part of a new initiative, the so-called Balkan Schengen.28

FROM STATUS QUO TO A FALSE STRATEGIC AGENDA

Since 2014, on the agenda of political meetings and dialogue 
between Albania and Serbia at the highest state and govern-
mental level, issues of bilateral co-operation have been re-
placed by a more strategic approach, which relates principally 

27 According to the goals of this agreement, the contracting parties, represented by their customs au-
thorities and consistent with the provisions specified in the Agreement, will offer one another mutual 
assistance with the aim of ensuring that customs legislation is implemented in the correct manner, and 
that breaches of customs legislation are prevented, investigated and/or combatted. All assistance in 
the context of the Agreement in question will be given by each Contracting Party in conformity with 
national legislation and within the competences and capabilities of the respective Customs Authority. 
This Agreement refers only to mutual administrative assistance by the Contracting Parties.
28 For a fuller analysis of the Mini-Schengen see Agon Deahaja, Tirana Observatory, vol. I, nr. 2 or at 
www.tiranaobservatory.com.
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to the future of the Western Balkans, peace-building and re-
gional integration. From the first official discussions in Novem-
ber 2014, when the Albanian Prime Minister made his public 
call in Belgrade for the recognition of Kosovo, this last theme 
has been included and even predominant in every meeting 
and public message of Rama with Vuçiç, both ‘forgetting’ - 
each for his own reasons - that the bilateral agenda includes 
the business of a third state which neither had nor has the au-
thority to represent. This inclusion ‘by force’ naturally makes 
the bilateral agenda between Albania and Serbia very political 
and strategic, and a hot topic for local and international media.

During the second half of 2019, time and space on the stra-
tegic agenda of the two countries was devoted to the Balkan 
Schengen, a controversial initiative based on the model of the 
EU’s Schengen arrangements, which would make possible and 
applicable four major freedoms: the movement of people, 
services, goods and capital among six states of the Western 
Balkans, three of whom - Serbia, Kosovo and Bosnia - do not 
recognize one another.29

Serbian President Vuçiç and Albanian Prime Minister Rama 
have begun to promote the Balkan Schengen through three 
summits, first in Novi Sad, then in Ohrid and finally in Tirana on 
21st December 2019. North Macedonia has joined the initiative, 
while Montenegro and Bosnia have remained more or less re-
luctant to participate and Kosovo has categorically refused.

A commitment to reconciliation in the Balkans, peace-build-
ing, co-operation and regional integration is a billet-doux sent 

29 For a clear representation of the Balkan Schengen, see: Frans Lothar Altman, Tirana Observatory, 
Tirana Times, Veton Surroi in Tirana Times, January 7, 2020.
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from the region to Brussels or Washington, and certainly wel-
come at least in so far as it would never be refused. In this 
way, there is less and less space on the Albania-Serbia bilateral 
agenda for concrete issues of political co-operation, econom-
ic co-operation for trade, investment, tourism, and energy, 
co-operation in the security sector or co-operation in the fields 
of education and culture. 

In the narrative used domestically, the leaders of Albania 
and Serbia are careful to articulate the message that the stra-
tegic agenda they are now pursuing either, for Albania, has the 
full support of Brussels and Washington30, or is happening be-
cause the time has come for the countries of the Balkans to 
take their fate in their own hands, for Serbia31. In both cases, 
today’s political elite in Tirana and Belgrade aim to increase 
support for their authority, in Albania’s case by buying legit-
imacy from outside (the European Union and the USA), and 
in Serbia’s case by striving to stir the public with a national-
ist/populist narrative, blaming the intervention of foreign and 
principally western powers for problems old and new.32

The affectation by Albania and Serbia of a strategic agen-
da, purportedly helping reconciliation and making history33, is 
unsustainable and even false, for at least two reasons. Firstly, 
however the political agenda of Albania-Serbia co-operation 
might appear from a preliminary strategic glance, the Serbi-
30 ‘Shengeni i vogël, Rama: Kemi vullnet për ta bërë, është kapërcim historik’, dosja.al 10 October 
2019 https://dosja.al/shengeni-i-vogel-rama-kemi-vullnet-per-ta-bere-eshte-kapercim-historik/
31 ‘The Balkans are a chessboard of Great Powers’ Vuçiç declared in the Belgrade Security Forum in 
October 2018, referring to the lack of German support for an agreement between Serbia and Kosovo 
involving border correction. See Vessela Tcherneva, ‘The Price of normalisation: Serbia Kosovo and 
a risky border deal’ ECFR. Eu 13 November 2018, në https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_the_
price_of_normalisation_serbia_kosovo_and_a_risky_border_deal
32 The well-known fairytale of ‘the Balkans for the people of the Balkans’.
33 ‘Shengeni i vogël, Rama: Kemi vullnet për ta bërë, është kapërcim historik’, dosja.al 10 October 
2019 https://dosja.al/shengeni-i-vogel-rama-kemi-vullnet-per-ta-bere-eshte-kapercim-historik/.
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an recognition of Kosovo’s independence that would mark the 
resolution of the frozen conflict between them, which remains 
undoubtedly the fundamental issue in inter-state relations in 
the Balkans, has not been on the agenda - setting aside the 
Serbian Prime Minister’s long panegyric in Belgrade in Novem-
ber 2014, when he called for Belgrade to recognize Kosovo in-
dependence.34 Secondly, the resolution of this frozen conflict, 
which should be a sine qua non for the establishment of peace, 
cannot be something agreed within Albania-Serbia relations.

There can be no doubt that - while not automatically ex-
cluding Albania’s potential role in the issue of reconciliation 
between Albanians and Serbs in the region35 - reconciliation in 
fact must involve Serbia and Kosovo.36

If, five years after the first burst of enthusiasm and similarly 
great expectations, relations between Albania and Serbia are 
‘suffering’ under the ’tyranny of the status quo’, the fundamen-
tal question is: what are the causes and factors obstructing an 
emergence from this status quo, and then forward movement 
and the deepening of relations between these two states cru-
cial to stability and regional balance? The answer to this ques-
tion starts to become clear if we look at of the agreements 
proposed by Tirana over many years and consistently refused 
by Belgrade: an agreement in the field of education and the 
recognition of diplomas. This would be one of the agreements 
that would automatically bring Kosovo into the relationship 
34 Kosovo has featured in meetings and debates, especially those in public regarding generally tech-
nical issues (discussions about the Trepça mines, movement of vehicles in the north of Kosovo with 
number plates from Serbia or Kosovo, Serbian release of the Mitrovica Director of Police, and similar 
matters) which ought to be addressed by Serbia and Kosovo, but not by Serbia and Albania.
35 According to the survey by AIIS and HSS, only 10 per cent think that reconciliation between the 
peoples depends on relations between Albania and Serbia. See Tirana Times.
36 Indeed, by a substantial majority - 77 per cent - Albania’s citizens judge that it depends on reconcil-
iation between Kosovo and Serbia.
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between Albania and Serbia: the signing of such an accord and 
mutual recognition of diplomas between them would mean 
the recognition of diplomas earned by students from Kosovo, 
and also students from the Preshevo Valley in southern Serbia, 
who have studied or are studying in the University of Tirana. 
But the ‘road’ to the signing of this agreement between Ser-
bia and Albania ‘goes through Prishtina’, in Albin Kurti’s meta-
phorical description of the importance and conditionality that 
Kosovo represents for the future of Serbia-Albania relations.37

But it is not only the leader of the Vetëvendosja Movement - 
in all likelihood Kosovo’s next Prime Minister - who insists that 
Kosovo must also be included in the equation for the future re-
lationship between Albania and Serbia. Albanian citizens iden-
tify that one of the chief obstacles for the development and 
deepening of the relationship, in light of the historical enmity 
between the peoples, is Serbia’s non-recognition of Kosovo 
and current policy towards the country.38

Those two issues, which are seen as the chief obstacles to 
the development and strengthening of relations between Al-
bania and Serbia, are at heart to do with Kosovo. Kosovo seems 
to have been and to remain fundamental and in no small mea-
sure decisive for the future of the relationship. A substantial 
majority - 88 per cent - of Albanian citizens think that Kosovo 
is important (51%) or very important (37%).39

Accordingly, the explanation for the status quo should be 
sought in fully answering the following questions. Firstly, is - 
37 ‘Shengeni Ballkanik/ Kurti: Rruga nga Beogradi për në Tiranë kalon nga Prishtina! Bashkëpunim 
jo konfrontim’, Shqiptarja.com 23 December 2019, https://shqiptarja.com/lajm/rruga-nga-beogradi-
per-ne-tirane-kalon-nga-prishtina-albin-kurti-reagon-per-shengenin-ballkanik-kemi-nevoje-per-
bashkepunim-jo-konfrontim.
38 Survey by AIIS and Hans Seidel Foundation, September 2019.
39 Survey by AIIS and Hans Seidel Foundation, September 2019.
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or to what extent is - the development and strengthening of 
Albania-Serbia relations possible bearing in mind that Serbia 
not only does not recognize Kosovo but, as has been demon-
strated in recent years, accompanies this frozen conflict with 
aggressive diplomacy aimed at the retraction of international 
recognitions?40 Secondly, are Serbia-Albania relations influenc-
ing Albania-Kosovo relations, and if so how?

ALBANIA-SERBIA: KOSOVO AS A PROXY WAR

When the Albanian Prime Minister made his first visit to Bel-
grade in November 2014, the first visit by an Albanian Prime 
Minister since Enver Hoxha’s in 1946, it was more or less taken 
for granted that Kosovo would be on the agenda. It was under-
standable that the significance of the visit was less the agenda 
to be discussed and more that it was being made at all. More 
than the subjects under consideration, the attention of regional 
and international media, and of European diplomats, was con-
centrated simply on the notion that a Prime Minister of Albania 
was visiting Serbia after many decades of hostility. The symbol-
ism of transformation was clear: ‘The two great Balkan rivals’ 
were putting the past behind them and moving towards peace.

But by the same token, besides agreements-in-principle 
to co-operate, the frailty of the relationship between Albania 
and Serbia did not encourage an agenda of immediate bilater-
al interactions, much less top-level meetings between the two 
governments. Meanwhile, at least three factors suggested that 
Kosovo would not be on the agenda of the two Prime Ministers. 
40 ‘15 countries, and counting, revoke recognition of Kosovo, Serbia says’ Euractiv https://www.
euractiv.com/section/enlargement/news/15-countries-and-counting-revoke-recognition-of-kosovo-
serbia-says/
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First of all, Kosovo has been an independent state since 
2008, recognized by more than one hundred states including 
Albania. Although Serbia has yet to recognize Kosovo, the two 
have been in a dialogue process for the past three years and 
have signed a number of agreements, thanks to the mediation 
of a third party, the European Union. The inclusion of Kosovo 
on the bilateral agenda between Albania and Serbia - in prac-
tice the inclusion of a third state - would be wholly inappro-
priate, raising the risk of a perception or interpretation that 
Kosovo is an issue to be decided between those two. This had 
not even happened before 2008, when after the fall of Mi-
lošević Kosovo’s status had still been under discussion. From 
the democratic changes of that period through to Kosovo’s 
independence, Albania had never attached conditions to the 
relationship with Serbia. Throughout the period, in an effort to 
stimulate dialogue and co-operation with Serbia, Albania ad-
opted the formulation of agreeing to disagree when it came to 
the future of Kosovo.

Secondly, although the possibility of Albania successfully 
influencing and encouraging states who have not recognized 
Kosovo to do so cannot be ruled out, this has to date never 
happened and there seems little chance that it will41 - among 
other factors because Albania is herself a small and weak state 
where the international community continues to a consider-
able extent to intervene in domestic and foreign affairs. Much 
less might Albania be expected to be able to influence Serbia 
to recognize independence.

Thirdly, the inclusion of an issue such as the independence 

41 In 2015 Albania played a leading role in Kosovo’s efforts to join UNESCO, but the efforts thanks to 
the abstentions of several states that had already recognized independence.
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of Kosovo, about which Albania and Serbia have diametrically 
opposed views, in a meeting happening after several decades 
of antipathy, would not improve the meeting or the likelihood 
of a new spirit in relations between the two, still overshad-
owed by the myth of historical enmity.

A further circumstantial factor excluding Kosovo from the 
high-level agenda was the infamous incident in the Belgrade 
football stadium, when a drone was flown carrying a flag in-
terpreted as showing a Greater Albania. Only one week before 
the Albanian Prime Minister’s visit to the city, the two coun-
tries nearly slipped back into a hostility redolent of the past. 
Within twenty-four hours the two governments had exchanged 
protest notes.42 The Ambassadors of the two countries were 
summoned urgently to the respective diplomatic headquar-
ters. Senior officials of the two countries became involved in 
declarations, polemics and even long-distance accusations.

These and other details bore a terrible resemblance to the 
atmosphere of the Cold War seventy years earlier, when Alba-
nia and the Yugoslavia of Tito put an end to their honeymoon 
(1948). The myth of historical enmity between Albanians and 
Serbs in the Balkans reappeared in inter-state relations be-
tween Albania and Serbia unexpectedly and in the most ab-
surd fashion.

Nevertheless, however irrational and unnecessary it was to 
include Kosovo in the first meeting of the Prime Ministers of 
Albania and Serbia after seventy years, it was included, and 
42 The Albanian Ministry of Foreign Affairs presented a protest note to Serbian Government on 16th 
October 2014, in which it emphasized that the Albanian Government ‘decisively rejected the political 
mud-slinging by the leaders of Serbia against the Albanian people and state’. See Voice of America, 
http://www.zeriamerikes.com/a/deklarat-e-ditmir-bushatit/2486075.html. The Albanian Govern-
ment’s protest note was in fact a reply to the protest note from the Serbian Government.
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public discussion of the two Prime Ministers’ differing atti-
tudes to the Kosovo state almost eclipsed the importance and 
symbolism of the whole visit. The Albanian Prime Minister’s 
disproportionate speech in Belgrade about ‘the Kosovo issue’ 
was welcomed by Albanian political leaders43, especially in Al-
banian patriotic circles outside Albania, and even by some po-
litical leaders in Kosovo.

