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ALBANIA The Role of  Design, Planning 
and Landscaping for the National Growth, 
Image Building and Branding
Prof. PhD. Besnik Aliaj
Rector, Polis University, Tirana Albania

Background:

Between 1945-1990, Albania experienced 
one of the harshest authoritarian regimes 
of the Cold War period, and was consid-
ered the “Northern Korea” of Eastern Eu-
rope. The country prohibited any form of 
organized religion, private initiative, and 
freedom of movement. No foreigners could 
enter the country, practically. Indeed it was 
considered a strict “no fly zone” for tourists 
and any international transportation mean, 
both from east and west. The rest of the 
world was considered by the authoritarian 
regime of that time as “degenerate and 
corrupt”! 

Despite heavy preaching by the communist 
leaders which considered Albania the “cen-
ter of the world” and “the only real” com-
munist country, the reality during the 80s 
looked bleak. The whole country could be 
considered entrapped in a national impris-
onment, where people lived from hand to 
mouth. 

Since early 1991, Albania entered a radi-
cal process of change and nowadays the 
country is totally transformed from its state 
directly emerging from its dictatorial heri-
tage. The transition towards pluralism, de-
mocracy and market economy during the 

90s was harsh and often traumatic and in-
cluded several episodes of national social 
and political unrest, because of the col-
lapse of pyramidal investments schemes, as 
well as war in Kosovo. 

During the last decade Albania experienced 
a stage of stabilization and rapid socio-
economic growth with an average GDP in-
crease of 6% per annum. The country joined 
NATO, and it has since progressed regard-
ing its EU membership, despite continuous 
internal political quarrels. Meanwhile for-
eign investments have gradually increased, 
but not at the expected potentials. This is 
mainly because of problems due to unclear 
land restitution policies. The country, in the 
meantime, has placed a lot of hopes on the 
growing industries of tourism, mining, alter-
native energy production, and bio- agricul-
ture.

Nevertheless the global economic crisis, 
especially in the neighboring EU countries 
like Greece and Italy, hinted at a crisis for 
the Albanian economy as well. In addition, 
remittances from emigration dropped from 
50% during the 90s to 20% at present time. 
Despite such a slowdown, during the last 
years the economy is still growing at an av-
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erage of 1-2%, remaining far better than 
many neighboring countries in the region. 
Most of such relative success relies both on 
certain liberal policies from authorities and 
on the entrepreneurial spirit of Albanians. 
However, the economy still remains largely 
informal. It is estimated that 50% of Alba-
nia’s economy operates out of formal chan-
nels, and more is to be done to achieve EU’s 
average standards. 

Context:

Until 1990, Albania was considered the 
most rural-oriented society of Europe, with 
only 35% of population living in urban set-
tlements. Authorities were discouraging ur-
banization with all the available means be-
cause they were neither capable nor willing 
to support freedom of movement, and the 
consequences of housing, infrastructure, and 
job opportunities for the new settlers. In-
stead, young people and cadres were sent 
by force to work in remote and rural ar-
eas based on similar ideological inspira-
tions borrowed by the “Chinese Cultural 
Revolution”. During this period the country’s 
population was growing at the dramatic 
trends of 3% per annum, while small towns 
were strictly planned according to the local 
“pseudo-modernist” ideological principles, 
as well as the logic of economic savings and 
self-reliance.

During the 90s, when private initiative was 
introduced, authorities were focused on 
other emerging political and economic is-
sues of national importance, thus not being 
able to guide the dramatic growth rates 
of 5-10% per annum towards main urban 
centers. At the present time the speed has 
slowed down to 2-3% per annum, while the 
real estate boom has entered a crisis stage. 
In a few words a rapid and dramatic ur-
banization process has happened in the 
last 20 years, predominantly of an infor-
mal character, where housing constructions 
in the periphery and business spaces in 
the center have been the main typologies 
of development. Nowadays almost 60% of 
the nation’s population lives in urban areas, 
while 1 in 4 Albanians lives abroad. 

This urbanization happens in tandem with 
a continuous process of the decentraliza-

tion of power and finances from the cen-
tral government towards local communities. 
However, this is also associated with nega-
tive externalities such as: urban sprawl, 
environmental degradation, loss of public 
space as well as inefficiency of public in-
frastructure and services, corruption and 
informality, etc.

Despite such vivid but chaotic urban mod-
els, often more typical of Latin American 
cities, it is to be recognized that the peo-
ple’s energy has been immense and crucial 
to the growth and progress of the country. 
If authorities are able to initiate intelligent 
processes of planning as well as adminis-
tration of the territory and resources, Al-
bania could become more attractive to the 
foreign investors and the growing number 
of visitors/tourists. This process needs not 
only a consolidation of the existing legal-
economic reforms, but also implementation 
of several strategic programs of urban-
rural governance; territorial management; 
resource conservation and planning; land-
scape planning and qualitative urban de-
sign; national image building and branding, 
etc.

Better organization and management of 
the spatial developments is also needed in 
areas such as: the coastal-touristic regions; 
the metropolitan regions; national parks; 
main national corridors and trunk infra-
structure; (inter-) national airports, ports 
and entry borders/customs, etc., and so on. 
All these are becoming of crucial impor-
tance to improving the country’s reputation, 
to boasting economic performance, as well 
as winning the trust of local communities 
and foreign investors. 

Therefore, POLIS University, a leading Al-
banian school of territorial policies, in col-
laboration with its partners is highly inter-
ested in exploring such issues. 

U_POLIS, UNIFE and their 
Joint International PhD 
Program:

POLIS University is a new educational and 
research alternative established in Albania, 
with impact in the Western Balkans, focused 
on the issues of Design, Architecture, Engi-



neering, Planning and Environmental stud-
ies. U_POLIS is institutionally and program 
accredited, and member of several interna-
tional and European university and research 
networks. It provides programs of Bachelor, 
Masters and PhD levels, and undertakes 
research and innovation of scientific and 
applied nature. Thanks to the previous ex-
changes of staff and students, as well as an 
agreement between Rectors, a Double De-
gree PhD program is jointly organized with 
the University of Ferrara (UNIFE). At a sec-
ond stage the program will be joined also 
by two European schools of architecture and 
planning in Bratislava and Malta.  

The team, Theme, Objectives 
& Structure of  the Project:

In order to strengthen this cooperation and 
contribute with a vision for the country, the 
researchers of the PhD program and stu-
dents of Postgraduate Programs at U-PO-
LIS, during 2013-2014 undertook an envi-
sioning research project in one of the main 
strategic corridors of the metropolitan area 
Durres-Tirana in Albania. 

A total of 12 PhD researchers and 9 post-
graduate students, were organized in three 
teams of mixed professional backgrounds 
and life experiences. Most of them had al-
ready solid professional and/or education-
al-research-intellectual expertise both at 
an Albanian and international level, includ-
ing some of the most reputable universities 
or international development organizations 
in EU and USA. Three selected PhD re-
searchers from UNIFE also joined the proj-
ect team. This team was then jointly guided 
by the academic staff of the PhD Programs 
of POLIS and UNIFE.

The teams were organized in this way:

Team 1: Dritan Shutina, Rudina Toto, Anila 
Gjika, Elona Karafili, Habib Ymeri (PhD re-
searchers) & Lorin Cekrezi, Saimir Kristo 
(post-Master student), Carlo Ruyblas Lesi 
(UNIFE), Stefania Cellini (UNIFE).

Team 2: Sotir Dhamo, Dorina Papa (PhD re-
searchers), Gjergj Dushniku, Rezart Struga, 

Nevila Zajmi (post-Master students), Mario 
Assisi (UNIFE)

Team 3: Endrit Marku, Laura Pedata, 
(PhD researchers), Mario Shllaku, Joana 
Dhiamanti (post-Master students), Elena 
Dorato (UNIFE), Chiara Canevazzi (UNIFE).

Workshop coordination 
Prof. Antonello Stella (UNIFE) 
PhD. Loris Rossi (POLIS)

Tutors from UNIFE

Prof. PhD. Roberto di Giulio (Dean of the 
Faculty of Architecture at UNIFE)
Prof. PhD. Daniele Pini (Vice-Dean of the 
Faculty of Architecture at UNIFE) 
Prof. PhD. Antonello Stella
Prof. PhD. Romeo Farinella
Prof. PhD. Luca Emanueli

Planning the sustainable development as 
well as the transformation of this corridor 
as a new symbol of “Albania in the 21st 
century” - a role-model for the rest of coun-
try - has been the core subject of the re-
search project described in this publication. 
Therefore, the main theme of the project 
and PhD laboratory was: Building the image 
for Albania’s 21st Century! Boosting positive 
spatial developments, economic growth and 
a smart aesthetic vision on the region be-
tween Tirana’s International Airport and City 
Center.

Mother Theresa Airport is the main and the 
only international air gate of Albania, re-
developed thanks to a PPP concession man-
aged since 2005 by a German-Canadian 
company, and currently bought as a prof-
itable airport by an international opera-
tor. This shift in ownership has dramatically 
increased the number of flights landing/
departure per day and the influx of travel-
ers, and is considered an international best 
practice with a very positive impact on the 
local economy and country image. More on 
this visit: www.tirana-airport.com.al.

Tirana is the main city and capital of Al-
bania. The municipality counts at least 
700,000 inhabitants, but the metropolitan 
area along with the adjacent communities 
and the neighboring city of Durres, the 
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main port city of Albania, all in total counts 
around 1 million inhabitants. See: www.tira-
na.gov.al. The corridor between the Tirana-
Airport and Durres Port is the real heart 
of Albania’s economy along with interesting 
services and a rich agricultural-landscape 
valley.

However, the positive developments of this 
corridor are limited due to the lack of a 
clear policy and territorial administration 
from the local as well as the metropolitan-
national authorities. It desperately needs to 
promote good urban-spatial governance, 
encouraging foreign direct investments and 
tourism growth.  

The objectives of  the research 
projects were: 

•	 To analyze the existing situation and develop-
ments of the territorial, economic and land-
scape/environmental patterns in the area 
between the Tirana city center and its inter-
national airport.

•	 To conceptualize and develop a pilot pro-
gram/project on the necessary improvements 
towards coordinated territorial management 
of a space which is the economic and services’ 
engine of Tirana’s Metropolitan Area.

•	 To make concrete proposals from: a spatial 
planning point of view; from an image, design 
& architectural perspective; as well as from the 
environmental and landscaping aspects, and so 
on…

•	 To bring all analyses, researches and graphi-
cal visualizations together and produce a 
document capturing the vision which will 
hopefully be used by Albanian authorities and 
local businesses.  

•	 Preferably, to mobilize interest on a poten-
tial project that better manages the area un-
der study, and potentially initiate in this way 
a process of positive transformations on the 
basis of this preliminary research document to 
be further elaborated and detailed in another 
cooperation of POLIS & FERRARA Universi-
ties with Albanian authorities and society.  

The structure of the research project was or-
ganized over one year, with three main work-
shops in Tirana, and a forth one in Ferrara 
where projections and conclusions were final-
ized:

• Workshop 1: Spatial planning and econom-

ic boosting, including image, branding and 

marketing, tourism and services promotion, 

etc (Tirana).

• Workshop 2: Sustainable development, in-

cluding landscape planning and architec-

ture, green and smart developments, etc 

(Tirana).

• Workshop 3: Strategic architectural and ur-

ban design issues (Tirana).

• Workshop 4: Final presentation and confer-

ence (Ferrara).

I sincerely thank all the researchers involved. A 
special acknowledgment goes to the colleagues 
of POLIS Albania and UNIFE Italy. We all hope 
that this project is useful to Albanian authorities, 
and that it is a good first step towards our joint 
contribution for a better Albania.



Concept MetroPolis Studio 2010, Reactivating Durana Railway Connection
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INTERDISCIPLINARY 
EXCHANGES2.



2.1 New Dimensions of  Urban Living 

Prof. PhD. Antonello Stella
Department of  Architecture, IDAUP
University of  Ferrara

It can certainly be asserted that the concept 
of evolution in the space / time of the city 
has changed profoundly in the history of the 
city at a given moment of its evolution: or 
at the time in which the machinery and, with 
it, the concept of velocity has entered the 
urban panorama.  And this event is located 
precisely not only in the history of the cit-
ies but of the same evolutionary history of 
man, in between the XVIII (eighteenth) and  
the IXX (nineteenth) century or in that of the 
Industrial Revolution that has so profoundly 
changed human life and the look of one of 
the most important aggregative forms of 
social life. Even more precisely, it can be 
stated that the structure of the city and the 
perception of it have undergone a profound 
change with the entrance of the machine it-
self in the space of the city, namely with the 
advent of the railway that can be located 
exactly in between the second and third de-
cade of the XIX (nineteenth) century. (Fig 1) 

Since then, the evolution of the city deviated 
from the the one that characterized the ur-
ban development until then. In fact, if until 
the advent of the machine the urban devel-
opment had been, from a strictly morpho-
logical point of view, a “rail” development 
made of alternation between built and open 
public spaces, the entrance of the rails within 
the space of the city has introduced a third 
element which, in fact, more than changing 

the perception of the space itself, has in-
troduced for the first time in its evolution-
ary history "a different speed" in its pace 
of development. From that moment, with the 
subsequent advent of the second World War 
and onwards, of the automobile as a means 
of mass shift, which has further implemented 
the displacement speed in its interior and 
added to the bundle of rails, the ribbons of 
asphalt crossed increasingly faster by riv-
ers of automobiles (Fig.2) which gradually 
reduced the space dedicated to the public 
meeting of the people who lived in the "po-
lis", the city has had to cope with the concept 
of time in the sense of rapid transformation 
of its structure. The contemporary city and 

Fig. 1. Design for an elevated railway in the German cities, 
Anonymous 1901
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Fig. 2. Motorways, Los Angeles ‘70

Tirana MetroPolis, Berlage 2003



the development of the western metropo-
lises of the XIX (nineteenth) century up to 
the contemporary and even more abnormal 
development of the eastern city, particular-
ly Asian and, specifically Chinese (Fig. 3), 
shows us the infrastructure of the city in the 
near future, rather than its original structure 
made of "full and empty spaces populated 
by man", one of the elements of most inter-
est and attention from the urban planners’ 
perspective. Certainly, it has to pass from a 
monocentric idea of the city to a polycen-
tric idea, namely a city that has built some 
pockets not necessarily inhabited, in the 
strict sense, by the inhabitant, but rather just 
crossed by the same. And as if inserted in the 
traditional differentiation between city and 
landscape, a third dimension emerges with-
out internal clear limits that contains them 
both, and where the transport infrastructure 
becomes the key element of the structure of 
the city. To visualise this idea, think, for ex-
ample, of Los Angeles or many Chinese and 
Asian metropolises.

