
Land of Eagles Spreads its Wings

The Balkan nation has witnessed great democratic
and economic changes - but there is still a long way to go.

Discover how its people and enterprises are driving
the country into the next phase in this digital version

of the 4-page special as published inside
The Daily Telegraph on 15 June 2015.
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Winding road from isolation to integration
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BY MICHELE GRIMALDI  ➤ Albania’s history has indeed been 

clustered with an exceptional string of challenges: scourged for 

centuries by foreign dominations, including by the Romans, the 

Serbians and the Ottomans, then firmly in the grip of communism 

for five decades thanks to dictator Enver Hoxha, Albanians were long 

deprived of the most basic human and civil rights, growing largely 

isolated from the rest of the world. 

Making reference to that period, Rama highlights, “It disrupted the 

very core texture of our society and seriously hampered our institution-

building process.” Then adds, “Against such a background, integrating 

within the EU became the only safety belt we could embrace, to start 

patching up the puzzle of mechanisms that a functioning democratic 

nation requires.”

Relentlessly bullied and brutally oppressed, yet never entirely 

defeated, Albania has developed the fibre survivors are made of. Resilient 

as it may be though, breaking free from the stranglehold of the past and 

embarking on its new path towards a more open economy has been 

anything but easy for the small Balkan nation.

For years, the country’s growth model has largely relied on 

foreign remittances and a domestic construction boom, fuelled by the 

people’s attempt to regain ownership of what they perceived as their 

dispossessed properties during the Hoxha regime. After weathering 

the global financial crunch reasonably well, a stalled eurozone 

economy, especially in recession-hit Greece and Italy where a large 

Albanian diaspora lives, has opened a crack in the cash funnel feeding 

Albania, exposing the system to a series of vulnerabilities. That, 

coupled with its existing structural weaknesses, placed the economy 

under increasing pressure.

When it comes to the EU accession process, Albania has some 

catching up to do. Concepts like accountability, transparency, 

compliance with the law, ethical and fair business practices, 

international standards, widely adopted and implemented throughout 

the EU community, are still fuzzy words in the vocabulary of the 

average Albanian entrepreneur or public servant. The path ahead 

is a steep one and Rama is well aware of it. Since taking office in 

September 2013, he has enacted a series of strong measures to crack 

down on corruption, cronyism and widespread informality, including 

the massive tearing down of illegal constructions and the exemplary 

punishment of electricity theft and other violations by severe fining 

and even incarceration.

However harsh such measures may appear or feel, he views this 

shock therapy as an essential instrument to set the country on the 

right path, and ultimately raise the living standards of its people to 

more acceptable levels. If the universal truth, that having a sound rule 

of law builds confidence in the nation’s institutions, leading to higher 

productivity and economic development, holds true, the Prime Minister 

may have just found the right formula to turn the country’s fate around, 

in the medium to long term. 

The government has identified energy, agriculture, tourism and 

manufacturing as Albania’s primary sources of sustainable growth 

and FDI (Foreign Direct Investment), though further diversification 

is key to boosting competitiveness going forward. Having a safe and 

efficient transport and infrastructure system is also a priority, and 

Public-Private Partnership (PPP) is viewed as a vital tool to achieve 

this goal. Hence, the importance of foreign investors and the support 

of the EU, with regards to the modernisation of seaports, the 

upgrading of the national grid and the strengthening of intraregional 

connectivity through an integrated intermodal transport network. 

The man in charge of this process, Minister of Transport and 

Infrastructure, Edmond Haxhinasto, shows confidence, “As an active 

promoter of good neighbourly relations across the region, Albania is 

in a unique position to promote projects that are beneficial to all.” 

According to the authorities, the existing national laws on concessions 

and public procurement meet European standards. Thus, they guarantee 

the transparency of deals, the accountability of officials and, most 

importantly, level playing fields for both local and foreign investors. 

The first time Albania applied for EU candidacy, 

upon joining NATO in 2009, it got turned 

down, not once but twice, on the basis of the 

inadequacy of its democratic reform process and 

its ineffectiveness in fighting organised crime 

and corruption. Six years later, Prime Minister Edi 

Rama sees the EU integration process as the only 

way for Albania to get out of the vicious circle 

it has been trapped in, and start laying down 

the foundations of a modern democratic state. 

MIAMI INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT'S RECENTLY COMPLETED NORTH TERMINAL

S
trategically placed in the heart of the Adriatic Sea 

and a comfortable 20-minute drive from Tirana, is 

Albania’s second city Durrës, home among others to 

the country’s largest port and economic powerhouse. Owned 

by the State and controlled by the Ministry of Transport and 

Infrastructure, the port is managed and operated by the 

Durrës Port Authority (DPA).

A quick glance from the sky is enough to realise that this is 

not your average harbour: stretching 18 km from north to south, 

the Durrës Cape shields it from winds and currents, transforming 

it into a natural shelter for vessels waiting to be anchored. As 

the newly appointed CEO, Gazmend Shalsi, rightly observes, 

“The same good reasons that made the Romans decide to place 

a harbour here 2,000 years ago, are still valid today.” Shalsi 

may have a valid point, as the port’s location seems anything 

but accidental: a mere 120km from Montenegro, 150km from 

Macedonia and less than 200km from Greece, make Durrës the 

de facto transport and logistic hub for the entire region.

Despite its many advantages, the port is facing some serious 

challenges to compete in the current global environment; 

words like lean administration, computerisation, enhanced 

communication, economies of scale, quicker upload, offload 

and delivery times have become a “conditio sine qua non” for 

the effective management of ports worldwide. Shalsi is well 

aware that foreign investment is no longer an option - it is 

a must - if the port’s future is to be ensured, and comments 

laconically, “It is time this port is given in concession to an 

international operator, and not just partially but in its entirety.” 

Indeed, the administration’s ultimate goal is to restructure it 

into a landlord port with most of its services being provided by 

the private sector.

In recent years, the port has undergone several major 

upgrades, including the opening of a new ferry terminal in 

2012, an investment of approximately $35m, which has turned 

Durrës into one of Europe’s premier sea gateways. Additional 

operational and administrative improvements are underway 

to enhance trade activities through the Balkans in view of the 

ongoing Euro-Atlantic integration process.

Shalsi notes, “The port’s current depth levels are not 

allowing the handling of high tonnage vessels, with the result 

that often loading procedures need be performed on the road 

instead of on the quay, causing transport and operational costs 

to inevitably escalate.” The DPA has therefore made it a priority 

to dredge the entrance channel up to 12.5 metres and the basin 

up to 11.5 metres, so as to enable it to receive vessels up to 

30.000 DWT and containers of 1800-2000 TEU capacity. 

The port’s ferry terminal can handle up to 800,000 

passengers and five ferries at a time, making tourism a priority 

area for Shalsi, “In view of the upcoming summer season, we are 

evaluating a variety of strategies to boost our tourism potential, 

including a review of our tariffs and price policy. We are aware 

that we need to offer visitors an exciting entertainment package 

with more activities and cultural tours, as Durrës has an 

important amphitheatre and other historical and archaeological 

venues that can draw significant numbers of visitors to Albania.”

Longstanding
hub

"Integrating within the EU 
became the only safety belt 
we could embrace, to start 
patching up the puzzle of 
mechanisms that a functioning 
democratic nation requires”
EDI RAMA, Prime Minister of Albania
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By Marion Dakers

BRITONS are for the first time 
checking their bank balances on 
their mobile phones more often 
than on the internet or in a bank 
branch, according to a new study. 

Banking apps were used 10.5m 
times a day in March — eclipsing 
the 9.6m daily log-ins to internet 
banking services — but both are 
growing rapidly, according to the 

British Bankers’ Association. CACI, 
the company that conducted the 
BBA study, forecasts that customers 
will use mobiles to manage current 
accounts 2.3bn times in 2020 – 
more than internet, branch and 
phone banking combined.

More than 8m people have 
downloaded banking apps in the 
past year, while 2m have also 
signed up to Paym, a service 
allowing payments to be made to 

mobile phone contacts. In a typical 
week, Britons are transferring 
£2.9bn through apps. 

Meanwhile, bank branches 
carried out 427m transactions last 
year, the equivalent of 1.17m per 
day, assuming they are open seven 
days a week. The research 
suggested that the number of 
transactions in branches had fallen 
by 6pc in a year. 

“The rapid take-up of apps and 

mobile banking appears to be a 
real game-changer for the British 
public,” said Anthony Browne, 
chief executive of the BBA. 

The number of bank branches 
has been in gradual decline since 
the 1980s, the BBA said, yet the 
shift online leaves the 6.4m people 
in the UK who have never used the 
internet increasingly out of step. 

“It is vital that the Government 
invests more in 4G and high-speed 

broadband to ensure that as many 
people as possible can be included 
in the revolution that is sweeping 
through banking,” said Mr Browne. 

More than a million people 
switched banks in the year to 
March, up 7pc on a year ago, 
Payments Council figures show. 

Meanwhile, contactless bank 
cards were used 40m times in 
January, a three-fold increase on a 
year ago. Uptake was given a boost 

when Transport for London started 
accepting this payment method in 
addition to Oyster cards in 2014. 

The spending limit on a 
contactless transaction is set to rise 
from £20 to £30 in September. 

Telephone banking, meanwhile, 
is rapidly disappearing. Between 
2008 and 2013, phone transactions 
fell by 43pc, the BBA said.

Anthony Browne: B2

By Ambrose Evans-Pritchard

THE radical wing of Greece’s Syriza 
party is to table plans over coming 
days for an Icelandic-style default 
and a nationalisation of the Greek 
banking system, deeming it point-
less to continue talks with Europe’s 
creditor powers.

Syriza sources say measures 
being drafted include capital con-
trols and a sovereign central bank 
able to stand behind a new financial 
system. While some form of dual 
currency might be possible, such a 
structure would be incompatible 
with eurozone membership and 
would imply a rapid return to the 
drachma.

The confidential plans were cir-
culating over the weekend, backed 
by 30 MPs from the Aristeri Plat-
forma, or Left Platform, as well as 
others. It is understood that the 
nationalist ANEL party in the ruling 
coalition is also willing to force a 
rupture with creditors, if need be.

“This goes well beyond the Left 
Platform. We are talking serious 
numbers,” said one Syriza MP 
involved in the draft. 

