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Abstract

Albanian society is facing a series of problems, with two key issues being Organized Crime and Corruption, which significantly
impact the development of society and the well-being of its people, both in Albania and globally. After the fall of communism in
Albania in 1991 and the 1997 unrest, there was a significant rise in organized crime and corruption, as criminal groups took
advantage of the newfound freedoms in the country and the weak enforcement of law. This paper is designed to highlight criminal
justice issues related to the phenomena addressed by the topic, namely organized crime and corruption, whose roots can be traced
back to early occurrences. Furthermore, we will analyze the legal and institutional framework in Albania concerning organized crime
and corruption. Special attention is given to identifying the connections between Organized Crime and Corruption, as both
phenomena have caused major problems for our country. The 2016 judicial reforms and the vetting system brought significant
developments in the justice system in Albania, demonstrating that approximately two-thirds of the citizens trust the seriousness of
the work done by key institutions such as the Special Anti-Corruption and Organized Crime Structure (SPAK), the National Bureau
of Investigation (BKH), and the Special Court for Corruption and Organized Crime (GJKKO), among others. The central question
raised, and which this paper aims to answer, is: What is the current situation of Organized Crime and Corruption in Albania, and can
we say that Organized Crime and Corruption are major obstacles for the country's integration process into the European Union?
Between 2021 and 2025, SPAK and GJKKO have targeted high levels of organized crime and public officials, both current and
former, in Albania. This is a very positive and significant indicator of the aforementioned institutions’ efforts against the phenomena
of Organized Crime and Corruption. There are several fundamental reasons why it is crucial to eradicate organized crime and
corruption in our country, including public trust, public security, economic development, and social progress.

Keywords: SPAK; BKH; GJKKO; organized crime; corruption; money laundering; criminological perspective

Introduction

Organized crime and corruption are two major issues that have plagued Albania for decades. The country has a long
history of organized crime and corruption, with roots dating back to the communist regime. The fall of communism in 1991
led to a power vacuum that was quickly filled by organized crime groups. Today, Albania continues to grapple with these
issues as they permeate every aspect of society, from politics to business. This paper will address the roots of organized
crime and corruption in Albania, the current state of these issues, and potential solutions to combat them. Albania has a
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long-standing history of organized crime and corruption, which can be traced back to the country’s communist era. In the
1970s and 1980s, the Albanian government was heavily involved in organized crime and corruption, particularly in drug
and arms trafficking. The government’s involvement in organized crime allowed criminal groups to flourish, and corruption
became rampant throughout the country. According to D. Irrera, organized crime in Albania can be traced back to the
country’s history of clan-based social organization, which allowed criminal groups to form and operate with relative
impunity. These criminal groups were often led by powerful individuals with connections to the government or law
enforcement agencies, which enabled them to operate without fear of prosecution. The fall of communism in Albania in
1991 led to a surge in organized crime and corruption, as criminal groups took advantage of the newfound freedoms in
the country and the weak enforcement of laws. Today, organized crime and corruption remain significant issues in
Albania, with criminal groups involved in drug trafficking, human trafficking, and other illegal activities. While the Albanian
government has taken steps to combat organized crime and corruption, including the establishment of specialized anti-
corruption units, these efforts have had limited success in curbing the influence of criminal groups in the country,
https://www.google.com/url?client=internal-element.

The current state of organized crime and corruption in Albania remains a major concern for the country and its
people.

2. Methodology

Undoubtedly, in any scientific paper, research methods hold a special significance, as they are the foundational pillars
upon which a research work is constructed. The utilization and application of scientific research methods form the
essence of scientific research studies. The central focus of this study is Organized Crime and Corruption in Albania.

In this study, several scientific research methods have been employed.

The research method has been used throughout the entire study. This method encompasses the process of data
collection, gathering materials in both written forms and various electronic or hard-copy formats, as well as online
resources. This method has highlighted the identification of issues related to Organized Crime and Corruption that our
country has experienced since the 1990s.

The descriptive method is also of great importance, as it is essential for clarifying different concepts and notions,
particularly in the legal context.

The historical method plays a crucial role in this study. Through this method, the historical context of Organized
Crime and Corruption in Albania after the 1990s has been analyzed.

The comparative method has helped us compare data and draw conclusions, which have served as the basis for
providing recommendations that we believe are significant in this field of study.