In the framework briefly described here, it 
is clear that the very instruments of the ur-
ban project have been thoroughly reviewed 
in these last years and there is still a search 
of new methodologies and new tools of in-

vestigation and reading of the urban fabric, 
in order to better interpret the future devel-
opment of the cities. Also, it is evident that 
in the last decades the urban analysis has 
increasingly favored the analysis of urban 
spaces rather than that of the built ones, and 
the tools of the project are increasingly fo-
cused on the attribution of a new meaning to 
these empty spaces. The urban project has 
become increasingly less volumetric and in-
creasingly more project of soil, up to being 
pushed to its most extreme hypothesis and if 
we want paradoxical to restore the natural 
landscape inside the city itself in a Utopian 
and anachronistic attempt to return to nature, 
we have to contrast that process previously 
described of increasingly major infrastruc-
ture of the polycentric city. But this "pseudo-
natural" attitude, which sees the prolifera-
tion of green facades, artificial hills (Fig 4) 
or "vertical woods" (Fig 5), does little  other 
than remove the real understanding of the 
complexity of the phenomenon. Thus, in the 
future, the tools of the project will increas-
ingly focus on interpreting relations rather 
than the elements themselves. Intervening on 
the relations means therefore understand-
ing the empty and interstitial space of the 
city going so far as to pass the same physi-
cal limits of the city itself, if these still exist, 

Fig. 3. Chongqing, China, 2009
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presenting, in some way, the reason of the 
prophecy developed by Jean Gottman be-
tween the 60s and 70s of the last century, 
of an urban universe consisting of continu-
ous Megalopolises that exceed the concept 
of the metropolises. With the advent of the 
computer it was mistakenly believed that the 
end of human activity was one’s own home, 
or office, from which it was possible to gov-
ern everything comfortably seated behind 
his/her desk, showing the interior domestic 
and work space at the center of human and, 
therefore, even urban activities. The advent 
of mobile devices has instead turned such 
a centrality, bringing in the center of atten-
tion the other areas of the city: if it was the 
Square in the Polis, the workplace in the in-
dustrial city, after the war and until recent 
times, the domestic living quarters in relation 
to new ways of labor, in the contemporary 
city there are no more predetermined limits; 
we can work on the subway, in the park, in 
the hall of an airport as well as at home and 
in our office. This is the real revolution of 
urban living of the contemporary city - that 
between domestic living and the public one, 
a new way of inhabiting is inserted in the 
city, representing a third dimension, all of it 
to analyze and solve. One thing is certain: 
the home, office and square are no longer 

Fig.4. Vertical woods, Stefano Boeri, Milan

able to represent the fullness of living in the 
contemporary city.

In the context briefly described here, the ex-
perience of the Tirana / Rinas workshop falls 
precisely in the will to interpret these new 
dimensions of living, the space of the con-
temporary city that privileges the relation 
between urban phenomena (such as Aldo 
Rossi would call them) rather than an analy-
sis of their nature. Tirana, more generally, 
which is a quadrant included in the urban-
ized space between the city and the airport 
area named Rinas, analyzed in the work-
shop, represents, in this sense, an interesting 
field of experimentation in several respects. 
First, because of its physical characteristics, 
that see an urban development along three 
very important infrastructural corridors for 
the city, (Fig. 6) or the pair consisting of the 
fast road to four lanes which connects Tirana 
and Durres and the parallel railroad, and 
the quadrant towards the north that reaches 
beyond Rinas International Airport, through 
the articulated joint of Berxull and the axis 
of urbanization of Kamza, the area is char-
acterized by the admixture of primary ur-
banization , infrastructures and landscape 
with natural characteristics. Such physical 
characteristics are combined then to produce 



the social particularity of the metropolitan 
condition of Tirana: a metropolitan area 
developing in between being a city estab-
lished in the national territory of Albania, 
but still with major margins of development, 
and therefore still to be defined as a sort of 
virgin land where similar European contexts 
can be viewed as a learning experience the 
same mistakes of which must be avoided 
and to experience the new dimensions of the 
contemporary urban living described above. 
Among others is the decision to focus on the 
area between the city and the airport is not 
accidental: in all the contemporary metrop-
olises, the development between these two 
poles represents the strategic junction of 
development in a vision of the global net-

work of the cities. In this sense, the design 
assumptions formulated in the tables of the 
analysis and in those most foreshadowing of 
possible future scenarios, represent and tell 
their willingness to intervene over more re-
lational spaces than on the existing body of 
the city. They try to interpret Tirana in its 
entirety more like a polycentric and poly-
morphic complex with many internal borders, 
in the will to interpret not only the space as 
the "time inside the city" of which the infra-
structure is a key to the future development.

In conclusion to this brief analysis on the 
general aspects of the reflection on urban 
development of the contemporary metropo-
lis and the particular decline of the theme, 

Fig.5. Atelier Jean Nouvel, competition design for a Museum in Burgos, Spain
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through the opportunity provided by the ex-
ercise of the developed project in the area 
under study, I would, however, underline the 
value of the cultural exchange represented 
by the cooperation program created be-
tween our two schools in 2011, with the first 
rounds of workshops and lessons, and that is 
not confronted on the highest level of educa-
tion with the International PhD IDAUP, which 
sees the confrontation between the two 
schools and therefore two different didactic 
models. Above all, two also different models 
of socio-economic development, are found, 
in the direct and joint confrontation  of a 
similar vision of the city in "a human dimen-
sion" which may appear as a banality or a 
commonplace, but this is not the result after 

a long collaboration between the students 
and teachers who find themselves, after hav-
ing started from very different points and 
experiences, practicing a  completely analo-
gous language of the project, regardless of 
the analyzed territory and the economic and 
social reality.
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2.2 Re-thinking the city through strategic 
urban projects

Preliminary reflections on the 
nature of  the strategic urban 
project

In Europe the experience of urban design, in 
its best expressions, has highlighted three dif-
ferent operative levels tightly bound to each 
other. First of all, the definition of a program 
through which to interpret the political, eco-
nomic and operative will of the different ac-
tors -both private and public-, followed by the 
launch of policies aiming at creating consensus; 
equally important are the reflections and ex-
perimentations about the rules of urban con-
struction; last, but not least, communicative and 
consensus-building strategies are to be pointed 
out for projects dealing with big communities 
and various actors and interests (Portas, 1998). 
Obviously, urban projects acquire meaning and 
legitimacy if included in wider strategies con-
cerning the future of a city. Very briefly, we 
might say that urban project are structured 
around two axes: one concerning the “process”, 
with all its socio-economic and cultural implica-
tions, and the second one concerning the “mor-
phology” and so the control of physical space.

Considering the results that many Italian cities 
have achieved through programs of urban re-
qualification, during these past few decades, 
some recurring elements appear. The first is an 
idea of an urban re-qualification so wide that 
it can include any intervention operating with 
the logic of “building replacement”. It has often 
happened that  obvious mistakes made during 
the process of urban planning were considered 
as operations of urban re-qualification, in cases 
of ordinary and questionable projects in terms 
of design and urban relationships and acces-
sibility. A second element can be found in the 
weakness -if not lack- of a public direction ca-

pable of creating, and also pretending, stan-
dards of quality tied to urban and landscape 
peculiarities of every investigated context. Ba-
sically, the lack of a well-structured reflection 
on the features of the specific urban landscapes 
has led to the construction of “re-qualified” city 
areas that are expressions of a very low urban 
quality and complexity. Practicing city planning 
through the instrument of “urban project” (Mas-
bungi 2001) requires, most of all, a capabil-
ity in managing the processes of transformation 
and negotiation with private actors and local 
communities, guaranteeing scheduled timings to 
the operators, but also requiring high standards 
of urban quality. It also requires the creation 
of a vision able to detect the issues and legiti-
mate these transformation processes, fostering 
the common good (of the city and its citizens) 
instead of peculiar and private interests.

Manuel de Sola Morales (1989) defines “urban 
project” as a process through which we can re-
flect on urban geography and work on the city’s 
complexity, instead of focusing on its structural 
simplification through an inductive procedure 
“generalizing what is peculiar, strategical, lo-
cal, generative”. Let’s clear the field from any 
ambiguity that urban project represents a sim-
ple extension of the rules of architectural de-
sign at a wider scale. Architectural design is an 
objective representation of reality, while urban 
project defines a process and not an object. Ur-
ban project deals with relationships, capable 
of defining both flexibility and strictness; it al-
lows a careful project direction to guarantee 
the variety and quality of urban morphology. 
Claiming the work on urban morphology as a 
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fundamental component of the urban project 
process does not mean designing strict urban 
plans, but to define a framework, a grid that 
could also accommodate what today still ap-
pears undefined.  

Nowadays, a reflection on the “urban project” 
as an operative instrument of urban planning 
cannot avoid reflecting on the dynamics that 
are concerning our cities and their transforma-
tions, especially in those areas characterized 
by massive urban sprawl. Such processes are 
progressively changing the physical and social 
geography of many ancient European regions, 
starting to consolidate new diffused urban ar-
eas made by groups of linear settlements fac-
ing the road, interchanging historical centers, 
low density towns, productive areas and light 
industrial plants, infrastructural spaces, etc... 
 
In 1968 Ludovico Quaroni raised, in a very 
sharp and lucid way, the issue of the new di-
mension of the city. “The city will no longer be 
clearly identifiable in a “built” as opposed to a 
“non-built” entity, in a walled-up continuum as 
opposed to the green emptiness of the country-
side”. According to the roman architect, the city 
will become an urban landscape without clear 
boundaries; such a characteristic will not allow it 
any more to be considered a compact element, 
but its structure will have to be conceived as a 
combination of various different parts. Which 
shape and articulation can the urban space as-
sume in a context affected by such dynamics? 
If the principles of overlaying and stratification 
have driven the construction of the historic city, 
today the model we can find in the “territorial 
city” seems to be a random combination of dif-
ferent buildings. Such trend, leading to morpho-
logical simplification, highlights some questions 
about the designing approach. For instance, if 
we are going towards the obsolescence of the 
city as a compact structure and the consolida-
tion of a broad territorial urbanization, which 
characteristics are to be defined within this new 
form of urbanity? Does the use of morphology 
-as a project category- still makes sense if we 
are moving inside a “city of objects”? Which 
role to attribute to urban public spaces in physi-
cal and functional relationships that are to be 
established among the most densely built areas 
of our cities, sub-urban, natural and rural ar-
eas? Let’s try to give some answers.

Undoubtedly “open space”, in order to be-
come a structural factor of the “territorial city”, 
will have to assume more and more the char-
acters of a system of integrated spaces, able 
to connect the compact city to the surrounding 
areas, strengthening urban relationships at dif-
ferent scales through the intervention on rural 

landscapes and pathways, waterways and dis-
mantled productive areas. The great fragmen-
tation of the contemporary city is one of the 
consequences of the overcoming of individual 
needs of urban space, no longer compatible 
with the promiscuity of the historic cities or with 
their accessibility issues. We are talking about 
a “shape” and a “morphology” that need to be 
able to interpret this fragmentation, not re-pro-
posing grotesques imitations of the historic city 
-to which a certain architectural revival has ac-
customed us-, but experimenting new balances 
between built and empty spaces, new mean-
ings and spatial articulations that can measure 
themselves with the issues of urban discontinu-
ity. Debating about the “discontinuous city” al-
ready means to question oneself on a context in 
which urban (built) areas and natural (empty) 
ones might define a framework of connections 
capable of producing a complex system, linking 
together the diversities deriving from the nature 
of its structuring parts, as Edgar Morin (1992) 
reminds us.

In such perspective, the urban project becomes 
a tool of re-interpreting the historic urban struc-
ture as well as the site’s morphological features 
(the city geography of which de Sola Morales 
talks about) and of enhancing the value of dis-
continuity through the interaction of different 
elements of the landscape. The contemporary 
city project requires a deep comprehension of 
the processes of urban transformation and the 
acknowledgment of the historical relevance of 
fractures and discontinuities within such process-
es. Coherently, the urban project will have to 
be based on a skillful articulation of sequences 
and pauses, edges and frames, urban fabric 
and new architectural icons.

(Italian to English translation by Elena Dorato)
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2.3 The strategic role of  an enterprise zone 
along the axis rinas International 
Airport – Tirana
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The	 first	 section	 of	 the	 road	 axis	 between	 Rinas	
Airport and Tirana has untapped development 
potentials	which	 could	benefit	 the	whole	 country,	
serving as a show-case of quality real estate and 
urban landscape projects which could be replicat-

ed elsewhere in Albania.

Focus on the first part of the axis

The axis between Rinas Airport and Tirana 
is probably the most sensitive development 
area in all of Albania. This axis is basically 
composed of two distinct sections.  The first 
section refers to the road from the Rinas Air-
port to the intersection with the multi-lane 
road which connects Tirana to Durres.  This 
intersection located in the Kashar commune 
is known as the Berxull Node and has al-
ready drawn specific attention from a plan-
ning viewpoint.  The second section of this 
sensitive axis goes from the Berxull Node to 
the center of Tirana.  This last section is also 
influenced by its position as part of the Tira-
na-Durres road.  Nevertheless, a high share 
of development pressure is motivated by 
transit flows to and from the airport service 
area.  Thus, the whole axis should be seen as 
a unique entity. In the same area, the Kamza 
urban corridor can play a key role in devel-
oping a new image of Tirana, but it appears 
that its highest and best use lies more in the 

residential and service sectors for local resi-
dents, as it is close to the airport but it is not 
the main road to access it.

The Rinas Airport – Tirana axis is the main 
“business card” that the country can hand out 
to business and touristic visitors.  It is a show-
case which, during the time-lapse required 
to commute from the airport to the capital, 
presents a powerful synopsis of the whole 
country.  Certainly, this long-lasting first im-
pression is provided by both sections of the 
axis as previously defined, but mostly by the 
first section.  Thus, this article claims that, 
while there is evidence that any analysis of 
the Rinas International Airport and Tirana 
axis should include both road sections and 
certainly the Berxull Node, a special atten-
tion should be given to the first part of this 
axis, namely the space between the airport 
and the intersection of the Tirana-Durres at 
the Berxull Node.  
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24Urban planning beyond the 
demolitions phase of informal 
development

It has been stated that “experience shows 
that legalization, penalties and even demoli-
tion has not completely stopped informal de-
velopment” (UN-HABITAT, 2010, p.5).  If this 
is true referring to Greece and Albania and, 
generally speaking, to the southern part of 
Europe, it must also be said that legaliza-
tion, penalties and even demolition are tools 
which are far from being utilized on a large 
scale in these countries. What happens in 
most cases is a lack of action, any action, by 
local governments. For decades, this laissez-
faire attitude has been the only urban policy 
in Albania.    