In a similar fashion in Serbia too, Kosovo served as a ‘proxy 
war’ for nationalists, populists and even Prime Minister Vuçiç 
himself, who expressed his regret at what he called ‘the Alba-
nian Prime Minister’s provocation’, while local media unani-
mously exalted his ‘decisiveness in confronting provocations 
and defending Kosovo, the independence of which will never 
be recognized’.44

On the other hand, the government and officials in Kosovo 
were more restrained in describing this ‘patriotic act by the 
Prime Minister of Albania in the middle of Belgrade’, and among 
almost neutral comments underlined the fact that Kosovo and 
Serbia were at that moment in a process of dialogue with each 
other. The then-Prime Minister of Kosovo, Hashim Thaçi, while 
‘congratulating Rama for his resilience about the necessity of a 
recognition of the reality of an independent Kosovo’, empha-
sized the matter of the dialogue between Serbia and Kosovo.45 
43 http://infoalbania.al/adem-demaci-dhe-menduh-thaci-vleresojne-deklaratat-e-rames-ne-beograd/. 
The According to the activist Adem Demaçi, the Albanian Prime Minister’s speech in Belgrade was a 
courageous act. For him, Rama had shown the world that the Serbs continued to play a hypocritical 
role. ‘By his visit to Belgrade, Rama put an end to the centuries-old illusion of Serb politics that Alba-
nia should not speak for Kosovo. Albania showed Serbia that she is independent of Europe and Edi 
Rama showed them how they should act. He showed them that Serbs should be seen from Europe and 
that when it comes to Kosovo they should not dream with their eyes open.’ Demaçi declared.
44 ‘Serbia-Albania row over Kosovo mars historic Rama visit’, BBC NEWS 10 November 2014, https://
www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-29985048
45 See Maja Ponatov ‘“Historic” Albanian visit to Serbia leaves bitter aftertaste’ at https://www.euractiv.com/
section/enlargement/neës/historic-albanian-visit-to-serbia-leaves-bitter-aftertaste/ November 13, 2014.
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Meanwhile, independent analysts in Tirana and Prishtina high-
lighted the efforts of Rama and Vuçiç to project an image of 
co-operativeness, to Brussels and other western centres of de-
cision-making, as an important factor of the meeting.46

But efforts at a new rapprochement between Albania and 
Serbia were not well-received in Kosovo. From their initial 
lack of enthusiasm and neutral attitude, political leaders there 
became increasingly critical of what was happening between 
Tirana and Belgrade. They judged that the former was being 
rushed into deepening its relations with the latter.

Why this reserve in Prishtina about Tirana’s rapprochement 
with Belgrade? From the political perspective, engaged in a 
process of dialogue with EU mediation, Kosovo and Serbia 
had managed to resolve or at least to set on the path to res-
olution a number of practical issues between their countries, 
with impact on the daily lives of citizens, regardless of Serbia’s 
non-recognition. From the economic perspective, there was 
more substance in Kosovo’s relationship with Serbia than in 
that with Albania.

However, it seems clear that Kosovo’s irritation and oppo-
sition was related neither to the development and deepening 
of the economic relationship between Albania and Serbia, nor 
to the fostering of inter-state relations or proximity per se. The 
initially guarded and eventually hostile attitude of the Kosovo 
government is related to the fact that Albania as well as Serbia 
continue to hold Kosovo on their bilateral agenda, when de 
facto Serbia has no sovereignty in Kosovo and de jure Alba-

46 See Enver Robelli ‘Vizita e Edi Ramës në Beograd dhe Selamet e panevojshme nga Kosova.’ Koha, 
net 12 October 2014
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nia has recognized the country’s independence, as have more 
than one hundred other states, the majority of the UN Secu-
rity Council, most of the world’s great powers and almost all 
democracies.

ALBANIA AS KOSOVO’S MOTHER-COUNTRY 
IN ALBANIA-SERBIA DIPLOMACY

When in 1913 the European powers moved towards the recog-
nition of an Albanian state, while dividing the Albanian lands, 
the Albanian state that they created became the mother-coun-
try for Kosovo and other states with Albanian populations, 
which would come to represent distinct communities in the 
Kingdom - and, after the Second World War, the Federation - 
of Yugoslavia. For most of her first one hundred years, Albania 
could not play this role, who remained outside her state bor-
ders with minority status. Even after the fall of the communist 
regime and the end of the Cold War, a weakened and even 
vulnerable Albania lacked the strength for the role, relative to 
Kosovo and to other Albanian minorities in a Yugoslav Federa-
tion that was starting to collapse in violence.

Albania was explicitly supportive of western policy in the 
Balkans, and her attitude to Kosovo independence was no dif-
ferent to that of the USA and various European powers. Al-
though political leaders in Albania frequently declared that 
they supported Kosovo independence, Tirana’s official policy 
could not develop a distinct, autonomous view or option re-
garding the future there, at least until the Kosovo War. It would 
seem more than merely paradoxical or ironic that, having for 
well-established historical reasons never played the role of 
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mother-country for Kosovo, Albania is now trying to do so, a 
hundred years on and when Kosovo is an independent state. 
There can be no doubt that since 2008 Albania can no lon-
ger be Kosovo’s mother-country, but the possibility of playing 
the role for the Albanians of the Preshevo Valley - a minority 
within Serbia - is still open to debate. It is entirely natural that 
the mother-country for the Albanians of the Valley should be 
Kosovo and not Albania, bearing in mind that they are in an 
economic and cultural network linking them to the former be-
fore it links them to the latter.47

But if Albania cannot play the role of mother-country to 
Kosovo even in theory, is Albania’s insistence on including Koso-
vo on the agenda of talks with Serbia a proxy war? Albania has 
consistently aspired to be ‘rewarded’ for her moderate policy 
in a Balkans bedevilled by bloody conflicts, disagreements and 
tensions that continue to this day. The international communi-
ty has often spoken of Albania’s constructive role, and Albania 
has expected something in return for her constructiveness, the 
kind of reward that in the Balkans is usually linked with west-
ern support for individuals, for leaders and not for the states 
they lead. Today, this role for Albania in the Balkans has come 
to be diminished, for at least three reasons. Firstly, the recog-
nition of Kosovo as an independent state with her own state 
institutions and government has naturally reduced Tirana’s po-
tential scope. Secondly, Albania’s efforts to influence develop-
ments in Kosovo (and also North Macedonia) are increasingly 
seen as a paternalistic approach, which would also explain the 
increasing ambivalence of the political elite in Kosovo. Thirdly, 
Tirana’s attempts at political influence over Kosovo have be-

47 ‘Rama Takohet me Vuçiç, Të bëjmë atë që Franca dhe Gjermania bënë pas Luftës së Dytë Botërore’; 
see Gazeta Dita, 21 April 2015.
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come clientelism, in favour of particular parties or, worse, indi-
viduals. Additionally, and no less important, intermittent crises 
in Albania almost to the point of state failure have eroded her 
legitimacy, reputation and capacity to play a leading role as a 
model for Albanians in the Balkans.48

Efforts to establish a new atmosphere in relations between 
Albania and Serbia are in fact efforts for the normalization of 
bilateral relations. At first glance it appears paradoxical that 
two states which have no fundamental issue of disagreement 
between them should find the normalization of relations dif-
ficult - provided that neither of them puts their attitude to 
Kosovo on the agenda. And the inclusion of a third state on a 
bilateral agenda is itself a paradox.49

Given that the European Union was playing the role of 
third-party mediator in the normalization of relations between 
Serbia and Kosovo, what was the point of the same role being 
attempted by Albania, a small and weak state, not to mention 
the mother-country at least in theory of Kosovo until 2008? 
Furthermore, Albania has no mandate to negotiate with Ser-
bia on Kosovo’s behalf, and there is no expectation - neither 
in Belgrade nor in Tirana - that Albania could influence Koso-
vo-Serbia relations.50 Kosovo herself is against a mediating role 
for Albania, and because ‘Albania is not a global player like the 
USA or the EU’ it is rather they, who also have instruments 

48 See ‘Talking Albanian Foreign Policy’, Tirana Times, May 27, 2016 http://www.tiranatimes.
com/?p=127767.
49 Almost as paradoxical was the Italian offer in summer 2014 to serve as an intermediary between 
Albania and Serbia, when there was no disagreement between them that needed intermediation by a 
third party, especially if a third state - Kosovo - was not brought into the matter of their relationship.
50 See: ‘Serbia-Albania Relations: A Fragile Work in Progress As Albania’s PM visits Serbia, experts ar-
gue that improving Belgrade-Tirana relations are a result of their leaders’ hope of pleasing the EU rather 
than a real breakthrough between the two countries’, Natalia Zaba. See also at: http://www.balkaninsight.
com/en/article/serbia-albania-relations-a-fragile-work-in-progress-10-13-2016#sthash.cTXRwJYa.dpuf.
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of influence, whose support Kosovo seeks in her engagement 
with Serbia.51

But if Albania is a small and weak state, with a high degree of 
international intervention in her domestic and foreign affairs, 
and if Kosovo herself does not want Albanian intermediation 
in her relations with Serbia, and if an international force of the 
power of the EU has taken the role, why does Tirana insist on 
keeping the ‘Kosovo issue’ - a term that in essence symbolizes 
a mythical concept for political post-communist Albania - on 
the bilateral agenda with Serbia?52 

THE RISKS OF KEEPING AN ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM

For the last thirty years, right from the dissolution of Yugosla-
via, there has been a proxy element to Albania’s ‘battle’ over 
the ‘Kosovo issue’. Before and after independence, the Kosovo 
issue was used by Albania’s political leaders, firstly to advance 
their short-term domestic political interests, and secondly and 
perhaps more importantly to win legitimacy in the eyes of the 
international community for their moderate and constructive 
policy in the region. On the other hand, political leaders in 
Kosovo have well understood the proxy element within Alba-
nia’s support and contribution - and at the same time have 
used their connections and influence in Albania for their own 
domestic political interests. There have been ample disagree-
ments and polemics in the complex relationship between Ti-
rana and Prishtina, but for the first time there has also been 
51 Comment by Foreign Minister Hoxhaj; see http://www.gazetadita.al/hoxhaj-nuk-na-duhet-ndih-
ma-e-shqiperise-per-dialogun-me-serbine/.
52 Ever since the break-up of Yugoslavia and throughout the past 25 years, it has been on the agenda 
for any meeting with a third-party by the President, the Prime Minister, the Foreign Minister and 
even local Mayors.
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a perceptible tension between the ‘two brothers’. The ‘battle’ 
that Tirana is currently waging with Belgrade over Kosovo gives 
the impression that Kosovo, actually a third state, is merely an 
issue to be resolved between Albania and Serbia.53

Tensions between Kosovo and Albania rose more signifi-
cantly after the Albania Prime Minister’s visit to Belgrade in 
October 2016. Initially, independent voices in Prishtina com-
pared Albania’s attitude to Kosovo with Serbia’s to the Repub-
lika Srpska, and regarded this approach as entirely unaccept-
able.54 These very critical voices towards Tirana’s approach 
were joined by the Kosovo Government, in the form of com-
ments by the Minister of Foreign Affairs who warned Tirana 
that ‘as regards the normalization of Kosovo-Serbia relations, 
Kosovo herself is a political actor, and Albania should be clear 
about this arrangement now and in the future’.55

Kosovo and the issue of her relations with Serbia have in-
creasingly featured on the agenda of bilateral relations between 
Albania and Serbia, something that would normally be seen as 
the business of the third state and within the purview of the 
government of that state - in this case Kosovo.56 Albania and Ser-
bia have produced proposals for projects in the sector of road 
infrastructure, but the implementation of these projects - for 
example the highway between Durrës and Nish - implies the 
53 During the most recent meeting in Belgrade between the Prime Ministers of Albania and Serbia, 
in October 2016, Kosovo was the issue that dominated a public debate between the two in front of an 
audience of students and journalists. For more, see Belgrade Security Forum, October 2016.
54 See Dastid Pallaska ‘Pallaska: Shqipëria nuk mund të sillet me Kosovën si Serbia me Republikën 
Srpska. Sipas analistit dhe Juristit Pallaska “Republikën Srpska e ka krijuar Serbia, ndërsa Kosovën 
e kanë krijuar njerëzit e saj me luftë dhe me ndihmën e bashkësisë ndërkombëtare.”’ http://telegrafi.
com/pallaska-shqiperia-nuk-mund-te-sillet-kosoven-si-serbia-republiken-srpska-video/.
55 http://www.gazetadita.al/hoxhaj-nuk-na-duhet-ndihma-e-shqiperise-per-dialogun-me-serbine/.
56 In an informal yet public meeting of the Albanian and Serbian Prime Ministers in Belgrade, on 
12th October 2016, the issues dominating the discussion were the Kosovo government’s decision to 
nationalize Trepça, the arrest of the Director of Police of Mitrovica, and the like.
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involvement of the third state geographically between them: 
Kosovo. The signing of bilateral protocols between the two for 
such projects caused discontent in Prishtina, alarmed that the 
protocols acknowledged Serbia’s sovereignty over Kosovo.57

It was not only the existence of the elephant in the room, and 
the elephant’s escape in 2008, that made Albania’s - and Ser-
bia’s - proxy war for Kosovo dangerous as well as unnecessary. 
With the new rapprochement between Albania and Serbia, the 
former did not hide her ambition to lead - together with the lat-
ter - reconciliation between Albanians and Serbs in the Balkans.

According to the Albanian Prime Minister, ’Serbia and Alba-
nia must look forwards, doing together for the Balkans what 
Germany and France did for Europe after the Second World 
War.’58 But could the Franco-German model be implemented 
in the case of Albania and Serbia? Enmity between the Serbs 
and Albanians is a myth, not so similar to Franco-German ri-
valry and past hostilities. And above all, in the modern contest 
between Albanians and Serbs, the issue of Kosovo has been 
central. Besides a conflictual atmosphere - and forgetting the 
efforts of Serbia, Montenegro, Greece and the European pow-
ers to divide up the Albanian lands on the eve of the creation 
and recognition of independence, Albania and Serbia have 
never fought one other as two independent states, as Germa-
ny and France did until the end of the Second World War. War, 
genocide, mass killings and wholesale evictions have occurred 
in Kosovo, not in Albania. In these circumstances, is it possible 
for Albania to lead efforts at reconciliation between Albanians 

57 For the signing of a co-operation protocol between Serbia and Albania see regarding infrastructure 
projects see Laura Hasani, ‘Shqipëria dhe Serbia ‘zhbëjnë’ Kosovën’.
58 Ibid.
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and Serbs in the Balkans?59 Kosovo President Hashim Thaçi has 
a clear and unequivocal answer to the question: ‘Full normal-
ization of Albanian-Serb relations doesn’t pass from Belgrade 
through Tirana, but from Prishtina.’60

It is now becoming ever more clear that relations between 
Albania and Kosovo are not without tensions and clashes, 
sometimes accompanied by harsh rhetoric. At the same time, 
the sources of these tensions and disagreements are various. 
The first is economic, and related chiefly to trade exchanges. 
The border between Albania and Kosovo, in fact a border di-
viding one people, intermittently flares up in a minuscule war 
over honey, potatoes or milk. Behind the facade of excellent 
relations, it appears that the two countries are reluctant to 
step back from the factors obstructing an easing of trade, let 
alone to implement new more favourable arrangements.61 In 
any case, tensions arising from economic issues are lower pro-
file, and rarely attract the attention and engagement of Koso-
vo’s government or political institutions.

Rising tensions and serious disagreements between Alba-
nia and Kosovo are in fact political in character, and related to 
Albania’s relations with Serbia, which reflect Albania’s consis-
tently and increasingly paternalistic attitude to Kosovo.

After the political tensions that accompanied Albania’s 2016 
initiative with Serbia to lead reconciliation between Albanians 
and Serbs in the region, tensions and disagreements recurred 
during 2018 and then particularly in the second half of 2019. 