3. Organized Crime and Corruption in Albania After 1990

The collapse of communism in 1991 led to a power vacuum that was swiftly filled by organized crime groups and the
growth of corruption, both of which are significant phenomena. The desire to create personal privileges and benefits,
often at the expense of others or without regard to their needs, is a characteristic of human nature. The shift in Albania’s
governing regime in the 1990s was accompanied by a lack of stability in economic, political, and social developments.
According to the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime of 2000, the term “organized criminal
group” refers to a structured group of three or more persons, which exists for a certain period and operates in cooperation
to commit one or more serious crimes or criminal acts as defined by the Convention, with the goal of obtaining direct or
indirect financial gain.

According to Interpol, organized crime involves a group that possesses a common structure aimed at securing
money through illegal activities, often surviving through the use of fear and corruption, Gashi, R. (2011). In this context,
certain segments of Albanian society are not exempt. The regional dimension of organized crime and corruption has also
played its role, as neighboring countries have faced similar transitional challenges. The abolition of old legislation and the
need for its rapid replacement led to the enactment of unclear legal acts, sometimes contradicting the principles of market
economics, creating practical situations that were difficult to address and consequently fostering corruption. Additionally,
the legacy of broad executive powers held by officials in managing national assets persisted. Combined with the absence
of a comprehensive legal framework, the liberalization of the economy became a corrupt factor, leading to abuses of
natural resources and national wealth.

Albania, like other countries in the Western Balkans, including Kosovo, Bosnia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and
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Serbia, is shaped by its historical context and political developments. It faces challenges such as the significant influence
of politics over the judiciary, the lack of law enforcement, and the failure to create strong mechanisms to combat
organized crime and corruption.

According to reports from the European Commission, this has hindered the rapid progress of Albania’s path toward
European Union integration.

"Citizens of former communist countries, including Albania, view wealth and prosperity as a sign of strong ties to
'dishonesty." While most Westerners believe that the path to wealth comes through hard work, 80 percent of Bulgarians,
Hungarians, and Russians state that high incomes reflect dishonesty, Uslaner. (2008). Furthermore, according to the
European Commission’s reports on Albania. European Commission. (2019, May 29)., this has hindered the swift progress
of Albania’s journey toward European Union integration.

Various indices indicate that corruption in Albania remains at high levels. In the 2012 Corruption Perception Index
(CPI) published by Transparency International (TI), Albania scored 33 points. In the Tl indices for 2013, 2014, and 2015,
Albania scored 31, 33, and 36 points, respectively. In the 2016 Tl index, Albania scored 39 points, ranking 83rd out of
176 countries, showing an improvement compared to previous years. However, this improvement did not sustain in the
following years, as in the 2017 Tl index, Albania scored 38 points and ranked 91st out of 180 countries, and in the 2018
index, Albania scored 36 points and ranked 99th out of 180 countries.

The results of the 2016 Monitoring System on Corruption in Albania. Southeast European Leadership for
Development and Integrity (SELDI), (2016). revealed that 1 in 2 Albanian citizens of voting age admitted to being directly
or indirectly asked for bribes by public officials. Corruption causes significant losses to citizens in many aspects: as
earners of income - through reduced investments and limited employment opportunities; as recipients of services - often
receiving services of low quality and being forced to pay higher taxes; and as property owners - whose rights are
threatened by the violation of legal security, accompanied by significant economic uncertainty. "Corruption interests have
primarily focused on the economic sphere, creating favorable environments for the development of criminal activities,
from which not only organized crime groups benefit and rapidly accumulate wealth, but also corrupt entrepreneurs and
officials, who serve as the point of contact for both corruption and money laundering activities, Mecalla. (2013).

The developments accompanying the regime change in Albania after the 1990s created an environment conducive
to economic crime, including money laundering, which plays a crucial role in corruption. The entanglement of corruption
with other negative phenomena, such as money laundering, complicates efforts to combat them. Since 1990, corruption
has been one of the most concerning problems hindering the country's development, and ongoing studies on the issue
remain essential. It can be argued that the relatively long period without substantial changes in the outcomes of the fight
against corruption seems to be taking a new turn with the adoption of the judicial reform in 2016, which will be further
explored in subsequent sections.

