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Introduction

Albania, a country characterized by its rich history and strategic location within the
Balkan Peninsula, offers a wealth of opportunities and challenges for entrepreneurs.
Nestled between Greece, North Macedonia, Kosovo, and Montenegro, and with a
picturesque coastline along the Adriatic Sea, Albania enjoys a favorable geographic
position that is advantageous for trade and economic growth. This book, '‘Doing
Business in Albania: A Comprehensive Guide For Prospective Entrepreneurs,' seeks to
provide an in-depth exploration of the Albanian business landscape, tailored
specifically for those ready to embark on a venture within this unique and promising
market.

Albania is undergoing a significant transformation, with steady economic growth and
an increasing alignment with European Union standards and practices. This transition
presents unique opportunities for investment, not only in traditional sectors such as
agriculture and tourism but also in emerging areas like renewable energy and
information technology. As the country continues to align itself with EU regulations,
businesses operating in Albania can benefit from enhanced market access and
improved regulatory frameworks.

Despite its potential, doing business in Albania is not without its challenges.
Entrepreneurs must navigate a complex web of regulatory frameworks and differing
business practices. From understanding local labor laws to comprehending the
intricacies of the tax system, this guide provides practical insights and detailed
information designed to prepare prospective business owners for success. By
demystifying the Albanian business environment, this book offers a roadmap to help
entrepreneurs avoid common pitfalls and capitalize on opportunities.

Furthermore, this guide delves into the dynamics of the Albanian labor market,
examining workforce availability and skill sets that are critical for operating a
business. The book addresses the nuances of employment contracts, minimum wage
considerations, and social security systems, providing essential knowledge for
managing human resources efficiently within Albania.

In addition to the practicalities of business operation, '‘Doing Business in Albania' also
covers the country's investment climate and incentives. Whether you are a local
entrepreneur or an international investor, understanding Albania's strategic priorities
and incentives can significantly impact your investment decision-making process. This
comprehensive guide explores government policies, strategic investment laws, and
specific incentives available in key sectors that can enhance your business’s value
proposition.
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Finally, the text concludes by summarizing the opportunities, challenges, and practical
considerations of doing business in Albania. It offers prospective entrepreneurs a
holistic perspective, highlighting the potential for growth and success while preparing
them to face and overcome challenges inherent to the Albanian market. This book
stands as an essential resource, designed to equip you with the necessary knowledge
and tools to successfully navigate and thrive in the burgeoning Albanian business
ecosystem.
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CHAPTER ONE: Overview of Albania’s Strategic
Location

Albania’s position on the world map is far more significant than its relatively modest
land area might suggest. Tucked into the southwestern corner of the Balkan Peninsula,
it serves as a crucial junction point, a geographic hinge connecting the Adriatic and
lonian Seas with the mountainous interior of Southeast Europe. This location isn't just
a matter of coordinates; it's a fundamental asset that has shaped its history and holds
considerable potential for its economic future, offering prospective entrepreneurs
distinct advantages in trade, logistics, and market access. Understanding this strategic
placement is the first step towards appreciating the opportunities available within the
Albanian market.

Bordered by Montenegro to the northwest, Kosovo to the northeast, North Macedonia
to the east, and Greece to the south and southeast, Albania sits amidst a complex but
increasingly interconnected region. Crucially, it boasts a substantial coastline
stretching over 476 kilometers along the Adriatic and lonian Seas. This maritime
frontage directly faces Italy, placing Albania squarely on the western edge of the
Balkans, looking out towards the heart of the Mediterranean and, by extension,
Western Europe. It’s this dual identity - Balkan nation and Mediterranean state - that
defines much of its strategic character.

The country effectively acts as a gateway. For centuries, routes traversing Albania
have linked the Adriatic coast with the interior landmasses stretching towards the
Black Sea. The ancient Via Egnatia, a Roman road connecting the Adriatic port of
Dyrrachium (modern-day Durrés) with Byzantium (Istanbul), stands as historical
testament to this enduring role. Today, while the routes have modernized, the
underlying geographic logic remains unchanged. Albania offers a relatively direct path
from the central Mediterranean into the core of the Western Balkans, a region
undergoing significant economic development and integration efforts.

