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Introduction

Albania, one of the poorest countries in Europe, has experienced one of the greatest migra-
tion flows of the last two decades. (Carletto et al, 2004)

Migration in Albania has been a dominating process of everyday life, shaping the social and
economic situation of the country and of the population. (UNDP, 2000)

Migration is perhaps the most important political, social and economic phenomenon in post-
communist Albania. (INSTAT, 2004)

Migration – the phenomenon that is at the heart of economic, social and cultural change in Al-
bania over the past 15 years. (King, 2005)

Statements that make us think – why is this phenomenon of such importance in
Albznia?

‘The last piece of domino,’ as communist Albania was called in the western me-
dia, fell one year after the Berlin Wall, in December 1990 (Lami, 1999). In the con-
text of former communist countries in eastern Europe, it took more time and effort for
Albania to pass through what is generally accepted as one of the most repressive and
centralised communist regimes in the world. Over the last seventeen years, Albania
has experienced remarkable political, social and economic developments in the transi-
tion from a closed and centralised economy towards one based on an open market.

The transformation process, developed during a period of economic and political
unrest, has affected social and demographic changes and was accompanied by large
flows of people moving within and out of the country. Migration, both internal and in-
ternational, has increasingly been seen as a process involving economic develop-
ments, political changes, urbanisation, modernisation and demographic changes. Ac-
cording to Mullan (2001), migration has dramatic social, cultural and economic
consequences for individuals, families, communities, society, regions and the country
as a whole. As such, migration (internal and external) has been one of the most dy-
namic features of the Albanian transition. The role of migration is reflected in the to-
tal population decrease; the massive urbanisation of some areas and the depopulation
of others; increased levels of conflict in urban areas because of the difficult integra-
tion process of migrants; social and cultural transformation in the regions; changes in
the sex and age structure of the population; and other dynamic changes.

Different data suggest that around 1 000 000 Albanians have moved temporarily
or permanently over the border since the beginning of the transition period (INSTAT,
2004; Barjaba, 2003; Labour Market Review of Albania, 2006). Moreover, in the last
census (2001) the urban population increased visibly compared with the previous one,
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from 33.5 per cent in 1979 to 35.7 per cent in 1989 and then to 42.1 per cent in 2001,
due to internal migration (INSTAT, 2002). According to LSMS (2005), the urban
population has continued to grow in the subsequent years. Internal migration flows
are largely directed from the rural northern and southern regions towards the urban ar-
eas in the central region and the lowlands. The population of the capital (Tiranë) alone
is estimated to have grown from 200 000 in the early 1990s to approximately 800 000
in 2006.

The topic of this article is a discussion and a description of the migration process
as driven by the post-communist transformations and as a facilitator in the socio-eco-
nomic and demographic developments that there have been in Albania following the
1990s. The main goal is to provide more insights into the central role of migration in
transformation processes. Firstly, we try to understand the role of the economic and
political transformation on the levels, patterns and directions of migration. Secondly,
we try to analyse the role of migration on further social and demographic transforma-
tions. As such, we raise two main questions: ‘how did the transformation processes in
Albania in the post-1990s affect the levels and patterns of migration over time?’; and
‘what is the role of migration in the social and demographic changes that have fol-
lowed the transformation processes?’

The article starts with a brief discussion of the main political and economic
changes in the country in the context of the transformation that followed the demise
of the communist regime. It then continues with a presentation of the dynamics of in-
ternal and international migration in Albania, focusing on the importance of this phe-
nomenon as a promoter of socio-demographic changes. This is followed by an inten-
tion to develop a chronology of migration as triggered by the main economic and
political changes during the transition period. Finally, the article closes by identifying
some insights into the need for effective migration polices and further research on is-
sues concerning migration, especially in the Albanian transformation context.

The context of the transformation

Lami (1999) notes that, following the demise of the communist regime:

Albanians have thrown down the walls but have not built the bridges and, as it is known in the
Balkans, it is more difficult to construct than to demolish.

This statement suggests that it would not be an easy task for Albania to go through
this difficult transformation period. The transition from a socialist society towards a
democratic one is a process that implies different transformations and cannot be seen
as a single process (Kok, 1999). Indeed, chains of transformations take place together:
the political transformation from communism to democracy; economic transforma-
tions from centralisation to the open market; and many other social and cultural
changes.

Following the demise of communism, the political system and the economy are
likely to experience the main dynamic transformations. Furthermore, these transfor-
mations are expected to have a strong impact on social and demographic changes.
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Political transformation
The end of the 1980s signalled the end of the communist regime all over the eastern
central bloc. However, eastern central Europe is not a homogenous region. At the
time the transformation took hold, at the beginning of the 1990s, countries in the re-
gion had different starting positions (Kok, 1999). Owing to the late demise of the
communist regime, Albania started the transition process long after other centrally
planned economies (Sadiraj, 1999): Albania has, as a matter of fact, undergone a
more problematic and difficult transition period compared to other former communist
countries. This situation is a consequence of the isolation and self-reliance policies
applied by the communist regime in the country. The political, economic and social
reforms that the communist regime implemented pushed the country towards total
isolation not only from developed western countries but also from the communist
bloc.1 For nearly five decades, Albania experienced total centralisation without any
liberalising reforms as a unique case among all former communist countries. By the
end of the 1980s, economic and political conditions had further deteriorated until total
collapse in 1990, when an urgent need for radical political and economic changes in-
evitably came along.