59 ‘Pajtimi shqiptaro-serb: Këpucët e mëdha për Ramën dhe Vuçiçin’, Enver Robelli, Koha Jonë, 24.10. 2016
60 Remarks by Kosovo President Hashim Thaçi on Klan Kosova TV.
61 ‘Pas Serbisë, Kosova kërcënon edhe Shqipërinë me taksë 100%’, Gazeta Express 22 May 2019 
https://www.gazetaexpress.com/pas-serbise-kosova-kercenon-edhe-shqiperine-me-takse-100/.
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In both periods, the root of the trouble was once again the 
‘strategic agenda’ in relations, in which Kosovo was once again 
included. In 2018 it appeared that the Albanian Prime Minister 
was actively supporting the achievement of an agreement be-
tween Serbia and Kosovo62, an agreement that - as presented 
by Aleksandar Vuçiç and Hashim Thaçi - foresaw a territorial 
exchange or ‘correction of borders’. Such an agreement, the 
terms of which have never been made public, was not sup-
ported by other political leaders in Kosovo, fostering disagree-
ment between them and the President and reviving tension 
with Tirana. It appeared that Prishtina was not willing to ac-
cept the Albanian Prime Minister’s political lead in an issue 
belonging exclusively to Kosovo and her institutions, especially 
bearing in mind the fact that the Kosovo President had not 
shared and was not ready to share with Kosovo’s parliament 
or government the concept or core of an agreement that the 
Albanian Prime Minister was aware of.63

With the other European powers taking different positions, 
Germany did not support a Serbia-Kosovo agreement based 
on land-swap/border correction in the Balkans64, while it ap-
peared that Washington was ready to back the resolution of 
the frozen conflict between Serbia and Kosovo even if it in-
volved an agreement based on a correction of borders65, 
provided that it was accepted by both states.66 The western 
62 See Marcus Tanner, ‘Correcting Kosovo’s Border Would Shake Postwar Europe’s Foundations’ at 
https://balkaninsight.com/2018/08/24/correcting-kosovo-s-border-would-shake-postwar-europe-s-
foundations-08-24-2018/.
63 Interview with a senior official in the Foreign Ministry of the Republic of Kosovo.
64 Nenad Kreizer, Darko Janjevic, A Cold War solution for Serbia and Kosovo?, DW 29.04.2019 
https://www.dw.com/en/a-cold-war-solution-for-serbia-and-kosovo/a-48527182.
65 ‘Bolton Says U.S. Won’t Oppose Kosovo-Serbia Land Swap Deal’, Radio Free Europe August 24, 2018 
https://www.rferl.org/a/bolton-says-u-s-won-t-oppose-kosovo-serbia-land-swap-deal/29451395.html
66 Special Representative for the Western Balkans Matthew Palmer – Speech in Pristina, November 1, 
2019. U.S Embassy in Kosovo, https://xk.usembassy.gov/special-representative-for-the-western-bal-
kans-matthew-palmer/.



39

supporters - the USA but also others - of a reconciliation agree-
ment between Serbia and Kosovo even involving change of 
borders67 seemed to over-estimate the role that Albania and 
especially her Prime Minister could play in convincing Koso-
vo to accept the agreement. At the same time, although Pr-
ishtina had consistently refused to accept Tirana’s paternalism 
and activism in fundamental issues for Kosovo, especially in 
relations with Serbia and similar issues, the Albanian Prime 
Minister involved himself as a supporter of the Serbia-Kosovo 
agreement, almost to the extent of becoming an active player 
in the process, striving persistently to appear as a leader with 
influence among all of the region’s Albanians. Two proposals 
from the Prime Minister seemed to serve to reinforce his claim 
to leadership in the Albanian lands regardless of the fact that 
those lands are now divided into independent states: the first 
in 2018, when he suggested to the Kosovo Parliament that Al-
bania and Kosovo should have a joint President, as a symbol of 
national unity68, and second when he named as Foreign Minis-
ter of Albania69 a young man from Kosovo70.

Political tensions rose again in the second half of 2019, be-
cause of the joint initiative of Belgrade and Tirana for a Balkan 
Schengen71, Kosovo having refused participation categorically 
67 It was never made clear how the border could be changed without priori recognition by both states 
of the existing border.
68 ‘Edi Rama: Kosova dhe Shqipëria do ta kenë një president të përbashkët, të unitetit kombëtar!’, 
Bota Sot, 18 February 2018 https://www.botasot.info/lajme/837341/edi-rama-kosova-dhe-shqiperia-
do-ta-kene-nje-president-te-perbashket-te-unitetit-kombetar/.
69 A young woman from Kosovo was likewise appointed as Minister of Education
70 The two gestures were greeted with surprise, and though there was no public statement, Prishtina 
let it be known that it did not agree with the idea of a common President. When the President of 
Albania refused to approve by decree the nominee for Foreign Minister, the Prime Minister reacted 
by publicly apologizing to Kosovo, reinforcing the impression that the Kosovan nominee as Minister 
would represent Kosovo in the Albanian government. Meanwhile, Kosovo Prime Minister Haradinaj 
fought fire with fire by emphasizing that nominations to the government of Albania were a matter 
for Albania and the Albanian Prime Minister, and not for the Republic of Kosovo - http://rtv21.tv/
haradinaj-nuk-komentoi-mosdekretimin-e-gent-cakajt/.
71 For a fuller analysis of this theme, see Agon Demjaha ‘Balkan Mini-Schengen: A Well Thought 
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and with full consensus among government, President and all 
political parties, including the Vetëvendosja Movement which 
would go on to lead the government after the parliamentary 
elections of 6 October 2019.

CONCLUSIONS

Albania and Serbia are essential for Balkan security, stability 
and development. These relationships are strategic and as 
such they demand, above all, ownership and support on the 
ground rather than just from European diplomacy. The new 
rapprochement between Albania and Serbia seems to have 
support and expectations from the European powers. EU and 
in particular German backing for a new era in inter-state rela-
tions between them is linked to the idea of a wider reconcilia-
tion between Albanians and Serbs as ‘the great rival peoples’ 
of the Balkans. The deepening and broadening of their rela-
tionship could also assist the establishment of a new spirit be-
tween the peoples, but reconciliation between Albanians and 
Serbs should happen between Serbia and Kosovo.

For established historical reasons, Albania cannot play the 
role of mother-country for Kosovo or for Albanian minorities 
elsewhere in the Balkans, and of course any attempt to do so 
in the post-independence context would be absurd and dam-
aging. Instead of clashing, Kosovo and Albania must as two dis-
tinct independent states reach harmony in their regional poli-
cies, especially as regards Albanian minorities in neighbouring 
states.

Regional Initiative or a Political Stunt?’ Tirana Observatory, Winter 2019, Vol 2.
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In the relationship between Albania and Serbia since 2008, 
Kosovo has not been and cannot be the elephant in the room 
any more. The failure to move on from this approach ignores 
the fact that Kosovo is an independent state, and that could 
have serious implications for her relations with Serbia. On the 
other hand, if Albania manages not to undermine Kosovo she 
could adapt her role to that of international player, a third 
party between Serbia and Kosovo, as is the European Union. 
Lastly, but not less important, Tirana’s proxy war has herald-
ed tension and clashes between Albania and Kosovo. In the 
best case, populist tendencies in Belgrade and Tirana might 
maintain the status quo in their inter-state relations without 
allowing fundamental progress, whereas they could damage 
inter-state relations between Albania and Kosovo.
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Albania and Kosovo: 
Present and Future

         
Ilir Kalemaj

ABSTRACT

The latest show of solidarity after the biggest 
earthquake to hit Albania in decades from the 
Albanians of Kosovo, their government and 
people, was one of the series that witness 
the strong and lasting relationship between 
the two Albanian halves despite more than a 

century of arbitrary border between themselves. The recent 
earthquake made possible the outpouring aid from Kosovo, 
which has been yet another instance of brotherly help in times 
of crises. There have been till now 500,000 euros donated from 
the government of Kosovo and more than 3.5 million from the 
population of Kosovo till now. Also, 110 specialized operators 
and 40 members of the Kosovo Security Force search and res-
cue units have contributed to alleviate the needs of the suffer-
ing people in the post-earthquake situation. This was the latest 
instance of a relationship that is well established and tested 
through times. Proofs of solidarity are given time to time as 
to reinforce the brotherly relations between the two brethren 
states, as the example of more than 435,000 refugees that had 
to leave Kosovo for Albania in 1999 according to the UNHCR,1  
1 UNHCR (1999), Global Report, p.321, http://www.unhcr.org/3e2d4d50d.html  



44

in the aftermath of ethnic cleansing by Milosević’s regime and 
that found refuge in Albania at the time. 

This article explores the relations between Albania and 
Kosovo as they stand at the present and the likely trajectory 
they are going to take in the near future. The point of depar-
ture is the study of these relations from February 2008 when 
Kosovo proclaimed its independence and how the process of 
Kosovo`s recognition and state-building have influenced and 
conditioned its relationship with Albania. The discussion has 
involved the mainstream elite in both countries and several 
proposals have emerged since. On the other hand, a related 
debate on a Kosovar identity as a rather exclusive and new one 
versus the traditional understanding of the undivided Albanian 
identity seems to develop simultaneously with the participa-
tion of a substantial part of political and cultural elite on both 
sides of the border.

In this framework, stereotypes about “Great Albania” and 
unification of Kosovo with Albania persist and are part of the 
discourse in the Balkans, especially neighbors such as Serbia 
which have expressed certain fears about such developments. 
This phenomenon had seen attempts made by governments 
of both Albania and Kosovo, whose effects remain to be seen, 
ranging from unification of school curricula and textbooks 
to unification of consulates in certain countries to an energy 
union between the two countries. On the other hand, polls 
made by international organization, as well as local organi-
zation in Albania and whose data is presented below, do not 
show any massive popular support for “Greater Albania”, so 
fears mentioned above remain without a solid base. 

However, recent evidence that is going to be duly analyzed 
in this study, testifies for a rising nationalist fervor in Albania 
versus a decline in Kosovo, which also relates to how masses 
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and elites view the Albania-Kosovo future. In this analysis I of-
fer an assessment of key internal and external factors that will 
influence the future of relations between Tirana and Pristina 
and make projections for possible scenarios of the bilateral re-
lations in the next twenty to thirty years.  

Introduction

Albania`s prime minister Edi Rama’s historic visit in Belgrade in 
November 10, 2014 was attended with much curiosity, expec-
tations and attention from both domestic audiences in Serbia 
and Albania, as well as international interlocutors which made 
possible this visit in the first place. The culmination of the visit 
was in the press conference of the two leaders, where Rama 
declared that “[w]e have two entirely different positions on 
Kosovo, but the reality is one and unchangeable,” and adding 
that “[i]ndependent Kosovo is an undeniable regional and Eu-
ropean reality, and it must be respected,” Serbia`s premier re-
sponded by saying that “[a]ccording to the constitution, Koso-
vo is Serbia and I am obliged to say that no one can humiliate 
Serbia.” To which Rama responded: “I’m sorry, but that is the 
reality that many recognize. The sooner you recognize (that), 
the sooner we can move ahead.”2 These heated exchanges 
left in shadow the concrete achievements which were several 
deals that regulated the freedom of movement from citizens of 
countries, youth exchange and mutual diploma recognitions, 
as well as removing some trade barriers and coordinating po-
lice patrols in customs. But Rama also alleviated Serbia`s fear 
of Albania`s blocking role for Serbia in Euro-Atlantic forums, by 
2 See for a detailed view the coverage in international press, including prestigious media such as CNN, 
BBC, Washington Post etc. The following exchange is quoted form Reuters: http://www.reuters.com/
article/2014/11/10/us-serbia-albania-kosovo-idUSKCN0IU16W20141110
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explicitly saying that Albania will not block Serbia`s entrance in 
NATO.3

Even before the visit of premier Rama in Presevo valley, a 
Serbian territory mostly inhabited by ethnic Albanians, the Al-
banian ambassador in Kosovo, Qemal Minxhozi felt the need 
to be explicit: “Albania does not have in its agenda the ‘Great-
er Albania’ but instead the European integration.”4 But in the 
same interview he adds that until the end of the present year, 
a unified standard between Albania and Kosovo regarding ag-
ricultural products will be reached and the same would be 
for several of other matters between the two countries.5 This 
shows how Kosovo is continuing to be a crucial matter and a 
bone of contention in relations between Albania and Serbia 
but also the ambiguity of Tirana in relations to Kosovo. 

Kosovo declared its independence from Serbia on February 
17, 2008. Despite a strong objection from Serbia that was us-
ing diplomatic means to persuade countries not to recognize 
Kosovo, currently it is recognized by 106 countries worldwide. 
Additionally, Serbia and Kosovo with mediation of the EU 
reached in April 2013 a key agreement in normalizing relations 
by stipulating the abolishment of parallel institutions and the 
setting up of Municipalities of Serb majority community, which 
will function in accordance with the Kosovo laws. 

Kosovo`s relation to Albania as its ‘mother country’ has been 
an everlasting question that has been especially salient in the 
decades that followed the uprising of 1981. Following Milose-
vić`s ethnic cleansing and Albania`s hospitability for its Koso-
var brethren under the auspices of UN and other international 
organization, the relations between now two equal states have 

3 http://www.top-channel.tv/new/lajme/artikull.php?id=287595#rel
4 http://www.gazetatema.net/web/2014/10/31/minxhozi-rama-do-te-shkoje-edhe-ne-presheve-nuk-
kemi-ne-axhende-shqiperine-e-madhe/
5 Ibid 
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been steady, friendly and often coordinated in matters of for-
eign policy, security etc. But these areas of close cooperation 
have clearly not been enough for nationalist and irredentists 
on both sides of borders, be that charismatic individuals, po-
litical parties or social movement groups. Debates on Kosovar 
identity as a separate one from the all-encompassing Albanian 
one has been taken place time after time, like the ones orga-
nized by Java in Pristina several years ago with its main spokes-
person Migjen Kelmendi but also other public figures such as 
columnist Halil Matoshi etc. Even recently a similar debate 
about an Albanian inclusive nation versus a new and unique 
Kosovar one has taken place in the public arena, with distin-
guished Kosovo intellectuals writing for major dailies in both 
Kosovo and Albania. Such is the example of Shkelzen Maliqi, a 
leading Kosovo analyst and adviser of Primer Rama for West-
ern Balkan region who writes inter alia:

It is the misinterpretation of the nation that creates confu-
sion. The term ‘nation’ in itself incorporates all the ones that 
live in a state, notwithstanding their ethnic origin. In this sense, 
Kosovo nation should be composed of ethnic Albanians, but 
also Serbs, Turks, Roma etc (2014). But in the long-standing 
tradition, the ethnic Albanian communities and people have 
identified themselves as Albanian nation, despite the fact of 
residency. They are a nation wherever they happen to live- in 
Albania, Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro, Presevo valley and 
in various diasporas (Maliqi 2014).

He further develops his logic by adding a more theoretical 
input on the matter and how to understand the state-nation 
nexus. Thus, he adds:
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According to the logic of some: because Kosovo is a new 
state, then we must have a new Kosovo nation; the Al-
banian nation exists only in Albania; in Macedonia, the 
Albanians should be considered with Macedonian na-
tionality; the ones in Presevo valley as Serbs and so on… 
Kosovars of all ethnic compositions or nationalities will 
accept to be called Kosovar citizens but we should not 
allow a forced acceptance of Kosovar nationality on Serb 
minority. Also, the Albanians of Macedonia do not re-
fuse to be citizens of Macedonia, but they are categorical 
against a Macedonian nationality. Some Kosovo intellec-
tuals` narrative projects nationality and also a Kosovar 
language that should be separated from the Albanian 
trunk. I think that this is an absurd tendency. Because his-
tory has been unfair to us, they want culture to be unfair 
to us as well (Maliqi 2014). 