“Freedom House,” the international organization based in Washington, has published its annual report on global
freedom. Albania’s score in the “Freedom Index” was 68 out of 100 points, marking a one-point improvement compared
to the previous year. Albania is still considered a transitional country with a hybrid system of governance, and despite its
achievements, remains “partly free, Freedom House (2023). “Albania has a record of competitive elections, although
political parties are highly polarized and often organized around key personalities,” the report states, Freedom House
(2024).

According to “Freedom House,” corruption and organized crime remain serious issues, despite recent government
efforts to address them. The intertwining of powerful business, political, and media interests hinders the development of
truly independent news organs. The full narrative report has not yet been published, but the media organization "Voice of
America" conducted an interview with "Freedom House" expert on the Balkans, Alexandra Karppi. She highlighted the
improvement of the vetting process, which "has begun to show progress by forcing Albania to eliminate corruption in the
judiciary." She stated that this means that Albanian courts are now in a better position to serve citizens and are more
efficient. “This means that in Albania, citizens' access to the justice system is improving significantly, and this progress
should be recognized.”

Karppi further noted that the lack of transparency and dysfunctional governance continue to pose concerns in
Albania. She pointed to the conduct of local elections, where, according to her, “a conducive environment for freer and
fairer elections has not been created.” “In general, Albania has made progress in recent years, giving citizens the
opportunity to once again participate in democratic processes while adhering to commitments for reforms made before
the European Union, Freedom House (2023). The report, which assesses the progress of 195 countries and 15 territories
in 2023 based on evaluations of political rights and civil liberties, labeled the overall global state of political rights and
human freedoms as “a widely deteriorating situation.” According to "Freedom House," political rights have seen a decline
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for the 18th consecutive year.

Corruption and organized crime are two key problems that impact the development of society and the well-being of
citizens in Albania, as well as in many other countries around the world. There are several fundamental reasons why it is
crucial to uproot corruption and organized crime in our country:

Public Trust and Institutional Integrity: Corruption and organized crime undermine the integrity of institutions
and reduce public trust in governing authorities. This lack of trust can lead to political and social instability.

The eradication of organized crime and corruption requires joint efforts from state institutions, civil society, and
citizens in general, as cooperation or interaction between these stakeholders brings efficiency. Legal reforms, increased
accountability, and the promotion of transparency and law and order are essential tools in combating these harmful
phenomena. Additionally, creating a culture of awareness and respect for the law is important for fostering a fair and
developed society in Albania.

Furthermore, the following messages could be shared to express opposition to corrupt politicians and encourage
the new justice system, particularly the Special Prosecutor's Office (SPAK) and the National Bureau of Investigation
(BKH) in Albania.

4. The Consequences of Organized Crime and Corruption in Albania

Organized crime and corruption affect all countries, both developed and developing. Their impact extends across all
economic sectors and levels of governance. They are often perceived as a hidden tax, and as such, the entire population
of a country is affected - either directly or indirectly - by corrupt procedures and actions. Scholarly literature generally
examines the effects of corruption in three domains: the economy, politics, and social life.

Researchers from various countries have identified organized crime and corruption as among the principal factors
hindering a country's economic development. The following summarizes key conclusions regarding the economic
consequences of corruption. The majority of the literature concludes that corruption has a long-term negative effect on
economic growth.

Corruption can hinder the formation of human capital, which is the most crucial input in the production process and
the transformation of a country’s economic development. Criminal offenses against state activity committed by public
employees or those in public service are addressed under specific provisions of the Albanian Penal Code. These include:
passive corruption of persons exercising public functions (Article 259); passive corruption of foreign public officials (Article
259/a); passive corruption of high-level state officials or elected local representatives (Article 260), among others, Elezi.
(2018).

Firstly, corruption undermines the state administration by reducing its efficiency in delivering public services.

Secondly, it increases the operational costs of government, thereby limiting the resources available for other
purposes, including the funding of social spending programs vital to human capital development. Quantitative analysis
conducted by Paolo Mauro (1998), Mauro.(1998), reveals a negative correlation between public education expenditure
and levels of corruption.

Corruption produces disproportionate effects, meaning that its consequences are not equally distributed among all
economic actors. The impact is more acutely felt by poorer households and smaller enterprises. Wealthier individuals pay
a smaller proportion of their income in taxes, while lower-income populations have reduced access to public goods and
services. Large corporations erect market entry barriers, whereas small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have
limited access to financing.

