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Introduction
Albania, nestled in the heart of the Balkans and flanked by the Adriatic and Ionian
Seas, has long remained a well-kept secret among European travel destinations. In
recent years, however, its irresistible blend of affordability, natural beauty, and rich
cultural tapestry has propelled it onto the radar of adventurers, retirees, and digital
nomads from across the globe. With its rugged mountains, crystal-clear coastlines,
and ancient cities, Albania presents a unique, welcoming environment for those
looking to establish a new home abroad.

This book, Living in Albania: A Guide for Expats, is designed to be your trusted
companion on the journey to understanding and integrating into Albanian life. Whether
you are planning a brief seasonal stay, retiring to the Mediterranean sun, or relocating
for remote work, this guide aims to answer your questions and ease the transition.
Drawing upon current insights and practical information, it covers all the
essentials—from securing your visa and finding accommodation, to ensuring your
healthcare is in order and navigating day-to-day life.

As a country in transition, Albania offers both enticing rewards and unique challenges
for foreigners. On one hand, the cost of living is considerably lower than in most
Western countries, with everyday expenses and rent making it possible to enjoy a
comfortable lifestyle even on a modest budget. The country has a relaxed,
Mediterranean pace, and Albanians are famous for their hospitality—a warmth that
extends to foreign guests who express an interest in their homeland.

At the same time, Albania’s developing infrastructure, evolving bureaucracy, and
cultural differences may bring surprises and adjustments for newcomers. Issues such
as language barriers, occasional corruption, and unexpected customs can be daunting
at first. Yet, for those willing to embrace its quirks and charm, Albania reveals itself as
a land of promise, opportunity, and adventure.

Throughout this guide, you’ll find practical tips for dealing with everyday challenges,
as well as local advice gathered from seasoned expats and Albanians alike. We
explore the varied regions and communities, the flourishing digital nomad scene, and
the nuances of building a new social circle or running a business. Whether your
interest is vibrant city life, tranquil mountain retreats, or seaside living on the Riviera,
there is something in Albania for everyone.

Ultimately, this book seeks to empower you to make informed decisions, appreciate
Albania’s distinctive way of life, and confidently embark on your own chapter in this
fascinating and underestimated corner of Europe. Welcome to your new
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adventure—welcome to living in Albania.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Albania: Geography
and History
Albania, or Shqipëria as it’s known to its people, meaning “Land of the Eagles,”
occupies a strategic and captivating corner of Southeastern Europe. Tucked away on
the Balkan Peninsula, it shares borders with Montenegro to the northwest, Kosovo to
the northeast, North Macedonia to the east, and Greece to the south and southeast. Its
western coastline, a stunning expanse where the Adriatic and Ionian Seas converge,
offers a dramatic introduction to the country for those arriving by ferry or gazing out
from its charming coastal towns. This unique geographical position has profoundly
shaped Albania’s past, present, and indeed, its future.

The country is remarkably diverse in its landscapes, packing an impressive array of
natural wonders into a relatively small area. Imagine waking up to the dramatic peaks
of the Albanian Alps, often referred to as the "Accursed Mountains," just a few hours'
drive from the sun-drenched beaches of the Albanian Riviera. Between these extremes
lie rolling hills, fertile plains, and numerous lakes, including the vast Lake Shkodra,
Lake Ohrid, and Lake Prespa, all shared with neighboring countries. This topographical
variety isn’t just picturesque; it has historically influenced settlement patterns,
economic activities, and even cultural distinctions within Albania. The Mediterranean
climate, particularly along the coast, means hot, dry summers and mild, wet winters,
making it an appealing destination for those seeking warmth and sunshine, though
Tirana can get quite warm in the summer, with temperatures occasionally soaring to
40°C (104°F).

To truly appreciate modern Albania, one must first cast an eye back through the
annals of its complex and often tumultuous history. The land that is now Albania has
been inhabited since prehistoric times, with evidence of human presence dating back
over 100,000 years. The earliest known inhabitants were the Illyrians, an ancient Indo-
European people whose culture and language laid the groundwork for what would
eventually become the Albanian identity. The Illyrians were a formidable people, often
clashing with their neighbors, particularly the Ancient Greeks and later, the Romans.
Their legacy is still visible today in various archaeological sites scattered across the
country.