Following 1990, a period of democratic transformations that was typical all over
eastern central Europe also began in Albania. All these transformations happened to-
gether to introduce plural democracy and the market economy instead of the cen-
trally-planned economy.

Economic transformation
The last decade of the 20th century witnessed one of the largest economic experiments
as former communist countries embarked on attempts to transform their economies
from a centrally-planned to a market-based system (Castaldo et al, 2005).

Following 1990, Albania, together with other eastern central European countries,
has undergone significant political and economic transformation towards a demo-
cratic society with an open market, private ownership and free competition. Important
reforms have been implemented, such as price and trade liberalisation; the privatisa-
tion of state-owned enterprises in strategic sectors; and the development of the private
sector. However, these economic reforms did not follow the line of gradual transfor-
mation and development. The transformations started mainly at ‘zero’ level,2 which
made it very difficult for Albania to adapt to the new rules of the open-market econ-
omy.3

Nevertheless, following the first chaotic years, the economy of the country started
to stabilise and to show trends towards growth. According to the International Mone-
tary Fund (2006), Albania, after undertaking many structural reforms, was distinct as
one of the fastest growing of the transition economies. Consequently, for the 1998-
2004 period, average annual real GDP grew by 7.5 per cent (IMF, 2006). Moreover,

1 Albania broke first with Yugoslavia in 1948; then with the Soviet Union in 1961; and, in
the end, with China in 1977, becoming a unique case of self-isolation.

2 According to Doka (2005) after the changes following the 90s, economic developments
tend to start from a ‘zero’ level, meaning that everything was destroyed out of the previ-
ous communist developments.

3 More specifically, the main economic developments are presented below.
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the World Bank (2006)4 reports that poverty rates in Albania have reduced more dra-
matically than in any other country of the western Balkans in the past several years.
Following these economic trends, there is the hope that Albania would start to ‘build’
the difficult road to Europe.

Progress achieved in the political and economic agenda during transition did not
cover the country homogenously: significant regional disparities may be observed.
For instance, the disaggregated result of the Human Development Index (2002) in Al-
bania shows substantial socio-economic development differences between the various
regions of the country, as well as between various districts within the same region.
Poverty is found to be higher in rural areas and is disproportionately concentrated in
the remote north-eastern part of Albania5 (INSTAT and World Bank, 2003).

After 1990, these disproportionate developments had an impact on most of the so-
cial and demographic changes in the country. One of the main areas where socio-eco-
nomic development disparities have had a strong impact is migration and urbanisa-
tion.

Socio-demographic transformation
For demographers, it is a well-known phenomenon that political and economic
changes affect the social and demographic behaviour of the population (Kupiszewski
et al, 1994). At the beginning of the 1990s, Albania started the parallel economic and
political transformations towards democracy. Consequently, it was expected that the
combination of these transformations would bring dynamic changes also as regards
the social and demographic developments shaping the behaviour of individuals.

According to Sjöberg and Tammaru (1999), migration is one of the many areas
where the demise of central planning and one-party rule in the former communist
countries is expected to make a difference.

The dismantling of the Iron Curtain was widely anticipated to be a precursor of mass migra-
tion, given that migration had been denied for so long and reflecting the obvious economic di-
vide between East and West. (Layard et al, 1992)

Massive migration as a facilitator of demographic transformation of Albanian
society after the 90s
Cole and Filatotchev (1992) argue that, leaving behind central planning, migration
patterns of a different character and extent are likely to result as these economies
move towards the open market. Furthermore, Sjöberg and Tammaru (1999) have
noted that economic restructuring, changes in the housing market and the abolition of
the administrative controls of the previous regime are likely to produce a rather differ-
ent set of opportunities and constraints confronting the prospective migrant.

The mass migration anticipated in some early studies on the transition process did
not follow the same trends and levels everywhere in post-communist countries. Ac-

4 Western Balkans Programmatic Poverty Assessment Progressive Review 2001-2005,
cited by Albania Urban Sector Policy Analyses.

5 According to INSTAT and the World Bank (2003), in the north-east of Albania are con-
centrated 21 per cent of all the poor while only 12 per cent of the population live in the re-
gion. 
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cording to Castaldo (2005), most of the countries in eastern central Europe experi-
enced generally modest population mobility compared to the original expectations.
From the data available, Albania proved to be a kind of exception in the former com-
munist bloc, experiencing one of the greatest migration flows in the two last decades
in Europe (Carletto et al, 2004). In the summer of 1990, a decree was issued giving
freedom of movement and official recognition of the private sector (Aliaj et al, 2003).
Quoting Aliaj et al (2003):

This act symbolically may be compared to opening the dyke of a huge lake without having
made plans or taken any measures to channel the deluge of water accumulated in the lake in
the right direction to avoid mass flooding.