It is a well-known fact that, in the last two 
decades, Albania has lost a large percent-
age of its rich, agricultural land and its 
coastal zones, especially those close to ur-
ban centers.  Most of the strategic areas 
are under constant threat from illegal de-
velopments and, in many urban areas, there 
is a large number of disputes over illegal 
developments related to the interpretation 
of environmental and cultural areas due, 
among other things, to a lack of maps that 
clearly define legal boundaries and devel-

opment rights in these areas.  The challenge 
of urban development in Albania in the 
post-communism age is still to be analyzed 
in depth.  However, some detailed analyses 
of the development of Tirana and its sur-
rounding area after the fall of the dicta-
tor Enver Hoxha in 1991 have already been 
produced (see:  Aliaj, Lulo,  Myftiu, 2003; 
Ruijsink, Duka, Toto, 2013).   

According to these detailed studies, illegal 
buildings sprung like mushrooms all over 
the country in the first years of the post-
communist era.  For example, by the mid- 
90s in Tirana, there were “at least 2.000 
kiosks of  which only about 500 were with 
provisional permits. (…) Whole quarters of 
illicit buildings were constructed in the out-
skirts of  Tirana as a result of  the free move-
ment of  people who came mainly from the 
northeastern regions of  the country, where 
economic problems were even more compli-
cated” (Aliaj, Lulo,  Myftiu, 2003, p. 69).

The first demolitions of illegal construc-
tion date back to 1998 after the unrest of 
1997 pushed Albanian authorities to act 

Tirana Urban Plan, 2007, Urba Plan, Co-PLAN 
and Municipality of Tirana. 



more firmly in order to show the presence 
of the State in the country.  However, the 
turning point was the intervention of Edi 
Rama, mayor of Tirana, in the center of the 
capital city. The success of the clearance 
of about 550 illegal constructions (includ-
ing some 10-story buildings) along a 4 km 
length of the Lana river in the 1998-2003 
period, demonstrated to all that cities could 
be governed and planned even in a country 
like Albania where informal development 
had apparently become the only rule.

In the first part of the last decade, demoli-
tions of illegal constructions, big or small,  
conducted by the Municipality of Tirana 
in cooperation with the Construction Police 
“stopped the trend of breaking urban rules 
which cause destruction of public interest 
and damage image of Tirana city”  (Aliaj, 
Lulo,  Myftiu, 2003, p. 71).   The point is 
that in Tirana, as well as in other Albanian 
cities, there are also “a great number of 
buildings which are ‘legal’ from a point of 
view of  official urban planning, though they 
do  not respect even the most elementary 
rules of  urban development, because they 
are built on green spaces between existing 
buildings and provide accommodations only, 
without other important functions of  urban 
existence such as green spaces, room for car 
parking, emergency exits etc.”  (Aliaj, Lulo,  
Myftiu, 2003, p. 70).   

Given the situation of Tirana as briefly de-
scribed above, it has been maintained with 
reference to Albania as a whole, that: “If 
the environment is to be effectively safe-
guarded then priority must be given to the 
legal delineation of  environmentally sensi-
tive areas and resources with maps provided 
to monitor these areas for any informal de-
velopment. Spatial planning laws and zon-
ing regulations must be supported with map-
ping.” (UN-HABITAT, 2010  p.30).  

A swift planning action cen-
tered on the first par t of  the 
axis: a new Gate to Albania 
Program.

The whole axis between Rinas Airport and 
Tirana has development potential which is 
still largely untapped, especially regarding 
its first part, located between the airport 
and the Berxull Node.  In this part of the 
axis the so-called informal development, i.e. 
real estate speculation and illegal activities 
connected to it, has not yet taken the lead.  

Pure land speculation occurs when some-
body buys land in the hope that its value 
will increase without any further action and 
that the sale occurs in a short time period at 
prices that incorporate the benefits of pub-
lic investments in infrastructures to which the 
landlord has not given any special contribu-
tion. Swift public action is the key to pre-
venting land speculation.  How?  Here, as in 
other parts of Albania one could rightfully 
pose the question “To Build or not to build 
? “ and “Who owns the right ?” as some 
have recently done (see: Toto, 2011).  Here 
however, much more than in any other parts 
of Albania, time is the key of to any public 
role in the area.  

A “perfect” plan for a public positive role 
in land control and regulation of private 
development would probably require too 
much time to be drafted and approved.  In 
the meantime, the whole potential of the 
area would probably be lost forever. As a 
response to this potential loss, local authori-
ties must recognize the strategic value for 
the whole nation of this axis and act ac-
cordingly.  A special plan must be provided 
in a seamless way, and it must be simple, 
sustainable and pro-growth with special at-
tention paid to architectural quality and the 
environment.  It should lead to the imple-
mentation of urban projects to the best of 
the capacities available in Albania today. 

The answer to the “to do what?” Question 
must not be an ideological one, nor a “wait 
and see” attitude.  An ideological answer 
would produce, for example, an urban plan 
with very strict regulations and limits, which 
would discourage investors or would direct 
them on areas just on fringe of the strictly 
planned area.  And this would be the posi-
tive scenario, while the negative and most 
realistic scenario would be one where a 
very strict, theoretically efficient plan, to 
preserve agricultural land, would be by-
passed or ignored altogether by powerful 
developers.  

To ruin the great potential of a positive 
“business card” like the Rinas-Kashar axis, 
the area need not fully be developed ig-
noring the rules of a comprehensive urban 
plan.  It would be sufficient that some il-
legal developments of a certain size would 
occur here and there along the road from 
the airport and the intersection with the 
Tirane-Durres axis, so that the scattered 
pattern of the new constructions would spoil 
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the integrity of the area. The “laissez-faire” 
option is also a constant danger.  Given the 
new hopes emerging in the country with the 
election of Edi Rama, the prime minister, this 
option has lost ground but the danger of it 
coming back should not be ruled out.

First projects of  the “New 
Gate to Albania Program”.

Firstly, local authorities should freeze any 
change along this axis, to prevent unwant-
ed conversions of agricultural land which 
still exist.  Secondly, the area should be 
planned as an enterprise zone, subject to 
special intervention powers of the Munici-
pality supported by the by central govern-
ment. Thirdly, the enterprise zone named 
Rinas-Kashar (or more precisely Rinas Air-
port- Berxull Node) should be divided into 
three sub areas: the red zone nearest to 
the airport, the green zone nearest to the 
Berxull Node, and the blue zone in between 
the other two areas.  

For marketing reasons, the enterprise zone 
could be identified as the “New Gate to 
Albania Program” and should be given 
top priority in the Municipality procedures, 
which means, for example, the appointment 
of a single office in charge of all planning 
powers with a one-stop shop capability.  
A mix of incentives should be directed to 
these three sub-areas which could become, 
as a whole, the first special economic zone 
of Albania from a planning viewpoint, to 
be replicated in a very few other areas of 
special national interest.

While some common architectural rules 
should be issued for the front lines of the 
axis in all the three sub areas, planning 
incentives should be varied from one sub-
area to another.  The red sub-area should 
receive the highest incentives and only top 
quality developments should be allowed 
there.  Incentives should then decrease in 
the blue and green area but still remain 
at a significant level so as to mark a dif-
ference between being inside or not the 
enterprise zone. A buffer zone should be 
designed around the boundaries of the en-
terprise zone.    

To kick off development along this axis, a 
number of single projects should be iden-
tified. The Albanian Government and the 

Municipality of Tirana have activated a 
number of technical assistance program 
with various foreign governments and cities.  
For example, in 2012, Japan promoted in 
tandem with the city of Tirana, a techni-
cal transfer project entitled “Project for Ti-
rana Thematic Urban Planning".  This study 
was expected to formulate short and me-
dium term projects and programs on urban 
infrastructure.  Similar projects sponsored 
by various foreign subjects should be asked 
to concentrate on this enterprise zone and 
should be utilized to identify direct foreign 
investments, primarily of an institutional na-
ture, to which to allocate on a competitive 
basis a land parcel in the new development 
area, a piece of the “New Gate to Alba-
nia” as a necessary area for fostering bi-
lateral relations. 
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Design workshops in schools of architec-
ture can generally be defined as design 
activities where creativity processes and 
operative tools are strongly connected to 
time-related issues. The design experience 
is exercised to the best of its potential, 
emphasizing the interweaving of creative 
processes and practical issues; Polis Uni-
versity is one of the few platforms, in the 
Albanian context, in which the concept of 
workshop represents an interesting way of 
developing research by design

In this frame of work, the concept of de-
sign becomes a moment of research ap-
plication and theoretical reflections. The 
workshop’s object was designed as a 
platform for sharing skills and knowledge 
applied to the study of an area full of 
contradictions and undiscovered potential. 
The area to which we refer is one of the 
main ones surrounding the city of Tirana; 
specifically, it is located between the Rinas 
Airport and the municipality of Kamza. In 
this extended area the urban development 
is still in a phase where the boundaries 
between agricultural patterns and infor-
mal settlements are confused. In this site 
informality is preventing the advancement 

2.4 Creative processes  in comparison. 
Energy, material and hidden logics.

of future development stages of the city.
The refraction elaborated during the past 
years, on this specific area, has been use-
ful as a background for the development 
of two important international workshops 
organized in the same area and sharing 
the same characteristics. (Fig 1)

The first was an international workshop - 
Viral Ecologies -organized in the frame-
work of Tirana Design Week (TDW) 2014 
in cooperation with the department of 
Kuma Lab from the University of Tokyo. 
The aim of the workshop was the creation 
of a new image for the city of Tirana.

The second one - Tirana, New Metropo-
lis- was organized in the framework of 
the international Joint PhD Program PO-
LIS University - Ferrara University (IDAUP). 
The purpose of this second workshop was 
the creation of a New Sustainable Image 
for Albania. My paper will address both 
experiences, not through a description of 
the end results, but in an attempt of un-
derlining the process that anticipated the 
design project through personal reflections 
on design issues related to creativity and 
architecture.  (Fig.2)
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Before developing this comparison be-
tween the results of the two workshops, I 
would like to retrace some important top-
ics which, I hope, could prove useful in 
facilitating the reading of Tirana’s com-
plexity. The topics I am referring to can be 
considered investigative tools which filter 
a reality where urban disorder renders 
less obvious some basic principles which 
are still active and waiting to be redis-
covered and repeated within new design 
processes.

My first visit to Tirana occurred back in 
2011 and, on that occasion, my under-
standing about the concept of order was 

completely upside down. In the logic of 
reverse meanings there are some topics 
where disorder can create events or ac-
cidents capable of being rediscovered 
through specific tools. Like in a painting by 
the Swiss artist Ursus Wehrli1 , where the 
meaning of disorder can become a basic 
concept for prefiguring a new decoding 
system and the concept of disorder is ex-
plored through ironic contra-positions be-
tween disorder and order. (Fig.3)

1 Ursus Wehrli born 1969 is a Swiss comedian and 
artist. His paintings are famous for the elaboration of 
“clean up” concept. He published books in which he "ti-
dies up" works of art.

Fig.1 – Urban System



What fascinated me more than anything 
else as I visited Tirana was the way in 
which the concept of energy and matter 
were completely perceivable in all the sur-
rounding buildings.  The relationship be-
tween energy and matter is something that 
still persists as an indelible sign in Tirana’s 
context. To support this argument I will 
present some important reflections sug-
gested by Aldo Rossi. In his scientific au-
tobiography, there is an interesting quo-
tation by the physicist Max Planck, which 
clarifies the meaning of energy conserva-
tion through an anecdote about a mason 
who is bringing up a stone on a roof of a 
house and the stone falls off: 

“The mason was struck by the fact that ex-
pended energy does not get lost; it remains 
stored for many years, never diminished, la-
tent in the block of  stone, until one day it 
happens that the block slide off  the roof 
and falls on the head of  a passer-by, killing 
him.” (Rossi, 1994, p.1) 

The strange mason story immediately of-
fers us the clue that some important mean-
ings are not visible, and our task as Ar-
chitects or Planners is to investigate and 
discover them. It is a simple exercise which 
combines creative activities with some 
weak instruments, thus facilitating the se-

Fig.2 – Viral Ecologies workshop. 
POLIS University 2013

Fig.3 - Representations of Ursus Wehrli



31

30

lection of important design tools. Man's 
energy is retained and preserved inside 
the building’s material and, in the major-
ity of cases, is reflected on aspects con-
nected to creative actions. Some events, 
apparently extraneous or with transversal 
meanings, can be useful in activating the 
everyday mood destabilizing the normal 
balance of a specific place.

The experience described by Aldo Rossi 
through Max Planck’s reflection, provides 
interesting scenarios where different dis-
ciplines can interact with each other by 
means of similar conceptual processes. 
Drawing inspiration from Planck’s theory, 
we can easily transfer the same concept 
to the relation between human energy 
and creativity. In others words, we can 
use the creative energy originated by the 
inhabitants, expressed through informal 
constructions, and use it as an operative 
tool. This first reflection attempts to inves-
tigate some perceptual theoretical issues 
in which Tirana, with all its contradictions, 
can be seen through multiple interpreta-
tions. In the specific case of the workshop, 
the area under study introduces cognitive 
mechanisms linked to the bottom-up logic 
in which micro design action can influence 
the surrounding environment.

From another prospective, the relation be-
tween scale and site of intervention recalls 
a series of conceptual analyses in which 
many architects anticipated their design 

selection; a typical approach of many 
contemporary urban designers. The top-
ic of large-scale intervention frequently 
brings with it issues and dilemmas of how 
to intervene in a specific area (like ours) 
especially in terms of architectural scale 
and urban scale. Today, the debate is cen-
tered on the urban planning front; in fact, 
in the last years, Tirana has been object of 
too much rational planning and, unfortu-
nately, very little attention has been paid 
its image through a comprehensive vision. 
Observing Tirana from above, we can 
clearly read the traces of infrastructures 
and recognize their origin in the pattern 
of agricultural fields; from above, the city 
describes itself through signs and mean-
ings activated by men through time and 
space. Through this logical interpretation 
we could say that there are hidden force 
fields able to reactivate urban processes 
and historical meanings. In the book about 
Francis Bacon, Gilles Deleuze argues that 
there is a possibility of prefiguring a hid-
den logic in each creative process and he 
quotes Paul Klee’s famous formula: 

“Not to render the visible, but to render vis-
ible” (Deleuze, 2003, p.53)

Deleuze focused on the idea that some 
forms of art, such as music and painting, 
must be able to make visible forces that 
are not, in this way forces are strongly 
connected with sensations.