“We are all horrified by the idea 
of surrender, and we will not allow 
ourselves to be throttled to death by 
European monetary union,” he told 
The Daily Telegraph.

The militant views on the Left 
show how difficult it could be for 
prime minister Alexis Tsipras to 
rally his party in support for any 
deal that crosses Syriza’s electoral 
“red lines” on pensions, labour 
rights, austerity, and debt relief. 

Yet they also strengthen his hand 
as talks with EMU creditors turn 
increasingly dangerous, and may 
come to a head this week.

Mr Tsipras warned them over the 
weekend that they should not push 
him too far. “Our only criterion is 
an end to the ‘memoranda of servi-
tude’ and an exit from the crisis,” 
he said. “If Europe wants the divi-
sion and the perpetuation of servi-
tude, we will take the plunge and 
issue a ‘big no’. We will fight for the 
dignity of the people and our sover-
eignty,” he added. 

European officials examined “war 
game” scenarios of a Greek default 
in Bratislava on Thursday, admitting 
for the first time that they may need 
a Plan B after all. The creditors argue 
that a “Grexit” would be suicidal for 
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By Rhiannon Williams

THE chief executive of the London 
Stock Exchange has called on the 
Government to abolish stamp duty 
on all listed shares ahead of the 
summer Budget next month.

Writing exclusively for The Daily 
Telegraph to commemorate the 
20th anniversary of the Aim 
market, Xavier Rolet said more had 
to be done to make markets more 
accessible to investors.

“Abolishing the tax would lead to 
an immediate 7.7pc, or £133bn, 
increase in the value of listed 
companies on the LSE’s main 
market on the day of abolition,” he 
wrote. “It would incentivise saving 
for the future, removing a £402m a 
year burden from UK pension 
schemes and reduce the tax 
liability by up to £18,000 from the 
average UK family’s savings.”

Mr Rolet said removing stamp 
duty on the Aim market had had a 
“very positive impact”, and that 
extending the measure to the main 
market would encourage further 
direct investment into the UK.

Stocks and shares in a UK 
company, or foreign company 
listed in the UK, worth more than 
£1,000 attract stamp duty of 0.5pc. 
The Aim sub-market did away with 
stamp duty and stamp duty reserve 
tax in April 2014. The LSE said this 
helped reduce the cost of capital 
for growth businesses over the 
medium to long term, and 
incentivise investors to back high-
growth SMEs in the UK.

The UK is lagging behind other 
developed economies by not 
broadening market access to 
private investors, Mr Rolet believes.

“The exceptional demand for 
shares in businesses like Royal 
Mail Group has proven the 
appetite savers have for investing 
and in IPOs in particular,” he 
wrote. “We ask that this Budget 
takes the steps to ensuring that a 
private investor tranche becomes 
not an oddity, but the default 
choice for most companies as 
they IPO.”
ÞCity grandee Donald Brydon, 
chairman of Royal Mail, is in 
advanced talks with the LSE to 
become its new chairman, replac-
ing Chris Gibson-Smith.

Comment: B4

By Graham Ruddick

TESCO and Wm Morrison 
have received the most com-
plaints from suppliers in the 
grocery industry about their 
conduct, according to a Daily 
Telegraph analysis.

The companies both 
received 18 complaints from 
suppliers relating to potential 
breaches of the Groceries 
Supply Code of Practice 
(GSCOP). This compares with 
just four for Marks & Spencer. 

Sainsbury’s said it had a 
“small number” of complaints 
and passed on just two to its 
code compliance officer.

Britain’s biggest food retail-
ers have been forced to dis-
close disputes with suppliers 
in their annual reports after 
new rules were brought in 
with the launch of the Grocer-
ies Code Adjudicator (GCA).

The watchdog monitors 
retailers with sales of more 
than £1bn and is designed to 
clamp down on the abuse of 

suppliers, such as late pay-
ments or changing contract 
terms without notice. The 
GCA, led by Christine Tacon, 
cannot issue fines but can 
name and shame retailers.

Of the 18 complaints 
received by Tesco, 17 were said 
to be resolved and the retailer 
was still in discussions over 
the final matter.

Morrisons said that all 18 of 
its complaints were put to its 
compliance officer and only 
four remained unresolved. 

telegraph.co.uk/
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By Rhiannon Williams

OFFICIAL figures published 
later this week are likely to 
show that real wages have 
grown by their fastest rate 
since October 2007.

Average weekly earnings are 
predicted to have grown by an 
annual rate of between 2.5pc 
and 2.6pc between February 
and April 2015, compared with 
2.2pc between January and 

March, according to the Reso-
lution Foundation, an inde-
pendent think tank.

Combined with inflation fall-
ing by 0.1pc during April, this 
means real wages grew by 
between 2.5pc and 2.7pc — the 
fastest rate since October 2007 
saw an increase of 2.5pc.

Average weekly earnings are 
still lower than a decade ago, 
and around £100 a week lower 
than they could have been had 

the financial crisis not hap-
pened, the foundation added.

Matthew Whittaker, the think 
tank’s chief economist, said: 

“The good news is that real 
wages are now – finally – grow-
ing at a respectable rate. The 
bad news is that this only 
appears to be happening 
because of inflation falling to 
unprecedented levels.

“Normally we’d have 
expected wages to grow at 
this rate far earlier on in a 
recovery so there is an enor-
mous amount of ground to 
make up.”

By Anna White

HUNTERS estate agents is 
expected to announce its 
intention to float tomorrow, 
marking the launch of an 
aggressive expansion plan 
which it hopes will take the 
franchise network from 153 
branches to more than 500 in 
just three years. 

The company, founded in 
1992, has been priced at £20m 

and will be listed on the junior 
Aim market at the end of the 
month. 

Hunters wants to become 
the UK’s largest estate agency, 
taking the business from a 
valuation of £20m to £100m 
by 2018, and rivalling the 
market leader, Countrywide.

The business started with 
one branch in York and grew 
to cover Yorkshire’s “Golden 
Triangle” of Leeds, Harrogate 

and York. It had grown to 49 
franchised agents, all of which 
adopted the Hunters brand, by 
2011 when it acquired 60 
branches of Countrywide’s 
Bairstow Eves group, and 
entered the London market 
for the first time.

In 2014, Hunters bought 
another estate agent group in 
the Midlands, also called 
Hunters, and this year it has 
bought a portfolio of rural 

agents, Country Properties. In 
April, the board appointed 
Harry Hill, once boss of Coun-
trywide and a founder of 
Rightmove, to lead the expan-
sion of the company, which 
reported sales last year of 
£9.2m. 

Today, the company is also 
expected to announce the 
acquisition of a Norfolk sales 
and lettings agency, Kudos 
Residential.

2.7pc
Highest forecast for real-terms 
wage growth between February 
and April this year
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Greece. They have been negotiating 
on the assumption that Syriza must 
be bluffing, and will capitulate. 

Little thought has been given to 
the possibility that key figures in 
Athens may be thinking along 
entirely different lines.

Tassos Koronaki, the party secre-
tary, said on Sunday that attempts 
to split the party will fail. “The gov-
ernment will not enter into any 
agreement that is not accepted by 
the parliamentary group. We are 
more united than ever,” he said.

Finance minister Yanis Varoufakis 
told Greek television that his coun-
try cannot accept an “unachievable 
fiscal plan” and warned creditors 
that the minimum damage from 
Grexit would exceed €1trillion for 
the European financial system. 

Syriza’s Left Platform has studied 
the Icelandic model, extolled as a 
success story by the International 

Monetary Fund itself. “The Greek 
banks must be nationalised imme-
diately, along with the creation of a 
bad bank. There may have to be 
some restrictions on cash with-
drawals,” said one Syriza MP.

“The banks will go ape-s---, of 
course. We are aware that there will 
be a lot of lawsuits, but at the end of 
the day we are a sovereign power,” 
he said.

Deposit outflows from the banks 
are running near €400m a day and 
could turn into a national bank run. 
This is alarming, but it has advan-
tages for Syriza hard-liners. The 
immediate problem is landing in 
the lap of the European Central 
Bank, which has had to raise its 
emergency liquidity support (ELAs) 
for the Greek banks to €83bn. The 
ECB is ever further on the hook. 

While Greeks are hiding their 
money in mattresses or parking it in 

foreign accounts, the wealth still 
exists and could be used to replen-
ish new banks in the future. 

“The more the deposit flight goes 
on, the easier Grexit will be,” said 
one Syriza official. “It is a trump 
card,” said another.

Syriza has a strong ideological 
motive to strike at the financial 
elites. It views the banks as the 
nerve centre of an entrenched oli-
garchy that has run the country for 
half a century as a family business. 
Forcing these institutions into 
bankruptcy provides cover for a 
socio-political purge, best under-
stood as a revolution. 

Iceland is a tempting model for 
Greece, but the parallel can be 
pushed too far. 

The country seized control of its 
three big banks – Glitnir, Kaupth-
ing, and Landsbanki – when the 
crisis span out of control in 2008. It 

wiped out shareholders and 
defaulted to foreign creditors, set-
ting off a storm of protest. But, 
contrary to apocalyptic warnings, a 
50pc devaluation proved part of the 
cure. The krona has since strength-
ened slightly against the euro.

However, Iceland has a very dif-
ferent society and economic struc-
ture. Quick stabilisation was possi-
ble only because the IMF and the 
Nordic countries stepped in with a 
$5bn rescue package.

Greece has already exhausted its 
IMF quota in the two failed rescues 
of 2010 and 2012, and is now at dag-
gers drawn with the Fund’s team in 
Athens. 

Mr Tsipras faces a critical choice. 
If he accepts creditor demands, he 
may lose a large bloc of his own 
party and have to rely on the estab-
lishment parties to push the deal 
through the Greek parliament.

Men of the people: a member of the public stops Alexis Tsipras and Yanis Varoufakis in an Athens park to ask for a photograph
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BRITISH companies should break 
through the “class ceiling” by 
hiring the most suitable people 
instead of focusing on those who 

By Laura Donnelly, Health Editor 

A STRUGGLING NHS trust is paying 
£47,000 a month for a temporary finance 
chief despite a Government order to halt 
the “excessive and indefensible” rates 
paid on short-term contracts, an investi-
gation by The Daily Telegraph has found.