Its maritime access is perhaps its most obvious locational advantage. The deep blue
waters of the Adriatic and lonian are not just scenic backdrops for a burgeoning
tourism industry; they are vital commercial arteries. The Port of Durrés, situated
roughly midway along the Adriatic coast and conveniently close to the capital, Tirana,
is the country's largest and busiest port. It handles the lion's share of Albania’s
maritime cargo and serves as a primary hub for ferry services connecting Albania with
Italian ports like Bari and Ancona. This proximity to Italy, a major EU economy and
trade partner, makes maritime shipping a particularly efficient option for businesses
involved in import-export activities between Albania and the European Union.
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Further south, the Port of Vloré sits strategically at the point where the Adriatic meets
the lonian Sea, guarding the entrance to the expansive Bay of Vloré. It serves as
another important connection point to Italy and plays a growing role in both cargo and
passenger traffic, particularly related to tourism in the southern Riviera. Smaller ports
like Sarandé, near the Greek border, and Shéngjin, in the north, also contribute to the
country's maritime network, catering to specific regional needs and types of traffic,
including fishing and smaller cargo vessels. Ongoing and planned investments aimed
at modernizing and expanding these port facilities underscore their importance to
Albania's economic strategy, recognizing that efficient sea links are indispensable for
leveraging its location.

The advantages extend beyond simple cargo movement. The close sea links facilitate
‘just-in-time' logistics for certain industries, allowing Albanian-based manufacturers or
processors to integrate relatively seamlessly into European supply chains. The short
ferry crossings to Italy, for instance, mean that goods can potentially reach central
European markets faster and sometimes more cost-effectively via Albanian ports than
through longer overland routes from other parts of the Balkans. This turns the Adriatic
coastline into a significant competitive edge for businesses reliant on swift market
access.

Turning inland, Albania's land borders connect it directly to four neighbouring
countries, each presenting distinct opportunities and dynamics. The southern border
with Greece is particularly significant as it represents a direct land frontier with the
European Union. This facilitates trade and movement, although mountainous terrain
shapes the available crossing points. Greece is a major trading partner and investor in
Albania, and the shared border is a conduit for both formal commerce and the
significant flow of people, including Albanian migrants working in Greece and tourists
travelling in both directions. Efficient road connections, like the E853/SH4 highway
linking Fier with the Greek border at Kakavia, are vital for this relationship.

To the east lies North Macedonia. The border region is mountainous but features key
crossing points like Qafé Thané, located near Lake Ohrid. This border is crucial for
regional trade within the Western Balkans and forms part of the ambitious Pan-
European Corridor VIII project. This transport corridor aims to create an east-west link
stretching from the Adriatic Sea (starting at Durrés) through North Macedonia and
Bulgaria to the Black Sea. Albania's position as the western terminus of this corridor
promises future potential for transit trade and logistics hubs, transforming the country
from merely a destination into a key transit route for goods moving between the
Mediterranean and the Black Sea regions.

The border with Kosovo to the northeast is perhaps the most unique. Strong historical,

cultural, and linguistic ties bind Albania and Kosovo, fostering a vibrant cross-border
economic relationship. The completion of the A1 motorway (linking Durrés, Tirana, and
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the Kosovo border at Morin€) dramatically reduced travel times and boosted trade and
interaction between the two territories. For businesses, this represents an almost
unified market in certain respects, with significant flows of goods, services, and
people. This connection provides Albanian businesses privileged access to the Kosovar
market and vice versa.

Finally, the northwestern border with Montenegro signifies another connection to an
Adriatic neighbour. The terrain here is also largely mountainous, but key crossing
points facilitate travel and trade, particularly along the coastal strip near Shkodér and
Lake Shkodér/Skadar, the largest lake in Southern Europe, which straddles the border.
Cooperation in tourism is developing, leveraging the shared coastline and natural
attractions. Infrastructure projects, including potential improvements to road and rail
links, aim to further strengthen connectivity along this northern corridor, linking into
the wider Adriatic region.

These land connections mean that Albania is not isolated within the Balkans but is
woven into the regional fabric. While infrastructure quality remains a challenge in
certain areas (a topic explored in Chapter 22), the existing road network provides
essential links for regional commerce. Businesses operating in Albania can potentially
source materials or components from neighbouring countries or target these markets
for their products and services. The country's location makes it a viable base for
companies looking to serve the wider Western Balkan market of roughly 20 million
people.

Air connectivity further enhances Albania's strategic position, primarily through Tirana
International Airport Néné Tereza (TIA). Located near the capital, TIA has seen
significant growth in passenger numbers and flight connections over the past two
decades. It serves as the main aerial gateway, connecting Albania directly with
numerous European capitals and major cities, including key business hubs like Rome,
Milan, Vienna, Frankfurt, London, and Istanbul. This network is vital for business travel,
facilitating face-to-face meetings, participation in trade fairs, and site visits for
investors.

The relatively short flight times to most European destinations - typically between one
and three hours - make Albania easily accessible. This is a considerable advantage for
attracting foreign investment and integrating Albanian businesses into international
networks. For industries like tourism and business process outsourcing (BPO), which
rely heavily on efficient air travel, TIA's expanding reach is a critical enabler.
Furthermore, the airport handles a growing volume of air freight, important for high-
value or time-sensitive goods, supporting sectors like pharmaceuticals or specific
types of manufacturing.