Fig.4a – Example of Froebel Blocks Fig.4b – Field condition by Stan Allen



In relation to the above mentioned hidden 
forces it is interesting to notice the case of 
Frank Lloyd Wright and, in particular, his 
approach to architecture especially in the 
phase that anticipates the design process. 
In his drawings of modular grids we can 
clearly recognize the connection with past 
experiences. It is well known that he was 
fascinated by “froebelian” games and by 
the traces that certain agricultural machin-
ery leaves on the ground. (Fig.4a, Fig.4b, 
Fig.4c), ( Riley, Reed, 2000, p.17). The 
abstract grids that transformed his vision 
by consecutive design activities focused on 
the objectification of architectural works. 
The grids reinterpreted by Wright are 
nothing but reorganizing means of com-
plex systems pertaining to urban disarray.

Returning to our topic, I think that both 
workshops can be synthesized through 
the previous considerations. Tirana and 
the specific area under discussion have 
been observed and interpreted not from 
a logic of traditional planning but filtered 
through interpretive actions aimed at the 
repositioning of Tirana in the international 
debate. In the Viral Ecologies workshop 
the creation of a new image for Tirana 
was preceded by the identification of 
typical cases of spontaneous architecture 
in the existing informal settlements and 
by the definition of viral design actions, 
which can be useful as a repeatable tool. 
The idea was to select in the project area 
common methods or creative errors which 
could be analyzed and used as operative 
tools for the design project. 

The second workshop, Tirana New Metrop-
olis. Reinventing a New Sustainable Image 
for Albania, was centered firstly on the di-
mensional factor of the site; since the ana-
lytical phase the will to separate, order 
and reorganize the existing functions has 
supported what is commonly defined as 
layer phasing. 

Every trace operated by man leaving an 
imprint on the territory had been analyzed 
and seen as a relevant action that ought to 
be understood and re-elaborated. In this 
case the PhD students developed a proj-
ect through overlapping layers integrated 
to an abstract grid, representing the city 
through a sequence of.

In conclusion the hidden logic of such a 
complex area has been experienced and 
reorganized through creative paths linked 
to the value of the urban as well as the 
architectural scale. Both projects tried to 
establish concepts related to the value of 
persistence of meanings in complex urban 
settings. Perhaps, both experiences have 
in common an investigation of Tirana’s ur-
ban development from a new perspective, 
where discontinuity of signs and meanings 
become a characterizing element that fu-
ture generations can further investigate 
and introduce in the contemporary debate, 
unveiling the beauty of an  “interrupted”2 
Tirana.
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the 70’s, when 12 architects gathered by Piero Sar-
togo started to work on the idea of Rome interrupted. 
The main objective was to delete two hundred years 
of	history	characterized	by	speculation,	reconfiguring	
an image for Rome starting from the plan drawn by 
Giovanni Battista Nolli in 1748 . Through this concept, 
Piero Sartogo froze the beauty of Rome exactly in 
the moment when Nolli, in the 18th century, offered 
to	the	Pope	Benedetto	XIV	the	first	plan	for	the	center	
of Rome.
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Fig.4c – Agriculture Phases, Tirana



Dajti-Adriatic Regional Park, MetroPolis 2013

Image of Vora from panoramic hills, MetroPolis 2013
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3.1 TIRANA, NEW METROPOLIS: 
REINVENTING A NEW 
SUSTAINABLE (SPATIAL) IMAGE 
FOR ALBANIA

Most of the urban growth of Albania has 
taken place within Tirana-Durrës-Fushë Kru-
ja triangle. For the past 24 years Tirana 
has been expanding organically beyond its 
administrative boundary, especially in the 
northwest and south. Similarly, all Tirana’s 
neighboring local governments have been 
expanding in size and increasing in popula-
tion forming an urban agglomeration, which 
is part of Tirana-Durrës metropolis. 

This paper builds on the case of an area1  
situated at the core of Tirana-Durrës me-
tropolis, northwest of Tirana. The area 
gives the impression of a natural amphi-
theater shaped by the mount Dajti (east), 
the hills’ systems (south and southwest), and 
the Ishmi spill openness (northwest). It is sur-
rounded by Tirana-Durrës axis (with more 
than 250 businesses and around 15,000-
20,000 daily commuters, and a number of 
Universities adding up to the cluster-forma-
tion potential2) and the North axis cross-
ing the “spontaneous” urban settlement of 

1 For reading convenience we will refer to our study 
area as “the area”
2 This data are estimated through field surveys (social-
economic and visual) carried out by POLIS University 
in the framework of master workshops and research 
studies.

Dritan Shutina, Rudina Toto, Anila Gjika, Elona Karafili, Habib Ymeri (PhD researchers) 
Lorin Cekrezi, Saimir Kristo (post-Master student), 
Carlo Ruyblas Lesi (UNIFE), Stefania Cellini (UNIFE).
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Kamza. The international Airport is found 
at the edge, in the northwest. The area is 
also trespassed by the railroad, heading 
towards Durrës and the North, and has a 
surface of more than 50 Km2, currently ad-
ministrated by 7 local governments (Fig1). 

Fig1. The strategic location of 
the area within the Tirana-Durrës 
metropolis
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With the upcoming territorial reform the 
area will be under the jurisdiction of three 
local governments, Tirana, Kamza, and 
Vora. 

Before the 90’s the main land use of the 
area was agriculture, with few supporting 
settlements in the center of Kamza and in 
the south-east. Because of this agriculture 
potential, the Agriculture University of Tira-
na was, and still is, located within the area. 
Urbanization has converted large portions 
of the agricultural land stock, but still the 
latter remains twice as large as the urban 
part (Fig 3). The area is adjacent to the 
“Josif Pashko” construction industrial zone, 
which extends within the area with a brick 
factory, currently out of use. An abandoned 
former coal mining industry is also situat-
ed within the area. The area’s estimated 
population is 55,000-60,000 residents and 
more than 10,800 buildings (92% erected 
after 90’s) are identified through the areal 

Fig 2. Exploratory images
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photo. Field surveys reveal for rather high 
unemployment and 57% of the employed 
working in the service sector.

The land use analysis focused on the iden-
tification of 3 systems (urban, natural, 
agricultural) and on 4 interventions (built 
environment, infrastructure, landscape, ag-
riculture), provides key information and 
proportions between activities, develop-
ments and behavior towards the environ-
ment. A solid-void picture defines a gra-
dient of porosity moving radially from the 
entrance of the area towards the Northwest 
(Fig 4). This matches also with the 1km2 cell 
population density analysis that defines a 
boundary for the Tirana agglomeration.

Fig 4b. Systems analysis

Fig 3. Current land use structure
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Fig 4a. Systems analysis

Fig 3. Current land use structure



Due to the fact that in the past agricultural 
use dominated the area, any zoning or spa-
tial reading attempt uncovers land pattern 
linked to agricultural activity, and a rich 
network of drainage and irrigation, which 
has currently shaped the road network. Ap-
parently water flows will also [re]direct the 
future mobility configurations of the area. 
[Urban] Farming, for local and family use, is 
quite diffused activity, providing potential 
for urban agriculture promotion/support.  

The eastern limit of the area (across Ka-
mza) contains settlements’ structures with 
higher density concentration close to Kamza 
center and a mixed land use characterized 
by a balanced distribution of commercial 
activities and housing, but dominated by 
housing when moving towards the center 
of the area. Land values are also higher 
in the Kamza center (figure 6). Former vil-
lages are hardly recognizable as internal-
ized by the nearby centers (Kamza, Kashar, 
Vora). There is almost no (clear) spatial in-
terruption between them and the rest of the 
settlement3. The stronger attractors of the 
area seem to be the higher density poles, 
the former villages (when identifiable), the 
airport and the perimeter corridors. The 
dominant typology along Tirana-Durrës 
axis is made of large structures hosting 
mainly commercial activities. A very distinct 
spatial typology is the one of the airport to 
the  Northwest, while former industrial and 
mining sites in the area (now depleted and 
out of use) offer the potential for not simply 
reviving, but also providing space for miss-
ing public services. 

The hinterland (between Laknas road and 
Lana valley) has a gradual decrease of 
densities, dominated by two-three story 
family houses. From a typological point of 
view, the minor settlements of communist 
times stand as unique exceptions to the re-
cently built environment and as leftovers 
from the previous functional organization 

3 Though the area is composed of different spatial 
structures,	these	can	only	be	identified	in	a	careful	analy-
sis/reading	of	the	area	and	are	not	visible	at	first	sight.	
In fact the whole urban structure of the area, excluding 
the Tirana-Durrës axis, looks like a single large settle-
ments with varying porosity, accessibility, density and 
land prices. 
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Fig 5. A synthesis of the agricultural system



of the area. Factory and state owned farms 
(cooperatives) workers used to live there. 

The PCR4  varies between 40-60% in the 
dense areas and it may even reach 100% 
in some isolated cases. The less dense area 
has a PCR of 10-20% where agricultural 
land subdivision has happened. But in some 
cases PCR remains 1% or less as subdivi-
sion has not taken place yet. The size of 
the agricultural parcels varies from around 
2000 m2 to 2 ha. Variation is due to land 
subdivision or merging. While merging has 
happened for agricultural purposes, subdi-
vision is linked to housing. Housing plots are 
usually between 300 and 600 m2. Under 
the same logic, FARs5  vary from 5 (isolated 
cases) to 2 in dense areas and as low as 
0.2 and 0.01 in low density or agricultural 
land. 
 

4 Plot Cover Ratio in %
5 Floor Area Ratio in m2/m2

Fig 6. Overlay analysis 

Fig 7. Centralities and devel-
opment axis 
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Infrastructure and services are deficient in 
the area showing for low access to qual-
ity services and high risk of environmental 
pollution. The current situation reflects: i) 
the spontaneous urbanization, in absence 
of public response for investments; ii) the 
fragmentation of LGs6. Infrastructure is be-
ing built across agricultural land, thus leav-
ing room to emerging opportunities for ur-
ban development that will further fragment 
agricultural land and the natural system 
(river banks and the riparian areas). Water 
supply is fragmented on different systems, 
does not cover the entire area and there is 
no 24-hours supply service. In turn, people 
rely on individual wells. The drainage and 
irrigation systems are hardly maintained 
and most are used also as sewerage. Only 
former settlements have conventional sew-
erage infrastructure, while the hinterland 
and the south axis rely on septic tanks 
(wholes) or discharge directly through irri-
gation channels to the Tirana and Lana riv-
ers, without any treatment at all. 

6 Local Governments

The road network (defined by the drainage 
and irrigation canals) has followed the ur-
ban expansion. The quality is good (width, 
asphalt, lightening) in the perimeter axis, 
in the Airport area, and in few segments 
within Kamza center, but remains poor (just 
paths) in the rest of the area.  Solid waste 
(being provided by 7 LGs), is not only inef-
ficient, but almost missing in the hinterland. 
Households discard waste in riverbanks, or 
burn it in open air. Power supply network 
is extended through the entire area. Tele-
communication services, being private, are 
in expansion, but the service is not always 
reliable.

The above situation raises several devel-
opment challenges to be faced by govern-
ments and people in their effort for future 
prosperity. These challenges are: 
• How to slow down growth and ac-
commodate/deal with development pres-
sure (from boundaries towards hinterland), 
while preserving agricultural land and 
bringing back nature to the metropolis?
• Infrastructure is crucial, but cur-
rently acts as a wall to civil development. 
Openness and integration is needed for 
civilization and social development. Bar-
riers should be eliminated to avoid social 
segregation.
• Positively reversing perceptions on 
the image of the area and the whole me-
tropolis, is one key to Albania’s future de-
velopment?

Fig 8. Development challenges



The challenges are addressed by adopting, 
promoting solid densification, consolidation 
regeneration and minor expansion as a tool 
for sustainable development; reactivation 
of economic potential through regional and 
local services and cluster promotion; use of 
Kamza corridor and other green corridors 
as a unifying elements and barrier break-
ers to integrate settlements, while connect-
ing and combining the fragmented voids to 
invigorate public space; preservation of 
agriculture as a core system to the area 
and as an eco-economic potential for the 
metropolises.

This vision is detailed in the following mas-
ter plan: From a land use point of view the 
area will be surrounded by two national 
axis (south and west) and one urban-mixed-
national heading north, across Kamza. The 
south axis will keep being the economic 
strip – metropolitan corridor, while the east 
one will be reinforced as an urban-mixed 
corridor. The hinterland urban growth will 
extend/consolidate in a gradient like pat-
tern, from the southeast entrance (Tirana 
Multi modal station and high buildings den-
sity) towards northwest (agriculture and 
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Fig 9. The Vision



nature). Three radials are envisaged – the 
consolidation/regeneration urban area; 
the intermediary area – ecological restora-
tion and housing; the agriculture eco-park, 
heading towards the hills. A series of ur-
ban centralities (existing and potential) are 
evidenced, with the Airport and the Berxul-
lë node as the main ones (cluster areas). 
The riverbanks of Lana and Tirana rivers 
are envisioned as urban and natural cor-
ridors combined with recreation activities. 
The densification will follow the same logic. 
From a mobility point of view, openness 
and transport will be enabled through the 

Fig 10. The Master Plan 
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strengthening of the Kamza urban corridor 
and tram line introduction; the connecting 
transversal from Kamza urban corridor to 
the southern economic strip; the panoramic 
and urban panoramic connections complet-
ing the network and providing opportunity 
for ecological restoration; and the introduc-
tion of the light rail parallel to the southern 
economic strip. Land use wise, the light rail 
will serve also as a borderline for the mix 
economic strip with the adjacent residential 
and agricultural area. This plan will inte-
grate the area internally and open it to-
wards the metropolis and the Airport hub. 



3.2 Metropolitan Governance in Albania. 
The Case for Tirana – A theoretical debate 
or an absolute necessity?
Dritan Shutina
PhD Researcher

Governance and territory in 
Albania – where do cities, 
agglomerations and metropo-
lises stand?

