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Abstract

This paper focuses on learning about the characteristics, effects, and
challenges of the urbanization in Albania during transition. Key research point
involves assessing how much effective urbanization was. Focus group
discussion was the research method used. Major findings about the
urbanization in Albania are: an unplanned process, weak and incomplete
legislation, weak public management capacities, conflict, and widespread
informality. Reduction of poverty and unemployment are positive effects, but
a significant gap exists between expected and real effects (-4 and -3.9, for
employment and poverty). Disappointing is an effect on education quality and
climate for private business activities. In general, negative effects out-passed
significantly the expected ones by 2.6 points. Major negative effects are
increased crime, congestion and pollution, reduced green area, loss of family
bonds, and some loss of traditions and rural values. Major challenges in the
future include efficient management of land, improving quality of education,
reduction of informality and illegal economic activity, and guaranteeing land
property rights. In conclusion, urbanization in Albania was a deficient process.
This is with positive effects and also with harsh negative consequences and
tough challenges ahead. Managerial and policy recommendations, and
propositions for further research, are provided at the end of the study.

Keywords: Migration, Urbanization, Informality, Poverty, Pollution

Introduction
Albania is a country located in Southeast Europe with a population, as
of year 2017, of about 2.87 million. From 1944 to 1990, Albania was ruled by
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a communist regime. People lived in poverty, as the GDP per head was only
936 US dollars (Lerch, 2016). In 1991, Albania joined other South-East
European countries in their path to democracy.

Under communism, the movement of people from rural areas to cities
was prohibited, and it was rare and very selective when it happened. After the
fall of communism, free movement of people was allowed, with considerable
flows of people leaving their home country or moving from rural areas to
urban ones (MIA et al., 2017). Actually, mostly due to internal rural-to-urban
migration, about 59.4% of the population is urban and the rest is rural with
35.5% in 1989 and 42.1% in 2001 (INSTAT, 2019b; Statista, 2019).

Generally, researchers and institutions concerned with migration and
urbanization in Albania agree about the characteristics of the process
dynamics. Migration (and urbanization) developed in three phases: 1991-
1995, 1996-2001, and 2001-2013. Anarchy and moving of poor people from
rural and periphery areas to main economic centers (Tirana, Durres)
characterized the first phase. A major feature of this phase was the dominance
of the informal sector. Due to its destructive character, the urbanization
process in Albania in this phase sometimes is called “urban massacre” (Pojani,
2009).

The second phase began with the collapse of pyramid schemes (1997)
and loss of savings of the population. In this phase, the informal sector gained
strength and the formal sector appeared. Thus, political stability, stronger
economic growth, and strengthening of the formal sector characterized the
third phase (WB, 2007; Lerch, 2016). Efforts were made in this phase for the
legalization and integration of immovable property market (WB, 2007). Both
the first and second phase has been more or less out of control.

To our opinion, there is also the fourth phase of urbanization,
beginning in the year 2013 and continuing so far. In this phase, efforts to
improve legislation and bring informality under control was the major
characteristics. During this fourth phase, a new territorial reform was carried
out, resulting in 61 bigger communes from 373 of before reform. In 2015, the
government developed the first National Spatial Plan. The government also
has approved a territorial planning regulation which sets out unified rules for
the structure, content, and steps of designing, implementing, and monitoring
the implementation of territorial adjustment plans (CM, 2017).

Research Problem

As literature highlights (King & Vullnetari, 2003), urbanization as a
process remains under-researched. A fuller identification of the array of
reasons, effects, and challenges are too far from being complete. Also, a
prioritization of what is most important in terms of characteristics, reasons for
migration, effects, and challenges of the urbanization process in Albania is
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still not well determined. This study seeks to add knowledge and information
about the above issues, what is at the same time the research problem at hand.

Research Goal

This study aims at adding knowledge and information about
urbanization characteristics, reasons, effects, and challenges that people and
governing bodies in Albania are facing today.