The most relevant background context for the mass migration of Albanians is em-
bedded in the outgoing transformations from a socialist society towards a democratic
one, together with the difficult economic conditions and unstable political situation
that followed.

Moreover, the astonishing migration levels can be seen as a response of the popu-
lation to the strict isolation and strong administrative control on migration during the
communist regime. Following the 1990s, the massive migration constitutes one of the
most important factors that have affected and facilitated the social and demographic
developments in the country.

Some theoretical insights: the migration decision process, macro and micro influ-
ences
The main purpose of giving some theoretical insights is to provide a basis for under-
standing the astonishing migration levels triggered by the transformation and its cen-
tral role as a facilitator for demographic and social changes.

Neo-classical migration theory – push and pull factors 
According to the neo-classical approach, migration is self-correcting because it alters
demand for and supply of labour at origin and at destination. The key driver variables
of the neo-classical approach are the wage and unemployment levels. As such, the de-
cision to migrate and the process of migration are triggered by a set of push and pull
factors. According to Lee (1966), the push and pull factors are associated with the
area of origin, the area of destination, intervening obstacles and personal factors. The
potential migrant perceives differently, according to his or her demographic charac-
teristics and economic conditions, the set of pull factors and push factors at both ori-
gin and destination. Furthermore, between origin and destination there are a set of in-
tervening obstacles which may facilitate or retard the decision to migrate.
On the one side, the dynamic transformations during the transition period, the diffi-
cult economic and political situation in the country in general, and in some regions in
particular, together with the social and demographic characteristics of the population
(young age groups, high unemployment rates), have constituted the push factors for
the prospective migrants.

According to INSTAT (1998, 2001, 2002), unemployment rates in Albania have
been decreasing in recent years compared with the first years of transition, from over
25 per cent in 1993 to 14.4 per cent in 2004. Nevertheless, these rates are much higher
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than the levels in EU countries. The situation is even worse in some districts, such as
Has, Kurbin and Pukë, where the unemployment rate reaches more than 40 per cent
(HDPC, 2002). In fact, these districts have lost a great percentage of their population
due to migration. As such, high unemployment rates constitute one of the main push
factors of internal and external migration in Albania.

On the other side, the better economic development of some regions, with greater
employment opportunities and higher wages, constitutes the pull factors. As such,
within the country, Tiranë offers a greater range of opportunities in terms of the la-
bour market and higher wages, being the most attractive region for internal migrants.

Moreover, international migration is also triggered by better wages and better liv-
ing conditions and opportunities in western countries.

These push and pull factors have shaped the migration patterns that we have ob-
served since the 1990s. Furthermore, migration, with its patterns and directions, has
affected the demographic and social evolution of the regions in particular and of the
country in general.

Structural individualistic approach and behavioural model of the migration process

On the one side, the structural individualistic approach proposed by Coleman (1990)
explains processes at the macro level (society) analysing individual actions. Based on
this theory, a micro-macro model can explain the migration decision and directions.
Migrants, depending on the evaluation of the new opportunities that come along with
the transformation period, can decide whether to migrate.

On the other, Gardner (1981) introduced a model that presents the macro level in-
fluences on the migration decision process. In the behavioural model of the migration
process is included the concept of stress, which is seen as originating in the needs and
expectations of the household on the one hand and the environment on the other
(Boyle et al, 1998). This model, together with the structural individualistic approach,
sets a more complete theoretical explanation of the migration decision process and its
patterns.

In Albania, after the 90s, the changes in the labour and housing markets, as well as
changes in the structure of the economy and other social developments, are expected
to affect individuals’ decisions to migrate while shaping at the same the patterns and
directions of migration. The individual decision to migrate is taken after the potential
migrant evaluates the new opportunities that come along with the transformation
processes.

Moreover, an important role in the decision to migrate and the destination choice
is played by the demographic and social characteristics of individuals. As such, in the
international migration are mainly involved those of working age and the male popu-
lation, while those migrating within the country are mainly female and younger age
groups.

New economics of migration
In the social network literature, the nuclear family perspective is confronted with the
collective extended family perspective. The former treats migration as a selective
process. Those who migrate are the ones who are non-conformist and who are critical
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of the status quo in their area of origin. Social capital is rooted in ‘place’ and migra-
tion destroys social capital.

According to the collective approach, migration involves the construction of dis-
persed livelihood systems that reduce vulnerability. Migration creates new forms of
social capital, both in the destination area and across a space (multi-spatial).

In the Albanian context, family and kinship networks and connections are very
important factors that determine the decision to migrate and the destination choice of
migrants. Moreover, these connections create what is known in the literature as ‘chain
migration’, as well as social networks at the destination. In the Albanian context, we
find a strong and dependent relationship between internal and international migration.
As such, given strong family ties in Albania, international migration finances, via re-
mittances, the internal migration of other family members as a second stage. The fam-
ily will be further reunited in case of return migration or in case of further interna-
tional migration.