There is currently an established understand-
ing on the difference between government 
– as political system, with its set of institu-
tions that regulate and exercise power, and 
governance – as the effective way through 
which institutions allow for mechanisms and 
processes to be used by citizens and inter-
est groups, in taking up their responsibilities, 
engaging in order to mediate conflicting in-
terests and determining the outcome1. From 
this perspective, political and administra-
tive decentralization, territorial organiza-
tion and planning reforms undertaken after 
the fall of the communist regime in Albania 
have reformed local government. Yet, they 
have not improved the governance system. 

1 This description tends to be in line with the UNDP’s 
definition	 for	governance	–	 “The	 exercise	of	political,	
economic and administrative authority in the manage-
ment of a country’s affairs at all levels.  It comprises 
the mechanisms, processes and institutions through which 
citizens and groups articulate their interests, exercise 
their legal rights, meet their obligations and mediate 
their difference” [UNDP Governance for Sustainable 
Human Development, New York, 1997, pp. 2-3. See 
also	the	draft	Working	Consensus	Definition	of	Gover-
nance presented to the U.N. Consultative Committee on 
Programme and Operational Questions (ACC/2000/
POQ/CRP.20 of 14 September 2000)].

As a result, intended goals of government 
reforms are still not met and most likely will 
not be met also in the future, unless we pay 
proper attention to the entire spectrum of in-
stitutions, actors, processes etc., that enable 
good governance.

This paper is aiming at opening a debate 
for governance transformation in Albania, 
based on the reciprocal evolution of ter-
ritorial structure and government and gov-
ernance approaches, after 1990. It builds 
on the motto “territory as a fundamental 
feature of political and social life” (Keat-
ing, 1998). The features of urban develop-
ment and the proposed master plan for the 
area described in section 3.1, shall serve as 
input to the discussion in the paper. Due to 
the complexity of the phenomenon analyzed 
in this paper – territorial structure forma-
tion and (metropolitan) governance systems 
that best fit the situation, the paper will not 
intend to provide final solutions, but rather 
stipulate recommendations. The latter will 
mainly highlight principal, societal value-
based and/or paradigmatic changes that 
are needed to govern the large variety of 
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territorial relationships, in Albanian situa-
tions of conflicting social-economic-urban 
boundaries on one side and administrative 
ones on the other.      

Since the early ‘90s Albania embarked on 
a process of government`s decentraliza-
tion. Initially, this resulted in a political and 
administrative decentralization, while more 
substantial decentralization (functional and 
fiscal) was enabled starting as off in1998, 
with the adoption of the new Constitution of 
Albania. The latter defined decentralization 
as a basic principle for establishing local 
governance and the principle of local au-
tonomy as the basis for implementing local 
governance. Following that, the organic law 
“On Local Government Organization and 
Functioning”2 was adopted in 2000. As a 
result, 373 local governments (LGs – urban 
and rural) and12 Qark Councils (regional 
councils) were established. The Organic Law 
defined exclusive local government`s pow-
ers, including operationalization of princi-
ples such as: democratic governance, trans-
parency, participation, accountability, etc. 
All these had to be taken into account by 
the different sectorial legislation that in turn 
had to devolve power from line ministries to 
LGs.  

However, the sectorial strategies and re-
spective legislation were either lagging be-
hind or, when devised, did not establish a 
clear framework for division and sharing of 
power. As a result the decentralization pro-
cess for LGs turned into a set of not clearly 
defined and mostly unfunded mandates. The 
decentralization strategy and the organic 
law did not account for asymmetric devel-
opment of urban (municipalities) and rural 
(communes) LGs. As a result, non-performing 
local governments were used as a justifi-
cation by line ministers and government in 
general not to decentralize functions at lo-
cal level. Worse, local governments, while 
striving to consolidate their power, failed to 
collaborate with the regional government 
(Qark) and among themselves so as to pro-
vide jointly the services that require econo-
mies of scale, i.e: public transport, waste col-

2 Law no. 8652, date 31.7.2000.

lection and disposal, water and waste water 
treatment, etc. In the absence of: a culture 
and tradition of cooperation, strong local 
actors, business associations, and genuine 
pressure -exercising community groups, any 
solution was/is sought at the central level 
(for state institutions to intervene)

All these effects of ambiguity on power divi-
sion and execution have resulted in “wild” 
rivalry among state institutions (central and 
local) and this can be best seen at the ter-
ritorial level. 

Before the 90’s, because of the central plan-
ning system, all political and economic deci-
sions affecting the territory were taken at 
the central government level. The regional 
development approach was heavily subsi-
dized by the state and it materialized on 
the territory with the construction of state 
owned enterprises and establishment of new 
settlements that housed labor force for these 
enterprises (i.e.oil-related cities Ballsh or 
Patos, textile industry with its new related 
neighborhoods of Tirana and Berat, coal 
or hydro power cities Memaliaj, Kukes etc.). 
Establishment of these cities were strate-
gic, sectorial and employment interventions, 
without any consideration of local actors. 
This top-down approach of city formation 
had a major impact on the urban-rural struc-
ture of the territory. 

This system, was very efficient in terms of 
decision making, but proved to be uncom-
petitive, very inefficient and not self-sustain-
able. With the collapse of the centralized 
system in 1990, the Albanian society em-
barked onto the journey of market economy 
democracy and reformatted itself to a new 
reality, where many conflicting processes 
emerged. The oppressed individual became 
the self-reliant individual, but state institu-
tions did not adapt quickly, so as to become 
reference points for guiding developments 
and intervening to correct inefficiencies. The 
balance between private and public interest 
was lost in favor of private interests. Adop-
tion of a very liberal approach, with its as-
sumption that market forces would correct 
all conflicting interests, accumulated many 



problems. In fact, there were many prob-
lems and conflicting interests that the market 
alone could not solve and state intervention 
was more than a necessity. In the absence 
of (mature) social capital, the liberal ap-
proach resulted in a wild-west redistribution 
of wealth.  
  
In the early 1990, people had no economic 
base to sustain themselves and, making use 
of the political change, they quickly moved 
close to the urban areas for employment and 
housing. As the state had no capacity to pro-
vide housing, people sought their own market 
solutions, even illegally. So, instead of thriv-
ing, the land and real estate sector was/is 
heavily caught by informality and inefficien-
cies. To date, there are around 350,000 in-
formal buildings3. Initially, informal housing 
was a response to a basic need but, after 
2000, when housing construction became an 
investment opportunity, informality turned 
into mentality and the primary way of trans-
forming the territory. With underdeveloped 
capital market, people converted into real 
estate any saving or remittances they had. 
At first, people could not afford (later, they 
did not even care) long bureaucratic build-
ing permit processes and had to resort to 
informality. This phenomenon became wide-
spread and, as it was contributing to eco-
nomic growth, the government had little in-
centive to intervene, until the capacity of 
central/local government in managing urban 
growth was/is put into question. 

Seemingly inefficient and with conflicting in-
terests were the high-rise housing construc-
tions made by formal developers, which 
started to consolidate as of early 2000. This 
issue is not examined in the paper as it is not 
present in Tirana`s suburb, subject of section 
3.1. However, it is of essential importance 
to mention that after infilling city centers, 
these developments expanded in other ar-
eas. In the absence of a general/strategic 
territorial plan and in a context of poor sec-

3 According the Agency for Legalization Urbanization 
and Integration of Informal Settlements (ALUIZNI) in 
2009, based on self-declaration reports for 2006-
2007 and on estimations made for 2008-2009. The 
figures may be higher, as informal construction has con-
tinued to date.

Year 1995 `96 `97 `98 `99 2000 `01 `02 `03 `04 05 `06 `07 `08

Buildings 82% 78% 87% 69% 92% 87% 92% 94% 96% 86% 69% 78% 84% 89%

Infrastruc-
ture

18% 22% 13% 31% 8% 13% 8% 6% 4% 14% 31% 22% 16% 11%

Total 

(000 lekë)
18,756 50,665 13,720 24,304 16,533 25,955 24,793 49,217 71,726 38,905 109,742 86,757 38,743 93,949

Distribution of funds in the formal construction industry. Source of data: INSTAT

toral policies, more recent formal develop-
ments “invaded” agriculture and/or natural 
land in the suburb. This was also stimulated 
by factors such as: developers were look-
ing for inexpensive land, but with good op-
portunities for access to infrastructure – this 
was available in Tirana’s suburbs, adjacent 
to the urban fabric; developers needed to 
bypass the heavy administrative burden of 
taking a building permit – this bypassing 
was possible if one applied for it in the rural 
communes neighboring Tirana. 

So, administrative boundaries as physical 
lines of power extension; in total lack of syn-
chronization with the natural/organic eco-
nomic power of the society and the market; 
and in the absence of coordinated planning 
and joint local government collaboration for 
delivering public services and making stra-
tegic infrastructure investments; became a 
“magic” tool for more free-riding mentality 
and unsustainable use of resources. Again, 
from the government/city perspective, as 
long as the construction industry contributed 
to economic growth, local revenues genera-
tion4 and private interest (corruption), there 
was no inclination to reverse the situation. 
Interestingly,as provided in the table below, 
formal private investments in the residential 
sector for the 1995-2008 period stand as 
83% of the total, with only 17% for infra-
structure (INSTAT)5.

Thus, private-driven economic development 
led to the “natural and organic” expansion 
of cities beyond administrative boundaries. 
The sizes of cities in terms of this expansion 
doubled or tripled, and in all cases this hap-
pened by converting previous agriculture/
natural land into urban (Fig. 1) (Gjika & Shu-
tina, 2010). Yet, the local government struc-
tures both by competences (functions and 
fiscal autonomy) and capacities, do not op-
erate with the logic of the “economic area” 
(or functional areas as we call them now) 
which is much larger than the administrative 
cities. As such, private interest has overtaken 
public interest and short-term gains have ac-

4 Revenues raised through the infrastructure impact tax.
5 Own calculations based on INSTAT data avail-
able in http://www.instat.gov.al/al/themes/ndërtimi.
aspx?tab=tabs-5
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cumulated long-term liabilities mainly in the 
public interest sphere.

Indeed, the 2012 Census (INSTAT, 2014) vi-
sualizes how unguided urban development 
has taken place along the western part of 
the country reinforcing a mono-centric spa-
tial structure with Tirana-Durres as the core 
(Fig 2). The concentration of resources, ad-
ministrative functions, infrastructure and 
services at the center has induced that al-
most 1/3 of the population be located in 
the Tirana – Fushë Kruja – Durrës triangle 
(INSTAT, 2014). Other urban centers on the 
western part have developed in a similar 
way. Overall, urban developments have 
taken place organically/spontaneously and 
have not been guided by strategic plan-
ning and infrastructure investments. Admin-
istrative fragmentation of local governments 
have made it difficult to have a strategic 
approach and different initiatives financed 
by the central government/donors (Greater 
Tirana Strategic Plan; Tirana-Durrës Corri-
dor; Regional Development Framework for 
Tirana-Durrës 2008-2027; Shkodra-Lezha 
Regional plan 2005-2020; Integrated Cos-
tal Development Plan) are not implemented 
because of conflicting interests of different 
stakeholders, especially among LGs and be-
tween local and central government. 

Yet, the urbanization rate of Albania is still 
below 50% and further urbanization is go-
ing to take place with its biggest share in the 
Tirana-Durrës Region. According to INSTAT6 
there are only 5 cities in Albania (based on 
the distribution of population data in a net-
work of 1 km2 geographical cells), i.e. Tira-
na, Durrës, Elbasan, Shkodra and Vlora (all 
comprising urbanized surroundings7 as well). 
Further, there are 17 agglomerations (con-
taining 74 current local governments), with 
more than 20,000 inhabitants. The Durrës 
agglomeration has 9 local governments and 
the Tirana agglomeration has 16. Both these 
agglomerations8  establish the Tirana-Durrës 
metropolitan area, which has 932.110 in-
habitants, while the other urban areas have 
796.449 inhabitants and 1.071.579 inhabit-
ants live in the rural areas (INSTAT, 2014).

6 Studies based on Census 2011 data.
7 According INSTAT, all these cities have at least one lo-
cal government with more than 50% of the population 
located in their urban center, while the urban center has 
more than 75% of the city`s population.
8 Including also Kavaja agglomeration with 2 local 
governments (INSTAT, 2014)

These figures testify for a huge difference 
between the territorial structure reality and 
the government and administrative mecha-
nisms. This doesn't help solve the above 
conflicts; instead it produces more, both in 
quantity and complexity. From this perspec-
tive, it is important to discuss how territorial 
developments can be most sustainable by 
adopting a metropolitan governance ap-
proach. The Government of Albania (GoA) 
has embarked on a territorial-administrative 
reform, aiming at addressing the effects of 
the local government’s territorial fragmenta-
tion on service delivery. The reform is on its 
way and by law, the number of local gov-
ernments will be reduced from 373 to 61. 
Their establishment will come into effect 
after the local elections of June 2015. This 
reform is efficiency-oriented, but it has not 
properly addressed the array of conflict-
ing issues related to governance and ter-
ritorial [re]structuring, as analyzed above. 
Having a top-down approach (appropriate 
in a pragmatic sense), it does not foresee 
the very probable effects on and response 
from other (local) stakeholders, whose role 
in governing territory is by no means crucial. 
This is also because it is well understood that 
territory is the principal basis for political 
mobilization, (due to its link to identity and 
for purely practical reasons) and … for po-
litical representation, accountability, action 
and public policy (Keating, 1998). On the 
other hand, another reform, the one on terri-
tory planning is still struggling to strengthen 
the sector, thus not being able to internalize 
in full solutions to the territory-governance 
conflict. This reform, regardless of qualita-
tive technical proposals and legal provisions, 
is focused mainly on power division and not 
on cooperation. 

Metropolitan governance 
– Could this be the answer?

While discussing balanced territorial devel-
opment, reducing regional disparities, cohe-
sion strategies, etc., implicitly we proclaim 
ourselves as against pure market logic. The 
latter, as shown by its results, enables the 
best performers to do better and the worst 
ones to get worse. Seemingly, when asking 
governments to intervene in addressing en-
vironmental problems, market inefficiencies 
etc. we recognize that even in the best mar-
ket driven situation, the rational individual 

Distribution of funds in the formal construction industry. Source of data: INSTAT



Fig.2: Expansion of cities in years
Source: INSTAT 2014, based on Census 2011
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Fig.2: Expansion of cities in years
Source: Shutina and Gjika 2010, Policy makers or Policy followers

ELBASANI
*Viti i Ndërmjetëm 2001

TIRANA
*Viti i Ndërmjetëm 1999



choice will not necessarily produce healthy 
societal outcomes. Then, the discussion is no 
longer whether or not governments should in-
tervene to ensure sustainable territorial de-
velopment, but rather what their role (cen-
tral – local) should be and their interaction 
with private and non-state actors. As a result 
of coming from a totalitarian centralized 
system, the course of action in Albania has 
been that of strengthening private actors, 
but, unfortunately, without a strong and fully 
transformed public sector to play its role in 
the game.  