The Roman conquest in the 2nd century BCE brought Illyria firmly into the Roman
Empire, a period that saw the development of roads, cities, and a degree of
Romanization, though the Illyrian language and culture persisted. Following the
division of the Roman Empire in 395 CE, Albania found itself on the fault line between
the Western and Eastern halves, leading to a complex interplay of Latin and Greek
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influences. This era also marked the gradual spread of Christianity throughout the
region.

The subsequent centuries were characterized by a succession of invasions and
occupations, with various Slavic tribes, Bulgarians, and Normans vying for control.
However, it was the arrival of the Ottoman Turks in the late 14th century that would
leave the most indelible mark on Albania. The Ottoman conquest was fiercely resisted,
most famously by Gjergj Kastrioti Skanderbeg, a national hero who, for over two
decades in the 15th century, successfully united Albanian principalities and led a
valiant resistance against the superior Ottoman forces. Skanderbeg’s legacy is central
to Albanian national identity, a symbol of defiance and courage against overwhelming
odds.

Despite Skanderbeg’s heroic efforts, Albania eventually fell under Ottoman rule, which
lasted for nearly five centuries. This period saw significant changes in Albanian
society, including the widespread conversion to Islam, although Christian
communities, both Orthodox and Catholic, continued to thrive. Ottoman rule brought
with it an administrative system, new architectural styles, and cultural exchanges that
are still evident in Albania today, particularly in cities like Gjirokastër and Berat. The
long Ottoman period also fostered a strong sense of local autonomy in many
mountainous regions, contributing to the rugged independence often associated with
Albanians.

The decline of the Ottoman Empire in the 19th and early 20th centuries ignited a
fervent nationalist movement among Albanians, culminating in the declaration of
independence on November 28, 1912. This was a hard-won freedom, as the newly
independent state immediately faced threats from neighboring powers eager to carve
up its territory. The early years of Albanian statehood were marked by instability, with
various forms of government, including a short-lived monarchy, attempting to
establish control.

The interwar period saw Albania grappling with internal divisions and external
pressures. The outbreak of World War II brought further hardship, with the country
being occupied first by Italy and then by Nazi Germany. The resistance movement
during this period was significant, and ultimately, it was the communist partisans, led
by Enver Hoxha, who emerged victorious at the war’s end.

The establishment of the People's Socialist Republic of Albania in 1944 ushered in a
period of strict communist rule that would last for over 45 years. Under Hoxha’s
leadership, Albania became one of the most isolated countries in the world.
Characterized by extreme self-reliance, an absence of religious freedom, and an
almost paranoid fear of foreign invasion—evidenced by the hundreds of thousands of
concrete bunkers still dotting the landscape today—this era was a profound departure
from Albania’s historical connections. All private property was nationalized,
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collectivization of agriculture was enforced, and any dissent was brutally suppressed.

The fall of communism in Eastern Europe in the late 1980s eventually reached Albania,
leading to a student-led uprising and the collapse of the communist regime in 1991.
This transition to a multi-party democracy was not without its challenges. The 1990s
were a turbulent decade, marked by economic difficulties, social unrest, and a
pyramid scheme crisis in 1997 that pushed the country to the brink of civil war.

However, since the turn of the millennium, Albania has made significant strides in its
democratic and economic development. It joined NATO in 2009 and is an official
candidate for accession to the European Union, a process that continues to drive
reforms and modernization. Today, Albania is a vibrant, developing nation, proudly
showcasing its rich heritage while embracing its future. Its history, a tapestry woven
with threads of ancient civilizations, imperial conquests, and a recent past of isolation,
has forged a resilient and welcoming people, eager to share their "Land of the Eagles"
with the world. This journey through time provides a crucial backdrop for
understanding the Albania you will encounter today—a country shaped by its past but
firmly focused on its promising future.
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