Research Questions

What are the most salient features of the urbanization happening in the
transition process of Albania? What are the most important reasons for rural-
to-urban migration? What are the expected and real effects, positive and
negative, of urbanization and the gap between them? What major challenges
by priority are people facing and public governing agencies as of today? How
effective is the management of the process? How effective is the urbanization
in Albania in reaching its goals?

Literature Review

Urbanization is the process of “becoming more like a city” (CALDT,
2019). Louis Wirth states that urbanization is a way of life; it is the urban mode
of life but it cannot be confined to cities only (Wirth, 1938). Thus, when
speaking about urbanization, one should bear in mind also about the change in
the lifestyle of the people. Information in regard to what is happening with the
rural people having migrated to cities should also be obtained, i.e., how much
civilized they are or they have become. Urbanization could also be termed as
a spatial transformation with people relocating from rural to urban areas
(Christiaensen & Todo, 2013).

Literature highlights that there is a correlation between urbanization
and economic development. Nevertheless, there are some debate behind this.
Consequently, there is a significant relationship between urbanization and
economic development as growth in terms of income per head is more
acceptable, but it is less clear if we mean economic development growth
income (Pole’se, 2005). The reason behind this relationship is higher
productivity in urban areas because non-agricultural firms usually run.

Urbanization generates economic development and employment given
economies of scale and agglomeration (World Bank, 2009). Thus, the
potential of urbanization to promote growth depends on supportive policies,
markets and infrastructure investments, public infrastructure, and
implementing supportive land policies (Turok & McGranahan, 2013).

Many researchers have made efforts to check empirically the
relationship between urbanization and economic growth (Tolley & Thomas,
1987; Solarin & Shahbaz, 2013).

81



On the other side, the economic development of a country has an
impact on urbanization (Lerch, 2016). This happens because, as Christiansen
and Todo (2013) highlight, development is accompanied by an occupational
shift towards more productive non-farm activities in urban areas. They show
also that migration out of farming into the rural nonfarm sector and secondary
towns yields more inclusive growth patterns and faster poverty reduction than
agglomeration in mega cities.

The major reasons for rural-to-urban migration in Albania, hence
urbanization, still remains unemployment among the young generation, in
particular, and poverty in rural areas after the fall of communism (MIA et al.,
2017). In cities, it is much cheaper to provide basic services, and economies
of scale in the cities bring economic opportunities and also increase people’s
income (Andersen, 2002). Other positive effects of the urbanization could also
be mentioned, such as the transformation of the characteristics of the rural-
traditional population into contemporary urban, socialization of the
population, etc. (UN, 2019).

Thus, movement of people from impoverished and resource-less
mountainous rural areas toward cities near the Adriatic Sea was a necessary
step in the economic development of Albania. In addition, the formalization
of the informal real estate sector was and still remains a major challenge
(Bertaud, 2006).

One of the effects of the migration from rural areas has been the
exceptional population growth rate in places of destination, such as the Tirana-
Durres corridor (King & Vullnetari, 2003). Thus, this area has become a place
of new and creative enterprises, major labor market, and possibilities for the
exchange of new ideas (World Bank, 2007).

The period with the greatest population growth, mainly due to
migration, is that between the years 1993 and 2000. Later, migration flows
reduced to 31.3% between 2001 and 2008, and to 10-12% between the years
2008 and 2013 (Sulaj & Themelko, 2015). Thus, there is still a continious
migration rate but at a slower pace. The highway built along this corridor
improved employment as well because of fast business and commercial
development.

As research shows, the costs of urbanization that people are generally
worried about include increased crime, increased pollution, congestion,
loosening of family bonds, and loss of traditional cultural practices and values
(Andersen, 2002). Urbanization was also associated with a reduction of green
area (Sulaj et al., 2015). Tirana city, in particular, experienced serious
environmental degradation. For example, the content of solid particles (LNP
of PM10) in the air of Tirana city in 2013 was exceeded by 2 to 4.5 times the
EU standards (Tase & Xhaferri, 2015).
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The brain drain because of migration has also created a high
differentiation in capacities between the “center” and the “periphery” (Janku
etal., 2017).