Barts NHS trust, which has the highest 
bill for agency doctors and nurses and is 
forecasting the greatest deficit in the his-
tory of the NHS, is paying rates equiva-
lent to an annual salary of £561,000.

In a private letter to the heads of all 
NHS trusts, leaked to The Daily Telegraph, 
Jeremy Hunt orders a clamping down on 
the practice which allows roving NHS 
executives to earn up to £600,000 a year. 
Some senior managers have earned up to 
£3,000 a day.

In many cases, highlighted by a series 
of Telegraph investigations, the rates have 
been paid to bureaucrats who had taken 
early retirement from the NHS with pay-
offs of up to £700,000. Although such 
contracts are supposed to be short-term, 
some deals have lasted longer than two 
years.

The Health Secretary wrote that in 
future, no manager paid “off-payroll” — 
on a short-term contract — will be able to 
earn more than a person doing the same 
job permanently. 

After highlighting existing rules which 
state that board members should be on 
the payroll unless cases are exceptional 
and short-term, he says: “I believe the 
daily rates paid for such appointments 
amount, on an annual basis, to pay which 
is excessive and indefensible.” 

Latest accounts show that Barts — 
which last year spent a record £80million 
on agency doctors and nurses — started 
paying £46,800 a month for the services 
of Ian Miller, a temporary finance direc-
tor, earlier this year.

Figures for the last financial year show 
payments of £78,000 plus VAT were due 
to be made to the firm Maxentius, of 
which Mr Miller is a director, for his serv-
ices in February and March. The sums 
equate to an annual salary of £561,100. 
He remains in the position.

By comparison, Simon Stevens, the 
head of the NHS, earns £190,000 a year.

Last night, Mr Miller said the figure did 
not accurately represent his earnings 
because it did not take into account his 

tax and pension deductions, which were 
on higher rates than for those paid via 
salaries. 

Before taking the contract with Barts, 
Mr Miller, 49, spent five months during 
2013-14 working at Maidstone and 
Tunbridge Wells Trust on pay rates equiv-
alent to a £602,000 salary. 

Mr Hunt writes that “although we have 
reduced the number of senior managers 
across the NHS by over 1,800” more than 
a fifth of directors are paid in excess of 
£142,500, the salary of David Cameron. 
“At a time of financial pressure, it is right 
to question the need to pay so many NHS 
staff more than the Prime Minister,” Mr 
Hunt wrote.

An investigation by this newspaper ear-
lier this month revealed that Barts, which 
is already on “special measures” has 
spent record amounts on agency work-
ers. In three years, it has spent £192mil-
lion on temporary doctors and nurses. 

Last month, the trust, which runs three 
London hospitals — the Royal London 
Hospital, Whipps Cross Hospital and 
Newham Hospital — got one of the worst 
inspection reports ever handed out by 
The Care Quality Commission.

Barts is among nine trusts currently 
labelled “inadequate” by regulators.

The trust is forecasting a £135million 
deficit this year — double that expected by 
any other organisation. Its £20million 
loss in April alone compares with losses 
of £80million during the last financial 
year. Latest board papers show that in 
one month the trust hired 1,300 tempo-
rary doctors and nurses.

Earlier this month, Mr Hunt announced 
a clamping down on “exorbitant” levels 
of spending on temporary doctors and 
nurses. Hourly rates will be capped and 
trusts which are in financial difficulty, 
such as Barts, will be given a specific 
limit on their total agency bills.

A spokesman for Barts Health NHS 
Trust said: “The trust’s previous finance 
director left with immediate effect in Feb-
ruary. This, coupled with the significant 
financial challenges the Trust was facing, 
meant it was imperative for the Trust 
Board to appoint a highly experienced 
finance expert to lead its financial recov-
ery programme. 

“Ian Miller was available immediately 
and had the significant experience 
needed to lead the finance department of 
the largest NHS Trust in the country. The 
process to recruit to a substantive post is 
expected to be under way shortly.” 
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A day after appearing before crowds 
on the Buckingham Palace balcony 
for Trooping the Colour and watching 
the Red Arrows, Prince George 
yesterday was preoccupied with a 
rather smaller form of transport.

A red and black toy car absorbed 

the Prince’s attention while his father, 
the Duke of Cambridge, took part in 
the Festival of Polo at the Beaufort 
Polo Club, Tetbury, Gloucestershire.

Prince George, at one point, tried 
swinging a miniature polo mallet. 
Supervised by the Duchess of 

Cambridge, the third in line to the 
throne, dressed in a royal blue 
cardigan and navy shorts, climbed up 
and slid down a hill. He also spent 
time with Zara Phillips, his godmother. 

Report and pictures: Page 3

By Christopher Hope 
and Ben Riley-Smith 

AS MANY as 50 Conservative MPs are 
planning to try to force David Cameron 
into changing the rules of the European 
Union referendum in the House of 
Commons.

The Prime Minister is hoping that the 
potential Tory rebels – who include 
the former Cabinet ministers Liam Fox 
and Owen Paterson – can be bought 
off with some “credible assurances” 
before tomorrow’s crunch votes on 
backbench amendments to the EU 
Referendum Bill.

However, Sir William Cash, who led 
the Tory rebels against Sir John Major’s 
Government over the Maastricht treaty 
in the Nineties, is confident that the 
rebels can hurt Mr Cameron, with the 
support of Labour and the SNP, by 
overturning the Tories’ Commons 
majority of 12, just five days after the 
election.

He told The Daily Telegraph “the short 
answer is the numbers are there”.

The amendments would ensure that 
the Government could not publish 
pro-European reports on the eve of the 
vote, nor hold the referendum on the 
same day as other elections.

The rebels are hopeful of Labour’s 
support because Harriet Harman, the 
party’s acting leader, has criticised the 
“purdah” rules, although she has since 
tabled her own amendments to force the 
Government to issue a list of pro-EU 
publications that they planned to release 
during the 28 days before polling day.

Yesterday Mr Paterson appealed for 
Mr Cameron to allow a 28-day “purdah”.

He told BBC1’s Andrew Marr Show:
“This is a heartfelt plea to the 
Government: if it is seen to be rigged, if 
the British people don’t think it’s fair, 
then whatever the result, it won’t be seen 
to be legitimate and this whole issue will 
fester further.”

Another MP said Conservative 
Eurosceptics could not understand why 
Mr Cameron was so obviously picking a 
fight with them. One said: “Every single 
time we have confronted him, we have 
got the numbers, we have got our way. 
We really don’t want this.” 

The Tory grandee Lord Heseltine said 
the rebels should show more respect to 
Mr Cameron for having secured a 
Conservative majority.

The peer told the Andrew Marr Show:
“It is David Cameron who won that 
election for the Conservative Party and I 
would have hoped that, given that there 
is going to be a referendum, people 
would understand the complexity of 
what he’s got to do.” 

Number 10 sources said that the 
Government would look to offer 
“credible assurances” to the rebels that 
the purdah period would not be abused 
by civil servants to try to swing the vote 
in favour of a vote to stay in the EU.

One said ministers were “in listening 
mode”, adding: “The reason we are 
doing this is not that we want to go and 
spend huge amounts of money or have 
the Government machine out, it is about 
ensuring ministers can make the case.” 

Separately, it emerged that Cabinet 
ministers are among private backers of 
a 110-strong group of Tory MPs 
preparing for the possibility of Britain 
voting to leave the EU.

went to the “right universities”, Sir 
Terry Leahy says today.

Writing for The Daily Telegraph,  
the former Tesco boss says many 
business leaders would not be in 
their jobs if their companies had 
used today’s strict criteria on 
whether they had a degree from a 
top university.

His remarks emerged as a report 
by the Social Mobility and Child 
Poverty Commission showed that 
top companies were “systemati-
cally” excluding bright working-
class applicants because the 
parameters used to spot talent are 
skewed towards those from fee-

paying schools. Sir Terry, who ran 
Tesco from 1997 to 2011, writes: 
“When I was growing up, I was 
taught that if you worked hard 
enough, you could achieve any-
thing you wanted, whatever advan-
tages other people might have.

“It is an attitude that took me 
from a Liverpool council estate to 
being chief executive of Tesco for 
14 years.”

Sir Terry adds: “Sometimes 
people argue that efforts to recruit 
a more diverse workforce will 

Continued on Page 2 

Sir Terry Leahy: Page 18

By David Barrett
Home Affairs Correspondent 

ISLAMIST terrorists preyed on an 
“ordinary Yorkshire lad” and brain-
washed him into becoming Brit-
ain’s youngest suicide bomber at 
the age of just 17, his grief-stricken 
family said last night.

Talha Asmal, from Dewsbury, 
was claimed by sources closely 
linked with Islamic State of Iraq 
and the Levant (Isil) to have blown 
himself up with a car bomb in Iraq, 
alongside three other jihadis.

Eleven people were killed by the 
bombers, but last night Asmal’s 

family said he, too, was a victim of 
Isil’s perverse ideology.

His father Ebrahim, and other 
relatives, said in a statement: “Tal-
ha’s tender years and naivety were 
it seems… exploited by persons 
unknown who – hiding behind the 
anonymity of the worldwide web – 
targeted and befriended Talha and 
engaged in a process of deliberate 
and calculated grooming of him.”

In Iraq, they said, he was 
“ordered to his death by so-called 
Isil handlers and leaders too cow-
ardly to do their own ‘dirty’ work”.

Report: Page 9
Talha Asmal blew himself up in a 
car bomb in Iraq, killing 11 people

A SPACE probe that crash-landed 
on a comet is awake and commu-
nicating with Earth, scientists 
announced yesterday.

The lander Philae was dropped 
from the Rosetta spacecraft last 
November but it bounced under a 
cliff where its solar panels could 
not pick up enough sunlight.

However, the comet has moved 
close enough to the Sun for the 
probe to begin working again.

Report: Page 4

T
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BY MICHELE GRIMALDI  ➤ Albania’s history has indeed been 

clustered with an exceptional string of challenges: scourged for 

centuries by foreign dominations, including by the Romans, the 

Serbians and the Ottomans, then firmly in the grip of communism 

for five decades thanks to dictator Enver Hoxha, Albanians were long 

deprived of the most basic human and civil rights, growing largely 

isolated from the rest of the world. 