In short, family and social networks create chain migration, within the country or
abroad, while shaping the directions and patterns of migration.

Effects of migration on socio-demographic changes 
Internal and international migration, firstly from a demographic point of view, ac-
counts in absolute terms for the numerical increase or decrease in the total population
and, secondly, shows the degree of change in the territorial distribution of the popula-
tion during a certain period (INSTAT, 2001). Given the magnitude of migration flows
in Albania, we can see this process both as a necessity for the socio-economic evolu-
tion of the regions and of the country in general and as a facilitator of socio-demo-
graphic changes such as urbanisation, socio-cultural transformation, age and sex
structure, educational level and other developments.

After the 1990s, apart from the economic and political reforms, many other social
and demographic reforms have been undertaken. The stringent control of, and restric-
tive policies against, urbanisation and freedom of movement for people during several
decades under the communist regime were finally abolished and people, depending
on their opportunities and interest, could freely choose their place of residence within
the country or abroad. During this period, migration has been a spontaneous phenom-
enon; there have not been any migration policies to orient and control the levels and
directions of migration. In these conditions, migration has played a central role in
shaping the social and demographic development of the regions and of the country as
a whole. In the section that follows, we discuss the effects of the migration process.

Effects of international migration 
The massive emigration of Albanians after the 1990s has had positive and negative
consequences as regards the socio-economic and demographic development of the
population in Albania.
a. Positive consequences

1. One of the most positive effects of emigration is the income generated by re-
mittances, in the form of financial and material goods, that emigrants send
back home. Remittances from emigrants play an impressive role in economic
performance as well as in the improvement of life for a good part of the popu-
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lation. According to INSTAT (2004), remittances currently account for 13 per
cent of GDP.

2. Besides the financial benefits, many emigrants have gained professional and
intellectual skills through the professions they perform abroad and the training
they may have received. According to Doka (2005), the skills and training that
have been gained are, in the case of return migration, used and applied in dif-
ferent sectors of the economy.

3. Emigration also has a positive effect on the labour market. A high percentage
of emigrants are part of the working age group (Bërxholi et al, 2005). The em-
igration of this age group has played an important role in decreasing unem-
ployment rates in Albania. Moreover, remittances have created new labour
market opportunities for the population. The revenue from emigration is often
used to establish small and medium enterprises and businesses, employing
more people and decreasing unemployment rates yet further. Emigrants as
such constitute a major potential source of labour for the growing Albanian
economy.6

b. Negative consequences
1. According to INSTAT (2004), in the period from 1989 to 2001 the total popu-

lation of Albania decreased by 6.5 per cent. According to different estimations,
around 1 000 000 people emigrated during this period, recognising the phe-
nomenon as the main factor affecting the total population decrease.
Population censuses since 1945 have captured the evolution of demographic
changes at different moments in time. During the communist regime, as a re-
sult of pro-natalist attitudes, the prohibition of emigration and other popula-
tion-related policies, the population was continuously growing: from 1.1 mil-
lion at the 1945 census to 1.4 million in 1959; 2 million in 1969; 2.6 million in
1979 and 3.2 million in 1989.7 In other words, in absolute terms the total pop-
ulation of Albania increased from 1 million in 1945 to more than 3 million in
1989. Following the democratisation processes after the 90s, the last census
(2001) showed a general decrease in the total population. A comparison of the
last two censuses (1989, 2001) shows that the population has decreased from
3.2 million to 3 million, or by 6.3 per cent.

2. Besides the absolute decrease in the population, the last census shows a
marked loss of population in the north-east part of the country and in some ar-
eas in the remote south. The loss of population in these regions can be attrib-
uted to international migration as well as to internal migration towards more
attractive and developed regions. As such, the population loss in southern parts
  

6 To quote the Labour Market Review for Albania: ‘There is some evidence that returning
migrants are already making a valuable contribution: around a third of the owner-opera-
tors of small businesses in Tirana interviewed in a recent study had work experience from
abroad, and some 68 per cent of these considered their foreign experience to be very use-
ful for their business.’

7 Collected data from different Statistical Yearbooks from 1950, 1958, 1966, 1970, 1989,
1999 and 2001, and censuses found in the general archives of the state.
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of Albania is attributed mainly to international migration to Greece. The popu-
lation loss in the north-eastern part is attributed mainly to internal migration to
the central region. However, in recent years, there has been an increase in in-
ternal migrants from southern regions as well as an increase in international
migrants from northern parts.

3. One of the main negative effects of emigration is what is known in the litera-
ture as the ‘brain and skill drain’. Many intellectuals have left the country be-
cause of the difficult economic and political conditions and in search of better
opportunities in western European countries or even further afield in the USA
and Canada. Based on a report on the ‘brain drain’ from central and eastern
Europe, 38.5 per cent of Albanian intellectuals have emigrated while the aver-
age for other eastern European countries is 8.6 per cent. According to Gedeshi
et al. (1999), more than 45 per cent of the researchers and intellectuals from
the universities and research institutes of the country have emigrated. 