Rapid urbanization in Albania was not accompanied by enough and
adequate intervention in the public networks. Urbanization in Albania is
characterized by “informality and absence of planning” (Janku et al., 2017).
Also, legislation in force and legal initiatives to improve it, before the year
2013 in particular, has been insufficient (MUDV, 2014).

Use of SDIs (Spatial Development Instruments) and a national spatial
plan for the effective governance of and sustainable large urban areas is
considered to be indispensable (Potsiou et al., 2010; Janku et al., 2017). The
use of modern techniques such as multi-criteria decision analysis and
geographic information system (GIS) are also considered to be powerful
analytical tools for mapping suitable locations for urban development. This is
more critical for countries and cities where there is limited suitable space for
urban development (Ergen & Ergen, 2016). Hierarchical cluster analysis to
check patterns of land use can also give interesting results and contribute to
the sustainable development of cities (Ergen & Ergen, 2019).

Data and Method

Primary data are collected through group discussions. Secondary data,
about unemployment and poverty levels, are also collected from trustable
sources, such as INSTAT (Institute of Statistics of Albania) to clarify things
and make comparisons with results obtained from primary data.

An expert-based evaluation approach has been used. To do so, at the
beginning of the evaluation, a group of experts were formed. The group was
composed of development and agricultural economists, rural development
economists, agronomists and ecologists, sociologists, and urban planners. The
task of the group was based on their experience, information, and opinions to
assess as fully as possible and make the evaluation of the characteristics,
effects (both positive and negative), as well as major challenges ahead for the
solution of problems that arose during the process of urbanization. Group
discussion was the method used to generate and confront various potential
ideas, generate data, and make the evaluation. Scoring was the tool used to
make evaluations characteristics, effects, and challenges in a quantitative way
along a Likert scale from 0 to 10. The evaluation proceeded through some
sessions.

In the first session, the group made the evaluation of major
characteristics of rural-to-urban migration and resulting urbanization. Each
member was asked the question: What were the major characteristics of the
urbanization in Albania according to your opinion? Each member responded
individually and independently, and a summary of the answers was made
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based on the group discussed and agreed upon on the major characteristics.
After that, the Likert scale was used by each of the group members to evaluate
the characteristics. After data processing, an average score was calculated for
each characteristic.

In the second session, the group identified and evaluated the reasons
behind rural-to-urban migration using the same procedure, by asking the
question: What are the major reasons for rural-to-urban migration in Albania
after the nineties? This session produced a list of reasons for urbanization and
an average score for each of them.

In the third session, the group identified and evaluated the expected
and the real effects produced by the urbanization using the same procedure,
by asking the question: What are major expected and real positive results or
effects of urbanization in Albania after the nineties? This session produced a
list of expected and real positive effects of urbanization and an average score
for each of them.

The fourth session, using the same procedure, produced a list of major
negative effects of urbanization and an average score for each of them. The
question used was: What are the major expected and real negative results or
effects of urbanization in Albania after the nineties? This session produced a
number of expected and real negative effects of urbanization and an average
score for each of them.

The last session was to in-group identification and evaluation of major
challenges to successfully cope with the negative effects of the urbanization
process. The procedure was the same, and the question for each group member
was: What are the major challenges on the way to cope with the negative
effects of the urbanization? This session produced a list of major challenges
together with an evaluation average score for each of them.

Results and Discussion

Table 1 shows a summary of urbanization features and their evaluation
scores. As in the case of effects and challenges, the evaluation scores are group
averages and is for the entire time span from 1991 to 2016 in general. The
chaotic/uncontrolled character of urbanization, together with lack of policies
to discourage emigration, weak relevant legislation and its implementation, as
well as mismanagement of land and other resources have been the major
features of the urbanization process. The conflicting character has also been
evaluated highly as very crucial. Being so highly evaluated, these are the major
determinants of the whole pattern of effects, both positive and negative, of the
urbanization in Albania. Other features have potentially played an indirect role
in encouraging migration to cities, such as no direct support to rural non-farm
activities and insufficient support to rural infrastructure.
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Table 1.Features of the urbanization process