Making reference to that period, Rama highlights, “It disrupted the 

very core texture of our society and seriously hampered our institution-

building process.” Then adds, “Against such a background, integrating 

within the EU became the only safety belt we could embrace, to start 

patching up the puzzle of mechanisms that a functioning democratic 

nation requires.”

Relentlessly bullied and brutally oppressed, yet never entirely 

defeated, Albania has developed the fibre survivors are made of. Resilient 

as it may be though, breaking free from the stranglehold of the past and 

embarking on its new path towards a more open economy has been 

anything but easy for the small Balkan nation.

For years, the country’s growth model has largely relied on 

foreign remittances and a domestic construction boom, fuelled by the 

people’s attempt to regain ownership of what they perceived as their 

dispossessed properties during the Hoxha regime. After weathering 

the global financial crunch reasonably well, a stalled eurozone 

economy, especially in recession-hit Greece and Italy where a large 

Albanian diaspora lives, has opened a crack in the cash funnel feeding 

Albania, exposing the system to a series of vulnerabilities. That, 

coupled with its existing structural weaknesses, placed the economy 

under increasing pressure.

When it comes to the EU accession process, Albania has some 

catching up to do. Concepts like accountability, transparency, 

compliance with the law, ethical and fair business practices, 

international standards, widely adopted and implemented throughout 

the EU community, are still fuzzy words in the vocabulary of the 

average Albanian entrepreneur or public servant. The path ahead 

is a steep one and Rama is well aware of it. Since taking office in 

September 2013, he has enacted a series of strong measures to crack 

down on corruption, cronyism and widespread informality, including 

the massive tearing down of illegal constructions and the exemplary 

punishment of electricity theft and other violations by severe fining 

and even incarceration.

However harsh such measures may appear or feel, he views this 

shock therapy as an essential instrument to set the country on the 

right path, and ultimately raise the living standards of its people to 

more acceptable levels. If the universal truth, that having a sound rule 

of law builds confidence in the nation’s institutions, leading to higher 

productivity and economic development, holds true, the Prime Minister 

may have just found the right formula to turn the country’s fate around, 

in the medium to long term. 

The government has identified energy, agriculture, tourism and 

manufacturing as Albania’s primary sources of sustainable growth 

and FDI (Foreign Direct Investment), though further diversification 

is key to boosting competitiveness going forward. Having a safe and 

efficient transport and infrastructure system is also a priority, and 

Public-Private Partnership (PPP) is viewed as a vital tool to achieve 

this goal. Hence, the importance of foreign investors and the support 

of the EU, with regards to the modernisation of seaports, the 

upgrading of the national grid and the strengthening of intraregional 

connectivity through an integrated intermodal transport network. 

The man in charge of this process, Minister of Transport and 

Infrastructure, Edmond Haxhinasto, shows confidence, “As an active 

promoter of good neighbourly relations across the region, Albania is 

in a unique position to promote projects that are beneficial to all.” 

According to the authorities, the existing national laws on concessions 

and public procurement meet European standards. Thus, they guarantee 

the transparency of deals, the accountability of officials and, most 

importantly, level playing fields for both local and foreign investors. 

The first time Albania applied for EU candidacy, 
upon joining NATO in 2009, it got turned 
down, not once but twice, on the basis of the 
inadequacy of its democratic reform process and 
its ineffectiveness in fighting organised crime 
and corruption. Six years later, Prime Minister Edi 
Rama sees the EU integration process as the only 
way for Albania to get out of the vicious circle 
it has been trapped in, and start laying down 
the foundations of a modern democratic state. 

MIAMI INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT'S RECENTLY COMPLETED NORTH TERMINAL

S
trategically placed in the heart of the Adriatic Sea 

and a comfortable 20-minute drive from Tirana, is 

Albania’s second city Durrës, home among others to 

the country’s largest port and economic powerhouse. Owned 

by the State and controlled by the Ministry of Transport and 

Infrastructure, the port is managed and operated by the 

Durrës Port Authority (DPA).

A quick glance from the sky is enough to realise that this is 

not your average harbour: stretching 18 km from north to south, 

the Durrës Cape shields it from winds and currents, transforming 

it into a natural shelter for vessels waiting to be anchored. As 

the newly appointed CEO, Gazmend Shalsi, rightly observes, 

“The same good reasons that made the Romans decide to place 

a harbour here 2,000 years ago, are still valid today.” Shalsi 

may have a valid point, as the port’s location seems anything 

but accidental: a mere 120km from Montenegro, 150km from 

Macedonia and less than 200km from Greece, make Durrës the 

de facto transport and logistic hub for the entire region.

Despite its many advantages, the port is facing some serious 

challenges to compete in the current global environment; 

words like lean administration, computerisation, enhanced 

communication, economies of scale, quicker upload, offload 

and delivery times have become a “conditio sine qua non” for 

the effective management of ports worldwide. Shalsi is well 

aware that foreign investment is no longer an option - it is 

a must - if the port’s future is to be ensured, and comments 

laconically, “It is time this port is given in concession to an 

international operator, and not just partially but in its entirety.” 

Indeed, the administration’s ultimate goal is to restructure it 

into a landlord port with most of its services being provided by 

the private sector.

In recent years, the port has undergone several major 

upgrades, including the opening of a new ferry terminal in 

2012, an investment of approximately $35m, which has turned 

Durrës into one of Europe’s premier sea gateways. Additional 

operational and administrative improvements are underway 

to enhance trade activities through the Balkans in view of the 

ongoing Euro-Atlantic integration process.

Shalsi notes, “The port’s current depth levels are not 

allowing the handling of high tonnage vessels, with the result 

that often loading procedures need be performed on the road 

instead of on the quay, causing transport and operational costs 

to inevitably escalate.” The DPA has therefore made it a priority 

to dredge the entrance channel up to 12.5 metres and the basin 

up to 11.5 metres, so as to enable it to receive vessels up to 

30.000 DWT and containers of 1800-2000 TEU capacity. 

The port’s ferry terminal can handle up to 800,000 

passengers and five ferries at a time, making tourism a priority 

area for Shalsi, “In view of the upcoming summer season, we are 

evaluating a variety of strategies to boost our tourism potential, 

including a review of our tariffs and price policy. We are aware 

that we need to offer visitors an exciting entertainment package 

with more activities and cultural tours, as Durrës has an 

important amphitheatre and other historical and archaeological 

venues that can draw significant numbers of visitors to Albania.”

Longstanding
hub

"Integrating within the EU 
became the only safety belt 
we could embrace, to start 
patching up the puzzle of 
mechanisms that a functioning 
democratic nation requires”
EDI RAMA, Prime Minister of Albania

"The same 
good reasons 
that made
the Romans 
decide
to place
a harbour
here 2000 
years ago, 
are still
valid
today"
GAZMEND SHALSI

General Director,

Dürres Port Authority

“As an active 
promoter 
of good 
neighbourly 
relations across 
the region, 
Albania is in a 
unique position 
to promote 
projects that 
are beneficial 
to all”
EDMOND HAXHINASTO

Minister of Transport

and Infrastructure

PART ONE

DURRES PORT AUTHORITY
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B
ordered by Montenegro, Kosovo and 

Macedonia to the north, and Greece to the 

south, within a 2-4hr flight from Europe’s 

major urban centres and a mere 70km away from 

Italy, this small Balkan nation of only 28,750 sq 

km packs a heap of attractions within its borders. 

With seven different mountain ranges, 247 natural 

lakes, 25 canyons, 360km of beautifully rugged 

coastline, four UNESCO World Heritage sites and much 

more, the country is not short of options when it comes 

to getting your hard-earned travelling money’s worth. Albania 

is about savouring conveniently served geographic and cultural 

diversity, in the comfort of a cosy and hospitable setting. Its 

climate is also the envy of many, with around 2,500 hours of 

sunshine per year and temperatures above 20˚C for almost a 

third of it. Not to mention its wide selection of fresh produce, and 

a cuisine that can conquer even the most demanding of palates.

Since the early 2000s, Albania’s tourism sector has registered 

a steep growth in demand. According to the Albanian Institute 

of Statistics (INSTAT), in 2013 its contribution to national GDP 

amounted to approx. 4.8% and projections indicate that by 2024 

the figure will escalate to more than 6%. The number of tourists 

also registered an impressive tenfold increase, jumping from 

around 300,000 in the early 2000s to almost 3.5m in 2013. In 

terms of employment creation, the WTTC reports that the sector 

currently contributes to roughly 4.3% of Albania’s total workforce, 

and it is expected to rise to 5.7%, or 61,000 jobs, over the next 

decade. Needless to say, tourism is seen by many as the master 

key that can unlock Albania’s unexploited potential going forward. 

A series of obstacles, however, stand in the way of achieving such a 

goal. Insufficient and unsafe roads, malfunctioning public utilities, 

unregulated waste disposal, illegal construction and insecure land 

A
t 15 storeys and as one of Albania’s longest established and 
most iconic luxury hospitality brands, Tirana International 
Hotel & Conference Centre dominates the capital’s 

landmark area “par excellence”, Skanderbeg Square, on the verge 
of Tirana’s cultural, business and entertainment section. Ram 
Geci is the man with the passe-partout and runs it with an eye on 
the numbers and the other on giving patrons a reason to be back.

The affable and charming entrepreneur explains how it 
all began, “I had my start in the private sector in 1992, when 
pluralism and free entrepreneurship finally made their way into 
Albania. The market had been closed for so long, that there was a 
need for virtually everything so for the first couple of years I was 
engaged in trading all sorts of products, from foodstuffs to home 
appliances and electronics.” He recalls the many challenges he 
had to face, as banks were not granting loans, but things went 
well and two years later he established Geci Group. “Initially, we 
were mainly engaged in home restructuring and renovations, 
then, as the economy grew, we gradually expanded to road 
and infrastructure works, water management systems and 
hydropower stations.”

The acquisition of 100% of Tirana International Hotel & 
Conference Centre, in 2011, marks yet another milestone and a 
new professional adventure for Geci. He recalls that time with 
a smile imbued with pride and satisfaction, “Interacting on a 
regular basis with people from different latitudes and cultures can 
be a challenge, but a very fulfilling one nevertheless. Welcoming 
visitors with first-rate customer service remains our No1 priority: 
we are a 100% Albanian hotel and we want people to not only feel 
at home here but to also get a true taste of Albanian hospitality.”