4. Moreover, emigration is an age- and sex-selective process involving the most
vital parts of the population. Misja (1998) points out that the structure of emi-
grants is very young; more than 50 per cent are in the 20-29 age group, while
Doka (2005) estimates that 70 per cent of emigrants are male.

5. Emigration has an individual character. The first to move is usually the head of
the family (later on, perhaps followed by a family reunion). This form of emi-
gration has generated many other social problems in the family, household,
community and society. As such, there has been an observed increase in di-
vorce rates while the marriage rate has decreased (Bërxholi and Doka, 1995).

Effects of internal migration 
During the communist regime, the directions and levels of migration were very con-
trolled and oriented by the state. The removal of barriers to the free movement of peo-
ple in Albania in the early 1990s was accompanied by a huge wave of migration. Fol-
lowing the 90s, migration has been characterised by an absence of migration policies.
Consequently, there has been a redistribution of the population among the regions,
following spontaneous trends and directions. Nevertheless, the main direction of in-
ternal migration that has taken place in Albania since 1989 has been from rural to ur-
ban areas and from northern to central regions. The main consequences of internal mi-
gration are presented below.
1. One of the main effects of internal migration is de-populating some areas while

over-populating other regions. According to several sources and data sets (IN-
STAT 2002, 2003, 2004; LSMS, 2002, 2003, 2005), the most serious population
loss is observed in the rural north, as well as in the rural south, particularly vil-
lages in high up mountainous areas. The regions that have gained the most in
terms of total population are lowland areas interior to the coast, such as Tiranë,
Durrës, Elbasan, etc. Between 1998 and 2002, the rural population fell by 15 per
cent (INSTAT, 2004) while urban areas, especially Tiranë, grew disproportion-
ately. This figure is in contrast to the previous census in 1989, which showed that
the rural population actually increased by 20 per cent (INSTAT 2004). These lev-
els of urbanisation are the result of rural-urban migration, given that fertility rates
are much higher in rural areas compared with urban ones (Bërxholi, 2005). The
massive migration towards urban areas has promoted chaotic and disproportionate
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development in these areas (UNDP, 2000). The urban population has continued its
increase in recent years and, according to different estimates, more people live in
urban areas than in rural regions. 

2. An inevitable consequence of internal migration is that a socio-cultural transforma-
tion has begun in Albania. Different cultural traditions that were locally rooted are
now being carried to different areas of the country where they are placed in dynamic
confrontation (UNDP, 2000). The original identity of urban areas has often changed
considerably due to the different socio-cultural norms and values of migrants to
those of urban residents. Fuga et al. (1998) points out that urban areas continue to
be confronted with a massive turnover in their population. Consequently, according
to UNDP (2000), it seems difficult for urban residents to accept new comers while,
on the other side, migrants may feel like they are strangers and excluded. This situa-
tion often provokes discrimination and aggression between residents and migrants.

3. Internal migration involves the most educated and skilled part of the population in
the uplands of the north and south of the country. Those leaving are the active age
groups and the higher educated. The 2001 census counted 46 per cent of individu-
als with an upper-secondary or higher education qualification in towns and cities,
compared with only 16 per cent in rural areas. In 1989, this category had ac-
counted for 22 per cent in rural areas and 50 per cent in urban areas. Between
these two censuses, rural areas lost 41 per cent of their highly qualified individuals
while urban areas increased these numbers by 9 per cent (INSTAT, 2001). The
higher educated and skilled migrants move towards developed urban areas with a
greater range of opportunities. As such, migration facilitates a better distribution
of human capital according to economic opportunities and conditions. 

4. Another important impact of internal migration is in the abandonment of arable land
and rural communities, accompanied by economic and environmental problems
such as the degradation of the land and of agriculture (Bërxholi et al, 2005). The
abandonment of these regions also has social effects. King (2004), given Albanian
family ties and the cultural context, points out that this abandonment is very painful
for the older generation. He argues, moreover, that remittances constitute only a
partial compensation for what he calls cross-generational family break up since
family reunion or return migration becomes less likely as time passes.

Migration chronology as shaped by post-communist developments

Albania embarked on a route towards a democratic and open society from a repres-
sive isolation during communism under the policy of self-reliance that was applied
before the 1990s. Some limited economic and political reforms aimed at liberalisation
had started by the end of the 1980s.8 These reforms were partial and not radical or co-
herent which resulted, at the beginning of the 1990s, in the breakdown of the commu-
nist regime and economic crises. A tense political situation emerged, with a growing
discontent amongst the population as well as revolt.

8 According to Banja (1990), during 1985-1990 we could see some attempts to decentralise
decision-making. These macroeconomic reforms aimed at decentralising and liberalising
the market. 
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The years that would follow have been difficult with their vicissitudes, making the
transition period a challenge for Albania. The transition was hindered by the demon-
strations against, and the opposition of the population to, the communist regime in
1990-1991; the liberalisation reforms in 1993-1996; the crises in the pyramid
schemes in 1997; the Kosova crisis in 1999; and the frequent conflicts between the
political powers. For these very specificities of Albania, this transition period would
leave very distinctive effects on social, economic, demographic and urban develop-
ment all over the country. As such, the migration process, in its dimensions, intensity,
direction and motives, has been determined by these transformations that occurred in
Albania in this period (INSTAT, 2004).