Features of the process Score
It was a chaotic/uncontrolled process 10
No policy to discourage migration 9.5
Conflicting, because of illegal capture of land 9.3
Mismanagement or destruction of land and other resources 8.5
Ineffective-failing to achieve goals 7.5
Concentrated in central or western zones 7.5
Eruptive 8.2
Combined (International migration with internal, 8.1
rural-to-urban with rural to rural)

Weak capacity within local or central power to: 9.1

(Create public infrastructure in urbanized areas,
supply/support water, energy, educational,
medical services in urbanized areas)

Weak specific legislation 9.2
Weak implementation of the legislation 9.5
Missing proper land policy 7.5
No specific support to rural non-farm business 8.5
No direct support to rural farm activities 7.1
Insufficient support to agricultural infrastructure 8.2
Poor information creation and transmission about the process 6.5
Weak real estate market 8.6

Source: Group discussion

Weak real estate market, weak urbanization-related legislation as a
characteristic of the process, weak local management capacities, the chaotic
character of urbanization, and lack of planning are all in line with literature
findings (MUDV, 2014; WB, 2007; Andersen, 200; Janku et al., 2017).

Table 2 presents an array of reasons for migration as shown from the

expert-based group discussion.
Table 2.Reasons for migration/urbanization

Reasons for migration Score
Poverty 10.0
Unemployment 8.3
Poor education of children 9.2
Lack of potable water supply 7.5
Lack of electricity 6.8
Rural land degradation 7.5
Poor housing 6.5
Poor access to health services 9.5
Living insecurity 8.5
No recreation opportunities 5.8

Source: Group discussion

Based on the evaluation scores, reasons for urbanization provide a
strong justification base for the rural people to migrate from rural-to-urban
areas due to poverty and, it might be paradoxical, poor education of children.
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However, poor basic health services seem to be the strongest reasons for
migration. Unemployment follows as another important reason for migration,
resulting to urbanization. Findings in respect to the reasons for migration to
cities are in conformity with findings from the literature. Unemployment and
poor economic situation reason for migration have been highlighted by many
researchers (WB, 2009; MIA et al., 2017; Sulaj et al., 2015; Andersen, 2002).
Findings about the poverty level of people and poor basic services as reasons
for migration are in conformity with findings from literature (Andersen, 2002).
Table 3 shows the expected and real positive effects identified by the group

and average evaluation results for each of them.
Table 3-Positive effects for the urbanized areas

Positive effects Expected Gap
versus real effects (Real-
Expected Real expected)

Reduction of poverty 9.5 5.6 -3.9
Employment 8.2 4.2 -4

Education quality 9.3 4.7 -4.6
Water supply 8.4 5.2 -3.2
Power supply 8.5 5.3 -3.2
Opportunities for recreation 6.5 5 -1.5
Socialization 55 3.1 -2.4
Housing 7.5 7.3 -0.2
Health services 8.7 4.8 -3.9
Specialization of people 6.8 4.4 -2.4
Transformation of rural culture/values 7.8 55 -2.3
Land use efficiency 9.5 8.5 -1

Private business activity 9.3 5.2 -4.1
Location stability 8.7 5.8 -2.9
Life security 8.8 5.6 -3.2
Diversity of cultures 9.2 8.8 -0.4
Average score 8.3 5.6 -2.7

Source: Group discussion

In general, there has been a high expectation among people based on
positive results of migration and urbanization (average score of 8.3). Among
the highest are expectations about the reduction of poverty, land use, business
opportunities, and land-use changes. Real effects are perceived at much lower
levels (average 5.6) and the difference between expected and real effects are
considerable (-2.7 on the average). Thus, what has been in fact achieved
through urbanization is almost 30% lower than expected; this could be
considered a significant gap.

Particular disappointing have been effects about education quality (-
4.6), climate for private business activities (-4.1), and employment and
reduction of poverty (respectfully -4 and -3.9). Compared to the reasons for
migration, there is a good association between evaluation scores for such
reasons (education, poverty, health services, living security and employment)
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as far as expected results are concerned. Literature also highlights the positive
role of urbanization towards poverty reduction and improved employment
(WB, 2007; WB, 2009; Andersen, 2002). Secondary data also show a
reduction, though with some variation over the years (Figure 1).