In countries with higher levels of corruption, both government expenditures and tax revenues as a percentage of
GDP tend to be lower. In 2014, tax revenues constituted approximately 18.3% of Albania’s gross domestic product,
INSTAT - Albanian Institute of Statistics. Corruption distorts public expenditures by enabling their allocation in ways that
do not reflect public interest. Consequently, there is a deficiency in the provision of public services and goods, including
business infrastructure, education, and healthcare for individuals.

Studies indicate that inequality leads to increased corruption due to declining public trust, Uslaner. (2011).,
suggesting a vicious cycle wherein inequality reduces trust, which fosters corruption, and in turn exacerbates inequality.

Corruption and crime cannot be eradicated overnight. However, the Special Anti-Corruption Structure (SPAK) has,
over its five-year mandate, achieved noteworthy results.

SPAK has seized and confiscated over €182 million in assets acquired through illicit means. Justice recognizes no
status or direction; no one is untouchable if the laws of this country are violated. A total of 61 high-ranking officials have
been prosecuted for corruption, of which 70% have been sent to trial, SPAK. (2023).
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Regarding organized crime, 955 individuals have been prosecuted, with 55% of them referred to court. In the area
of terrorism, 29 individuals have been prosecuted, all of whom (100%) have been sent to trial. Over the past five years,
high-ranking officials across all levels have been held accountable, demonstrating that corruption can be challenged,
organized crime brought to justice, and that no one is above the law. We take pride in our contribution to facilitating
Albania’s integration into the European family, by upholding European standards of law enforcement. Our mission does
not end with the next case file.

The fundamental elements of combating organized crime and corruption include:

Institutional cooperation and coordination at the local, national, and international levels.

Adoption of joint legislation against organized crime at the regional (Balkans or EU) and intercontinental levels,
along with the establishment of joint police forces and other specialized agencies.

Reform of the police and judiciary systems toward the creation of specialized bodies to combat organized crime
and corruption.

Clear and unwavering political will from national leadership and institutions in addressing organized crime.

Ongoing scientific and professional research into the dynamics of organized crime and corruption. This research
should be disseminated through symposia, conferences, consultations, seminars, forums, publications, etc.

5. Conclusions

Organized crime and corruption remain two of the most significant challenges to the Albanian state. As a NATO member
state and a candidate for European Union accession, it is imperative for the government, civil society organizations, and
international partners to work collaboratively to address these issues and to promote transparency, accountability, and
the rule of law. Only through sustained efforts can Albania achieve security, prosperity, and justice.

The constitutional amendments of 2016 and the adoption of judicial reform enabled the establishment of a new
architecture for the justice system in Albania. This new architecture is expected to yield positive results in the fight against
corruption. A series of laws aimed at combating corruption accompanied the adoption of the constitutional amendments,
including Law No. 95/2016, “On the Organization and Functioning of Institutions for Combating Corruption and Organized
Crime,” which facilitated the creation of institutions such as the Special Prosecution Office and the National Bureau of
Investigation, Law No. 95/2016. This new legal framework addresses issues previously created by the former legal
provisions, particularly the jurisdictional gaps concerning high-level corruption cases. Before these reforms, even though
authority over corruption investigations involving senior officials had been transferred to the Serious Crimes Prosecution
Office, cases involving top state officials (e.g., the President, Prime Minister, ministers, members of parliament, and
judges of the High Court and Constitutional Court) were not being investigated due to constitutional jurisdiction
restrictions (Article 141 of the Constitution prior to the reforms), Constitution of the Republic of Albania. (2017),.A society
relatively free from criminal activity, underpinned by a functioning justice system, fosters a safe and healthy environment.

In conclusion, having summarized the key findings, we humbly offer the following recommendations: New
institutions such as the National Bureau of Investigation (BKH) and SPAK must continue to operate effectively. The head
of SPAK has also emphasized the ongoing fight against corruption, noting that 33 high-level officials are currently under
investigation, of whom 19 have already been referred to court. More concrete and coordinated steps must be taken to
enhance collaboration between public and private institutions. Organized crime and high-level corrupt officials have
become increasingly sophisticated, often operating through offshore accounts. Moreover, organized crime has advanced
to laundering money through integration with digital financial systems (e.g., cryptocurrencies), making tracking and
investigation in this area extremely difficult.
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