In this section, we will present a migration chronology as it has been shaped by
economic and political transformation through the transition period. The scheme of
migration chronology draws widely on the available literature concerning Albanian
migration and is strongly confirmed by the existing data (Pastore, 1999; King, 2005;
King and Vullnetari, 2003; Vullnetari 2007; INSTAT 2001; UNDP, 2000; Barjaba,
2003; etc). In addition, we want to give further insights in understanding the role of
economic and political transformations during the transition period in shaping the mi-
gration chronology.

1990: the demise of the communist regime – open borders (administrative and
national) after 45 years of extreme isolation

At the beginning of the 1990s, Albania was experiencing the transition from a com-
munist regime and a difficult start towards an open market economy. Economic indi-
cators and political events were changing dynamically and, for the first time in almost
five decades, Albanians were free to move.

The collapse of communism resulted, additional to other reasons, from people’s
high levels of dissatisfaction with the regime. For 45 years, the population had been
obliged to live in total isolation, under political pressure and extremely difficult eco-
nomic conditions. In this tense situation following the liberalisation of passports in
June 1990, the first political exodus known as the ‘embassy phenomenon’ took place.
This political exodus gave the first real shock to communism. More than 5 000 people
crossed the walls of the western embassies searching for better living conditions and
as a response to the communist regime. Later on, these people were allowed to enter
their countries of choice, mainly Germany, France and Italy. According to Vullnetari
(2007), it was this first wave of emigration which created the basis for chain migra-
tion in western Europe.

Without any doubt, this phenomenon was the witness of communism’s demise
and it is generally seen as a response of people to the isolation and denial of foreign
travel, as well as a result of the difficult economic conditions. This first wave of emi-
gration signalled the starting point of numerous and continuous flows of people,
mainly to Italy and Greece as the nearest countries to reach.

Data for this period, because of the difficulties in record-keeping, are not accurate;
we have only a few estimates of the levels of international migration. As such, it is
estimated that approximately 20 000 Albanians left the country in 1990. 
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1991: first democratic election – mass migration to Italy and Greece 
At the beginning of 1991, the general political and economic situation was turning
into a real crisis. Finally, in March 1991 the first democratic and pluralist election was
held. Muco (1997) points out the importance of this moment as the first phase of eco-
nomic reforms. Moreover, he argues that these reforms were accompanied by contro-
versies, political instability and confusion.

The victory of the former Party of Labour in the first democratic elections was fol-
lowed by massive opposition spread all over the country, resulting in widespread
strikes, especially in Tiranë. In this condition, the economy was collapsing and the
political situation was very tense. The general macroeconomic achievements until
that moment were deteriorating. According to the IMF economic review for Albania
(1994), output decreased by 50 per cent in 1992 compared with the end of 1990, while
the external debt reached 30 per cent of GDP. Inflation was also increasing sharply, at
15 per cent monthly by the beginning of 1992 (IMF, 1994). Moreover, unemployment
rates, criminality and insecurity were continuously rising.

The emerging situation created the push factors for a second extraordinary wave
of emigration. In March 1991, more than 25 000 people were engaged in migration to
southern Italy. People were trying to reach Italy and Greece by any means, risking
their lives crossing thousands of miles over the sea in inappropriate, yet packed, boats
or by crossing dangerous paths of a thousand miles on foot. In just one month, over
May-June 1991, more than 100 000 people would cross the Albanian border, with 76
per cent headed for Greece and 24 per cent for Italy (Bërxholi and Doka, 1996).

The first waves of emigrants were, under the status of refugees, generally ac-
cepted by foreign destination countries but, after the democratic election and the gen-
eral economic political changes, a process of repatriation started; and Albanian mi-
grants were no longer accepted as refugees. This situation reinforced illegal
migration, especially to Greece and Italy, making its documentation very difficult.
Nonetheless, there is an estimate that 300 000 people emigrated from Albania be-
tween 1991 and 1992 (Bërxholi and Doka, 1997; Carletto et al, 2006). According to
different sources of data,9 during 1991-1992 alone around 20 000 people emigrated
every month resulting, by the end of 1992, in a 9 per cent decrease in the total popula-
tion compared with 1989.

Moreover, the parliamentary election lists of 1991 and 1992 show evidence re-
lated to the massive emigration of the population. According to these lists, many dis-
tricts, as well as the country as a whole, observed a considerable loss of population in
this period. Internal migration was not, during this period, yet a concern and the loss
of population in many districts of the country was thus the result of massive emigra-
tion. This statement is supported also by the observed decrease in the total population
of the country. According to the parliamentary and local lists for the March 1991 elec-
tion, the total population of Albania had decreased by 2.99 per cent since 1989 while
in July 1992, this rose as high as 5.58 per cent.