As the largest hotel and conference centre in the country, the 
structure features 170 rooms, a wide range of amenities and 14 
conference spaces of different shapes and sizes which play host 
to meetings for a number of high-profile clients, including EU, 
Council of Europe and NATO.

Currently valued around $45m, the property has recently 
undergone an extensive $4.3m renovation and Geci notes, “This 
latest investment is enabling us to offer our guests top-level 
service and enhanced security, which, coupled with our flexible 
price policy, makes us particularly palatable to international 

visitors,” and he quickly adds, “We are mainly a business hotel 
but we also cater to large groups of tourists coming from every 
corner of the world.” Geci’s strategy seems to have paid off, 
judging from the bustling activity on a regular day in the lobby, at 
times resembling more a trading floor than a hotel.

Geci is upbeat about Albania’s journey, “A lot of the people 
who have been coming to this hotel over the years, be they 
leisure travellers or businessmen, are surprised at how much 
this country has changed over the years. Unfortunately, when 
it comes to Albania good news does not travel as fast as less 
flattering news, but I assure you that the changes are palpable.” 
He continues, “Albania has fought hard to make up for the time 
lost during communism and today it represents a role model 
of stability, security and democratic governance for the region. 
Foreign investors must be made aware that Albania has much 
untapped potential to offer, and that if they give it a chance they 
are likely to find what they are looking for, here.”

Proud of his group’s standing in the economic landscape, he 
remarks, “We are a reliable and fair partner that has grown steadily 
since the early 90s. This enables us to offer prospective partners 
the security and stability they need for a 
long lasting collaboration in Albania.” 
When asked what he has in store for 
the future, he replies confidently, 
“We are currently assessing how 
to expand our activities through 
new investments in the area of 
tourism, perhaps through a resort 
development.”

All the indications point to the 
fact that he is setting the stage for yet 
another exciting project.

TIRANA INTERNATIONAL HOTEL & CONFERENCE CENTRE

Albania's in-house ambassador

W
hen listening to, say, your local business partner, 

people sitting at busy cafés or impromptu 

markets on street corners speak, be aware of 

the precious heritage surrounding you. Intangible yet 

substance-filled, present day Albanian features scores 

of millennia-old words, tracing back to civilisations that 

are now confined to pavilions of antiquities. A priceless 

living vestige of the archaic past of the Mediterranean 

and beyond, as revealed by emergent literature on 

linguistics, it shares profound and profuse affinities with 

some of our planet’s most ancient tongues, including 

Sanskrit, Persian, Hebrew, Akkadian, Hittite, Greek, Latin 

and the oldest branches of German. 

Indeed, the many archeological artifacts and linguistic 

relics that bear witness to a glorious past for this corner 

of Europe, speak of a cultural and spiritual hub, and a 

“melting pot” of the mythological lore of remote ages. 

After all, notwithstanding disputes on the exact location, 

these territories hosted the prominent Dodona oracle, 

drawing visitors from all corners of the globe long before 

the Hellenic, Latin and eventually Slavic civilisations 

appeared and thrived in the broader region. 

Similar to the handful of Albania’s cultural and 

historical assets, both tangible and intangible, that 

have been awarded “UNESCO World Heritage” status - 

including the 6th century illuminated Gospel manuscript 

“Codex Purpureus Beratinus”, the iso-polyphonic music 

performed by Labs and Tosks of Southern Albania, the 

citadel of Gjirokastra, the 2,400-year old town of Berat, 

and the ancient city of Butrint, inhabited since pre-

historic times and described in Virgil’s Aenead as a “Troy 

in miniature” - the Albanian language represents yet 

another invaluable treasure that has been preserved for 

the world. A meaningful contribution to the European 

“puzzle” of cultures and languages, modern Albanian 

provides an interpretation key not only to long-standing 

linguistic enigmas, but also to the historiography of the 

ancient Mediterranean in its entirety. 

Certainly, the country’s uneven, often rugged 

geography has played a role in its preservation, providing 

a natural shield from the random ravages of rising and 

declining empires throughout the course of time. It is the 

remarkable resilience and vitality of the Albanian people 

though, that ultimately allowed the spoken language to 

be passed on to successive generations, turning it into 

an essential component of Albania’s national sentiment 

and core identity. And most likely, these very qualities 

will guarantee its longevity for centuries to come.

Since the post-1990 democratic transition, Albania 

has gradually made its way out of Europe’s “blind spot”. 

Yet, the country’s splendid heritage - the Albanian 

language being a prime asset - has yet to be fully 

cherished by visiting tourists and scholars alike. Taking 

stock of such amazing legacies will go a long way to 

ensure that Albania is no longer seen as a backward 

country in the backyard of Europe, but rather as a gem of 

immeasurable historical and cultural value for all.

Echoes of 
ancient sounds 
and languages

TOURISM

Master key to a world
of hidden treasures 
One of the very last stretches of largely unexplored land in the Old Continent, 
Albania exerts a seductive, almost hypnotic lure on the visitor. Perhaps due to 
the genuinely friendly, at times disarmingly open, nature of its people - a rather 
unexplainable outcome of its long drawn-out period of isolation - or the aura of 
mystery surrounding it, as one of Europe’s oldest and least understood civilisations, 
there is just something about Albania that is, at once, hard to grasp and hard to let go.

property rights are only some of the hurdles that have 

stifled and constrained the development of a truly 

attractive tourism proposition for Albania, so far. 

Much work remains to be done. 

The country is, among others, an oil producer, 

which poses an additional challenge when trying 

to pursue development in a sustainable manner. A 

concern that the Minister of Economic Development, 

Tourism, Trade and Entrepreneurship, Arben Ahmetaj, 

quickly dispels, “We are doing our best to strike a healthy 

balance between the needs to diversify our energy portfolio and 

to protect the environment.”  The recent addition of tourism to 

Ahmetaj’s busy portfolio indicates the government’s commitment 

to make it a pillar of its development strategy for the years to come. 

Tourism can indeed become a significant draw of fresh FDI 

(Foreign Direct Investment) to the economy and Ahmetaj points 

out, “Large-scale investments of $10m and over are protected 

under a 2010 amendment to the law which states that, in the 

event of a title dispute, foreign investors are substituted in the 

judiciary process by the Albanian state and any injunction order 

issued by the court shall be executed over state properties.” 

British investors are thus informed, Albania’s tourism is ripe and 

ready to be taken to the next level, and opportunities abound. 

One organisation that is actively engaged in raising and 

keeping Britain’s interest in Albania high, is the Albanian British 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ABCCI). Like many others, 

in the early 90s, its Chairman, Zenel Hoxha, left Albania (due 

to the hostile political situation at the time) with one key item 

on his wish list, “I chose the UK as the country that would allow 

me to improve myself, and London as the city offering the best 

conditions for this to happen.” Together with some friends, in 

1997 he decided to set up the ABCCI, which became a reality 

ALBANIAN LANGUAGE

in 2002 in Albania and in 2004 in the UK, 

and today is active in both territories with the 

same organisational model. Hoxha proudly 

highlights, “Today we have over 300 members 

and represent the most reputable brands and 

firms in both markets, across all sectors.” The ABCCI 

provides certifications in the English language on behalf of 

Cambridge University, and works closely with several colleges 

and educational institutions, as well as with a wide range of 

public and private sector stakeholders, to promote bilateral 

relations in several areas, including industry, trade, agriculture, 

tourism, energy and ICT.

"We are doing 
our best to 
strike a healthy 
balance between 
the needs 
to diversify 
our energy 
portfolio and 
to protect the 
environment"

ARBEN AHMETAJ

Minister of Economic 

Development, Tourism,

Trade and Entrepreneurship

T
he fall of communism in Albania marked the start of a new 

life chapter for Samir Mane. Vienna is where he relocated and 

discovered his vocation for business, founding Balkan Finance 

Investment Group (BALFIN) at the age of 26 and turning it, in the 

space of just two decades, into a thriving business empire with 

diversified interests in retail, real estate, mining, logistic services, 

financing and telecommunications. One of Europe’s boldest and 

most innovative self-made tycoons, Mane personifies Albanian 

entrepreneurship at its best. 

“Finding the right business associates and earning their loyalty 

has been a vital ingredient of our success over the years,” he 

highlights. His longstanding, in some cases symbiotic, partnerships 

with Albanian American Enterprise (AAEF), EBRD, Raiffeisen Bank, 

DEG, AlbStar, Samsung, LG and BEKO speak eloquently about 

BALFIN’s standards and reputation.  

Mane explains his strategy in a nutshell, “We believe in 

diversification, both geographically and business-wise. So far, 

our growth has largely been organic, though we do not disdain 

acquisitions whenever the right opportunity arises.” This is a formula 

that has allowed the group to outgrow Albania’s market capacity, and 

successfully expand into Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro, Greece 

and USA, as well as in Austria, Italy and Dubai. 

Today its portfolio includes renowned brand names Alba Trade, 

Neptun, Neptun International, Mane TCI, AlbChrome, Fashion 

Group, ACREM, Food Way, Skopje City Mall, QTU, TEG, Tirana Logistic 

Park, Jumbo, Plus Communications, Faleminderit.al, FinAl, Elektro-

Servis, Kidzone-Jumbo, and recently Carrefour. Altogether, the group 

employs over 3,000 staff.

Mane’s pioneering and innovative drive find their full 

expression in some of his latest ventures such as Green Coast 

Resort. An integrated residential complex on Palasa beach, it 

features a variety of villas, apartments and a hotel, complemented 

by top-notch infrastructure facilities, gracefully surrounded by 

lush Mediterranean scrub and the crystal clear waters of the 

Ionian sea. Or Tirana Logistic Park (TLP), a $50m, 200,000 sq m 

industrial complex offering storage, distribution, intra-logistics 

and customs services to both domestic and foreign firms, that is 

quickly establishing itself as a regional hub, thanks to its strategic 

proximity to Tirana International Airport and Dürres Port. Finally 

there is AlbChrome, Europe’s second ferrochrome producer and 

the feather in BALFIN’s cap. The company, since 2013 under its 

full ownership, exports primarily to developed markets in Europe, 

Asia and America, and is currently engaged in the acquisition 

of new chrome ore reserves and in the overall upgrading of its 

assets in Bulqiza, Klos, Burrel and Elbasan. 