Nexhmedin Spahiu, a renowned analyst from Mitrovica di-
rectly rebuked Maliqi`s claim by writing that “Shkelzen Maliqi, 
same as the former Serbian President Tadić, does not recognize 
the existence of a Kosovar nation.” He continues by adding that 
“a Kosovar nation is defined 20 years ago from him and in sci-
ence the copyright goes to the one that first operationalizes a 
term.” For Spahiu the Kosovar nation is made only of the Alba-
nian community of Kosovo, thus excluding Serbs, Roma, Turks, 
etc. He claims to be on the same line with Marti Ahtissari`s 
plan. He grounds his argument on the fact that Kosovo has its 
own national library, national theatre, national football team, 
as well as national political parties which differently from the 
minority parties have to gain more than 5 percent of the votes 
to pass the parliamentary threshold (Spahiu 2014).

This up to date discussion about the identity of a Kosovar na-



49

tion includes both an internal and an external dimension. The 
internal one has to do with Kosovo being an inclusive or exclu-
sive entity vis-à-vis its non-Albanian ethnic groups, while the 
external aspect is directly related to the presumed relationship 
Kosovo should have with Albania. What these authors project 
in this short rebuke to each other is a view of what should be 
the future of the new state. Should it stand alone and try to 
develop a new identity through state formation mechanisms 
that anticipate nation-building? Or should it rather base the 
concept of the state on the predominantly Albanian nation 
and thus leave open the opportunity for a potential unification 
of the two Albanian states? 

Between these two extreme positions there is of course, 
an additional salient element to be considered is the integra-
tion process in European Union. Other proxies include the po-
sition of Serbia, the sensitivities of Macedonia because of its 
large Albanian community and other neighboring countries 
concerns if Albania-Kosovo potential federalization goes un-
der way. The EU integration process in itself is considered by 
a non-significant part of Kosovar political spectrum, as well as 
public opinion as a facilitator of de facto unification amongst 
the two states and their respective citizens. An example of this 
is Vetvendosja, the third largest party in Kosovo but consid-
ered the main opposition party and in charge of the capital 
city whose belief is that the integration process will enable the 
two countries to finally come together. This is a view shared by 
their counterparts in Albania, such as Aleanca Kuqezi and Lista 
Natyrale, although of much lesser political effect. The majority 
in both sides of the border and mainstream political parties 
actually believe that no border change will take place, or that 
borders themselves will be irrelevant when finally, Albania, 
Kosovo and the rest of the region will become part of the Eu-
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ropean family. But in both of these last scenarios, Kosovo and 
Albania will not end up together in a federation, confederation 
or whatever form desired by nationalists. 

SHORT OVERVIEW OF ALBANIA-KOSOVO 
HISTORICAL RELATIONS

Albania has lacked a consistent approach toward the ethnic 
Albanians of (former) Yugoslavia in general and the Albanians 
of Kosovo in particular. This has had several reasons, which I 
am briefly listing below.

First of all, it has been the geopolitical and ideological con-
text in the interwar and communist periods. The passing from 
the monarchical period of Serbian-Croatian-Slovenes Kingdom, 
which from 1928 became the Yugoslav Kingdom, toward the 
supra-nationalist communist ideology. This has been a period 
when Belgrade has often had considerable power over the fate 
and lives of the ethnic Albanians outside Albania`s frontiers 
but also over Tirana`s government and has resulted in periodic 
fluctuations in the relationship between the two countries. 

Secondly, close alliances in certain periods and open en-
mity in others have been characteristic for Belgrade-Tirana 
relations. Passing into various love-hate phases during Zog`s 
and Noli`s government in interwar period, where the first 
had a close relation to Yugoslav Premier Pasić. Zog and Pasić 
had an agreement that included exchange of territories, as 
well as military and financial support. While Bishop Noli had 
among his closest collaborators, notables such as H. Prishti-
na, B. Curri or Azem and Shote Galica who were leaders of 
anti-Belgrade resistance in Kosovo. During communism we 
witness two main phases: the first in the period from 1944 



51

to 1948 where Tirana was highly dependent on Belgrade and 
a considerable cooling between the two in the aftermath. 
In the first period Tirana declined any cooperation with its 
‘brethren’ outside state borders and participated even in no-
torious massacres such as the one in Tivar, where hundreds 
of Kosovar Albanians were killed. After the Constitution of 
1974 that Tito introduced as a counter-mechanism to Serbi-
an power within Politburo and state structures and the de-
gree of relative freedom that the Albanians of Kosovo expe-
riences, Tirana saw a window of opportunity to intervene on 
their behalf and to start using direct influence there. In the 
post-communism period, it was then the former opposition 
head, Sali Berisha who first advocated the unification of all 
Albanians in a single state but everything was purely rhetori-
cal. After being elected as President he backtracked from ear-
lier statements and by 1994 called Kosovo issue an internal 
question of former Yugoslavia, same as his socialist successor 
Fatos Nano who in a meeting with Milosevic in Greece called 
Kosovo an internal human right issue for Serbia. 

Thirdly, Albania has always been weaker politically, militarily 
and diplomatically isolated, as well as economically deprived, 
compared to both Yugoslavia and Serbia in all aforementioned 
periods and this has normally been reflected in Tirana`s atti-
tude toward its Albanian ‘brethren’ outside state frontiers.

Fourthly, the lack of a consolidated political thought and 
diplomatic agenda has made Tirana generally reactive and not 
proactive in its relations to Belgrade while the neighboring 
country has had well-structured elaborates such as Nacertani-
ja of Garashanin, or the 1937 “Expulsion of Arnauts” of Cubri-
lović or the 1986 Memorandum of Cosić et al., which unfortu-
nately are turned later in official discriminatory policy against 
the Albanians.   
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Differently from its immediate neighbors, Albania has had 
difficulties in linking its multi-confessional nature and perva-
sive societal divides to its developing national identity in the 
initial stages of nation-building. The other Balkan countries, 
not only started this process much earlier, but in addition had 
a high symbiosis between a dominant religion and the newly 
emerging national identity where the religion often served as 
bedrock of the latter.  As Nicola Pedrazzi has summarized re-
cently: “Albania features no obvious religious conflicts; even 
so, the fact remains that, as happens in other areas of the in-
tricate Balkan puzzle, also in Albania – and especially for eth-
nic Albanians who live outside the boundaries of the Albanian 
state – religious affiliation is doubly tied to the identity ques-
tion and has, therefore, also a political dimension” (Pedrazzi 
2014). 

The historical relationship between Albania and Kosovo 
and particularly the different trajectories they had both taken 
as the result of geopolitical pressures and domestic develop-
ments, is important in our understanding of the present and 
prediction of the future. 

RECENT FINDINGS FROM SURVEYS AND POLLS 
THAT MEASURE BOTTOM UP PERCEPTION

A 2010 poll, conducted by Gallup in cooperation with the Eu-
ropean Fund for the Balkans, showed that 62% of respondents 
in Albania and 81% in Kosovo supported the formation of a 
Greater Albania.6 The vast majority of respondents, more than 
95% overall in the two countries, said that if such a “Greater 
Albania” was created, it should include Albania, Kosovo and 
6 See: http://www.balkan-monitor.eu/files/Gallup_Balkan_Monitor-Focus_On_Kosovo_Independence.pdf
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part of Macedonia. Support is much lower for the union only 
of Albania and Kosovo. Only 33.7% of respondents in Albania 
approved of this solution, as did 29.2% in Kosovo and a mere 
7.2% in Macedonia. These new data serve both as a testimony 
of shifts noticed and analyzed in the present study, as well as 
empirical indications that (should) inform policy and taken into 
consideration by international organizations, EU structures and 
other interested third parties. Contradicting data from Gallup 
polls, a 2010 survey taken by Albanian Institute for Internation-
al Relations (AIIS) reveal an altogether different picture: from 
the poll sample in Albania, 37 percent of the interviewed peo-
ple think that the unification of Albania with Kosovo is neither 
positive, nor negative, 35 percent think that it is negative and 
only 9 percent think of it as positive. The majority (35 percent) 
think that the possibility of unification Albania-Kosovo is slim, 
18 percent think of it in average terms and only 9 percent think 
it is possible. As it can be seen, there is a correlation of num-
bers between those that think that unification is desired and 
also possible, while it is slightly less for the other categories of 
possibility of odds that something like this will ever happen. 
The poll continues by emphasizing another empirical finding 
that if the organization for unification of Albania with Kosovo 
would happen sometime in the near future, then 39 percent of 
the people that were interviewed were going to vote in favor 
of reunification, 23 percent against, 21 percent would have ab-
stained and 18 percent would not participate. This data gives 
us an understanding of the perception of the nation and its 
mental borders from below. How nation is imagined, what are 
the chances of border shifts and potential reunification and 
how much this is desired by the common folk in both sides of 
the border? As it may be summarized from the above data, 
approximately same percentage of people (around 35-39 per-
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cent) believes that reunification is not possible, but that on the 
other hand would have voted for reunification is a referendum 
is possible.

The popular culture have remained largely expansionist in 
the last two decades in Kosovo, which has constrained political 
elite into nationalist outbidding with opposition parties usual-
ly being more in favor of any unification/expansionary scheme 
and the ones in government largely more restrained as the re-
sult of external constraints, but in Albania the opposite has 
happened where we witness the elite struggles and political 
shifts to have much impacted popular grassroots culture. 

While referring to polls and surveys that measure shifts in 
mass-perceptions in Albanian populations in Albania, Kosovo 
and Macedonia, it is interested to note that in the elite level 
in Kosovo we generally witness two different currents in the 
post-independence phase. The dominant one, mostly repre-
sented by the political forces that constitute the majority are 
firmly positioned in maintaining the existing map, which guar-
antees a fully sovereign Kosovo that has only diplomatic links 
with Albania. This is based on two primary considerations. The 
first being the pressure of international community, who ada-
mantly opposes any changes in borders and second, the con-
sideration of politicians in charge of ruling the country who 
risk losing (existing) power in the advent of any possible uni-
fication scheme. However, the main opposition Vetvendosja7 
has as primary goal the unification of Kosovo with Albania, in-
cluding Northern Mitrovica and has called for a referendum 
for its realization. Currently, some new developments are hap-
pening in Kosovar politics where a group of deputes requested 
such unification to take place.8

7 Third largest party represented in the parliament.
8 A group of 12 deputes representing four parliamentarian parties petitioned the Parliament with a 
unification request with Albania, though fell short gathering signatures amongst other colleagues. The 
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With government changes in Tirana following 2013 elec-
tions, there seems to be a reinvigorated attempt to strengthen 
the cooperation between Albania and Kosovo in several lev-
els. For example, in a tour to Gjakova and Pejë, Prime Minister 
Rama gave warranties of taking out the double added value 
taxation for the books, newspapers and magazines. Also, there 
was a discussion for eliminating double taxation for steel prod-
ucts and a common evaluation of customs procedures, thus 
strengthening both the economic and cultural integration as a 
symbolic form of de facto unification. 

Other steps undertaken by the Rama government include 
removing some of the frontier barriers between the two coun-
tries. One of these is the removal of worker barriers for the 
Albanians of Kosovo and Presevo Valley, who can work in Al-
bania now without any obstacle. This puts the Albanians from 
Kosovo and South Serbia in a completely different category 
from every foreign worker in Albania who needs to have work-
er permit and residency to work in the country. The Minister 
of Welfare and Youth recently declared that: “[w]e liberalized 
the job market with Kosovo. The Albanians from Kosovo do 
not need to apply from now on for work certificates or work 
permits. Every citizen from Kosovo and Presevo Valley may ap-
ply for job in Albania.” According to him, differently from the 
previous government, “we do not consider as foreigners the 
Albanians of Presevo Valley, and thus every citizen from there 
can freely work in Albania.” Whereas, the primer Rama has 
promised to remove the barriers between the two countries to 
create common markets, common customary union, common 
sanitary certification and a new Economic National Council for 

goal of the initiators in the first phase was to draw the attention of international community and to 
achieve the end of negotiation with Belgrade. See for details: http://www.alsat-m.tv/index.php/lajme/
rajoni/116664.html
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both Albania and Kosovo.9

The idea is to further expand the areas of cooperation be-
tween Albania and Kosovo, which for some time now have 
developed a strategic partnership. How to move beyond this 
into more tangible results that can further bilateral relations 
without endangering regional stability and provoking geopo-
litical concerns from Serbia and other neighboring countries is 
a challenge in itself. Albania-Kosovo relations should be seen 
through the perspective of other regional countries and the 
intrinsic relations that Albania has built or plans to build in the 
near future.

Seen from this light, Artur Zheji, a commentator from Alba-
nia has argued that Albania has very close links with some of 
the neighboring countries. For example, he mentions Mace-
donia where as it puts “Albania is a stakeholder in 35%” of the 
territory referring of course to the percentage that Albanians 
claim to have on it. He goes on by adding that same can be 
even more true for Kosovo that is “conceptual and real part of 
same [Albanian] land, with Montenegro where [Albania] has 
its own land and people, with Greece, with which is often mis-
understood based on a century ongoing conflict, with Serbia 
that it fought an epic war just recently….” (Zheji 2014). He con-
tinues by stressing that despite all these ‘natural’ comparative 
advantages, Albania has never used conflict to achieve aims, 
although as Zheji puts it this is more because the Albanian 
elites have preferred corruption and comfort rather than geo-
political adventures. He concludes by writing that we cannot 
take the past for granted “because the Albanian capacity for 
interaction can quickly turn a destabilizing one. Thus, it must 
be integrated” (Zheji 2014). 

9 http://www.gazetatema.net/web/2014/05/07/hiqen-lejet-e-punes-per-qytetaret-e-kosoves-dhe-lugin-
es-se-presheves/
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Another analyst from Albania, Afrim Krasniqi points at how 
demagogic is the language of political elite in Kosovo and Al-
bania where they simultaneously speak of spiritual and cul-
tural unification, economic common perspective and com-
plimentary processes in other matters while in practice the 
reality is completely different. For example, in the field of mass 
media, Krasniqi writes: “each of the parties operates with the 
ways and means of the other, transmitting the news from the 
other country without proper verification and the derogatory 
language of Pristina is transmitted in Tirana and vice versa” 
(Krasniqi 2014). Also, as the author notes, the newspapers, 
magazines, books etc., of Albania do not reach Kosovo and 
same for those of Kosovo where the Albania`s market seems 
closed. Even political influence is very limited not only in the 
direction of Pristina-Tirana but also of Tirana-Pristina, given 
the putative role of Albania as the “mother” country. 

Thus, the reification of Tirana as the epicenter of the Alba-
nian nation and its political, cultural and socio-economic sig-
nificance, seem to be mostly in name but not as matter of fact. 
Although various politicians can be found at any time in both 
countries who try to instrumentalize the “National Questions” 
for daily political gains, what is important is assessing how 
much of the public ear these tirades capture. The problems 
are the same in the two countries despite much fuss, but in 
some occasions, there are major public splits, like in the case 
of Kadare-Qosja debate where major public figures coalesced 
around the two thinkers, although not necessarily in respec-
tive state lines. In other words, it is not that Kosovars went 
automatically to rally behind Qosja and the Albanians of Alba-
nia behind their most prominent writer, Mr. Kadare. Generally 
speaking, the support for Kadare was greater on both sides of 
the border and not just because of his public and intellectual 
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statute but also because his pro-West thesis found more reso-
nance among the public opinion. 

INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY 
AND KOSOVO DEVELOPMENT 

EU’s Political, Judicial, Technical 
and Financial Support to Kosovo

European Union has been particularly influential in setting 
up the pace regarding Kosovo`s normalization process. It has 
done so through its common mechanisms of “sticks and car-
rots”, or to put it otherwise through a package of incentives 
and conditionality that has sought to integrate Kosovo while 
making sure that reforms are completed. EU has several mech-
anisms in hand to do so. Forts of all, through the leadership of 
Baroness Ashton, the former foreign policy leading figure in EU 
has tried to break ground in relations between Belgrade and 
Pristina by creating the opportunity for Dacić (former Serbian 
primer) and Thaçi to sit, discuss and agree on a variety of is-
sues that range from archives to security, from extra-territorial 
jurisdiction of Serbian enclaves and religious cults in Kosovo to 
protection of rights of minorities. The broken negotiations and 
agreements have been stepping stones for a lasting regional 
peace and the integration process of the whole region, which 
could also open the road for Kosovo to be first recognized by 
the remaining European countries that have not done yet sot 
and later aspire to integrate in the EU itself. 

Regarding this last point, although up to the present mo-
ment, five European states (Greece, Slovakia, Romania, Spain 
and Cyprus) have not yet recognized Kosovo officially, the dual 
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process initiated in tandem with Serbia under the tutelage 
of the European Union, itself is a good omen to the process. 
Moreover, a EU based mission in Kosovo, EULEX, has played 
a crucial role for its security and justice system, despite pres-
ent-day corruption allegations, which have led the new EU High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Federica 
Mogherini to announce the enlisting of “an independent ex-
pert for a probe into allegations of corruption in the European 
Union rule of law mission.”10

UN role in Kosovo in the aftermath of independence

United Nation`s role in Kosovo after independence period has 
also been instrumental regarding the establishment of a cli-
mate of security especially in north of the country (Northern 
Mitrovica), where Kosovo`s government`s authority has been 
lacking, though chiefly not for its fault. UNMIK has been the 
UN`s mission in Kosovo from 1999 after it was established with 
resolution 1244 of the Security Council. As it is mentioned ex-
plicitly in its website: “the objective of the Mission has been the 
promotion of security, stability and respect for human rights in 
Kosovo through engagement with all communities in Kosovo, 
with the leadership in Pristina and Belgrade, and with regional 
and international actors, including the European Union Rule of 
Law Mission in Kosovo (EULEX), the North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization (NATO) and the Organization for Security and Cooper-
ation in Europe (OSCE). Meanwhile, KFOR has remained on the 
ground to provide necessary security presence in Kosovo.”11

UNMIK`s role has had a lot of overlapping with other inter-

10 http://inserbia.info/today/2014/11/mogherini-independent-probe-for-eulex/
11 http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/missions/unmik/mandate.shtml
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national missions in Kosovo chiefly EULEX and KFOR, but also 
OSCE, different embassies, particularly the role and weight of 
US Embassy etc. Lately the role and impact have shrank to a 
considerable degree from the peak point when Ban Ki Moon, 
the UN General Secretary was proposing his (in)famous six-
point plan.12 The plan was contradicted almost in unison from 
Kosovar political elite, an opposition that found ambiguous re-
ception in Tirana because the former Foreign Minister Besnik 
Mustafai was in fact in favor of a “limited independence” 
clause for Kosovo. This fitted with Ban Ki Moon plan that was 
especially sensitive in its recommendations regarding bound-
aries and Serbian patrimony.13

USA role and impact from independence to present day

USA has been a leading actor from the start in the Kosovo 
conflict, when it took the leading role to mobilize NATO and 
start bombing Serbian military facilities in a seventy two day 
campaign after Milosević failed to stop the ethnic cleansing 
process that resulted in thousands of Kosovar Albanians losing 
their lives and others to simply perish or be forcibly deported 
from their homes and property. Naturally USA`s government 
was not the only actor with great impact in the process. Great 
Britain played an equally pivotal role in the process under the 
charismatic leadership of Tony Blair, whose formulation of the 
new and revolutionizing concept of “humanitarian interven-
tion”, added great value to the operation that made possible 
the liberation of Kosovo. 

The United States government and its representatives in 

12 http://www.kosovocompromise.com/cms/item/topic/en.html?view=story&id=1571
13 Ibid 
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Pristina have also been a crucial factor that has impacted the 
state-building process in Kosovo and with great acumen in 
domestic political affairs.14 They have also had same influ-
ence in Albania, FYROM and the other Western Balkan coun-
tries, although to a lesser degree. That influence is often of 
a greater degree than that of the EU missions, although in 
the case of Kosovo probably they are of similar weight but in 
different planes.  

Albania’s position toward the EU Integration 
and how it relates to Albania-Kosovo future

Albania is way ahead of the newcomer state of Kosovo in 
its path toward European integration. After a considerable 
degree of slowness following the violent events in 1997, after 
which Albania had to join the former Yugoslav republics in as-
sociation-stabilization negotiations with the European Union, 
Albania could finally sign its Association-Stabilization Agree-
ment (ASA) in 2002 and then move forward with its reforms. 
Unfortunately, Albania had to wait for a considerably longer 
period than its neighbors such as Croatia and FYROM, which 
signed their candidacy status as early as 2004 and Croatia even 
succeeded into getting full accession in EU in June 2013. 

Furthermore, Albania was bypassed even from the new 
state of Montenegro that became independent only in 2006 
and signed its candidacy status in 2010. It later opened the 
negotiation for full membership in 29 June 2012. Albania was 
sidelined even from Serbia thatsigned its candidacy status in 
14 The examples are various but we can briefly mention here the role played by the American am-
bassador in breaking the deal to elect Ahtifete Jahjaga as the President, following the verdict of the 
Supreme Court that declared the invalidity of the process that had elected Behgjet Pacolli. Another 
testimony of strong American presence is Bondsteel base, the largest in Balkans and different pro-
nouncements on domestic political affairs in Kosovo of various American ambassadors. 
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October 22 of 2011, despite having signed its ASA only in 2007, 
five years after Albania. It then opened its negotiations for full 
membership in European Union in January of 2014. 

Albania`s considerable advance vis-à-vis Kosovo in its race 
to join the EU, makes Albania abide to rules and regulations, 
which include certain standards that cannot be overlooked in 
the name of the good friendship with Kosovo. One of these 
has to do with the acquis communitaire and the different laws 
and directives of EU that Albania has to abide. The latest such 
example was flour import from Kosovo which did not fully sub-
scribe to EU criteria and in addition, its nutritional levels were 
below the EU standard requirements.15  This followed yet oth-
er trade wars between the two countries,16 which despite the 
real motivations or reasons have been justified on the basis 
of EU required norms, especially by Albania, which is a step 
ahead than Kosovo in its integration process.

Kosovo`s position toward the EU Integration 
and how it relates to Albania-Kosovo future

Kosovo has several difficulties in its rocky road to become a full-
fledged European Union member. One of these is the fact that 
is a newly independent country. It declared its independence 
only in February of 2008. To make things even more complicat-
ed it is recognized only by a bit more than half of world coun-
tries,17 so its recognition it is not yet universally accepted and 

15 http://www.gazetaexpress.com/lajme/panariti-ska-barriera-per-miellin-kosovar-qe-ploteson-stan-
dardet-48693/
16 Such trade wars include but are not limited to potato and honey, cement and milk. See for a de-
tailed view: http://www.lajmeonline.net/en/commercial-returns-kosovo-war-shqiperi/
17 By comparison Palestine is recognized by circa 135 countries and still is far from being legitimately 
accepted in international organizations or other venues and its independence fiercely opposed not 
only by Israel, but also USA and several major European countries. 
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what matters most for our discussion here, it is still not recog-
nized as a sovereign state by five of the EU members states. 
The five are Spain, Greece, Slovakia, Romania and Cyprus and 
their reasons are mix and so is their level of cooperation with 
Kosovo. Some of these countries, like Greece have opened dip-
lomatic offices in Pristina, yet others like Cyprus are adamant 
in their opposition to recognize Kosovo, even after Serbia will 
do so, according to declaration from top foreign policy offices 
in the country.

This puts Kosovo in a precarious situation, but recognition 
waves have made Kosovo clearly a standout and distinct case, 
thus adding legitimacy for its secession and proclamation of in-
dependence. Thus, Kosovo is a sui generis case, not directly re-
lated to other national liberation movements across the world 
and whose legitimacy is based on precedents set by the other 
former Yugoslav republics whose secession was legitimized by 
Badinter Commission. The International Court of Justice duly 
recognized such legitimacy, thus paving the way for Kosovo to 
be considered as a legal member of world community.18

Kosovo has already joined the process of integration in the 
EU, thus opening negotiations for visa liberalization process 
after starting breaking ground with Serbia in negotiations led 
by EU and its chief foreign policy officer, former Higher Repre-
sentative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Foreign Policy, 
Baroness Ashton. The same talks helped Serbia first to receive 
the candidate status in March 2012 and two years later, in Jan-
uary of 2014 to successfully open the negotiation chapters for 
full accession into EU. Kosovo trails Albania in its integration 
speed and such asymmetry may lead to potential friction in 
the present and future regarding free circulations of goods, 
services, labor and capital as well as restrictions vis-à-vis such 
18 See for a detailed view on this Kalemaj 2013.
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goods and freedom of movement from third countries. 

General views on Albania-Kosovo multifaceted relations

The commercial activity has not generally been much consis-
tent between Albania and Kosovo. Also, a unified cultural mar-
ket is emerging, marriages between citizens of both countries 
are happening etc. Same argument can be made about the 
unification of a cultural market, where the example of books, 
magazines, newspapers and TVs were read and watched si-
multaneously in both sides of the border are shared by many 
in this side and the other of the Albanian-Kosovar border.  

On the other hand, there are many who share the thought 
that any potential unification between the two countries would 
be impossible. A recent survey has been published in Kosovo 
that provides detailed data on relations between Albania and 
Kosovo on some of the key issues. The survey was published 
by the Kosovo Foundation for Civil Society and the Foundation 
for Open Society in Albania. Regarding the question of wheth-
er they want to achieve national unity, 63 percent of respon-
dents in Albania and 54 percent of respondents in Kosovo say 
they want unification. Citizens living in urban areas in Kosovo 
and Albania are mainly against national unity. If there was a 
referendum on unification, 75 percent of Albanians say they 
would vote in favor, versus 64 percent of Kosovars. But only 23 
percent in Albania and 17 percent in Kosovo believe that this 
project can be implemented. It is also of interest that 88 per-
cent of Kosovo Albanians say they have visited Albania, while 
only 31 percent of Albanians in Albania say they have gone to 
Kosovo. Albanians of Kosovo see security as the biggest prob-
lem in Albania. Sixty percent of them say they feel safe. Mean-
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while, 85 percent of Albanians in Albania feel safe in Kosovo. 
Also, in terms of marriage, 75 percent of Albanians in Albania 
say they would have no problem marrying Kosovo Albanians, 
while slightly a bit over majority (56 percent) of Kosovo Alba-
nians would have no problem marrying Albanians in Albania. 
Meanwhile, 65 percent of Albanians in Albania say they would 
marry someone from Western Europe, while only 19 percent 
of Kosovo’s citizens would, thus Albanians of Kosovo being 
much more conservatives in this regard. The same is relevant 
for religion, when a full 76 percent of Albanians have no prob-
lem marrying members of other religions, while in Kosovo only 
13.5 percent are ready to marry someone of another religion.

In general, Kosovo Albanians are better informed about the 
leaders of Albania’s main institutions and their historical dates 
compared to Albanians in relation to the same issues in Koso-
vo. Also, Kosovo Albanians follow the Albanian media more 
than Albanians of Albania do. Respondents from both coun-
tries think that education is more developed in Albania than 
in Kosovo, while rule of law, welfare and sport are more devel-
oped in Kosovo than in Albania.19

On the other hand, there has been a lack of a coherent strat-
egy from Albania`s foreign policy in the last two decades versus 
Kosovo and part of this are also political dissents in this side 
of the border and the other. However, Albania has generally 
tried to keep a moderate role that was conform international 
factors` stance. The lack of strategy was one the factors that 
had a negative impact when back in 2005 Albania asked for the 
same limited independence for Kosovo, which was something 
absurd coming from Albania.

Also, we have regularly witnessed lack of coordination of pol-

19 https://www.55news.al/aktualitet/item/229735-shqiptaret-e-duan-bashkimin-sondazh-per-rapor-
tet-shqiperi-kosove
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icies in education and other important fields, which makes any 
potential deepening of cooperation between the two countries 
hard to come by. Paradoxically on the other hand, we have ob-
served a rising nationalist fervor in both sides of the border. On 
the other hand, we have had a successful strategy in infrastruc-
ture and not only in terms of roads, like the Nation`s Highway 
project, but also the energetic infrastructure etc. 

Of importance is also the bottom-up perception, while fig-
uring not enough in textbooks. But we have to keep in mind 
the general and overall weakness of the Albanian state and the 
fact that more than Albanians themselves; the foreigners are 
the ones that have given more thought to the Albanian unifica-
tion process. Despite that, Kosovo and Albania have sent joint 
military troops in Afghanistan etc., is a signal that a growing co-
operation between the two states also in military, security and 
foreign affairs is coming under the way, notwithstanding the 
fact the in the Homeland Security Strategy in Albania, Kosovo 
figures only in a single line. On the other hand, also in Kosovo`s 
strategy of 2020, Albania has figured peripherally. But also, Al-
bania is to blame for a political class for lack of vision in regard 
to Kosovo, which in turn makes “Yugosphere” the only feasible 
geopolitical agreement. This last one of course excludes Alba-
nia. We have also had an inferiority problem that elites in Ti-
rana and Pristina have and the complexity they show vis-à-vis 
foreigners and that is manifested among other things in Tirana 
using Kosovo rather than Kosova as official terminology. 

Recent developments in deepening the cultural and ed-
ucational relationship between the two countries are a step 
forward but still too little, too late. An example of that is the 
first meeting of Albania-Kosovo Committee which took place 
in May 22, 2019 in Tirana where it was commonly discussed 
about the educational texts for diaspora. This Committee is 
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based on the bilateral agreement between Albania and Koso-
vo “For the common organization of the Albanian language 
and culture teaching in diaspora.”20

Trade between Albania and Kosovo 

In general, the exports to Kosovo have experienced a signifi-
cant increase of around 52% during the first 4 months of this 
year, while current barriers are calling into question the eco-
nomic collaboration between the two countries. The Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry of Albania has already urged the 
government to remove barriers that endanger trade between 
Albania and Kosovo. According to its Chair, if measures are not 
taken as soon as possible, Kosovo will impose the same tariffs 
on Albanian businesses, which would hurt exports. Exports of 
products “Made in Albania” have declined in total, but trade 
with Kosovo has grown by about 100 million euro over the 
past 4 years.21

There are a lot of current trade obstacles in relations be-
tween the two countries that must be addressed before any 
pan-regional initiative such as the proclaimed Balkan Schen-
gen, which for the moment is faced with much skepticism from 
Kosovar side, with an unprecedented consensus from its en-
tire political class. Such common obstacles are for example the 
customs clearance procedures in Albania, payment of scanner, 
notarization of analysis, toll payments on the Nation’s Road, 
failure to take into account the invoice price by the Albanian 
Customs, implementation of the high excise rate for the beer 
sector, which increase the cost of production but also lower 
20 http://qbd.gov.al/mbledhja-e-pare-e-komisionit-te-perbashket-shqiperi-kosove-per-mira-
timin-e-teksteve-mesimore-per-diasporen-2/
21 https://www.oranews.tv/article/kosovo-albania-trade
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the level of competitiveness of Kosovo products in the Alba-
nian market. 