The central government still organizes its 
effort through sectorial strategies without 
proper considerations of how they integrate 
at a territorial level. On the other side lo-
cal governments are both too week and too 
small to ensure this integration at their ter-
ritory. For instance, sectorial policies strictly 
protect agriculture land from conversion for 
economic activities, while sectorial policies 
on employment and economic growth look 
for easier permitting. The outcome? – Nei-
ther land is preserved, nor does develop-
ment takes place efficiently. Seemingly, scat-
tered urban developments have stimulated 
private mobility against public transport. 
The latter, being too fragmented/contained 
within administrative boundaries, does not 
reflect the need of people for quality ser-
vice. Solid waste collection and treatment 
also requires “borderless” cooperating lo-
calities. Instead they all individually contract 
the private operator and none of the rural 
municipalities around the urban center wants 
to have the landfill within their jurisdiction. 
Thus, in short, the functional urban area ap-
pears very different from the administrative 
one and it represents a metropolitan area. 
INSTAT defines the Tirana-Durrës area as 
a metropolitan one based on the following 
definition: large urban areas, composed 
of several interlinked agglomerations. Usu-
ally they have more than 1,000,000 in-
habitants (though OECD (Ahrend, Gamper, 
& Schumann, 2014) defines these areas as 
counting at least 500,000 inhabitants) and 
are distinct for their economic specialization, 
and national and international importance 
(INSTAT, 2014). Based on Keating’s defini-
tion of “the region”, the Tirana-Durrës me-
tropolis has the features of an elusive space, 
defined by geographical and environmen-
tal conditions, common production patterns, 
complex interdependencies, market linkages 
and labor markets, social interaction and 
transportation patterns (Keating, 1998).  As 
such, it cannot be managed by fragmented 

(weak) local governments and without get-
ting the key actors involved in the decision-
making processes. It most probably needs 
some sort of metropolitan governance.

According to Yaro and Rondero, the two ba-
sic components of metropolitan governance 
are participation (and the types of actors 
included in decision making) and formaliza-
tion (bureaucracy/institutionalization of the 
arrangement). In this model, governance 
arrangements that are inclusive of more di-
verse actors and, simultaneously have a low-
er degree of institutionalization, are more 
versatile and provide the needed flexibility 
to cope with changing economic, social and 
political conditions (Yaro & Rondero). This 
suggests that the degree of involvement of 
one or of the other component will produce 
either more flexible, or more rigid types of 
metropolitan governance. In fact, as Oaker-
son defines “metropolitan governance can 
and does occur without metropolitan govern-
ment and that it can be effective even when 
a metro-area is highly “fragmented” among 
a large number of small municipalities (Oak-
erson, 2004)”. The latter is typically the case 
for the Tirana-Durrës metropolitan area. 

Tosics describes the types of metropolitan 
governance by referring to detailed anal-
ysis carried out by METREX9 in 2006. The 
approaches vary from structured and pre-
defined to more voluntary and flexible sys-
tems. In all cases their aim is to reach more 
effective integrated, economic, social, en-
vironmental and spatial planning and for 
this purpose they need competencies, ca-
pabilities and processes (Tosics, 2011). As 
Tosics explains, according to METREX, there 
are three different city-region models used 
across Europe (formal approach): i) the 
Comprehensive model; ii) the Core Power 
model; iii) and the Agency/Voluntary model. 
The first and second models comprise elect-
ed metropolitan authorities (the 1st also the 
reorganization of LGs), but the difference 
stands in their power – that could be com-
prehensive, or on a specified range of issues. 
The 3rd model comprises appointed metro-
politan agencies or joint bodies with stra-
tegic planning responsibilities and adviser 
implementation functions. In all these cases 
the government provides unified definitions 
of the metropolitan areas (Tosics, 2011).

The flexible approach is based on informal 
and voluntary cooperation among several 

9 The network of European metropolitan regions and 
areas(Tosics, 2011).
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actors and on a flexible spatial structure. 
The latter provides efficiency, but lacks 
long-term sustainability (unless strategic 
spatial planning is involved), which is pres-
ent in the designated structures which, on the 
other hand, risk losing contact with people. 
The flexible approach allows for high par-
ticipation. In the core city-region model the 
central city should be proactive in engaging 
stakeholders, while in a polycentric structure, 
more negotiation may be employed among 
stakeholders (Tosics, 2011). Also, in the 
monocentric system, the chosen governance 
structure may serve more to those closer to 
the center, while the polycentric systems pro-
vide greater “civic space” and thus, distribu-
tion of benefits more justly to the community 
(Oakerson, 2004). All in all though, the flex-
ible approach is more inclusive, bottom-up, 
place based, and does not risk the unsuit-
able regulations that may lead to unwanted 
asymmetrical results of the reform.

Of course, the flexible approach requires 
good cooperation among cities to provide 
services or share revenues, which is a type 
of collective action problem. (Steinacker, 
2004). As Steinacker describes, there are 4 
characteristics needed to achieve coopera-
tion: i) joint gains should be guaranteed – 
mostly typical in common property resourc-
es very present in a metropolitan area; ii) 
equality of gains distribution is needed, in 
both quantity terms and policy choice; iii) 
acceptable asymmetry of the stakeholders’ 
(political) power, otherwise the more power-
ful actors may achieve the outcome even in 
the absence of cooperation; iv) the stabil-
ity of the actors’ positions (related to their 
roles) over time is needed, otherwise those 
loosing it will put at risk the whole coopera-
tion structure (Steinacker, 2004). Thus, in a 
situation of preference for the flexible ap-
proach, these four characteristics are pre-
conditions to be met for successful results. 

The way forward – metropolis 
and governance

The area described in the section 3.1, stands 
at the core of the Tirana-Durrës metropoli-
tan area and it holds all of the features 
and issues/conflicts that may be addressed 
through metropolitan good governance. 
However, there are exactly these features 
and conflicts (as also described above) 
which raise questions on the approach of 
metropolitan governance that is more suit-

able to the area and the whole metropolis. 
Any flexible and even incremental approach 
would be safer and more efficient by focus-
ing only on the specific services that need 
a regional/metropolitan perspective. This 
is very relevant in a context like Albania, 
where metropolitan governance has no histo-
ry. So one could opt for “go bottom-up and 
go incremental”. However, it is clear from the 
analysis that bottom-up approaches require 
strong and mature social capital, collabora-
tive, aware of the context, the science of the 
solutions and the outcomes of any choice. 
Social capital is still in a creation mode, 
and the free rider phenomenon is extremely 
active in the Albanian society. State inter-
vention is needed to overcome this problem 
and help social capital formation. Looking at 
the 4 preconditions for a flexible approach, 
the first two (joint gains and equality) seem 
to be mainly accomplished from the outset 
in the Albanian context, but the other two 
(asymmetry of power and stability) remain a 
challenge and source of uncertainty. 

So, considering the above, 4 options are 
explored, each with advantages and disad-
vantages, due to the level of development of 
the government and the social capital. Also, 
the current administrative reform may offer 
opportunities – less LGs could make coop-
eration easier, but as these will become very 
strong actors, there is a high opportunity for 
power games to resolve unilaterally. 

1. The area section 3.1 may be defined 
as one of particular national importance, 
based on the planning legislation (parts of 
it, currently). This means that from a planning 
point of view it may be managed by a met-
ropolitan agency. At planning level this pro-
vides advantages as it avoids fragmented 
decisions, and it is an incremental approach 
(less risk). However, if not combined with 
LGs’ decisions on infrastructure and services, 
it will keep producing inefficient results. 

2. Another incremental approach would be 
to establish a special purpose authority for 
the whole metropolitan area, responsible 
for one or more services (transport, waste, 
water, etc.) depending on the choice of 
stakeholders. This approach is similar to any 
inter-LGs cooperation, a form of voluntary 
joint power authority. Being voluntary, incre-
mental and services-based, the approach 
provides good chances for the cooperation 
to succeed. However, as analyzed above, 2 
or 3 powerful LGs could end in a dispute of 
gains distribution over time. 



3. Establishing a comprehensive metropoli-
tan government responsible for all services 
– trunk infrastructure and investments, plan-
ning, economic development, including land 
acquisition and development is a 3rd alter-
native. As a top-down approach, it would 
be very feasible, if there were government 
willingness for it. However, the current ter-
ritorial reform does not foresee any form of 
regional government, making this scenario 
very challenging. This is especially true for 
the new LGs (after reform) that will seek to 
consolidate their authorities and expand 
services in their new area. If implemented, 
it would well harmonize the efforts of devel-
opment in the main economic engine of the 
country, while matching the administrative 
area with the functional one and services 
with authorities.  

4. Finally, a flexible system would be that 
of bottom-up/private led local development 
agency establishment. The agency could be 
an interlocutor among local residents and 
governments, harmonizing planning initia-
tives and stimulating area-based projects in 
the interest of the stakeholders. Its advan-
tage is the flexibility, project-oriented and 
needs-based character. However this ap-
proach risks extreme focus in the economic 
corridor only, thus not generating full gov-
ernment’s interest. For instance, previously, 
there was also an initiative from businesses 
in the area to organize jointly transport ser-
vice for the workers commuting to the area. 
Unfortunately, this idea did not prove suc-
cessful due to free riding. As a result, they 
never managed to articulate a clear pro-
posal and exercise proper pressure for the 
government to support the initiative. 

While it may sound difficult to make a choice, 
and in fact this requires further analysis, it 
also make sense to initiate with some minor 
organization, incrementally and in a flexible 
loom. For instance, a business association or 
some other form of NGO could also be es-
tablished to promote the area and represent 
the stakeholders, initially versus LGs and 
maybe later to any form of future metropol-
itan governance. This association could act 
as lobbying and/or pressure group, which 
would support the local actors’ interests. This 
highlights the fact that the area (metropo-
lis or the study area) needs the stakehold-
ers’ representation and demonstration of its 
identity, as a key towards sustainable devel-
opment and better governance. 
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3.3 Planning and financing Infrastructure in the 
city through land value capture instruments. The 
case of  Tirana – Rinas Corridor

Introduction 

The demand for infrastructure in Albanian cit-
ies is growing rapidly1 . Hence, accessing suf-
ficient funding in a timely manner is crucial 
for the development of urban infrastructure. 
One innovative and increasingly accepted 
way of funding infrastructure needs is through 
Land Value Capture instruments. The goal of 
these instruments is the optimization of de-
velopment processes on the outskirts of ur-
ban areas and the establishment of effective 
mechanisms for capturing the resources gen-
erated by the value increase resulting from 
these processes (Galeano, 2000).     

This paper comes as a contribution to the dis-
cussion happening in Albania related to lim-
ited funding sources for urban infrastructure, 

1 Albania has considerable investment needs, for in-
stance in transport, environment or energy infrastruc-
ture. To illustrate: in 2011 Albania had 113 km of 
roads and 14 km of rail per 100 000 inhabitants which 
represent 13.8 % and 32% of the EU-27 average of 
821 km and 43 km per 100 000 inhabitants of roads 
and rail respectively. A similar picture exists in other sec-
tors requiring infrastructure investments. In particular, 
water treatment and waste management are at the early 
stages of their development. The country is susceptible 
to	effects	of	climate	change,	in	particular	flooding	and	
drought, as well as possible electricity shortages due to 
a high dependence on hydro-power which requires sea-
sonal energy imports.(Commission, 2014)

especially at local government level. It aims 
to bring some ideas on how to find sources 
of financing capital infrastructure investments 
outside general budgets, or avoiding the ac-
cumulation of additional debt for local gov-
ernment. The approach suggested in the pa-
per is to first identify the beneficiaries of any 
proposed capital infrastructure investment / 
improvement and then explore methods which 
can involve the direct beneficiaries paying for 
their part of the benefits. The paper focuses 
on a proposal developed from a group of 
researcher’s for the Tirana – Rinas corridor2 , 
and uses their vision and development options 
to discuss on potential infrastructure financ-
ing through land value capture gains. Though 
the paper has some limitations in terms of the 
elaboration of proposals, it still can be used 
as a reference point or an inspiration for the 
search for alternative and novel financing in-
struments of urban capital infrastructure. 

Albania, like many other developing coun-
tries, has, in the past twenty years, introduced 
fiscal reforms and undertaken many infra-

2 The proposal “Tirana New Metropolis, Reinventing a 
New Sustainable Image for Albania’ was the result of a 
joint PhD workshop, organized by a group of research-
ers of Ferrara University, Italy and Polis University, Alba-
nia during June - December 2013
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structure investments in the cities. Through 
this paper I try to demonstrate how the fiscal 
reform and urban infrastructure investment 
concepts are significantly interlinked. Urban 
infrastructure investment ushers increases in 
land value, thus enabling the recovery of the 
capital costs of urban investment by capturing 
some or all of the “unearned” increments in 
land value resultant from the investment; this 
may be accomplished through a fiscal mecha-
nism such as land value finance (tax, incen-
tives, development agreements). (World Bank 
Staff Working Paper No. 283, 1978)

Planning and Urban Infra-
structure Needs 

Policies regarding local governments and the 
cities they manage have to do with imple-
menting the new territorial planning system 
recently restructured3; in addition, they also 
need to develop ways of funding the creation 
of infrastructure, amenities and public space4. 
In the area of design such policies represent 
a physical pattern that avoids over concen-
tration and over-dispersion, at least, to ser-
vice citizens at a lower cost. Since this means 
changing the distribution of land use rights 
and obligations, a policy of equalizing costs 
and benefits is needed. Instruments such as 

3 Law nr. 107/2014 on Planning and Development of 
the Territory
4 Albanian local governments have various sources of 
revenue and two are related to real estate property: (i) 
An annual property tax, based on the value of the build-
ings and not the land, which during 2006 and 2008 
accounted for about 20% of the local government’s 
own revenues (2,4 to 3 billion Lekë), while in 2009 it 
declined sharply to only 10% of the local government’s 
own revenue; (ii) and an infrastructure impact tax, the 
base of which is the value of the investment as stated in 
an investor’s construction permit and local governments 
can set the tax rate at between 1 and 3% of this value 
(2-4% in Tirana). This tax during 2011 represented 
25% of all local own revenues. (Planning and Local 
Governance Project in Albania, USAID , 2011).Never-
theless such revenue is used for general expenditure and 
not necessarily used to build the infrastructure required 
by authorized development. In addition, local revenue 
represents about 33% of total revenues of local gov-
ernments since the rest are transfers from Central Gov-
ernment, so the said taxes represent only 4% and 5% 
of total local revenues.

transferring development rights and obliga-
tions - mostly, but not only, in built areas, and 
land readjustment - mostly, but not only in pe-
ripheral areas – are the instruments needed. 
In addition the formation of land-developing 
stakeholders - public private and/or com-
bined - are to organize this activity better, 
exist in an ad hoc basis and with mixed results 
and restricted impact5, because of the high 
transaction cost of consolidating land6, the 
instruments mentioned before substantially 
reduce such costs. 
 