Figure 1.Headcount as poverty measure in Albania
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The headcount as a poverty measure for the country in general and for
different regions and Tirana city has been declining, with some increase for
the coastal zone and Tirana in the year 2012.

Regarding the issue of employment, data show a general trend of
decrease over the years, with some ups and downs for selected years. The
highest level of unemployment rate (22.3%) has been observed in the year
1993, that is two years after the collapse of the communist regime and the
beginning of the eruptive rural to urban migration. The lowest level of the
period before the year 2000 has been recorded in the year 1996 (12.4%), while
the lowest level ever recorded (12.1%) refers to the first quarter of the year
2019 (ODA, 2019; INSTAT, 2019b).

The following Table 4 shows expected or real negative effects
identified by the group and average evaluation scores for each of them. As
figures show, people perceive much more than expected negative effects
(average score 6).

Results about informal business and employment have resulted in
particularly high (scores 9.7 and 9.2), followed by acoustic pollution, waste
and congestion, illegal construction and tenure insecurity, not to forget
reduction of green areas, heavy traffic, and creation of slum-like informal
zones.
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Table 4.Negative effects for the urbanized areas

Negative effects Expected Gap
versus real effects (Real-
Expected Real expected)
Increased crime 6.5 9.2 2.7
Land property conflicts 6.5 9.2 2.7
Heavy traffic 6.5 8.3 1.8
Land pollution 4.5 6.9 2.4
Air pollution 55 8.3 2.8
Congestion 6.4 9.6 3.2
Waste creation 75 9.8 2.3
Insufficient water supply 5.3 8.6 3.3
Poor quality of potable water 55 7.8 2.3
Higher pressure on land 55 8.2 2.7
Acoustic pollution 7.7 9.3 1.6
Tenure insecurity 6.8 9.0 2.2
Illegal construction 55 9.5 4
Reduction of population growth rate 8.3 8.9 0.6
Loosing family bonds 55 6.1 0.6
Brain drain in rural areas 5.8 8.2 24
Difference in capacities between rural 6.8 7.2
and urban population 0.4
Reduction of green area 6.8 8.9 2.1
Informal business 55 9.7 4.2
Informal employment 4.8 9.2 4.4
Informal zones 4.3 8.3 4
Deterioration of urban standards 4.8 7.9 3.1
Average score 6.0 8.6 2.6

Source: Group discussion

Much more negative effects than expected are those in relation with all
kinds of informality and illegal construction. This is followed by insufficient
potable water and deteriorated urban standards, congestion, increased crime,
and land property conflicts. In summary, the negative effects of urbanization
have been about 26% higher than expected.

Some of the major negative effects such as crime, pollution, reduced
green area, and congestion mentioned by the literature (UN, 2012; Potsiou,
2012; Sulaj & Themelko, 2015; Sulaj et al. 2015; Tase & Xhaferri, 2015) are
in line with findings from our research. In general, there have been much more
negative effects than expected because the estimated gap is significant (2.6
points above expected aggregate level).

The following Table 5 shows the identified challenges by the group of
experts and the average evaluation scores for each of them.

Although law and regulation for the regulation of the territory are
already in place, the toughest challenge seems to be efficient management of
the territory. This is together with improving the quality of education and
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reduction of informality and illegal economic activity. Guaranteeing land
property rights and tenure security are also crucial challenges.
Table 5.Challenges for the urbanized areas

Future challenges Score Challenge
rank
Efficient management of territory 9.6 1
Improve quality of education 9.6 2
Reduction of informal and illegal business 9.6 3
Formalization of illegal construction 9.4 4
Expand business opportunities 9.3 5
Land property rights 9.2 6
Improve business climate 8.8 7
Improve employment opportunities 8.7 8
Guarantee tenure security 8.5 9
Reduction of informal employment 8.5 10
Improve public health service 8.1 11
Building local power capacities 75 12
Reduce pollution 6.8 13
Guarantee investment sources for local power 6.5 14
Improve public transportation 4.3 15

Source: Group discussion

Improving employment and health services for the population seem
also arduous to achieve. An indicator for the challenge of employment could
be a revitalization of out-ward migration of the people over the last 5 to 7
years. This is to say that lately flows of international migration have increased,
being similar to those of the nineties. Literature as well points out some major
challenges, such as strengthening capacities within local authorities (WB,
2007), formalization of the informal sector (Bertaud, 2006), quality of
education (UN, 2019; WB, 2007), and reduction of crime, pollution, dust,
noise, traffic and congestion (WB, 2007; Tase & Xhaferri, 2015).

