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Albania: Political parties and the EU
Since the start of Albania's transition towards democracy, its political parties have considered
European integration as the country's sole viable political option. Achieving this shared objective
has been tied to successful domestic reforms. However, persistent political deadlock, mistrust
between government and opposition, and a series of contested elections have slowed progress.

Background
Albania had one of the harshest communist regimes in central and eastern Europe. Its authoritarian ruler,
Enver Hoxha, imposed an isolated, self-reliant socialist model which lasted from 1944 to his death in 1985.
Transition to democracy started gradually, triggered by external factors, such as the fall of the Iron Curtain.
The regime change was not as violent as in former Yugoslavia, but it was not smooth either. The outbreak of
discontent started with the July 1990 embassy crisis, when over 5 000 Albanians sought asylum in foreign
embassies and fled the country. In December 1990, student protests grew into a broader civil movement,
pressing the government to introduce political pluralism (with Decree 7442). This led to the establishment of
the first non-communist political party, the Democratic Party (DP). Multi-party elections followed in 1991
and although the Communist Party, now the 'Socialist Party' (SP), remained strongest, that was not to be for
long. Its declining power and the grave economic crisis led to early elections in March 1992. Considered the
first real pluralist elections, they were uncontested, unlike the majority of those that followed. The Democrats'
victory was the first for the anti-communist forces. In 1996, the increasingly authoritarian DP won again,
amid international accusations of electoral malpractice. Coupled with the collapse of the Ponzi schemes, this
sparked a major financial and social crisis. 1997 saw anti-government protests and an armed uprising, which
claimed up to 2 000 lives. A UN force was deployed to help restore peace. The snap 1997 elections brought
SP back to power. Thus, a dual-party system was established, with DP and SP alternating at the helm.

Albania applied for EU membership in 2009 and was granted candidate status in 2014, after three refusals. A key
hurdle on the road to accession has been the government and opposition's persistent inability to collaborate on
key reforms. In a 2015 resolution, the EP stressed the importance of constructive political dialogue. To advance
its membership bid, Albania has to address five key priorities within its High-Level Dialogue with the EU.