Mane needs no more than one sentence to sum up his life-

long business philosophy, “Our goal is to be the No1 in each activity 

we undertake.” Reportedly, that is the case for 90% of BALFIN’s 

investments today. The group targets to achieve over $1bn in 

revenues by 2017, a figure that the serial entrepreneur claims is 

well within their reach. And looking at his track record, there is little 

reason to doubt it. 

Youth Park, Tirana Mountain range, Himara region Green Coast Resort, Palasa Beach

www.greencoast.al

A Balkan
success story

BALFIN GROUP

RAM GECI

Property Owner

of Tirana 

International 

Hotel

"We have
over 300 
members
and represent 
the most 
reputable UK 
and Albanian 
firms in the 
market, across 
all sectors"

ZENEL HOXHA

Chairman of the Albanian 

British Chamber of Commerce

and Industry
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S
trategically placed in one of Tirana’s liveliest 

spots, yet steps away from the placid waters 

of the Lana River, the 15,000 sq m campus of 

the European University of Tirana (UET) plays host 

to more than 190 academicians and around 4,000 

active students out of 6,000 registered.

It was founded in 2006, at the peak of 

Albania’s private education boom, thanks to 

the decision of four PhD students who wished 

to replicate the Anglo-Saxon education system 

in the country. Their initiative, at once bold and 

visionary, ended up shaping UET’s core identity, 

and to this day, remains one of its most defining 

traits. The university eclectic administrator and 

co-founder, Henri Çili, sums it up in a nutshell, 

“Here everything, from our management team 

to our academic pool, our teaching methods, our 

textbooks and the other educational materials 

in use, is either based on or permeated by the 

Anglo-Saxon model.” 

 “A francophone by education yet anglophile at 

heart,” as he likes to define himself, Çili considers 

English the “lingua franca of modern universities” 

- much like Latin was for 15 straight centuries. 

And as a proof of that, he observes, “During the 

90s it was common for our elite society to send 

their children to France or Italy for studying, while 

nowadays they are predominantly opting for UK 

or US institutes, instead.”

He may have a valid point. According to the 

latest report by the Times Higher Education World 

University Rankings, most of the world’s Top 

100 universities are either British, American or 

follow the Anglo-Saxon model, regardless of their 

geographical location.

Next year UET will celebrate its 10th 

anniversary and - in parallel with the anticipated 

reform of the Albanian higher education system, 

also largely inspired by the English model - it 

plans to change its status from a for-profit to a 

non-profit organisation (NPO), a growing trend 

also in the UK. 

The goal is to provide more personalized 

attention to each student, by shifting the focus on 

creating value and serving its scholars, instead of 

its shareholders. 

UET enjoys strong collaborations with 

leading institutions from Southeast Europe 

and the EU in the framework of the Tempus, 

Jean Monnet and Erasmus+ programmes, and 

it plans to offer joint doctorates in partnership 

with Aston University in Birmingham, UK. 

Other agreements worthy of mention 

are with the University of Marseille and 

the Panthéon-Assas University, France; 

the University of Bari, Italy; the University 

of Montenegro; the South East European 

University, Macedonia; Bar-Ilan University, 

Israel and the University of Santiago, Chile.

With over 90% of its graduates already 

employed in the private and public sector 

or who have transformed themselves into 

entrepreneurs, according to Çili, UET’s 

contribution to the Albanian economy is 

one that can be neither overlooked nor 

underestimated.

Anglo-Saxon at heart

"Here everything, 
from our 

management team 
to our academic 

pool, our teaching 
methods, our 

textbooks and the 
other educational 

materials in use, 
is either based on 
or permeated by
the Anglo-Saxon

model”
HENRI ÇILI 

Co-Founder of UET

According to Nikolla, the new law, effective since April 1, 
2015 and largely inspired by the English model, will help align 
the country’s universities to EU standards and at the same time 
improve their ability to access funding through the European 
Research Council (ERC), which Albania belongs to.  It will boost 
the quality of teaching and scientific research, provide outstanding 
students with the opportunity to qualify for scholarships, increase 

the autonomy of institutions, 
strengthen the auditing and 
control mechanisms, facilitate 
international relations and, 
overall, endow Albania with 
a stronger, more competitive 
tertiary education sector. And 
last but not least, it will lead to an 
optimisation of public resources 
though the encouragement of 
private financing.

Nikolla points out two 
further innovations introduced, 
“We are turning schools into 
community centres, thereby 
encouraging the participation 
of all stakeholders as citizens, 
and we also have a new 
curriculum with a focus on 
reducing gender disparity.”

Needless to say, Albanian 
youths and their families are 
pinning high hopes on the 
success of this reform. As one 
of Europe’s youngest countries, 
for Albania refounding its 
higher education sector means 
not only catering to the needs 
of a vast and vitally important 
segment of its society, but 
most importantly, handing the 
next generation the key to a 
more prosperous future.

For sure though, no one is 
looking at this new law with more 
interest, a mixture of concern 

and hope, than the country’s universities themselves. Starting from 
the private ones, like The University of New York in Tirana (UNYT).

Established in 2002, it is Albania’s first privately owned and 
run university and belongs to a group that owns campuses also 
in Athens, Thessaloniki and Prague.

It stemmed from Its founders’ vision to “provide young 
Albanians with US-standard higher education at home and at 
a reasonable cost”, and 13 years later it is ranked among the 
finest in the country.

A number of successful partnerships with renowned 
international institutions, such as the State University of New 
York/Empire State College, USA, the University of Greenwich, 
UK, the Institute of Political Sciences in Reims, France, and the 
Institut Universitaire Kurt Bösch, Switzerland, according to its 
management, give it an edge over its direct competitors, locally as 
well as in the broader region.

UNYT prides on being highly selective in its student 
recruitment process and on employing top-notch academic staff. 
Its Deputy Rector, Prof. Konstantinos Giakoumis, highlights, “We 
are the first English speaking university in the country and the 
majority of our teachers hold a PhD from either the UK or the US. 
That, coupled with the quality of our programmes, gives us the 
confidence that we are among the best of our league”. According 
to Giakoumis, this value package provides UNYT graduates with 
a fast-track access to the labour market, as well as to the world’s 
best universities, should they decide to continue their studies. 

Talking about UNYT’s prospects going forward, he is quite 
buoyant, “The fact that over the last 13 years we haven’t lost 
any scholars to other institutions, and none of the 12,000 
students who were left stranded following the shutting down of 
their university came to us,” he notes, “shows that the market 
perceives us as a serious player and we are confident that it will 
continue to place its full trust in us.” 

TRENDS

Actors of the turnaround

W
hile considerable progress was undeniably made at a 
basic level, with the virtual eradication of illiteracy by 
the late 80s, reportedly higher education was used 

largely as a tool for social and political advancement, rather than 
for personal and professional development.

 “The first major thrust towards upgrading the sector did 
not take place until the early 90s”, notes Deputy Minister of 
Education, Arbjan Mazniku, “When a new higher education law 
was adopted, allowing private institutions to set up business and 
defining how they would operate, as opposed to state universities. 
Despite the good intentions however, somewhere along the way 
the government started loosening its control over the process, 
and a number of them turned into strictly commercially driven 
ventures, otherwise referred to as 'degree mills'. Inevitably, the 
quality standards of the entire industry deteriorated.”

Minister of Education and Sports Lindita Nikolla further 
stresses the point, “Some of these universities were operating as 
pure profit oriented entities, not showing any concern nor taking 
any responsibility for training and educating the next generation. 
Consequently, as soon as this administration took office we 
decided to tackle the phenomenon and put a halt to it.” One of 
the first measures Nikolla took was to run a full review of the 54 
institutions forming the sector, in order to verify their level of 
compliance to the law. At the end of the process, 18 licenses were 
revoked and another 13 suspended with a one-year grace period, 
thereby allowing them to fulfil certain requirements before having 
a chance to qualify again for admission. The British Council and 
the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) were charged with carrying 
out the necessary verification process for accreditation on the 
remaining 36 universities, and ensuring that the quality of higher 
education throughout the sector would meet EU standards. “By 
September-October of this year we should be able to assess what 
has been achieved through this coordinated action,” comments 
Nikolla, and concludes, “The reform process we launched marks 
the start of a new era for the Albanian higher education system.”

In reality, this is not the first time Albania retouched 
its higher education legislation. Since its adhesion to the 
Bologna Process, on September 18, 2003, and in compliance 
with its requirements, successive administrations have been 
tackling a number of key issues, including the introduction 
of the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System 
(ECTS), the consolidation of the three-cycle system of studies, 
the financing methods and mechanisms of higher education, 
the setting up of performance based academic standards, the 
teaching loads and the criteria used to enrol students.

Albania has come a long way from the 
staggering 85% illiteracy rate of the 
immediate post-WW1 period, when the 
country counted only 14,000 students, 
as opposed to the 172,000 of today. 
Indeed, academic institutions were a rare 
commodity in the country up until 1944, 
when communist dictator Enver Hoxha rose 
to power and rendered primary education 
mandatory for everyone, through a law 
requiring all illiterate citizens aged 12-40 
to attend classes in reading and writing.

Zip-file of 
European 
biodiversity

A
s one of Europe’s most exciting yet largely 

undiscovered "biodiversity hotspots", Albania 

offers tourists the opportunity to appreciate 

a wide array of species and rarities in a conveniently 

packed geographical area. Indeed, when it comes to the 

environment, the country’s asset menu is one to command 

full attention: with 1m hectares of forests and woodlands, 

it boasts 700 protected areas, 30% of the continent’s flora 

and 42% of its mammals. Albania is also one of the world’s 

top 15 exporters of medicinal and aromatic plants with 

over 3,250 different specimens, 27 of which are endemic. 

With so much potential at hand, little has been done to 

capitalise on these natural assets. To the contrary, Albania 

records one of the highest rates of biodiversity loss in 

Europe. Land exploitation by construction companies and 

farmers, soil and subsoil erosion through deforestation 

and oil drilling, industrial pollution, not to mention 

unsustainable levels of hunting, fishing and grazing, are 

taking a heavy toll on its precious biodiversity. Many of its 

ecosystems are at risk, from river deltas, to lakes, coastal 

lagoons, woodlands and dunes. 