The south-eastern regions of Albania have experienced the major loss in the popu-
lation, due to the close vicinity with Greece, while the north shows a moderate de-

9 INSTAT, 2001; Doka, 2005; Misja, 1998; etc.
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crease in population as a result of internal migration mainly to Tiranë, Durrës, Lezhë,
etc.

Internal migration during this period has compensated to a certain extent the loss
of population in some regions as a result of emigration. However, internal movements
have been characterised by a lack of organisation and direction policies. As such, in-
ternal migration was accompanied by a massive, chaotic and disproportionate devel-
opment of urban zones and the abandonment of rural areas. This tendency would be
reinforced in the future.

1993-1996: economic growth and political stability – steady emigration rates and
rising internal migration
Following the chaos and difficulties of the first years, by the end of 1992 the govern-
ment had implemented serious economic reforms. The former Party of Labour re-
signed under the pressure of widespread strikes and opposition. Even the coalition
government which came to power after the resignation of the former Party of Labour
did not succeed with the macroeconomic reforms undertaken. After the Democratic
Party withdrew from the coalition government, new elections were held on 22 March
1992.

The Democratic Party won the elections and immediately launched very ambi-
tious economic and social reforms. The programme implemented by the new govern-
ment was financially supported by the World Bank, the IMF and the European Com-
munity (IMF, 1994). Moreover, Albania received financial aid also from other
countries, such as Italy, Greece, Germany and the United States. As a result, the coun-
try embarked on a period of high and steady economic growth. Inflation decreased
from 237 per cent in 1992 to 31 per cent by the end of 1993, to 16 per cent in 1994
and only 5 per cent in 1995 (IMF, 1994, 1996; INSTAT, 1998; Muco, 1997; etc).

An important role in the economic stabilisation of Albania during this period was
played without any doubt by remittances sent by emigrants. According to several dif-
ferent sources, remittances constitute the main financial aid to the Albanian economy
in this period. Korovilas (1999) argues that, by the mid-1990s, an estimated $700m
per month was being sent back home or, in other words, one quarter of the country’s
GDP.

During this period of greater stability in the economy of the country, internal mi-
gration rates started to increase continuously. The main destinations were the capital
and the coastal and central regions, while the north-east was losing its population. The
rise of internal migration in this period was influenced also by remittances from emi-
grants. International migration started to finance internal migration: family members
of emigrants finally had the financial means to move internally within the country, to-
wards better economic and geographical conditions and opportunities.

King (2003) argues that international migration, in the Albanian context, is usu-
ally a first step that is followed by an internal migration of other family members and,
further on, by the reunion of the entire family in the case of return migration.

1997: the collapse of pyramid schemes10 – new waves of exodus
The lack of a developed banking system ‘forced’ many people, especially emigrants,
to invest their money in so-called pyramid investment schemes. At their peak, their
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nominal value amounted to almost half the country’s GDP. A large part of the popula-
tion, about two-thirds, invested their money in these financial schemes (Jarvis, 2000).
Given their very high rates of interest, pyramid schemes became an easy source of in-
come, to the point that many people sold their houses and properties to invest the
money. Remittances accounted for the main investments in pyramid schemes; emi-
grants were sending more and more money to invest in such ‘easy earnings’ schemes.

The pyramids collapsed in early 1997. This collapse was accompanied by anar-
chy, chaos and nearly a civil war throughout the country. The economic and political
developments achieved up to that moment were damaged and Albania descended into
total chaos.11

The dramatic situation during this period triggered a new wave of massive emi-
gration mainly to Italy and Greece. Once more, thousands of Albanians were on the
exodus, either by boat to Italy or over land to Greece.

1999: Kosovo crises – Albania from a country of emigration to a country of immi-
gration
After the collapse of the pyramid schemes, aside of its dramatic consequences for the
country and its population, the economy rapidly recovered. GDP was growing re-
markably: 12 per cent in 1998 (King, 2005).

Suddenly Albania, while still a fragile society which was trying to come to terms
with its difficult past, found itself converted into a country of immigration. In 1999,
the Kosovo crises produced more than 500 000 refugees moving to Albania. There
are close cultural and ethnic ties between both countries. They also share the same
language. However, in the actual situation, this represented a major source of pressure
on the economy of the country.

Furthermore, many of the Kosovan refugees used Albania as a transit point to mi-
grate to other western countries. According to King (2005), many Albanians from the
north mixed themselves with Kosovans in search of asylum in other countries.

2000-2007: towards a stable economic and political situation – controlled emigra-
tion and continued urbanisation
In the years following 2000, after the Kosovo crises were over, the economic condi-
tions and political situation started to stabilise. Moreover, the data in existence sug-
gest that international migration since 2000, and especially since 2002, has been
steady and that no peak of mass migration has been observed.

Nevertheless, Albanian politics and the economy continue to be dominated by
corruption, the mismanagement of public funds and poor economic planning in gen-

10 Pyramid schemes are informal financial institutions in which people invest their money
while getting very high rates in return. Albania’s formal financial system was rudimen-
tary. After the transition, there were few private banks. With the banks unable to satisfy
private sector demand for credit, an informal credit market grew, based on family ties and
financed by remittances (Jarvis, 2002).