In a repeated manner the Kosovo businesses have request-
ed inter alia “the removal of payment for scanner in the Re-
public of Albania for all Kosovo-Albania import-export trades; 
recognition of certification and sanitary gain analysis of all 
products subject to these tests and certificates; acceleration 
of customs procedures in dealing with trade and economic cir-
culation between the two countries; to completely abolish the 
22.5 euros toll prices for both countries’ trucks, as the same 
poses an obstacle to economic development and cooperation 
between the two countries, as well as full removal of all bar-
riers including beer excise. For Albanian businesses, the main 
obstacles are the truck parking fees of 40 euros per day and 
the lack of phytosanitary certificates acknowledging.”22

Kosovo has often threatened reciprocal measures, such as 
introducing a 100% tax on products from Albania within two 
months if Tirana does not remove barriers to Kosovar exports 
of flour, beer and potatoes. The plans were revealed on May 
22 of this year after trade representatives from Tirana and Pris-
tina failed to agree on how problems related to the export of 
the three products could be solved. The two countries have 
been seeking to create a common market in several areas, for 
example by “uniting their electricity markets, building new 
road infrastructure and reducing mobile roaming tariffs. How-
ever, progress appears to have stalled on removing barriers to 
trade.”23 

Trade tariffs that Albania applies in Kosovo are extreme-
ly high, even compared to other regional states. For exam-
ple, in “a survey conducted by local think tank the GAP Insti-
22 Albania-Kosovo trade dispute continues. http://www.tiranatimes.com/?p=142492
23 Kosovo considers extending 100% tariffs to Albanian products. https://www.intellinews.com/koso-
vo-considers-extending-100-tariffs-to-albanian-products-161640/
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tute among Kosovan businesspeople on the trade climate in 
the region, Albania was ranked second behind Serbia for the 
high trade barriers it applies to Kosovo. Trade barriers in Al-
bania are considerably higher than those in fellow Balkan 
states Croatia, Montenegro and North Macedonia, found the 
report, based on data from Kosovo’s Ministry of Trade and In-
dustry. Kosovo imposed 100% tariffs for Serbian and Bosnian 
products in November 2018 for political reasons. According to 
GAP’s research the tariffs have not resulted — as forecast by 
local officials — in stimulating local production, but in a reori-
enting of the country’s main sources of imports.”24

Even after the 100% tax on Serbian products that Haradi-
naj government imposed, the 37 million euros in products that 
Kosovo imported every month from Serbia have not been re-
placed with Albania’s imports. While the bulk of imports are 
substituted with Italian and German products, even regional 
countries such as Bulgaria have doubled it.25 Whereas Alba-
nia, which was expected to be the main spoiler/winner of the 
Kosovo’s embargo on Serbian products has in fact lowered its 
share of exports. While Albania had exported 22 million euros 
in October of 2018, in October of 2019 the value has fallen to 
19.7 million euros.26

24 Ibid
25 From 6 million to 13 million euros in Bulgaria’s case. See for more: “Kush i zevendesoi produktet e 
Serbise ne Kosove?” INFOKUS, 25 Nov. 2019. 
26 Ibid
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ANALYSIS OF SHORT, MEDIUM- AND LONG-TERM 
RELATION BETWEEN ALBANIA AND KOSOVO

Potential Scenarios

The likely scenarios may be the following: 

A Kosovo and Albania borders become gradually 
irrelevant as part of European Union if both are 
integrated at that stage.

B Albania and Kosovo are part of one of the follow-
ing regional proposals (i.e. Balkan Mini-Schengen, 
Balkan Benelux, CEFTA etc.), but only one of them 
(most probably Albania) is part of EU by 2035.

C Albania and Kosovo realize a de facto unification 
before accession in the European Union.

D Albania and Kosovo operate as two functional 
countries without any projected unification of any 
kind, where Albania joins EU, with Kosovo still to 
conclude state-building process. 

E Neither of the countries joins the European Union 
before 2035 while they are fully integrated in a 
regional bloc that achieves Customs Union by 
2021 and Single Market by 2025. On the mean-
time they are caught in the newly proposed and 
(potentially) agreed Macron plan of “blocs”.

I argue here that the scenario most likely to happen in the 
next ten years period is the last scenario, while the scenario 
the most likely will develop in the next decade after that is the 
B scenario. 
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Scenario A

In this scenario, Kosovo and Albania borders would become 
gradually irrelevant as part of the European Union if both are 
integrated at that stage. The potential period when this may 
happen, we assume to be no earlier than 2030. For Albania the 
prospect of membership, if due reforms are undertaken and 
laws properly implemented, thus fully constituting the rule of 
law, can be as early as 2022-2023, in Kosovo`s case even in 
best case scenario, the full accession cannot realistically hap-
pen before 2030. 

In Albania, the main challenges and ‘homework’ are provid-
ing anti-corruption mechanisms, fighting the organized crime 
and money laundering, a fully functional public administration 
based on meritocracy and purged of party militants, proper-
ty rights and reforming the justice system which is broadly 
perceived to be dysfunctional, politically biased and corrupt-
ed. In Kosovo, the challenges are even greater. Not only does 
Kosovo suffer by most of the aforementioned symptoms, but 
in addition it is not fully recognized even by EU member coun-
tries, where five countries (Greece, Cyprus, Spain, Slovakia 
and Romania) have so far refused to offer recognition. Also, 
Kosovo does not fully possess the elements of internal sover-
eignty, where Northern Mitrovica is outside effective control 
of Pristina government and structures such as UNMIK, KFOR 
and EULEX continue to limit the full prerogatives of a Koso-
vo state. Furthermore, Kosovo faces a high degree of danger 
from Islamic fundamentalism. According to philosophy profes-
sor Blerim Latifi and sociologist Ismail Hasani, it is the political 
and development crises which in tandem with poor quality in 
educational system create a habitat for political Islam to grow 
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and endanger the perspective of Kosovo`s youth.27

From another perspective, Thaçi`s government and main-
stream political spectrum is resisting well to nationalist pres-
sures as the Economist Intelligence Unit of 2014 reports.28 
Parallel with this, the relations between Albania and Kosovo 
are getting stronger, although the authorities in both coun-
tries have distanced themselves from nationalists who call for 
“Greater Albania”. Also the report notes that the Socialist gov-
ernment in Tirana it is seen to be more reluctant in nationalist 
calls that their predecessors.29

However in long term perspective, the aforementioned 
scenario is the most probable one, since EU`s commitment 
to its Western Balkan “backyard”, is to leave no black holes 
behind. This EU commitment is despite short term policy ap-
proach that is embraced also by successful countries from the 
region, like Croatia which joined EU last year that have favored 
the “regatta principle”. This principle requires each country to 
progress toward integration at its own pace, thus replacing the 
“caravan principle” which professes the in-bloc concept of ac-
cession, thus forcing the more successful states to be on same 
par with laggards (Gogova & Radoslavova 2001).  

Scenario B

In this other scenario, Albania and Kosovo are part of one of 
the following regional forums: Balkan Union, Balkan Benelux, 
CEFTA etc., but only one of them, most probably Albania, is 
part of the EU in the next ten years or so. This is what actu-

27 http://www.gazetatema.net/web/2014/08/13/latifi-mungesa-e-cilesise-ne-arsim-nje-nga-ar-
syet-e-radikalizmit-islamik/
28 http://country.eiu.com/albania
29 Ibid
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ally is happening and the candidacy status of Albania that is 
waiting to open the negotiation chapters for full accession is 
promising. This seems to be the most realistic term scenario 
given the actual trends and potential developments. Such tra-
jectories would make the relation between the two countries 
asymmetric in the short-term and potentially medium period, 
given rise to potential frictions or complaints from various in-
terest and pressure groups from both sides.

The present lack of political will as well as vision and leader-
ship is also reflected in an economic asymmetry. aMong other 
things we lack common institutions. Also, we are in need of 
improvement of monitoring system to improve efficacy, which 
should not be done by governments, but by the experts. The 
full removal of border obstacles can be the first step in this 
direction. Before a Balkanic Schengen or Western Balkans 
Customs Union, we need an Albania-Kosovo Customs Union 
as the first step in this regard. Developing infrastructure will 
make borders invisible and enables growth of levels of trade. A 
tested example of that is Kosovo highway which increased the 
trade volume to 23% up from 4% before the highway construc-
tion. Because Balkan Peninsula has little resemblance to other 
European peninsulas, we tend to produce more or less same 
products and have fragmented markets which makes both Al-
bania and Kosovo less competitive in international markets. It 
seem that the only remedy is a potential unification which for 
most observers though it should only come de facto after inte-
gration of both units in the European Union. 

The level of trade is also reflected in the number of busi-
nesses of both states in the territory of the other. There are 
only 380 Kosovar businesses in Albania, some of which are 
with mixed capital and a bit over 500 of Albanian companies in 
Kosovo, which is a testimony of the market operating under its 
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full potential. Although situation looks grim, it looks that new 
initiatives are undertaken by both governments Rama and 
Thaçi to increase trade volume and deepen the already friend-
ly partnership. Such initiatives range from energy matters to 
facilitations of workers from respective countries to freely 
work and pay social security dues in either country which will 
later go their respective pension schemes, although these new 
policy initiatives need still to be implemented in order to go 
from words to deeds. Other areas of strong cooperation are 
those of police troops where an agreement has been reached 
that Kosovar patrols can operate within Albania`s territory and 
vice-versa during the summer when the holidays reach their 
peak. Other areas include unification of textbooks, a primary 
for both countries, unification of curricula etc.

Even in those regional organizations where Kosovo is extend-
ed invitation, it is done so with an accompanying asterisk, al-
though not a footnote as it was previously suggested. This is a 
step forward but Kosovo is still not allowed to use state symbols 
like state flag and Serbian officials are required to ask for UNMIK 
presence (Jovanović and Karadaku 2012). It is not sure what the 
situation will be from now onwards since Kosovo has recently 
made the formal request for UNMIK to withdraw its mission.

Scenario C

Albania and Kosovo realize de facto unification before ac-
cession in EU. This is a rather unlikely scenario, although it is 
cheerfully claimed by nationalists in both sides of the border. 
Amongst the supporters of such view one can find mainstream 
political parties like Vetvendosja in Kosovo (left wing national-
ist party) to PDIU in Albania (center right nationalist party in 
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Albania) to the parties on the fringe of the political spectrum 
like Natural List and Aleanca Kuqezi in Albania and Partia e 
Drejtesise in Kosovo (which is part of the pre-election and still 
ongoing governing coalition) etc. Regarding Vetvendosja, as an 
analyst from Albania has put it recently in an interview for the 
daily Zëri in Kosovo: “[t]o be fair, they [Vetvendosja] have pro-
posed one thing, the old idea of national unification as a meta-
phor of Albanian panacea. The medicine that cures everything 
is national unity in one flag, according to Albin” (Lita 2014). 
Although Lita continues by arguing that Albin Kurti so far has 
not found an ally for his political project in Kosovo or Albania, 
in fact the examples above, like PDIU, a parliamentarian party 
and AK in Albania, or some small parties in the fringes of polit-
ical life in Kosovo testify for the opposite. 

Not only political parties are supporters of this view. Evi-
dence presented above from recent polls and surveys also 
show a surprisingly high support for unification between the 
two countries, although slightly less so when asked to assess 
how realistic they thought it would be. Another important cat-
egory is the nationalizing intellectuals, who have consistently 
asked for a rapid and successful unification “between the two 
parts of the same trunk”. Such prominent ones include in their 
ranks, the likes of Rexhep Qosja or Adem Demaçi amongst 
Kosovo Albanians and several intellectuals and prominent 
writers among the Albania`s counterpart. 

Scenario D

Albania and Kosovo operate as two functional countries 
without any projected unification of any kind, where Albania 
joins EU, with Kosovo still to conclude state-building process. 
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This is the prospect for the next 10-15 years in my view. I ex-
pect Albania to fulfill the integration process and finally join 
European Union by 2022-2023, while for Kosovo the perspec-
tive can go as far as in the range of 2035-2040, unless there is 
a change of plans and the region is integrated in block.

This scenario seems to be happening as we write, since Al-
bania has already received the candidacy status and is waiting 
to open the negotiation chapters for full accession anytime 
now. The exact period is not yet settled but Albania has al-
ready received a list of ‘homework’ to be completed, which 
include the reforms to combat organized crime and corrup-
tion, de-politicization of public administration, the reform in 
the legal system, finding a property rights long-term solution 
and political consensus that would finally stabilize the country 
and make it more prone to democratization. 

However, as it was made clear recently in the Berlin Summit 
where the leaders of the Western Balkans took place, there will 
not be further accession in the region for the next five years. 
In other words, no candidate country (Serbia, Albania, Monte-
negro and Macedonia) or Kosovo and Bosnia- Herzegovina can 
expect to join European Union at least until 2019. This is real-
istic period but countries like Kosovo and Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
due to recognition issues or state-building and other function-
al problems have to realistically wait for another decade after 
the other four will most probably have joined.

Scenario E

While France seemed to have been retired years ago from the 
Balkans and the area appears to be not crucial for its diplomacy, 
it has recently re-emerged with four key objectives in the region:
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1. Redesigning the enlargement procedure by prioritiz-
ing establishment of the rule of law and promoting 
governments sincerely attached to the EU and its val-
ues.

2. Fighting illiberalism in the Balkans as anywhere else 
in Europe.

3. Having enough credibility to re-emerge as a serious 
actor in the region in the frame of its “strategy for the 
Balkans”

4. Actively promoting and assisting in the resolution of 
the Serbia-Kosovo issue.30

The French plan consists basically in these four points. The 
last point seemed tricky because indirectly involves also the 
relationship of Albania and Kosovo as well as the recent diplo-
matic engagement of Albania and Serbia in both bilateral and 
multilateral formats. 

All in all, Paris renewed approach is considered to be based 
on four main principles: gradual association; stringent condi-
tions; tangible benefits; reversibility.31 It has opened up much 
debate and the 7 blocs it has proposed for the Western Balkan 
candidate countries to be able to be eligible for full accession 
have widely been considered from these countries as a road 
leading to nowhere.

The seven stages from rule of law to foreign affairs that in-
clude internal markets, agriculture etc.,32 sets no date for full 
membership, no guaranteed success for these countries long 
considered EU’s backyard and no promises of “carrots”, while 
30 https://atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/by-blocking-enlargement-decision-macron-under-
cuts-frances-balkan-goals/
31 https://www.politico.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Enlargement-nonpaper.pdf
32 https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2019/11/18/seven-stages-of-eu-accession-this-is-how-france-
would-reform-the-process/
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the “sticks” become more visible. In this context, neither of 
these countries, including Kosovo and Albania joins the Euro-
pean Union before 2035, while they are fully integrated in a 
regional bloc that may try to achieve Customs Union by 2021 
and Single Market among themselves by 2025.