In addition, the local government’s need to 
have more power to collect taxes and fees 
for their planning and development control 
activity, the value they create in terms of land 
is substantial and does not come back to the 
community in the proportion it should. Infra-
structure taxation and the property tax have 
a poor performance and they do not capture 
the value of land as they could and should7. 

5 Some property assembling capabilities seem to occur 
with inner city redevelopment of individual plot occupied 
by a group of households, in cases of which a building 
contractor negotiates that they surrender the site to re-
develop it at a higher density in exchange of 35% of 
the	floor	are	to	be	built	(World	Bank	,	2007)
6 They have included a lengthy permit process (up to 2 
years) and cumbersome or non-existing regulations on 
land subdivisions, although they are expected to improve 
with the legislation and regulations recently enacted. In 
addition land in the periphery of cities still falls under 
the tutelage of the Ministry of Agriculture, in spite of 
being zoned for urban land uses (World Bank , 2007).
7 It is reported that for redevelopment of low-density 
sites into high-density sites, 35% of the total value of 
the	project	is	paid	(in	kind,	i.e.	floor	area)	to	those	occu-
pying the site. This payment is equivalent to the expected 
value of land once rebuilt to the new density (World 
Bank , 2007). Such land value is possible through the 
permit given by the municipality and the infrastructure 
that it is required to build. If the infrastructure fee that 
is paid when the municipality issues the permit is between 
2-5% of the building costs - presumably the other 65% 
of	the	value	of	the	densified	property	-	the	contribution	
that is done for the increment of the value of land due 
to government activity (permit and investment in infra-
structure) is negligible. That is, the land value captured 
by the municipality for allowing higher density and pro-
viding infrastructure is barely between 3.7% and 9.3% 
of the value of land. The land occupant is able to keep 
more than 90% of the value of land. The investment 
occupants have to dedicate to the property is low-it is 
estimated to be between 16 and 20% of market value; 
this implies that any difference that needs to be compen-
sated to the original land owner will have to be covered 



Although there has been substantial decen-
tralization of responsibilities to local govern-
ments8 they are still dependent on transfers of 
funds from national government9. Local gov-
ernments should rely more on the sources that 
their own activity generates. To stimulate this, 
transfer formulas should openly stimulate lo-
cal taxation to avoid creating fiscal laziness, 
present formulas compensating local govern-
ments that do not perform financially well10. 

by the State (World Bank , 2007).In addition the urban 
land is not taxed since the property tax in urban areas 
in Albania is applied only to buildings based mainly on 
their surface.
8 Responsibilities that have an impact on property val-
ues include: "...rehabilitation and maintenance of local 
roads; sidewalks and public squares; public lighting; 
public transport; ... city/village decoration; parks and 
public spaces; waste management...; services of water 
supply;	 sewerage	and	drainage	 (incl.	 flood	protection	
canals) in residential areas"  (Law 8652/2000).
9 Capital expenditures grow from 2002 (15%) to come 
to their maximum in 2009 (42%) and fall again after 
2009,	mainly	due	to	the	financial	crisis	and	limitations	
set either for local borrowing, or for the draw down 
of the unconditional grants. At the moment, the capital 
investments remain the most discussed and controversial 
issue	 in	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 local	 finances	 in	 Albania.	
While the assignments of local government functions 
generally	have	been	accompanied	with	the	necessary	fi-
nancial sources or revenue raising instruments, capital in-
vestments remain, in most of cases, unfunded, although 
central government has experimented and is still experi-
menting with different instruments (competitive grants 
scheme, regional development fund, etc.) (Gjika, 2012)
10 Apparently the Law no. 9936 "On the management 
of the budgeting system in the Republic of Albania" (Art 
24)	and	the	Annual	budgets	specific	formula	(Annex	1)	
privileges local governments when calculating their un-
conditional transfers by doubling and quadrupling 70% 
of such transfers if they are "in need" or are mountain-
ous. If this is associated with low property values and 
low development, then the law is stimulating those that 
have the opposite condition to depend more on their 

This stimulus can be increased if loans to local 
governments are conditioned to establish a 
sound land value capture scheme, which they 
can do it either through land and property 
taxation and/or through equalizing cost and 
benefit instruments referred to previously.

The proposal – Connect, In-
tegrate, Consolidate, Regen-
erate …   

Infrastructure and transport provisions come 
as the main strategies for addressing a num-
ber of challenges that the targeted area is 
facing: (i) how to slow down growth and ac-
commodate development pressure; (ii) how 
to preserve agricultural land; (iii) how to 
eliminate physical and social barriers and 
integrate the suburb in the city; (iv) how to 
connect and provide services for business op-
erators and industries in the city?   

The area is extended in the northwest of Ti-
rana for about 50 square kilometers and is 
surrounded by the Tirana – Kamza corridor 
in the east, the Tirana – Durres highway in 
the south and the Rinas – Fushë Krujë corri-
dor in the west. The “Mother Theresa” Inter-
national Airport is located in Rinas and, as 
the only airport in the country; it has a huge 
impact on the activities and developments es-
tablished in the area. It is also considered as 
a core feature influencing the infrastructure 
proposal and land use of the area. There are 
about 55 to 60 thousand residents living in 

own sources of revenue; nevertheless a more transparent 
and direct incentive could be spelled out in the law.

Excludable Non - Excludable

Externalities Higher

Rival
Private goods

Telecommunications

Local power distribution rail, airport, and port services

Rail, airport, and port facilities
Street sweeping
Traffic signaling

Public goods  

Interurban highways
(toll roads)

Buses Power generation

Piped water supply

Sanitary landfill
Urban sewerage

Groundwater
Urban roads

Non-Rival

Lower
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the area and more than 10’800 buildings, 
ranging from two to three storey houses to 
eight storey apartment buildings - 92% of 
which were constructed after the ‘90s. The 
area is characterized by a high concentra-
tion of businesses and services located mainly 
along the area boundaries. There are about 
250 big businesses concentrated along the 
Tirana – Durres highway and a considerable 
number of other businesses focusing mainly in 
retail and service activities along the Tirana 
– Kamza corridor. Having such a high concen-
tration of activities, the area hosts daily more 
than 20’000 commuters mainly from Tirana, 
but also from Durres, Kamza, Fushë Kruja and 
other surroundings. The existing main activi-
ties and functions of the area are: (i) agricul-
tural land 12 sq.km; (ii) river braid [natural 
and urban] 6 sq.km; (iii) residential and ur-
ban agricultural area 5,8 sq.km; (iv) urban 
area 1,3 sq.km; (v) urban-agricultural ‘tran-
sit’ area 1,4 sq.km; (vi) airport and service 
area 2 sq.km; (vii) area for economic services 
1,8 sq.km; (viii) university of agriculture and 
services 2,3 sq.km; and mining risk area 0,5 
sq.km. 

The proposed development concept for the 
area is built around the main features and 
potentials and envisions connection and inte-
gration of the area with the city, reactivation 
of the economic potential through regional 
and local services, consolidation, densifica-
tion and regeneration as tools for sustainable 
development. 

To support this vision some strategic interven-
tions were elaborated, such as the proposal 
of a tram line along the redesigned Tirana – 

Kamza – Rinas corridor and a light train along 
the highway connecting Tirana with Rinas and 
Durres. These strategic interventions are linked 
to a number of smaller interventions for provid-
ing infrastructure and services within the area: 
like the proposed green corridors as barrier 
breakers and connections of public spaces and 
urban voids, logistic parks and economic areas 
– like the Berxull Node, etc. 

Designing an Infrastructure 
Financing Strategy 

The "Henry George Theorem", widely ac-
cepted in mainstream economics, states that 
the value of land in a city is a function of the 
public investment in that city's infrastructure11 
. Under certain ideal conditions, aggregate 
spending by government will be equal to ag-
gregate land rent; thus, 100% of a city's rev-
enue needs could be provided by a levy on 
its land rent (Tucker, 1958).  

The foremost characteristic of city infrastruc-
ture is a mixture of public goods and private 
goods. Private goods are individually pur-
chased and consumed, suitable to be pro-
vided in competitive markets, while public 
goods are non-rival and non-excludable in 
their supplies and consumption. Being non-
rival, serving particular goods to an addi-

11 Widely adopted in later mathematical models by 
economists such a William Vickrey, David Robinson and 
Richard	Arnott,	this	idea	was	first	published	by	Georgist	
Advocate Benjamin F. Tucker in his 1958 book The Self-
Supporting City. In a recent reprint of this book by the 
Robert Schalkenbach Foundation, William Batt provides 
an afterward comparing Tucker's analysis with modern 
presentations of the Henry George Theorem. (www.hen-
rygeorge.org )



tional consumer only generates negligible 
marginal cost, so that any positive price will 
exceed the marginal cost and therefore is 
inefficient. Being excludable, it is difficult to 
exclude non-paying customers from consum-
ing the good or service. As a result, it is un-
economical for the private sector to provide 
the goods (Trebilcock, 1994). 

Another possible feature of infrastructure 
provision is that of a natural monopoly. The 
provision of these networks involves econo-
mies of scale, where large-scale consumption 
could enhance quality and lower cost of pro-
viding such goods. The introduction of compe-
tition leads to unnecessary duplication of net-
work systems and this is considered a waste 
of resources. Public ownership of natural mo-
nopolies is justified on the ground that a pri-
vate monopoly would lead to the exploitation 
of consumers. However, a natural monopoly 
may be broken up for competition, such as 
in telecommunications, power industries and 
some railroads that are owned and operated 
privately, under the supervision of certain 
regulating agencies (Hulten, 1993).
 
Given the fact that urban infrastructure in-
vestments tend, at least in part, to generate 
an increase in land value in the area around 
a system improvement, planners consider it 
economically and financially sensible to de-
sign tools that can be used to facilitate the 
provision of the needed urban infrastructure. 
Arguments to that effect may be found on 
both ends of the political spectrum. The politi-
cal right often makes the marginal cost argu-
ment on grounds of economic efficiency, as in 
the prevention of the use of public money to 
finance ‘white elephants’ or as a mechanism 
to close the gap between social and private 
marginal urbanization costs. The left makes 
a similar argument in favor of value capture 
but based on the equity based benefit princi-
ple. Distribution of the benefits from the mon-
ey collected becomes more important to the 
left when the funds are used for redistributive 
purposes, which may be the case with bonus 
zoning, inclusionary zoning, and linkage fees 
(Smolka, 2000).

The approach of land value capture finance 
has a wide and comprehensive literature 
and numerous applications around the world 
(Meda and Modelewska, 2011; Fensham and 
Gleeson, 2003; Smith and Gihring, 2006; 
Bowes and Inlannfeldt, 2001; Andelson, 
2000). Land value capture in general is a 
mechanism by which the agency responsible 
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for the development of the urban transport 
infrastructure captures part of the financial 
benefits gained by land developers or the 
community at large. This benefit is reflected 
in an increase in the real property values, 
which can be regarded as a comprehensive 
index of all the benefits generated by the 
development, including improved accessibil-
ity and an increase in business opportunities 
(Medda, 2011).

Both theoretical models and practical experi-
ence lead to the conclusion that value-capture 
instruments can help make urban infrastruc-
ture investments self-financing (Tucker, 1958). 
Furthermore, they provide economic incentives 
to help reverse urban sprawl (Gihring, 1999), 
compact development, by utilizing existing in-
frastructure, conserve  natural and financial 
resources and promotes walking, cycling, and 
public transit. Zoning and other land-use con-
trols must be coordinated to ensure appro-
priate development and the establishment of 
public open space within urban areas. 

Last, but not least, a value based property 
tax should be introduced first in Albania, not 
only as the instrument that can guarantee real 
local autonomy, but also as a precondition 
for applying other land value capture instru-
ments. We can mention some of the most ap-
plied ones that could also be explored in the 
broad Albanian context: betterment charges/
fees; tax on the increment on the value of 

land; inclusionary housing, land assembling 
and land readjusting, and tradable develop-
ment rights.  For all of them in Albania, a sub-
stantial revision in the fiscal/public finances 
legislation is needed, given the fact that the 
relevant planning and development of terri-
tory legislation has already introduced such 
instruments12. To conclude with the legal part, 
not only the Law on Planning and Develop-
ment of Territory, but also the Constitution of 
Albania, the Civil Code, the Law on Orga-
nization and Functioning of the Local Gov-
ernments, the Expropriation Law; all provide 
clear space for introducing value capture in-
struments. The latter are also in line with EU 
practices and the EU legislation on human 
rights. 

A “diversified” financing 
strategy and the way for-
ward 

In deciding a particular approach on financ-
ing strategy for urban infrastructures through 
land value capture finance, authorities should 
start by defining a policy objective, whether 
the objective is cost recovery and whether the 
direct beneficiaries can be identified. 
Special Assessment District: As mentioned 
above, transportation infrastructure invest-

12 Law nr. 107/2014 on Planning and Development 
of the Territory, Section II, Art. 30 – 36
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ments often confer property value benefits 
that are geographically limited. In our pro-
posal, the type of infrastructure proposed 
varies from the light railway that connects 
both Tirana with Rinas and Tirana with Durres; 
to the tram line than serves both to the tar-
geted area and urban area of Kamza; to 
urban infrastructure and green corridors that 
are mainly used from the area residents. Con-
sidering this, one of the proposals for financ-
ing infrastructure would be through creating 
a “special assessment district” – sometimes 
also referred to as a benefit assessment dis-
trict. Within the ‘district’, it is assumed that the 
property owners will obtain a special benefit 
from the new infrastructure investment. An ad-
ditional tax or fee is levied within this area to 
help pay for the infrastructure.