11 By March 1997, large parts of the country, especially the south, were no longer under
government control. Weapons depots were thrown open and more than one million weap-
ons came into the hands of the people. During this period, a new wave of uncontrolled
emigration began.
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eral (Vullnetari, 2007). In this situation, there are continuous regional disparities re-
lated to better economic developments in some regions and profound poverty in oth-
ers.

During this period, the central region, and mainly Tiranë, has continuously at-
tracted more people. The urban population in this region has increased by 45 per cent
since 1990 (King and Vullnetari, 2003). The growth of Tiranë has continued during
these years with the same rhythm and it is estimated to have become the residence of
more than one-third of the total population by 2007.

According to further estimates, internal migration is expected to continue to fol-
low the same trends which means a massive urbanisation of some areas and the de-
population of others. Albania remains a predominantly rural country although there
are assertions stating the opposite. It is true that Albanian internal migration patterns
are dominated, and will continue to be dominated, by large rural-urban flows. This
continuing trend will soon lead to an urban population larger in size than the rural
population.

Conclusions 
The seventeen years of transition which led Albania from a planned towards a free
market economy have changed the face of the country enormously. Developments
following the democratisation processes have certainly effected dynamic socio-eco-
nomic and political transformations. As such, these transformations have played a
considerable role in changing the landscape of Albanian demography. Demographic
changes are expressed in a decrease in the total population, a slowing down of the nat-
ural rate of increase, a chaotic and massive increase of the population in cities, an in-
creased concentration of the population in the central and western part of the country
and an abandonment of the remote north-eastern parts. Migration, internal and inter-
national, constitutes the main factor in these social and demographic changes.

Breaking out of the political and economic isolation imposed by the communist
regime has contributed to a great spatial mobility of the population. Following the de-
mise of the communist regime, during a period of rapid change in the economic and
political situation, Albania experienced one of the most spectacular migration waves
in Europe.

The primary aim of this article was to understand and to describe the migration
levels and trends embedded in the context of transition and triggered by political and
economic transformation. Furthermore, we discussed the role of migration, internal
and international, on social and demographic changes. Our results confirm that the
mass migration following the transition period has been shaped by the political
changes and economic developments while being a facilitator of social and demo-
graphic changes.

Firstly, the chronology of migration, with alternate massive and more stabilised
migration trends, has followed the path of economic and political transformations and
developments. As such, periods of political and economic unrest have been accompa-
nied by large flows of people moving from the country; while during periods of eco-
nomic growth and political tranquillity, migration trends tend to be relatively stable.
Emigration is affected mainly by economic crises, high levels of poverty and unstable
political situations whereas internal migration is more related to economic develop-
ment and growth that drives migrants towards regions which are better off.
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Secondly, the migration chronology proposes that internal migration happened as
a second step in time following a wave of emigration. This result suggests that inter-
national migration is seen as a way to fund internal movements through remittances
sent back home, creating the financial opportunity for families to undertake internal
migration. Furthermore, political stability and economic growth, especially in certain
regions, shape the pattern and direction of internal migration.

We have also seen the significant impact of migration on social and demographic
changes in Albania. Migration, with its trends, intensity and selective character, has
played a central role in the demographic transformation of society. This impact has
both positive and negative aspects. The decrease in the total population and the re-
gional redistribution are the main changes directly affected by mass emigration and
internal movements. Furthermore, remittances; the selectivity of migration in terms of
age and sex structure and educational level; the abandonment of peripheral rural re-
gions and the massive urbanisation of others; the socio-cultural transformation of so-
ciety and regions, such as the abandonment of older generations; the increase in di-
vorce rates; and continued cultural confrontation are some of the socio-demographic
changes facilitated by massive migration.

Further research is needed to explore the significant dependent relationship be-
tween socio-economic and political transformation and the migration phenomenon.
However, we believe that the current article provides some insights and enhances our
understanding of the complex relationship between migration and the transformation
processes that are still going on in Albania. In particular, this article suggests that, to
control mass migration first, there is a need to have a stable political situation and
more homogenous economic development in the country. Secondly, given the inten-
sity and magnitude of migration flows, it is important to control its negative impact on
socio-economic and demographic changes.

Migration during this period (internal as well as external) was chaotic and not reg-
ulated by any migration policy. Albania needs to adapt and implement effective mi-
gration policies in order to minimise the costs and maximize the benefits of migration.
King et al (2003) has suggested that it is important to understand how to obtain posi-
tive effects from migration in such a way as to minimise costs and the risks. Migration
can potentially be an advantage for countries going through a political and economic
transition, as is Albania, where the situation is not stable and the future uncertain. To
do so, there is a need to improve actual migration policy, implement new initiatives
and create a collaboration between national and international policies.

An important role in a situation of over migration flows should be played by addi-
tional research, which can contribute towards a better understanding of these impor-
tant social, economic and political phenomena in Albanian society. Additional studies
may help in the implementation and promotion of effective policies and appropriate
decisions to enhance the situation of migrants and their families, as well as to stabilise
the socio-economic conditions of households and the country in general.
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