Beyond Tirana, the development of other airports adds another layer to the country's
locational strategy. Kukés International Airport Zayed-North Wings, located in the
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northeast near the Kosovo border, aims to serve the needs of that region and facilitate
travel for the diaspora. More significant, perhaps, is the development of Vloré
International Airport in the south. Once operational, this airport is expected to provide
a major boost to tourism along the Albanian Riviera and offer alternative freight
options, further leveraging the strategic position of the Vloré region at the confluence
of the Adriatic and lonian seas. These developments signal a move towards a more
distributed air transport infrastructure, potentially unlocking economic opportunities in
regions beyond the capital.

One of the most compelling aspects of Albania's location is its sheer proximity to
major European Union markets. Italy lies just across the Strait of Otranto - at its
narrowest point, less than 75 kilometers separate the two countries. Greece, an EU
member, is an immediate neighbour to the south. This closeness translates into
tangible benefits: reduced transportation costs and shorter delivery times compared to
manufacturing or sourcing hubs located further afield in Asia or even Eastern Europe.
For European companies looking to nearshore production or services, Albania presents
a geographically logical option.

This proximity facilitates not just the movement of goods but also the transfer of
knowledge, standards, and business practices. The close relationship with Italy and
Greece, in particular, means there is a degree of familiarity with EU market
requirements and expectations within the Albanian business community. This can
ease the integration process for foreign companies setting up operations and for
Albanian firms looking to export to the EU. The short distances enable easier
management oversight, site visits, and collaboration between Albanian operations and
parent companies or clients in the EU.

Albania’s role within planned regional transport networks further amplifies its strategic
importance. As mentioned, Corridor VIII is a key initiative aiming to enhance east-west
connectivity across the southern Balkans. By improving road and potentially rail
infrastructure along this route, the corridor seeks to stimulate trade and economic
development along its entire length. Albania's position at the western end, with the
Port of Durrés as a primary node, stands to benefit significantly from increased transit
flows and improved access to markets further east. Participation in such large-scale
infrastructure projects signals Albania's integration into wider European transport
planning.

Similarly, the proposed Adriatic-lonian Highway, often referred to as the 'Blue
Corridor', aims to create a continuous motorway linking Trieste in Italy down the
eastern Adriatic coast through Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Montenegro, Albania, and terminating in Greece. While the full realization of this
ambitious project faces challenges, progress on sections within Albania is ongoing.
Once completed, this highway would dramatically improve north-south connectivity
along the coast, further integrating Albania with its Adriatic neighbours and providing
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a high-speed road link complementing the sea routes to Italy and Northern Europe. Its
path through Albania reinforces the country's role as a transit nation.

The physical geography of Albania itself contributes to its strategic nature, albeit in
complex ways. The mountainous interior presents challenges for infrastructure
development but also holds resources. The country's numerous rivers flowing from the
mountains towards the sea provide significant potential for hydropower generation (a
key sector discussed later). The coastal lowlands and inland plains offer fertile land for
agriculture, benefiting from a Mediterranean climate. The dramatic coastline and
rugged mountains create the stunning natural beauty that is the bedrock of the rapidly
growing tourism sector. Understanding how this varied topography influences resource
availability and infrastructure possibilities is part of grasping the locational context.

Even the country's time zone offers a subtle advantage. Albania operates on Central
European Time (CET), aligning it with major European economic centres like Berlin,
Paris, Rome, and Vienna. This synchronicity simplifies real-time communication,
coordination of business operations, and participation in the daily rhythm of European
commerce. For service industries, in particular, being in the same time zone as key
clients or partners eliminates the friction and delays often associated with working
across different time zones, facilitating seamless collaboration during standard
business hours.

Historically and culturally, Albania's location has made it a fascinating melting pot.
Situated between the Latin, Slavic, and Greek spheres of influence, and with a long
history intertwined with the Ottoman Empire, Albania possesses a unique cultural
blend. While navigating cultural nuances is important for any entrepreneur (as
explored in Chapter 24), this position can also be an advantage. Albanian businesses
often have a degree of cultural fluency that allows them to interact effectively with
partners from diverse backgrounds across the Mediterranean and Balkan regions. This
adaptability can be valuable in regional trade and cross-border ventures.

In essence, Albania’s strategic location offers a compelling narrative for prospective
entrepreneurs. It's a country positioned as a bridge - between the Adriatic and the
Balkan interior, between Southern and Southeastern Europe, and increasingly,
between established EU markets and the emerging economies of the region. Its
maritime access provides direct links to Mediterranean trade routes, while its land
borders connect it to a dynamic neighbourhood. Proximity to the EU offers advantages
in logistics and market integration. As infrastructure improves and regional
cooperation deepens, the inherent value of Albania's geographic placement is only set
to increase, making it a location worthy of serious consideration for businesses looking
to establish a foothold in this strategically vital corner of Europe.
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