Political and electoral system
Albania is a parliamentary republic with a unitary structure, divided into 61 municipalities as of 2014.
A package of constitutional laws guided the country until 1998, when a constitution was finally adopted. It
set the number of seats in the unicameral Parliament, 'Kuvendi i Shqipërisë', at 140 (down from 250).
Members are elected within 12 multi-member constituencies, corresponding to Albania's 12 administrative
regions, through a party-list proportional representation system for four-year terms. To be represented in
Parliament, parties must pass a 3% threshold (5% for coalitions) at constituency level. Seventy-one seats are
needed to form a government. The Prime Minister, chairing the Council of Ministers, holds executive power
and is nominated by the President with Parliament's approval. The President (Bujar Nishani (DP) since 2012)
is elected by the Parliament for a five-year term, renewable once. Elections are regulated by the Constitution
and the Electoral Code, amended in 2015 to reflect the OSCE and the ODIHR's recommendations. The
electoral system, and rules in general, have been substantially changed in the past two decades: from a
purely majoritarian system (1990), through a mixed model (1992-2005), to the current proportional
representation system. Organising free and fair elections has been a recurrent issue. Generally, they have
not been considered compliant with international standards due to mishandling of registrations,
non-transparent party financing, and electoral fraud. The electoral system is also said to contribute to the
established two-party system, as it is not favourable for small parties competing outside a coalition.
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Share of seats in Parliament, 2013Political parties represented in Parliament
A total of 68 parties and coalitions registered for Albania's latest parliamentary
elections in June 2013. Despite new parties entering the politicial scene, the
battle was primarily between the two main ones, which have alternated in
government since 1991. The Socialists-led coalition 'Alliance for a European
Albania' won the elections. It comprised the SP, the Socialist Movement for
Integration (SMI), the Union for Human Rights Party (PBDNJ) and the Christian
Democratic Party (PDK). The opposition coalition, the 'Alliance for
Employment, Prosperity and Integration', comprised the DP, the Party for
Justice, Integration and Unity (PDIU) and the Republican Party (PR). Both
coalitions ran on similar platforms, promising job creation, economic
development and tax reform, and a shared vision to 'join Europe'. The Socialist Party (SP) returned to
government after eight years in opposition. Its first chair, Fatos Nano, resigned in 2005 after election defeat
and was replaced by Edi Rama, the current Prime Minister and three times mayor of Tirana. SP is a social-
democratic centre-left party whose programme focuses on European integration and regional cooperation.
SP is a member of the Party of European Socialists and the Socialist International.
The Democratic Party (DP), the main opposition party, was born as an anti-communist umbrella organisation
uniting diverse groups. From 1991 to 2013, its leader and several times Prime Minister was Sali Berisha, a
strong figure in Albanian politics since 1991. As DP failed to obtain a third term in 2013, he stepped down
and was succeeded by Lulzim Basha, the current leader. DP defines itself as a centre-right party and its
programme focuses on European integration, market liberalisation, and support for growth and youth
employment. DP is an observer in the European People's Party.
Since 2009, through its electoral success the Socialist Movement for Integration (SMI) has challenged the
'quasi two-party system'. In 2013, it won 16 seats (four in 2009), which was unprecedented for a third party.
SMI was founded in 2004, having split off from the SP after a power struggle between the then leader Fatos
Nano and former SP Prime Minister Ilir Meta (SMI's leader). In 2009, SMI joined the DP-led coalition and held
key ministerial posts. In 2013, it shifted partners and is now in government with the SP. As a splinter from
the SP, it can be placed on the centre-left of the political spectrum. SMI has indicated EU integration is its top
goal. It aligns itself with the 'social character of the EU', focusing on social solidarity as a key value.
The Union for Human Rights Party, allied to the Socialists and led by Vangjel Dule, represents the Greek
ethnic minority in Albania since 1992. It has long been present in Parliament with three (1997), two (2005)
and one (2009 and 2013) seats. The Party for Justice, Integration and Unity, led by Shpëtim Idrizi, represents
the Cham community. The Republican Party, led by Fatmir Mediu, got two more seats than in 2009.
New parties have challenged the 'rule' of running for elections within a big coalition. The Red and Black
Alliance (RBA), created in 2012, is the first self-proclaimed nationalist party. It promotes the interests of
Albanians in and outside Albania and calls for a strong state and nation. Its leader, Kreshnik Spahiu, proposed
holding a referendum to unite Albania with Kosovo. DP-spinoff New Democratic Spirit (NDS) is a centre-right
party led by Bamir Topi. Running independently in the 2013 elections, neither party passed the threshold.

Outlook
The new political party launched in January 2016 and the greater role assigned to smaller parties may be
seen as a departure from the two-party dynamic. The same applies to the shift in the focus of the political
debate: from past controversies to topical issues such as tax policy, which both the SP and the DP had
included in their 2013 campaigns and programmes. The goal of EU membership continues to enjoy broad
political and public support. The main challenge ahead lies in establishing a stable political dialogue between
the ruling and opposition parties, and overcoming the unwillingness to compromise for the sake of
advancing delayed reforms. After a long-lasting parliamentary crisis, which started in 2009 and peaked in
2011, the opposition boycotted the Parliament once again, from June to December 2014. Claiming that
members of the ruling party had a criminal background, it insisted that a bill on 'decriminalisation' be passed.
In December 2014, the EP mediated talks that ended the six-month boycott with the adoption of a
resolution. The political deal reached involved bringing the opposition back to Parliament, restoring
parliamentary debate and setting up an ad hoc committee on decriminalisation. In December 2015, the
Parliament adopted constitutional amendments and a legislative package on the issue.

Source: Elections Observatory Brief, 2013.
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