Conclusion

The question of borders dissolution after both Kosovo and Al-
bania will finally join the European Union, assumes an explicit 
automaticity, which does not take into consideration the var-
ious hindrances to this process. Albin Kurti, the prime minis-
ter-designate, has often repeated that membership in the Eu-
ropean Union does not dissolve borders but hardens them. In 
other words, this implies that the Albanians of Kosovo and Al-
bania should seek unification before and not after joining EU. 

In terms of the objective factors which can present a hin-
drance of a facilitating factor toward potential unification of 
friction between the two countries before or after entrance 
in EU, which most probably will be based on individual mer-
its and structural reforms, we can list some important factors. 
One is the economic size, which is more than twice in Alba-
nia (with 13.8 billion Euros) vis-à-vis Kosovo with less than 
seven billion euros. Although this roughly corresponds to the 
number of total population that is almost double in Albania 
or the territorial scope which is almost three times as big in 
Albania than in Kosovo, still asymmetries can turn easily into 
fears which prevent further integration between themselves. 
But on the other hand, they can equally turn into opportuni-
ties if leaders of both countries recognize that even the merg-
er of the two states still is a small step in creating the proper 
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consumer demand and attracting enough foreign direct invest-
ment because the size of the market remains small in compar-
ative terms. Still in that case if would be more attractive than 
current one and it will probably be an incentive to move things 
forward, at least by seeking to integrate financial markets and 
find solutions that can culminate in a customs union or even 
reach the stage of full economic integration. 

On the other hand, how motivated are the fears of a “Greater 
Albania,” which basically presupposes the unification of Koso-
vo with Albania? Florian Bieber in an article written sometimes 
ago for Sudeosteuropa writes inter alia: “[t]he idea of a “Greater 
Serbia” and “Natural Albania” (as its proponents often call it) ex-
ist. Yet, these are irrelevant ideas. The Red and Black Alliance in 
Albania got just a little more than 10,000 votes in parliamentary 
elections in 2013, the only party supporting this agenda openly” 
(Bieber 2014). This has been true for the entire post-communist 
period and simply there have not been any legacies from the 
past for a so-called Greater Albania, so these fears are simply 
not motivated and not backed up empirically. 

Quite on the contrary, I believe that any projection for a de 
jure unification prior to full accession of the two countries (Al-
bania and Kosovo) in the European Union, which might take 
decades, is simply not realistic and impossible to materialize 
and not only because of constitutional obstacles and oppo-
sition of international actors, but also from resistance by the 
mainstream political leaders in both countries which may see 
any potential unification as a threat to their personal power. 
Whereas, de facto unification on the other hand, which may 
culminate in either a free market zone, a custom union or a 
full integrated economic zone, before or after full accession 
in EU, can be realized to some degree and with some success, 
depending on the political willingness and geopolitical circum-
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stances. Yet it can be only between Albania and Kosovo or oth-
erwise it can be in a form of a regional organization, such as 
the idea of Balkan Benelux, which includes also FYROM and 
Montenegro in a projected scenario. 

All in all, in this article I analyzed the projected scenarios of 
development of relations between Albania and Kosovo, how 
they have evolved from Kosovo`s proclamation of indepen-
dence, how they are now and what are the chances for each 
potential scenario in the short and medium terms. Of course, 
I also briefly considered the historical, cultural, and political 
history of the past in the relations between Albania and Koso-
vo, in order to draw substantial and well-based inferences for 
the immediate future. It is my contention that European in-
tegration path is slightly different for the two countries, with 
Albania having more chances to join prior to Kosovo the EU 
and this will further conditionalize the former`s attitude to-
ward the latter in economic, social, cultural, and political areas 
of cooperation. The potential unification between two halves 
following the German model after the Iron Curtain, which has 
been the ultimate goal of many in both sides of borders, is dif-
ficult to be concretized outside the framework of European ac-
cession of countries, where borders would become irrelevant 
and a full economic integration fully achieved. 
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Albania’s delicate balance in the 
relations with North Macedonia

Ledion Krisafi

ABSTRACT

In general, in the debates on foreign policy in Albania, the 
relations with North Macedonia are less mentioned and 
discussed compared with those with Greece, Kosovo and 
Serbia. But these relations are as delicate and important as 
the other. In the relations with North Macedonia, Albania 
has to maintain a delicate balance between the support for 

North Macedonia’s territorial integrity and its Euro-Atlantic in-
tegration processes and on the other hand the support for the 
Albanian population in the neighboring country without seem-
ing to interfere in the internal relations of another country. In a 
certain measure, Albania has largely succeeded in this attempt 
in the last three decades, but also it has done it by sacrificing 
a little its national interests. This paper begins at this point to 
describe and analyze the developments of the last years, espe-
cially since 2016 and after the coming to power of Zoran Zaev, in 
whose electoral success the Albanian government had its share. 
At the same time in this paper will be analyzed the econom-
ic relations between the two countries. They are both part of 
CEFTA2006, but this has failed to elevate these relations in an-
other level. The reasons for this will be analyzed in this paper. 
Also, it will be analyzed the perceptions of North Macedonia in 
the Albanian public and the role that Albania should play for its 
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compatriots beyond the border. In general, the paper will try to 
give a comprehensive view of the current situation in the polit-
ical and economic relations between the two countries. At the 
same time, it looks to the future of these relations by giving rec-
ommendations on what could be improved. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Any discussion of the bilateral relations of the states in the Bal-
kans should start with history. In the case of the relations be-
tween Albania and North Macedonia, knowing the history not 
only of these relations, but the history of the region is import-
ant to understand the problems of today and to try to predict 
the developments of the future. 

Before the First Balkan War in October 1912, Macedonia 
was a geographical name depicting a large territory that in-
cluded approximately the Ottoman vilayets of Monastir and 
Salonika. It was a geographical description of territories 
that today are part of Albania, Greece, Bulgaria and North 
Macedonia. At that time the northwestern of North Mace-
donia, including the capital of Skopje and the second largest 
city of Kumanovo were not part of the geographical name 
of ‘’Macedonia’’.1 This part of the territory was included in 
the Kosovo vilayet. Geographically and demographically, this 
part of the present North Macedonia was a continuation of 
the south-eastern part of Kosovo.

The population of this geographical region was diverse and 
in many regions very difficult to divide one ethnic group from 
1 Kristaq Prifti, Popullsia e Kosovës 1831-1912, Akademia e Shkencave të Shqipërisë, 2014



85

the other. In general lines, in the western part this region was 
inhabited by Albanians, in the central and eastern part main-
ly by Bulgarians, as the Slavic population of Macedonia was 
called at that time, and in the south mainly by Greeks, Bulgar-
ians and Turks.2 

After 1918, the part of Macedonia that was conquered and 
incorporated into Serbia as a result of the Balkan wars became 
part of the newly formed Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slo-
venes and later of Yugoslavia. But from 1918 to 1941 when Yu-
goslavia was conquered and dismembered by Nazi Germany, 
the name ‘’Macedonia’’ was not used in any of the administra-
tive divisions of the country. From 1918 to 1922, the territory 
that now constitutes North Macedonia was called Southern 
Serbia, which was part of the administrative division of Serbia 
inside the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes. In 1929 with 
the new administrative division of Yugoslavia, was created the 
Vardar Banovina, which encompassed the present territory of 
North Macedonia and territory in the south-east of the pres-
ent state of Serbia.3 After the Second World War, Macedonia 
became a constitutive republic inside the Federal Socialist Re-
public of Yugoslavia. This was the first time since 1918 that the 
name ‘Macedonia’ was used officially to depict the territory 
of the present state of North Macedonia and it was the first 
time since at least the middle of the XIXth century that the 
name ‘Macedonia’ was used to describe the northern part of 
the present North Macedonia, including Skopje, Kumanovo, 
Tetovo and Gostivar. 

This discussion of the name ‘Macedonia’ and how it came 

2 Muhamet Shatri, Kryengritja e Përgjithshme shqiptare kundërosmane e vitit 1912, Libri Shkollor 2016
3 Ivo Banac, The National question in Yugoslavia, Cornell University Press, 1988
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to describe the territory of the present state of North Mace-
donia, is very important to understand the Albanian popula-
tion inside the country, its development and relation with the 
other parts of the territory and with the Slavic Macedonian 
population.

In the new People’s Republic of Macedonia, Albanians were 
treated as a national minority and in many cases they were 
forced to declare as Turks and to be sent to Turkey.4 After the 
1953 ‘’gentleman agreement’’ between Yugoslavia and Turkey, 
which was a continuation of the 1935 agreement for the re-
patriation of Turks and Muslims in general from Yugoslavia to 
Turkey, in Macedonia thousands of Albanians declared them-
selves to be Turks in order to go to Turkey. In the 1953 census 
in Yugoslavia the number of people declaring themselves Turks 
in Kosovo and Macedonia grew considerably. At the time there 
was intensive propaganda from the Yugoslav and the Turkish 
side for the Muslims of Yugoslavia regardless of their ethnicity 
to be declared Turks.5 

Since the disintegration of Yugoslavia and Macedonia’s in-
dependence in 1991, Albanians’ demands for more rights and 
an equal participation in the state institutions have grown 
more assertive, culminating in the 2001 civil war and the sub-
sequent Ohrid agreement. This agreement laid out the ground-
work for the transformation of the Albanians’ position in North 
Macedonia. Though the Ohrid agreement has not been total-
ly implemented, Albanians’ position in North Macedonia has 
changed compared with the beginning of the 90s. 

4 Edvin Pezo, Komparativna analiza jugoslovensko-tursko konvencije iz 1938 i ‘’džentelmenskog spo-
razuma’’ iz 1953. Pregovori oko iseljavanja muslimana iz Jugoslavije u Tursku, pg. 118 Tokovi Istorije, 
2\2013
5 Vladan Jovanović, Iz SRFJ u Tursku, 23\06\2013 https://pescanik.net/iz-fnrj-u-tursku/
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In the decade of Gruevski government, the Albanian politi-
cal parties were continuously part of the government, but the 
Gruevski governments began a huge program of buildings in 
Skopje with the purpose of connecting the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia to the ancient heritage of Ancient 
Macedonia. This program left little room for Albanians and it 
further worsened the relations with Greece and consequently 
stalled Macedonia’s NATO and EU integration prospects. 

The Albanian political parties, part of the Gruevski gov-
ernments, weren’t able to stop this policy that went against 
their interests. Even though the Albanians’ situation improved 
slightly during that time, the Macedonian state went back-
wards not only in the relations with its neighbors, but also in 
the democratic processes inside the country. 

During this period in North Macedonia, there was a ‘’silent 
agreement’’ between the Macedonian and Albanian political 
groups, as a consequence of which there was practical division of 
Macedonia. The Albanian political parties would be in charge with 
the Albanian population and Albanian issues, while the Macedo-
nian political parties with the Macedonians and their problems. 
This pattern was somehow broken during the 2016 Parliamentary 
elections, when it was reported that large numbers of Albanians 
voted for the Macedonian political party LSDM.

ALBANIA’S DELICATE BALANCE 
WITH NORTH MACEDONIA

In the last three decades Albania’s policy towards North Mace-
donia has been constant. At the time of the independence of 
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the then-FYROM in 1991, Greece opposed the use of the name 
‘’Macedonia’’ and contested the appropriation from the new 
state of the Greek historical symbols like Alexander the Great 
and the Vergina Sun; while Bulgaria also had its reservation 
regarding the language and the inhabitants, but from all the 
then-FYROM’s neighbors Albania was the only one who rec-
ognized the new state without any reservation or conditions, 
despite the fact that the new state had a considerable Alba-
nian population, which at the time was severely hampered in 
its rights. 

In the last three decades Albania has constantly supported 
North Macedonia’s EU integration process and NATO member-
ship process, the process for a solution of the name dispute 
with Greece and it has engaged in supporting and helping the 
Albanians in that country. Continually during this period Alba-
nia has emphasized the fact that the security and inviolabil-
ity of North Macedonia’s borders is one of the cornerstones 
of the peace and stability in the region. The historical past of 
the region and especially that of the broader region under the 
name of ‘’Macedonia’’ has shown that almost all the countries 
in region from Albania to Serbia, Greece and Bulgaria would 
be involved in a crisis in North Macedonia. For this reason, Al-
bania has continually supported North Macedonia’s EU and 
NATO integration because it would secure its internal and ex-
ternal peace and security. 

In this history of almost three decades the year 2017 sig-
nifies a breach of this policy. At the time, the Albanian Prime 
Minister Edi Rama gathered in Tirana all the main political rep-
resentatives of the Albanian community in North Macedonia. 
The result of the meeting was a series of demands, which in 
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general were the same demands that Albanians had present-
ed in the last two decades for more rights, more presence in 
state institutions, the languages law, etc. New in that case was 
the fact that they came jointly from all the Albanian political 
parties in North Macedonia and most peculiarly because they 
came from Tirana. Also it was the first time since North Mace-
donia’s independence from Yugoslavia that an Albanian gov-
ernment not only tried to influence the voting patterns of the 
Albanians in North Macedonia, but it was positioned openly 
on the favor of a major party in North Macedonia before the 
parliamentary elections. The gathering in Tirana and the rhet-
oric which followed it were openly in favor of Zoran Zaev’s 
LSDM and againts Gruevski’s VMRO-DPMNE.

In relation to North Macedonia, Albania is in a peculiar po-
sition. Because of the large Albanian population in the eastern 
neighbor Albania has to act in a fragile balance between help-
ing and supporting the Albanians in North Macedonia and not 
seeming to interfere in the internal affairs of another country. 
Most of the Albanian citizens say that Albania should have a 
bigger role and presence among the Albanians in North Mace-
donia and almost 70% of them saying that this bigger role is 
good for the Albanians there6. 

At that time, Macedonia’s president Gjorgje Ivanov said that 
the demands of Albanians for more constitutional rights, which 
were expressed in written form in a document that was called 
‘’Tirana Platform’’, threatened Macedonia’s existence and sov-
ereignty. According to Ivanov, ‘’The platform implies changes to 
the constitution of the Republic of Macedonia that would jeop-

6 Rethinking Albania’s Foreign and Regional Policy, Policy Paper (Tirana: Albanian Institute for 
International Studies, AIIS, 2018)
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ardize the unitary character of the state’’. 7 In the same vein, 
after the ‘’Tirana platform’’ Russia accused NATO, EU and Alba-
nia of trying to install a pro-Albanian government in Macedonia. 
“With active cooperation of the EU and NATO officials, an ‘Alba-
nian platform’ created in Tirana, in the office of the (Albanian) 
prime minister, is being imposed on Macedonians, said a state-
ment of Russia’s Foreign Ministry at the time.8

In this case, while Tirana’s purpose was to create cohesion 
among Albanian parties in Macedonia regarding their de-
mands, in view of the fact that the lack of cohesion among 
Albanians is constantly lamented, the final product was inter-
preted as an ‘’attack’’ against another country’s sovereignty. 
The cohesion sought by the ‘’Tirana Platform’’ would had max-
imized the Albanian votes in Macedonia, as the Macedonian 
electoral system is such that more fragmented the Albanian 
political parties, less MPs they get.9 As such Tirana’s attempt 
was in principle and purpose good, but in manner bad. 