Albania is located on an important bird migration route 

with coastal wetlands and lakes lending a providential 

shelter for the wintering of migratory species, including 

the globally endangered Dalmatian pelican. Furthermore, 

its 3 million-year old Ohrid lake, a UNESCO World Heritage 

protected site, is a true “museum of living fossils”, 

featuring among others a rare trout species known locally 

as “Koran”, whose closest relatives “survive” only as fossils 

in natural history museums, and harbouring 90% of snails 

that cannot be found anywhere else on earth. 

One must wonder then, with so much going for 

it, how Albania got into such a situation? Certainly, its 

troubled post-1990 transition caused it to lag behind in 

standards and fall out of step with European initiatives 

and developments in this area. Furthermore, awareness 

from local communities, lack of sustainable platforms for 

public-private partnerships coupled with a lack of proper 

coordination and cooperation among key stakeholders 

(both at a domestic and regional level), have all played 

their parts in the loss of biodiversity.

Albania needs to convince local, regional and European 

actors to take stock of their shared duty, and to cultivate 

interest in preserving this unique “bank of species”. It also 

needs to set in motion the required mechanisms for its 

safeguard and promotion.

With this goal in mind, AAA Consulting has developed 

a groundbreaking “Protect & Profit” approach to the 

pursuit of Albania’s sustainable economic growth and 

employment generation, precisely through the focused 

preservation of its ecosystem. By effectively branding this 

new business niche as “biodiversity tourism”, and enabling 

a synergic relationship between Albania’s natural resources 

and its local know-how, the firm is convinced that this area 

of business will soon be perceived as profitable and finally 

get the attention it deserves.

Key to achieving this goal is the development of a 

customised portfolio of tourism services, including bird-

watching, guided explorations of medicinal and rare 

endemic plants, research and academic tourism on “living 

fossils”, as well as various other endangered flora and 

fauna species. 

The world is at long last coming to terms with the 

wide-ranging tantalising beauties that Albania has to offer. 

Aside from its historical and cultural heritage, biodiversity 

is the latest sizzling entry in its rich tourism basket.

 As Minister of Environment Lefter Koka effectively 

puts it, “The environment is our common shelter, it knows 

no borders nor political colours. It is therefore our shared 

duty to protect it, now and for generations to come.”

W
hen it comes to pioneering an industry and building 
a success story from the ground up, Donianna’s 
founder and CEO, Donika Mici, knows one or two 

things about that. “We started out in 2005 and today we are the 
only Albanian company operating in the international market 
with its own brand and, most importantly, with 100% “Made in 
Albania” footwear, from design to the finished product.”  

From her humble beginnings as a “façonista”(third-party 
producer), Mici soon realised she could have been successful 
striking out on her own. “Honestly, we did not expect to have 
such level of acceptance so early on”, she highlights, “However 
this gave us the confidence we needed to enter highly 
competitive markets like Italy, France, Austria and Germany.” 
The company has been active in the global marketplace for 
three years and feels it is now mature enough to penetrate the 
UK and US markets.

“We believe we have found the right formula: Donianna 
products today are synonym with captivating design and 
value for money,” she concludes. 

The recent strengthening of the dollar versus the euro 
has enhanced the company’s global competitiveness, and 
provided Mici with the necessary incentive to take a further 
leap forward. “We now need to find a strong broker who can 
help us identify the right channels to increase our market 
penetration and turnover,” she comments. 

Donianna manufactures footwear for both genders, with 
a 60% women and 40% men market split, which Mici is 
aiming to convert into 80% and 20% respectively. 

Speaking of challenges, she highlights how difficult it was - and 
still is - to get noticed and build a reputation as a quality producer, 
coming from a country with a relatively short manufacturing 
tradition and limited infrastructure like Albania. “Transitioning 
from 50 years of communism to a free-market economy meant 
that we had to start from scratch, and all this without being able 
to count on the economies of scale as EU member states have. 
We are definitely not competing on a level playing field,” she 
elucidates. Be that as it may, it has not stopped Mici from thinking 
big and pursuing further expansion with boldness and optimism.

Growing with style "step by step"

DONIANNA

EUROPEAN UNIVERSITY OF TIRANA (UET)

“The reform 
process we 
launched 
marks the start 
of a new era for 
the Albanian 
higher 
education 
system”

LINDITA NIKOLLA

Minister of Education and Sports

Official name: Republic of Albania

Political system: Parliamentary Republic

Prime Minister: Mr Edi Rama

President: Mr Bujar Nishani

Language: Albanian

Population: 2,821,977 (INSTAT)

Area: Land: 28,748 sq km; Water: 1,350 sq km

Time zone: GMT +1 hour

Currency: Albanian Lek (ALL)

Largest cities: Tirana (capital), Durrës, Elbasan, Vlorë 

and Shkodër

Length of coast: 360km

Ports: Dürres with a movement of goods for 2011: 

3,526,114 tonnes and 853,748 passengers. Vlorë, 

Shengjin, Saranda, Porto Romano Port, Petrolifera Port 

(Vlorë)

Airport passenger quota: Riinas 1,665,331 passengers 

for 2012

Road network: 18,000km linking Albania with all 

neighbouring countries
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T
he first private hospital to get licensed in Albania, 

American Hospital began operating at the end of 2005.  Dr 

Klodjan Allajbeu, the company’s CEO, notes, “We started 

with cardiac surgery, a service at that time almost non-existent 

in the country, with a modest investment of 30 beds, two 

operating theatres and a small staff of around 50 employees. 

Today we feature over 1,000 staff, a 280-bed capacity, two 

major hospitals in Tirana and two diagnostic centres, one in 

Fier and one in Dürres, plus a hospital in Kosovo and a second 

one coming up soon. We are also keeping an eye open on new 

opportunities, including acquisitions, with a view to further 

expanding into Macedonia and Montenegro.”  

Reportedly, a decade ago large numbers of Albanians used 

to travel abroad, mostly for cardiovascular-related treatments, 

representing a cash outflow of nearly $80m. Allajbeu points 

out, “By introducing open heart surgery, we helped stop the 

cash outflow and re-injected it into our economy. We brought 

in international doctors with high-level expertise, which 

immediately increased the industry standards, giving us an 

early edge over our competitors.” 

He praises the government in power at the time for 

lending them the needed support, “They gave us an old and 

disused military hospital, which we reconstructed, and once 

we gained the population’s acceptance, we began expanding. 

Six months later we opened our general surgery centre and 

performed the first kidney transplant in the country, with 

an international team of US, Austrian and Turkish doctors. 

Today we carry out around 100 kidney transplants a year 

and the good news is, they are no longer performed only 

by international specialists but by our domestic doctors as 

well, all internally-trained. We are also bringing advanced 

neurosurgery to Albania, by investing in a neuro-navigator 

and in whatever other equipment is needed.” 

Since 2006, the hospital has offered dialysis treatment - a 

key necessity as Allajbeu elucidates, “In the past Albania used 

to treat around 60 to 70 patients a year for this condition, out 

of a population of 3m, while the rest were going abroad.” He 

concludes, “Our initiative prompted the government to take 

a step forward and subsidise this service, thereby triggering 

new developments in the sector. As a result, today nearly 800 

patients each year can avail of this therapy right here in the 

country.”

American Hospital has so far treated around 300,000 single 

patients, representing roughly 10% of Albania’s population.

AMERICAN HOSPITAL

Results build 
confidence

FDI (Foreign Direct Investment)

Ready for mutual
commitment
At the time Enver Hoxha’s totalitarian 
rule was overturned, in 1991, Albania’s 
international credibility had reached a 
historical low. It took nearly two decades 
of structural reforms and macro-prudential 
policies for the country to see its efforts 
recognised and start reversing the situation. 

 I
n mid-2008, it graduated from the International Development 

Association (IDA) - the World Bank’s soft financing arm 

dealing with poor nations - to the International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), which deals with 

upper-middle income economies. This means Albania can now 

get loans from international banks as opposed to relying mainly 

on hand-outs from funding bodies. A tangible sign of its hard-

earned maturity.

To its credit, the country has emerged relatively unscathed 

from the worldwide financial turbulence of the past few years. In 

addition it weathered the storm better than the rest of Europe, 

preserving a stable financial system, a low external debt and 

sufficient foreign exchange reserve buffers. Most importantly 

FDI has kept coming in. During the period 2007-2013, the UN 

Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) recorded 

cumulative FDI inflows in excess of $6.6bn, nearly quadrupling 

the $1.6bn of 2000-2006. 

All this did not come about by chance, Albania’s investment 

regime is indeed quite alluring. To begin with, it takes a mere four 

days and five procedures to establish a foreign-owned limited 

liability company. A timeframe that is well below the region and 

OECD-wide average. Furthermore, foreign investments are not 

subject to restrictions, need no prior government authorisation 

and may not be expropriated or nationalised, except in special 

cases. Finally, both full transfer of capital and full repatriation of 

profits and dividends are allowed, as well as 100% ownership 

of a local company, excluding the transportation and the media 

sectors; the former being limited to a maximum share of 49% 

for both local and international air transportation (though these 

equity ceilings apply only to investors from countries outside 

the Common European Aviation Zone) and the latter to no more 

than a 40% stake in a television company. 

For the past year or so, the government has been fine-

tuning a strategic investment law designed to provide 

investors with a quicker response to their needs, regarding 

permits, authorisations, documentation and any administrative 

procedures they are required to go through. The Minister of 

Economic Development, Arben Ahmetaj, outlines a couple 

of important innovations, “We have split investors into two 

categories: special investors and assisted investors. They are 

both subject to the same regime, be they domestic or foreign 

investors, though those investing more than $5.5m will get the 

status of 'special investors' and obtain fast-track treatment, 

while the others will have to go through the regular procedure. 

Additionally, for investments above $55m, we are discussing 

the possibility to turn their contract into law in Parliament, 

in order to grant them maximum legal security. Of course, 

they will still go through regular tendering and procurement 

processes like any other investor would.” 

Albania has yet more to offer. In terms of natural resources, 

it is one of the wealthiest nations per square kilometre in the 

world, although hydropower has been its only source of electricity 

so far, hence the need to diversify and beef up its energy portfolio. 

Minister of Energy and Industry, Damian Gjiknuri, sums it up in a 

sentence, “Albania is blessed with energy resources. It is now time 

to put them into use, in order to unleash our full potential and 

start attracting higher volumes of FDI.”

