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The recent book Albania and the European Union is welcomed as a much-needed
effort to explore an important factor in the Albanian political, economic and social
developments –the European integration and the prospect of accession into the EU.
Although the EU role as an agent promoting democratisation and a wide range of
economic reforms in the transition countries has been subject to a bourgeoning
literature, there is a curious absence when it comes to the case of Albania.

The book has the aim to fulfil this task by “presenting a modern, scientific and
European approach” to “the question of the accession of Albania into the EU” (p.
13).  However, except for the title, the preface written by the former Albanian
minister of foreign affairs is the only part of the book that reveals the aims of this
study because it lacks an introduction containing its objectives, methodology, and
structure.

The first chapter describes the gradual development of the EU and the challenge it
has posed to the nation-state as the primary form of political organisation.  At the
aftermath of the fall of the Berlin wall, the federal vision of Europe had become an
ideal of democracy, prosperity and security that all the East and Central European
(CEEC) countries wished to join.  Yet the process of accession involved a very
ambitious program of reform encompassing the renewal of their elites, building
from scratch an economic system, devising new democratic institutions and
preparing to adopt the acquis of approximately 80.000 pages.  In addition, there are
several factors that made this task daunting: first, some of the new states did not
have any historical affinities with Western Europe, which arguably could have
helped them to adapt themselves; second, most of them were subject to a dire
communist rule, which refused to reform itself until its collapse; and third, the
possible accession coincided with the moment the EU was undergoing significant
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reforms itself, thus, little resources and energies were left for a difficult
enlargement.

Accordingly, Albania is one of the countries, where the tasks of integration are
overwhelming.  The country embarked in the transition processes as the poorest
country in Europe, after 5 decades of surviving one of the most totalitarian regimes
in the communist block.  In addition, the authors mention that as part of the
Ottoman Empire for 500 years, the country lacked a tradition of democracy and
capitalism, and inherited “underdeveloped state-society relationships, and weak
institutional capacity” (p.33).  On the top of these long term factors, they single out
the poor, incompetent and irresponsible political leadership as the main obstacle to
a successful transition.  It is not surprising then, that Albania and the Western
Balkans (WB) in general, seem to be Europe’s “Achilles heel” by exporting
emigrants, and importing peacekeepers and development agencies.

After the Kosovo crises, the EU seemed determined to challenge this image and
elaborated an integration framework for the WB countries.  The second chapter
deals with this strategy and the membership perspective. It maintains that the
Stabilization and Association Process (SAp) is a strategy that borrows from the
process of enlargement with other post-communist countries, while innovating to
encompass the specificities of the WB.  The view on SAp, however, lacks a proper
description and an analysis of what it brings anew, the instruments it relies on, and
its weaknesses and advantages.  This is even more so at the face of an increasing
body of literature studying whether the promise of membership included in the
SAp is strong enough to push for reforms, whether its regional and
multidimensional conditionality is necessary, whether the focus areas of the SAp
coincide or diverge with the needs of the countries, etc.  It is unfortunate that the
authors do not take into account any of these arguments, which take the debate
beyond simple rhetoric or wide held assumptions on the importance of the EU.
Moreover, the lack of consulting the literature already existing on the subject (the
authors mention mostly the EU reports, when there are many periodicals, working
papers, conference proceedings, and books that analyse these topics) prevents the
authors from engaging into the debate and making use of what the other studies
have already found.

The third chapter explores and seeks to measure the Albanian political and socio-
economic achievements versus the Copenhagen criteria.  The chapter covers a
wide range of issues.  As far as the political criteria are concerned, the study
explores elections, local government, the rule of law, judicial system, clientelism,
corruption, organized crime, human rights, media and the approximation of laws.
Regarding the economic criteria, the authors delve into the growth rate, fiscal
policy, monetary policy, privatisation, private sector, FDI, industry, agriculture and
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infrastructure.  Needless to say, covering such an unlimited range of issues in 30
pages creates problems of rigorousness and evidence – in some cases personal
judgements are considered as common facts that do not need to be proven but only
stated.  For example, authors seek to explain the problem of corruption through
“some features of the Albanian culture, such as mistrust, clan mentality, the
absence of mutual respect between citizens and the state, social isolation and a lack
of civic awareness” (58).  Besides being only assumptions that need to be proven
or at least elaborated, such opinion pieces are a trap of the discourse commonly
found in numerous reports on Albania, that use vague terms as short cut
explanations.

Following the description of the Albanian context, there is an analysis of the
policy-making, which is the strong point of the study in terms of focusing and
conceptualising the subject of analysis.  The authors find that the new
commitments to the EU membership have helped to rationalise the Albanian
policy-making process, since membership is a well-defined goal that parallels the
expansion of a set of strategies.  Regarding the actors involved and their interaction
in the policy-making process, Albania seems to be characterised by mainly elitist
and some pluralist elements because the key decisions are made by the political
elite in power, only at times influenced by business actors.

The political actors’ ownership of the integration process, however, seems to be an
obstacle to integration.  The main political actors in Albania, the two biggest
parties, SP and DP, seem to accept the EU membership as a priority, but given
their alleged goal to take power for personal use rather than improve the situation,
there is a question mark on their real will to undertake the required reforms and
give up personal interest that are better served out of the Union.  Thus, there is a
justifiable suspicion that there is an inflation of rhetoric and little work behind the
commitments to integration.  The government is subject to the same suspicion
given the phenomena of state-capture by power centres organised on clientelistic
basis around the party elites.  The parliament, on the other hand, seems to be a
victim of party struggle without any independent institutional position and impact.
The lack of stable institutions, thus, has created an over powerful role for the
political leaders, whom have often demonstrated incompetence and
irresponsibility.  The knowledge elites that may counter face the opportunistic and
inexperienced political class is very weak and dispersed as a result of high
emigration.  Other forces like media, civil society and public opinion are in the
embryonic phases of creating a counterbalance to politicians.  The EU money and
programs have addressed some of the difficult transition issues, but they are hardly
enough and badly absorbed.  Yet they cannot replace domestic factors and actors.
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The final chapter, on the impact of the external factors, argues that the EU is a
dominant democratising factor via the attraction of its models and the strategy of
political conditionality.  The argument here reflects a generic assumption on the
role of the EU as a driving force behind states’ domestic transformations.
However, it hardly helps clarify or shed light on which are the areas under the EU
impact and the instruments through which the EU becomes an important factor.
The authors suggest that given the huge economic and political artefacts, especially
of the political class, “the progress of Albania is linked to the prospect of joining
the EU” (p.126).

To conclude, given the paucity of analysis on the Albanian case, the book comes in
the right time to draw attention to questions of “Europeanisation” and the possible
relations with the wider Albanian post-communist transformations.  Although the
ambition of the authors to offer a comprehensive overview is commendable, the
study suffers from some flaws. It covers an overambitious wealth of topics,
without a specific objective, or revealing structure.  More often than not, it gives
the impression of a collection of essays, with as loose a connection as Albanian
politics, economic and social issues, and Europeanization can be.  Another
weakness is the lack of summarising and using the debate on some of the issues
covered in the book. The book also, at times, offers generic explanations to
debatable phenomena.  Finally, the main factors analysed in the book, the EU,
integration and Europeanisation are used interchangeably without being defined
and/or distinguished.  For the academic audience, although at times insightful, in
general, it is a rather unfocused academic venture.  It certainly offers more to the
wider audience interested in an overview of issues related to the relations between
the EU and Albania and the many challenges ahead.  The book should also be
praised for drawing attention to a wealth of issues that need to be studied given the
intensification of the relations between the EU and Albania.
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