Even though the new LSDM-majority government of Zoran 
Zaev was created in coalition with several Albanian political 
parties and the government has started to implement some 
of Albanians’ demands, the ‘’Tirana Platform’’ may have 
damaged Albania’s relations with the VMRO-DPMNE party, 
which is now in opposition. This fact may threaten the good 
relations between Albania and North Macedonia in a future 

7 Macedonian President Warns of Albanian Threat to Sovereignty, Voice of America, March 07, 
2017 https://www.voanews.com/a/macedonian-president-warns-of-albanian-threat-to-sovereign-
ty/3754238.html
8 Aleksandar Vasovic, Russia accuses NATO, EU and Albania of meddling in Macedonia, March 2, 
2017, Reuters https://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-macedonia/russia-accuses-nato-eu-and-alba-
nia-of-meddling-in-macedonia-idUSKBN169262
9 Adri Nurellari, Paradoksi i demokracisë me shqiptarët e Malit të Zi dhe Maqedonisë: më shumë 
peshë me më pak vota, https://sbunker.net/teh/88688/paradoksi-i-demokracise-me-shqiptaret-e-ma-
lit-te-zi-dhe-maqedonise-me-shume-peshe-me-me-pak-vota/
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VMRO-DPMNE government. At the same time, the ‘’Tirana 
Platform’’ may have created the impression that the Albanian 
state prefers the LSDM party in North Macedonia against the 
other large Macedonian party. 

This point was emphasized by the former Prime Minister Ni-
kola Gruevski after the elections of December 2016, when he 
said that ‘’a serious external influence has weakened the VM-
RO-DPMNE position. Diverse factors have worked in order to 
help LSDM’’.10 In this view, the ‘’Tirana Platform’’ created unin-
tentionally a situation unknown in the Albania-North Macedo-
nia relations of the last two decades.

But on the other hand, Albania can’t stand as a spectator in 
the internal developments of North Macedonia. Inter-ethnic 
problems there could pose security challenges in Albania and 
Kosovo also. In this view, Albania’s relations with North Macedo-
nia are the most delicate in the region, which need special care 
to balance between national interest and intervention in the in-
ternal affairs of another country. In the future this situation for 
Albania will become easier, because the demographic situation 
in North Macedonia and political changes will ensure that Alba-
nians there will be more present in the state institutions and will 
need less the intervention or the presence of Albania.

Also, 2017 was a crucial year because after the electoral 
triumph and the new government of Zoran Zaev, there was 
the attempt to increase the level of the relations with Albania. 
Ideologically Zaev and the Albanian Prime Minister Rama stand 
on the same left-wing camp, also both are constistenly pro-EU 

10 Maqedoni/ Gruevski sulmon shqiptarët dhe gjuhën shqipe, Koha Jonë, 12 shkurt, 2017 http://
www.kohajone.com/2017/02/12/maqedoni-gruevski-sulmon-shqiptaret-dhe-gjuhen-shqipe/
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and NATO in the case of Macedonia, which was not the case 
with the Gruevski government. These aspects and the fact that 
Zaev took a considerable vote from the Albanian electorate 
in Macedonia, made possible the prospect of a change. This 
change of policy was reflected in the first inter-government 
meeting between the Albanian and Macedonian governments 
in Pogradec in December 2017. The meeting was important 
also in the fact that it tried to establish a long-term strategy 
for raising the level of relations between the two countries. 
This includes the building of railway and highway connections 
between Albania and Macedonia, the functioning of the One-
Stop-Shop model of customs, etc.11

The mini-Schengen initiative in 2019 was a step further in 
the relations between Albania and North Macedonia, even 
though certain parts of mini-Schengen have been functioning 
in years. For example, citizens of Albania and North Macedonia 
could travel in each other’s countries with ID cards since 2012 
and the free trade is already covered by CEFTA2006. The major 
change brought by the mini-Schengen is in the labor market. 
It will be much easier for companies in Albania, North Mace-
donia and Serbia to hire labor in from each other’s countries. 

Economic relations

Since 2006 Albania and North Macedonia are part of CEFTA, 
the Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA). Prior 
to CEFTA, Albania and the then-FYROM had signed a bilater-
al trade agreement.12 CEFTA2006 entered into force on 1 May 
11 Ministria për Evropën dhe Punët e Jashtme, Takimi i parë ndërqeveritar Shqipëri-Maqedoni, 
https://punetejashtme.gov.al/takimi-i-pare-nderqeveritar-shqiperi-maqedoni/
12 “Bilateral and Regional Trade Agreements Notified to the WTO”, WorldTradeLaw.net, http://www.
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2007 and in the first year there was a large increase in the trade 
volume between Albania and CEFTA countries. In CEFTA’s first 
year, there was a considerable increase in Albania’s exports to 
Macedonia, from 10 million Euros in 2006 to 17.7 million Euros 
in 2007. Also there was a big increase in imports from Mace-
donia, from 38.8 million Euros in 2006 to 59.1 million.13 

Albania’s trade relations with North Macedonia after the 
signing of CEFTA have been fluctuating from year to year, de-
creasing and increasing. After 2010, Albania’s imports from 
Macedonia had grown compared with 2009 and 2010, but 
they had not reached again the value in 2008. The values for 
the six years after 2010 had been almost the same. In the last 
3 years, 2014, 2015 and 2016, imports from Macedonia had 
de- creased. They were 63.3 million Euros in 2011, but they 
decreased to 56.5 million Euros in 2016. This was the third 
consecutive decrease. In 2014, they were 59.6 million Euros 
and in 2015, 61.3 million Euros. Compared with 2008, which 
was the year with the highest imports from North Macedonia, 
Albania’s imports from Macedonia in 2016 have decreased by 
28.2%. A different picture emerges from Albania’s exports to 
Macedonia. While in imports there have been a considerable 
decrease in the last years, especially when compared with the 
best year 2008, Albania’s export to Macedonia have increased 
steadily every year. In 2015 and 2016, they reached the high-
est level in the last two decades, with 45.9 and 46.7 million 
Euros respectively.14 This trend has continued even in the years 
2017 and 2018 when Albania’s exports to North Macedonia 
have continued to increase and the imports have increased 
worldtradelaw. net/databases/ftas.php
13 Krisafi, L. ‘The case of Albania’, in Medak. V (ed). Effects of stabilization and association agree-
ments and CEFTA2006 on WB6 European Integration and Regional Cooperation: Achievements and 
ways forward. European Movement in Serbia, 2018
14 Ibid.
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slightly. Despite the developments from CEFTA and Albania’s 
bigger GDP than North Macedonia’s, Albania has continously 
had negative trade balance, which almost went temporarely to 
parity in 2017. 

The largest Albania’s imports from North Macedonia and 
the largest Albania’s exports to North Macedonia in the last 
years has been steel and its by-products. Albania’s second 
most exported items to North Macedonia is cement and lime 
and in the third place are vegetables. 

Since March 2012 Albania and North Macedonia have talk-
ed about creating an integrated border crossing at Qafë-Thanë, 
with talks intensified in the last two year since Zaev’s electoral 
victory, but until now it hasn’t been done and all the deadlines 
for its implementation has been passed. On the other hand, 
North Macedonia has done an integrated border crossing with 
Serbia.15 An integrated border crossing between Albania and 
North Macedonia would have facilitated greatly the trade be-
tween them.

There are four main problems in the economic relations. 
First, even though Albania and North Macedonia are part of 
CEFTA, in many cases their trade is not really free. In the last 
years there have been several cases of North Macedonia block-
ing Albanian products from entering its market.1617 

15 Integrated Presevo-Tabanovce border crossing starts operating, Belgrade/Presevo, 26 August 2019, 
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/vest/en/144300/integrated-presevo-tabanovce-border-crossing-starts-oper-
ating.php
16 Maqedonia bllokon produktet shqiptare, 25 nëntor 2015, Koha Ditore https://archive.koha.
net/?id=27&l=85883
17 Maqedonia bllokon produktet shqiptare, Panariti: Reciprocitet, Monitor, 19\12\2016 https://www.
monitor.al/maqedonia-bllokon-produktet-shqiptare-panariti-reciprocitet/
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Second, it is the weak internal markets both in Albania and 
North Macedonia and the weak producing capacities of both 
countries. Most of the foreign companies that have invest-
ed and are producing in North Macedonia aim to reach their 
home country or the EU market and not neighboring countries. 
This shows that foreign investments in both countries don’t 
add much to the trade between them. Also most of the trade 
between Albania and North Macedonia is in raw materials and 
fruits and vegetables, which shows the two countries’ limited 
producing and manufacturing capacities. 

Three, historical economic patterns that is difficult to change 
even with a free trade agreement. Most of North Macedonia’s 
trade is with the countries of former Yugoslavia, while Alba-
nia’s trade is mostly with Italy and Greece.18 The same thing 
happens with the other former Yugoslav countries. 

Four, lack of infrastructure connections between the two 
countries is a major problem. There is no rail connection and 
the roads are in poor condition, which makes it easier for the 
two countries to be connected by road through Kosovo, but 
which doesn’t help trade. The ‘’Rruga e Arbrit’’ which is being 
constructed is expected to ameliorate somehow the situation, 
especially as it will connect some of the main minerary re-
gions of Albania directly with North Macedonia, boosting their 
transport capacities. 

18 Krisafi, L. ‘The case of Albania’, in Medak. V (ed). Effects of stabilization and association agree-
ments and CEFTA2006 on WB6 European Integration and Regional Cooperation: Achievements and 
ways forward. European Movement in Serbia, 2018
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NORTH MACEDONIA IN THE ALBANIAN PUBLIC

Most of the Albanian public regard the current relations with 
North Macedonia as good or very good, 55 and 15% respec-
tively, while only 1% of the population thinks that relations 
with North Macedonia are bad with another 20% saying that 
they are normal, neither bad nor good19. 

The approximately same answers are also for the relations 
between the governments of the two countries and the rela-
tions between the citizens of the two countries. The absolute 
majority of Albanians say that relations in the governmental 
level or the citizens level are good, very good or normal. In the 
three cases the percentage of those declaring bad or very bad 
is very small, in the 1 to 4%. This attitude mirrors the overall 
relations between Albania and North Macedonia in the last 
three decades, where the two countries have had no open is-
sues and have mainly refrained for using harsh words against 
each other, which has not been the case with Albania’s rela-
tions with its southern neighbor. 

The Albanian public is also optimistic about the future rela-
tions. 62% of the respondents consider the relations between 
the two countries as important and another 17% as very im-
portant. At the same time, the majority of the respondents, 
respectively 57% think that the relations will improve in the 
future, while only 3% saying that they will be worse20. 

19 Rethinking Albania’s Foreign and Regional Policy, Policy Paper (Tirana: Albanian Institute for 
International Studies, AIIS, 2018)
20 Ibid.
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Most of the respondents say that the focus on economic 
relations, respectively 42%, while another 29% saying that 
the focus should be on political issues. Only 0.4% of the re-
spondents say that the focus should be on security issues, mir-
roring the general perception of good relations between the 
two countries and the lack of visible threats from the eastern 
neighbor. 

Also the absolute majority of the respondents support Al-
bania’s policy of supporting North Macedonia’s NATO mem-
bership, with 81% in favor of it. 

When it comes to the position of the Albanians inside North 
Macedonia, the number change. Most of the Albanians think 
that their co-nationals in North Macedonia don’t have the 
rights they deserve. 

Also, compared with the other regional countries, Albanians 
seem to know more about North Macedonia and to have trav-
eled there more than in Serbia or Montenegro. 

THE PRESENT AND THE FUTURE

The grouping together of North Macedonia and Albania in their 
EU integration process may have created certain animosity in 
the political circles in North Macedonia, especially since there 
was a perception that North Macedonia was better placed than 
Albania to open the accession negotiations with EU and it was 
‘burned’ because of Albania. This was not the case, but this sit-
uation doesn’t help the relations between the two countries. 
Nikola Dimitrov, North Macedonia’s Foreign Minister called for 
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the decoupling of North Macedonia and Albania. ‘’One is defi-
nitely better and more than none’’, said Dimitrov.21

But this situation hasn’t prevented Albania and North Mace-
donia to continue their collaboration by being part with Serbia 
in the so called mini-Schengen. Although Albania and North 
Macedonia have signed the agreement on free movement of 
their respective citizens only with ID cards since 201222, this 
initiative is nevertheless an attempt to increase the level of 
relations between the two countries, which has been the case 
in the last two years.

In the near future, the most problematic scenario would be 
a convicting victory of VMRO-DPMNE in the preliminary elec-
tions in April 2020. Because of the perceived interference from 
the Albanian government in the last two years in favor of the 
LSDM and Zoran Zaev and the clear position of the Albanian 
government in favor of policies in North Macedonia that were 
not supported by the opposition, there is the risk that rela-
tions between the two countries may experience a period of 
distancing and frost in the case of a convicting victory for the 
opposition. 

This possibility could be alleviated if the European Union 
begins soon the accession negotiations with both countries. In 
this case Albania and North Macedonia will concentrate their 
focus and energies in their respective EU integration processes 
and will leave behind all possible bitterness of the last years. 
Also the opening of accession negotiations with EU will dimin-

21 North Macedonia FM prepared to go solo for EU accession bid, Euronews, 12/12/2019 https://
www.euronews.com/2019/12/10/north-macedonia-fm-prepared-to-go-solo-for-eu-accession-bid
22 Maqedoni: Lëvizje e lirë për Shqipërinë, Radio Evropa e Lirë, 12 shurt 2012 
https://www.evropaelire.org/a/24484084.html
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ish the possibilities of Albania for interfering in behalf of the 
Albanian community in North Macedonia, because their posi-
tion and their demands and rights will have to be part of the 
negotiations. 

But the failure of the opening of EU negotiations should not 
prevent the two countries from working together and having 
better relations, despite which Party is in power, because na-
tional interests of the two countries go beyond the govern-
ment of the moment. 

In the economic relations, Albania and North Macedonia 
have made little progress in the last years. They should work 
more towards a full implementation of the rules of CEFTA; also 
they should consider opening more of their markets to com-
panies and capital from each-other. There are a few Albanian 
companies in the North Macedonian market, but there is very 
little interest from North Macedonian companies to enter the 
Albanian market. Also the governments of the two countries 
should consider the possibility of removing any tariff between 
them, in order to make CEFTA really a free trade agreement, 
which in many cases hasn’t been until now. The two countries 
in general suffer from a lack of infrastructure connections. The 
‘’Rruga e Arbrit’’ that is being constructed will somehow ame-
liorate this problem, but it is not sufficient. In the future should 
be considered a rail connection. Some of these problems have 
been considered in the mini-Schengen initiative, but it needs 
to be seen how it will work in practice.

On the political area, the main point is Albania’s temptation 
to interfere in the internal affairs of North Macedonia by sup-
porting and helping the Albanians there to better present their 
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demands. The position of the Albanian population in North 
Macedonia has improved with the Zaev government, but still 
short of a full integration in the state institutions and the po-
litical and economic life of the country. A new VMRO-DPMNE 
government that will include also an Albanian political party, 
hardly will go backwards in this direction. In this view, the role 
of the support and interference of the Albanian government in 
the future has to be diminished. This will allow the Albanians 
in North Macedonia to became a factor by itself inside the 
country and not to be seen by the majority of Macedonians as 
an extension of Albania and consequently as a ‘’Trojan horse’’ 
inside the country. 