Ever since taking office, Gjiknuri has been grappling with a 

bundle of challenges, including chronic resource mismanagement 

- amounting to roughly $150m a year in losses - an out-dated and 

largely inadequate tariff structure and widespread electricity 

theft, a nationwide phenomenon he intends to stop once and 

for all. As a measure of his commitment, over the next five years 

around $450m will be invested in the power sector alone.

Along with energy, Gjiknuri is also in charge of industry, a 

sector that has maintained a GDP share of approx. 14%, fuelled 

by strong demand for construction-related materials and 

chemicals, as well as textile and shoe products, where Albania 

retains a leading position worldwide.  Today over 1,000 foreign 

companies - mostly from Italy, Greece, Germany, Turkey, the 

US and Great Britain - are operating in Albania and benefitting 

from its comparatively good fiscal terms, such as a corporate 

tax at only 15%, 20% VAT, a minimum wage of around $180 

per month and an abundance of skilled workers in a variety of 

industries.  With leading UK brands such as Vodafone, British 

Airways, British Petroleum, GlaxoSmithKline and Lalzit Bay 

(amongst others), already having a stronghold in the market, the 

conditions look ripe again for more UK companies to place their 

lucky bet on Albania. 

Certainly, the government’s pro-business and pro-investment 

attitude is a relevant consideration when weighing up the 

nation’s benefits and opportunities. “Albania is a partner that is 

eager to cooperate and has an open-door policy towards foreign 

investors,” remarks emphatically the Albanian Ambassador to 

the UK, Mal Berisha, and concludes, “Here they can easily access 

the highest level institutions, up to the Prime Minister.” If his 

words hold some truth, in the case of Albania short-term risks 

may very well be outweighed by long-term rewards.

 E
ntering the Albanian market was a natural choice for the group. 

“With nearly 1.3m Albanians living in Greece at the time, most 

of whom well acquainted with our brand, the demand for our 

services was already here,” he explains, and proceeds to highlight 

some of the key differentiating traits of Hygeia Tirana, “We are the 

largest private investment in Albania’s medical sector, at around 

$70m, and the only private hospital in Tirana featuring a scientific 

committee. This means that, while functioning as a business, we 

understand science must be given the utmost importance in order 

to keep high quality standards. Hygeia is an environment where 

teamwork is the name of the game.

“Another key pillar of ours is the strict adherence to 

protocols. Designing a modern and efficient hospital is a 

complex task that requires a high level of commitment and 

responsibility, as in the field of medicine breaches of protocol 

can have devastating consequences. This is a 24/7 business 

and if you do not follow strict procedures you potentially allow 

your staff to do whatever they please, and that is a risk that no 

one in this industry should take.”

Krasadakis praises the current Health Minister for conveying to the 

Albanian medical community that non-stop training is a must and 

hospitals should pursue quality through proper certifications. This is 

a path Hygeia has already embarked on, as he remarks, “We decided 

to be certified by TEMOS as a medical tourism destination and we are 

the first hospital of our group offering certified in vitro fertilisation 

services. Looking at the wider region, Italy becomes a natural target 

for IVF services and being less than two hours away places us in the 

ideal position to cater to that market as well. 

"Couples facing the most important decision of their lives must know 

that, at Hygeia, they are in safe hands: our 60% plus success rate is a 

sign that things here are done right,” Krasadakis highlights.

He cites oncology as another area of strength, “We are the only 

hospital in Albania featuring two Linear Accelerators and PET-CT, a 

notoriously very expensive device available only at top oncology centres 

worldwide.”

This year Hygeia will open the first centre for bone marrow 

transplantation, “Another procedure,” Krasadakis explains, “that 

previously required patients to travel abroad and face accommodation 

and treatment expenses that could easily exceed $100,000.” 

A further area worthy of mention is emergency, a service normally 

considered the responsibility of public hospitals. “For an organisation like 

Hygeia, offering emergency care means giving our people the comfort 

of knowing that we have a structure where every second counts. As 

a measure of our commitment, we have 11 emergency doctors from 

different specialities on shift 24hrs a day.” 

Krasadakis sees this as an aspect of vital importance within Albania’s 

tourism package, “For visitors, knowing that while vacationing here they 

can rely on prompt emergency services if needed, even by helicopter, 

adds an important sense of security to their stay,” and he concludes, 

“We believe that our strong emphasis on emergency care will help the 

government to effectively brand tourism in Albania, as without the 

adequate medical infrastructure tourism is a crippled industry.” 

Indeed, having scientists who are committed to excellence, 

meticulous procedures and advanced technology provides the country 

with an important competitive advantage vis-a-vis other travelling 

options in the region and beyond. Furthermore, the hospital prides itself 

on its multinational character and multicultural environment, featuring 

doctors from Greece, Turkey, Italy and Germany among others. 

Currently, Hygeia’s focus is on oncology, bone marrow 

transplantation, IVF and cardiology. The hospital is open to across-the-

board collaborations with reputable medical and research centres from 

the UK and Krasadakis notes, “We aim to incorporate a university into 

the hospital, in order to combine theory with real time training, and 

we believe an international partnership is the way to go. Our goal is to 

become a centre of excellence for international travellers seeking high 

quality medical services at competitive rates in comparison with their 

country of origin or other destinations in the region.” 

Besides its hospitable people, exquisite cuisine and breathtaking 

landscapes, Albania has yet another hot item on offer for its citizens and 

discerning tourists alike: affordable first-rate healthcare services.

Investing in medical tourism	

"Our goal is to 
become a centre 
of excellence for 

international 
travellers seeking 

high quality 
medical services at 

competitive rates 
in comparison 

with their country 
of origin or other 

destinations in 
the region" 

STAVROS KRASADAKIS

CEO of Hygeia Hospital Tirana

The game changer

EAGLE LNG

T
he sudden passing of founder Luigi Falcione in the 

late 70s propelled 24-year old Edmondo and his 

sibling Edoardo straight into the control room of 

their family construction business. Learning the ropes 

in such adverse conditions prepared the brothers and 

business partners for the challenges that lay ahead, when 

in the late 80s an economic crisis hit Italy, putting once 

again their entrepreneurial bravery through the test. 

Seemingly ominous events can sometimes be 

a blessing in disguise. As it turned out, the thorny 

predicament gave them the courage to leap into the 

global stage, and two decades on, the group’s geographic 

span has grown significantly larger. Starting from the 

construction business, the Falcione family gradually 

extended their activities to the energy sector. With a 

current turnover of around $170m and a workforce of 55, 

Burns, the energy holding of Gruppo Falcione, today is 

one of the most important players in the Italian energy 

industry, with controlling interests in Phlogas, Compagnia 

Italiana del Gas, Molise Energia, Molise Gestioni and the 

Albania-based Trans European Energy.

In 1992 came the first job in Albania: to build the 

Tirana aqueduct. Edmondo Falcione, the current Group 

Chairman and CEO, recalls that day with noticeable 

satisfaction, “Back then Albania was quite backwards 

compared to what it is today, and we were the first Italian 

company to be awarded a public works contract.” Things 

went well and led to other assignments in the country for 

road infrastructure projects.

Over the years, the focus gradually shifted from 

construction to energy and the scale of the projects 

expanded. In 2003, following a four-year negotiation with 

Sonatrach, the largest oil and gas company in Algeria and 

Africa, Falcione Group became the first private player in 

the world to sign a 19-year contract to deliver 500m cubic 

metres per annum via a pipeline from Algeria to Italy. “At 

the time we were selling about 30m cma per annum, so 

you can imagine what a change of pace that meant for 

us,” notes Falcione. His experience as a challenge-taker 

once again came in handy. 

Coming back to Albania, nowadays the energy group 

is 100% focused on its Eagle LNG project, a $800m gas 

infrastructure project consisting of a 4-8bn cubic metres 

per annum (bcma) floating LNG import terminal (FSRU 

vessel) located off the Albanian Coast, integrated by a 10 

bcma-110 km subsea gas pipeline that will connect Albania 

to Brindisi, Italy across the Adriatic. Up to 90% of the 

gas volumes will be directed to the Italian market, while 

Albania in the initial phase will receive up to 0.5-1.0 bcma 

for its own consumption, plausibly reaching around 2-3 

bcma once the gas grids are completed.

“The project is highly strategic not just for Albania 

but for the entire Western Balkans, as more countries are 

lined up to join the EU and the region’s 25m inhabitants 

currently have very limited access to gas,” comments 

Falcione, and adds, “We foresee a significant boost in 

industrial production in the coming years and conversion 

to gas of old lignite power plants so we must be ready 

to supply the required volumes of gas.” For Albania, 

being almost entirely dependent on hydropower for 

power generation, it means the project also becomes 

vital to the diversification of its energy supply. The 

EU Commission and Energy Community has in fact 

classified it as a “Project of Energy Community Interest 

(PECI)”, recognition given to only 10 gas infrastructure 

projects bearing the “highest positive impact on the 

largest possible number of countries”. This entitles Eagle 

LNG to receive financial support, as well as be subject 

to a special regulatory regime and accelerated permit 

processing. The LNG plant and pipeline are expected 

to be operational from 2018 and will require several 

hundred full time workers and technicians. The gas 

obtained from it will serve new turbogas power stations, 

in support of Albania’s growing domestic and industrial 

demand. More specifically, the licence agreement gives 

the Albanian government the right to request up to 

500m cm/yr of gas, to supply Vlora’s Thermo Power 

Plant, recently built gas fired power plants and industrial 

facilities in Elbasan’s upcoming Industrial Park.

www.eagle-lng.com

@eagle_lng

"Albania is blessed with energy 
resources. It is now time to put 
them into use, in order to unleash 
our full potential and start 
attracting higher volumes of FDI"
DAMIAN GJIKNURI 

Minister of Energy and Industry

HYGEIA HOSPITAL

Established in Athens in the 70s as a joint venture between American investors
and US-trained Greek doctors, and named after ancient Greece’s Goddess of Health,
Hygeia Group prides itself as being one of the region’s most recognisable high-end
healthcare brands. “Everywhere we operate, mention our name to a taxi driver and he will 
get you to your destination,” Stavros Krasadakis, CEO of Hygeia Tirana, states confidently.