Conclusions and Recommendations
Conclusions

Urbanization in Albania, as elsewhere, has been and still continues as
an objective process. It is not just the increase in the share of the urban
population, but a way of life. Though extensive literature exists about how the
process of urbanization in the world and in Albania happened and is
happening, and the effects of this process, there is much more to learn about
it.

The aim of this research was to learn about the characteristics,
expected and achieved effects of the urbanization in Albania during the
transition, as well challenges, negative consequences or problems that are
particularly difficult to manage in the future. Key research point aims to assess
how much effective urbanization was. This is achieved by comparing expected
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real effects, evaluating the gap between them, and assessing how effective the
management of the process was. Study of the literature, focus group
discussion, and use of secondary data were the methods used to achieve the
research objectives.

Urbanization in Albania was spontaneous, chaotic, uncontrolled, and
unplanned. Legislation about urbanization has been weak and incomplete,
though significant improvements have been made after the year 2013 with a
new law on the planning of territory and creation of enforcement agencies.
Capacities of both central and local power to manage and support urbanization
or its consequences have been weak and insufficient though with some trend
of improvement. It also brought about significant conflict between ex-owners
of land and newly settled dwellers in the urbanizing zones. Informal business
and employment have been other major characteristics of the urbanization in
Albania. Furthermore, weak support for rural farm and non-farm activities and
infrastructure has been provided throughout the period. This, therefore, is with
some improvement after the year 2006 with rural infrastructural projects and
direct support for the farm business.

Reduction of poverty and unemployment rates have been among the
positive effects of the urbanization, which is a significant gap that exists
between the expected and real effects (-4 and -3.9 respectfully for employment
and poverty). Disappointing could be considered effects about education
quality (-4.6) and climate for private business activities (-4.1).

Negative effects have been following or caused by urbanization.
Among major ones are increased crime, pollution, reduced green area,
congestion, loss of family bonds, and loss of traditions and rural values. In
general, negative effects out-passed expected as the estimated gap is
significant (2.6 points above expected aggregate level).

Major challenges in the future are efficient management of land,
improving the quality of education, reduction of informality and illegal
economic activity, guaranteeing land property rights, improving employment
and health, strengthening of capacities within local authorities, formalization
of the informal sector, and reduction of crime and pollution.

In conclusion, urbanization in Albania, if it does not fail, is a deficient
process with important positive effects and harsh negative consequences.

Recommendations

The use of Spatial Development Instruments and design of a national
spatial plan would be important tools for effective governance of urban areas.
Urban development plans and projects should keep in mind and allow for the
effective use of public transport. Modern techniques and geographic
information system must be used as a mapping tool for urban development, in
particular, when there is a limited suitable space for urban development.
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Hierarchical cluster analysis to examine patterns of land use is also
recommended to obtain good and acceptable results in urban development.
While developing cities, sustainable development needs planned and balanced
distribution of social infrastructure in urban development plans.

Scope for Further Research and Limitations of the Study

This research is wide and general in its scope. Many topics and aspects
of the research problems need further and more in-depth study. Thus, it would
be interesting to learn how traditional or cultural values of the population have
been changing during urbanization. This involves a large scale survey-based
study from the migrant people perspective in order to evaluate the same issues
as in the actual study according to regions, educational, gender, etc. The role
played by women during rural-to-urban migration and urbanization would be
another topic.

Finally, the results of the study is based mainly on expert evaluation.
As a result, they reflect the perceptions, opinions, and experiences of the
group. As such, a certain degree of bias is inevitable. Another survey-based
study could yield more consistent results.
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