The benefits from a new infrastructure invest-
ment, as reflected by land values, are most 
typically pronounced immediately adjacent 
to a new facility and taper off as the dis-
tance between the facility and an individual 
property increases. Special assessment dis-
tricts are much less precise than the market in 
measuring the level of benefits that accrue to 
each property (Rybeck, 2004). For this rea-
son we should make a somewhat arbitrary 
decision about where to draw the boundaries 
and regarding which type of infrastructure. 
Either a property is inside the special assess-
ment district or it is not. To define a ‘reason-
able’ boundary for the ‘district,’ consultations 

with real estate professionals can take place.
Typically, the special assessment charge for 
properties inside the district does not direct-
ly relate to the benefits each property own-
er receives from the new infrastructure. But, 
if officials based the charge on land values, 
then it would directly relate to benefits re-
ceived (Rybeck, 2004).  

Tax Increment Financing (TIF): has become a 
relatively well-known technique worldwide 
for financing new infrastructure. It assumes 
that in the absence of new infrastructure, 
new private investment in real estate will 
not occur. Therefore, within a defined area, 
revenues from one or more taxes are bench-
marked. By legislation, any revenues within 
this area above these benchmarked amounts 
are diverted from a jurisdiction’s general 
fund and dedicated to a special fund used to 
finance new infrastructure (Rybeck, 2004).

Based on this questionable assumption about 
private investment, TIF makes it appear that 
this infrastructure investment has no cost to 
the public treasury (because supposedly in 
the absence of the new infrastructure in-
vestment, property, sales, and income tax 
revenues would remain static). Therefore, 
the investment of public funds can be made 
without appearing to cut spending on exist-
ing programs or raise tax rates. As with the 
special assessment district, the boundary of 
the TIF district will be somewhat arbitrary.
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As a final thought, it should be highlighted 
that both the two proposed instruments for 
financing urban infrastructure in the target-
ed area, are likely to succeed only to the 
extent that some preconditions are fulfilled: 
that there is a good database of proper-
ty titles in place and the property regis-
try system is solid; a value based property 
tax is introduced; and the instruments pro-
posed are understood and accepted from 
the broad public, and, especial, from the 
beneficiaries. Of course, such acceptance 
requires good central and local administra-
tion capacities, fair and transparent admin-
istrative practices and broad public partici-
pation in the decision-making process.  
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The need to mainstream Ecosystem Services valuation into metropolitan 
land use planning decisions

3.4 Highlights to informed spatial planning 
in the growing suburbs of  Tirana

Rudina Toto
PhD Researcher

Land use planning decisions 
and Ecosystem Services

Many may and have argued that spatial 
planning is a “probability theory”, as long 
as it predicts the future use and develop-
ment strategies for land and operates in 
an uncertain development context. The 
more sophisticated the methods and tools 
for increasing predictability through scien-
tific analysis become, the more increases 
the number and type of factors to be in-
volved in the complex models that spatial 
planning uses. As a result, proposing good 
and appropriate planning solutions remains 
a major challenge for spatial planners. 
There are two reasons for this: first, there 
is a need to define “good and appropri-
ate” case by case, thus highlighting the con-
textual and reinventing nature of planning; 
and second, decision-makers are always in 
need of information on which basis to take 
the decision. The “good and appropriate” 
depends heavily on the valuing system to 
which we as a society refer. The information 
is related not only to processes, indicators 
and facts we want to understand and mea-
sure, but also to the way we put (societal?) 
values in a comparative system, which is 
appropriate for decision-making.     

This paper aims to raise the issue of in-
formed spatial planning decisions in Al-
bania, by referring to a suburb of Tirana, 
as a planning case study, with the follow-

ing assumptions: First, the paper cannot be 
exhaustive in terms of all of the aspects 
that characterise informed spatial planning 
decisions. So, a choice is made to focus on 
environmentally sound planning decisions, 
based on the assessment of environmen-
tal values. Within “environmental values”, 
“ecosystem values”and the respective valu-
ing theories and methods are captured.  

By ecosystem values, we understand the 
value/s of a wide range of ecosystem ser-
vices (ES) provided by the natural capital. 
These services are in fact processes (such as 
irrigation, pollination, soil formation, etc.) 
for which there is a demand that turns them 
into services. This paper pays attention to 
agriculture`s provisioning ESs, related to 
agriculture as an intentionally chosen land 
use by a planning instrument. Ecosystem 
services in the case of agriculture would 
include: (i) agriculture as a provisioning 
ecosystem service (food), with a (direct) 
value captured through market prices for 
agricultural products; (ii) ecosystem (input) 
processes that influence (support and regu-
late) agricultural production [i.e. “animal/
insect crop pollination, soil retention, pest 
control, nutrient recycling in the soil, water 
capture. By contributing to agricultural pro-
ductivity, these processes become ESs. The 
value of these services can be proxied by 
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their contributions to the monetary value 
of commercial agricultural production, or 
the utility value of subsistence agricultural 
production” (Kareivaet al. 2011)] and (iii) 
the impacts that agriculture has on other 
ecological processes [i.e. methane (CH4) 
and nitrous oxide (N2O) emissions that are 
greenhouse gases and water and nutrient 
cycles (Kareivaet al. 2011)]. Measuring the 
cost of the impacts provides a very helpful 
prospective in the costs and benefits analy-
sis of the planning scenarios, i.e. agricul-
tural land use versus another choice.

The proposal of the master plan section 3.1 
on safeguarding agriculture in the area is 
confronted with other proposed land uses. 
The existence of the airport and the poten-
tial for intensive economic activities other 
than agriculture, due to the future strength-
ening of the urban settlement and the eco-
nomic Tirana-Durrës corridor, impose strong 
arguments for and against agriculture. The 
valuation of agriculture as a provisioning 
ES, the ESs that influence agricultural pro-
duction and those that are impacted by 
agricultural activities, would bring further 
clarity to the decision. This would be a de-
cision on the use of natural resources (land 
and other resources in the area) as defined 
by the value of the services provided by 
these resources to humans. It would be an 
input to the cost-benefit analysis between 
different land uses` scenarios, but also 
valuable information at the sectorial level.       

The proposal

The reason for choosing agriculture as a 
land use is based on the current features 
of the target area and the related propos-
als of the master plan. This suburb extends 
over 50 km2 in the northwest of Tirana. It 
is surrounded by the Tirana-Durrës highway 
in the south; the Tirana-Kamza urban corri-
dor in the east; and the Rinas – FushëKrujë 
mobility-mixed corridor in the west section 
3.1. The main and only international air-
port of Albania is located on site, being a 

landmark, a national hub and international 
gateway, with high impact on any economic 
activity/decisions and use of land. While 
at first sight the area looks like a simple 
natural suburb of Tirana, in reality it counts 
for a potentially strong urban organism that 
complements the metropolitan Tirana and it 
is part of the main urban agglomeration as 
analysed by INSTAT. It is composed of a 
large residential sprawl, two main economic 
and urban corridors for Albania, and sev-
eral hectares of good quality agricultural 
land. According to the official agricultural 
productivity assessment system, the land 
varies between categories 4 to 7, out of 
10 (the 1st category being the best and the 
10th with the lowest impact on productiv-
ity and suitability for growing crops). His-

torically, the area has been mostly suitable 
for establishing orchards (mainly peaches) 
and vineyards. Around 2km2 belong to the 
agriculture university and are used as an 
experimental site for growing crops, veg-
etables and orchards.  

More than 70% of the area is rich in under-
ground waters that are close to the surface 
and in risk of pollution due the uncontrolled 
urbanization in the southeast. As a matter 
of fact, the geo-hazards map indicates for 
contaminated ground waters in the settle-
ments along the southern corridor (Tirana-

Fig 1. The agglomeration of Tirana and Tirana-Durrës me-
tropolis, Source: INSTAT 2014, based on Census 2011.



Durrës) and in the area`s entrance “node” 
from Tirana, where the plot coverage ra-
tio is high for a “housing only” suburb (40-
50%) and the ratio of public spaces (in-
cluding roads) is extremely low (10-15% in 
both low and high density areas), due to 
the informal character of the development. 

The proposed spatial development concept 
of the area is built around the existence of 
the agricultural resources and the long his-
tory of agricultural uses in site. The concept 
has a radial, gradient-like decreasing den-
sity and increasing open space ratio from 
the urban core in the southeast, towards 
nature in the west and north. Agricultural 
land use is initially found and proposed 
to remain in the middle of this gradient-
like pattern, as urban agriculture and then 
takes over more and more space towards 
the west. The proposal is to use the spacious 
agricultural land for establishing an agri-
cultural park section 3.1 and contributing 
to one of the proposed clusters in the area 
– the one in agriculture. The agricultural 
park would, among others, serve as a buf-
fer zone between the most urbanised part 
and the natural and vast agricultural land 
in the north and northwest. As such, it would 
provide a perfect transitory space for wild 
life to penetrate into the agricultural sites 
and help to both improve input (ecosystem) 
processes and enrich urban biodiversity.
  
The proposed agricultural cluster has or-
chards and vineyards at its core, along with 
food processing industry related to these 
products (figure no. 1, section 3.5). Univer-
sities found in the area may use the agricul-
tural sites and the small urban farms as lab-
oratories for specific subjects, internships 
and for carrying out innovation projects. 

The farmers can make use of the logisti-
cal centres located in the area and retail-
ers in Tirana, Durrës, and the surroundings 
can buy fresh organic products to supply 
the market.   

The need for agricultural 
production ES valuation

The philosophical foundations for valuing 
nature and the respective methods (Kareiv-
aet al. 2011), preferably quantitative, for 
measuring values determine the valuing ap-
proaches. These factors define the ethics of 
choice and resources needed to implement 
the valuing process. The methods comprise 
good knowledge of the biophysical process-
es involved in an ecosystem and the appro-
priateness of using one measurement over 
the other. Thus, an approach can be selected 
with regard to data collection, processing 
and assessment. The fundamental discussion 
however, remains the one on the ethics to-
wards environment, specifically whether the 
approach is anthropocentric or biocentric. 
The former values the environment based 
on the value of the ecosystem to the human 
well-being, i.e. utility, while the latter also 
includes utility to other species (Kareivaet 
al. 2011). Both approaches involve direct 
and non-direct uses, or non-uses;are based 
on the relationship of people and cultures 
with the natural environment; and are also 
dynamic due to ideological societal chang-
es, ethics and technological evolution. Re-
ferring to Beatley (1994), nature has three 
types of values, i.e. instrumental (use value) 
and intrinsic (appreciation value), which are 
anthropocentric, and inherent (value for the 
sake of the ecosystem), which is non-anthro-

Fig 2. Hydrogeological and Geo-hazards maps                    Source: Albanian Geological Service
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pocentric (Randolph, 2004). However, this 
inherent value is difficult to measure. “No 
comparable measure is currently available 
for assessing changes in satisfaction to oth-
er species or communities of them” (Kareiv-
aet al. 2011).  

The residents and users of the suburb, which 
is being analysed, established their settle-
ments and economic activities in the area 
for purely pragmatic (utility) reasons. They 
diverted an agricultural system into an ur-
ban one, thus affecting economic produc-
tion functions and the base natural system. 
From a utilitarian theory perspective, this 
land conversion satisfied housing needs and 
introduced new jobs in the area, supplying 
a market of around 1,000,0001 people  lo-
cated in the economic gravity centre of Al-
bania2. Employment in agriculture counts for 
0.6-18%, the services sector employs 48.9 
to 60% of the population and the industrial 
sector 23.7-36.9%. The conversion can be 
considered an economically efficient choice 
given several incentives and factors: i) the 
proximity to the services offered by the 
administration and public institutions in the 
capital and to the international hubs; ii) the 
“open access” character of the land prop-
erty in the early `90s – state owned for 
more than 45 years and with no instruments 
in place to stop people occupying land and 
to protect resources in early `90s; iii) the 
favourable (plain) terrain for building and 
creating capital in the newly established 
market economy; iv) the structuring of the 

1 This counts for almost 1/3 of Albania`s population.
2	The	metropolitan	area	of	Tiranë-Durrës	as	defined	by	
INSTAT (2011) has 932,110 residents, versus 796,449 
in the other urban areas and 1,071,579 in the rural 
areas.

space and future road network by the ir-
rigation and drainage system. At the time, 
no one had any incentive in contributing to 
the provision or conservation of ecosystem 
services in the area. 

The goodness of the consequences of this 
choice to the new residents was fair enough 
as to satisfy and even maximise their wel-
fare in the early `90s. This type of very 
“organic” development may be claimed as 
a social choice, allowed by the government 
to take place, aiming at increasing the ag-
gregate utility of the society, which by that 
time was equal to housing and real estate 
market (capital) formation. The definition 
of goodness and things that people were 
valuing (Alexander and Penalver 2012) 
was pretty narrow, as: first it excluded from 
calculation segments of the society whose 
individual welfare was not represented by 
the above incentives (i.e. the residents of 
Tirana and the surrounding villages for in-
stance were the first ones to feel the pres-
sure of urbanisation, while the society at 
large would in latter stages bear the costs 
of this newly informally established econ-
omy); second, it only included some of the 
instrumental values of a societal group (a 
certain group of residents and the gov-
ernment), and definitely did not count any 
intrinsic values. Being embedded into a 
strongly utilitarian approach, inherent val-
ues, those of the ecosystem for itself, were 
simply and conceptually unknown. 

Nevertheless, the current situation in the 
area is a mixture of the three systems, ur-
ban, agricultural and natural, which leads 
to a very complex ecosystem and system of 



relationships. The agricultural land is only 
partially cultivated, while the natural sys-
tem along the rivers crossing the area is 
highly polluted from the urban uses – sol-
id waste disposal and direct sewage dis-
charge into rivers and underground water. 
So far, the risk for water and land pollution 
is present and may proliferate due to: in-
creasing urban densities and lack of waste 
and waste water collection and treatment 
system; uncontrolled use of septic tanks; 
uncontrolled water extraction for individu-
al purposes with wells; discharge from the 
food industries located along the Tirana 
Durrës corridor.  

On the other hand, if land is kept cultivated 
for agriculture, in the absence of natural 
vegetation and in the presence of high un-
derground waters, it would most probably 
become a source of nutrients and sediments, 
adding up to soil and underground water 
pollution on site and to the eutrophication of 
coastal waters in the west. Still, the almost 
horizontal slope of the area is a factor that 
favours nutrient retention, and the latter can 
be amplified if proper vegetation is used 
along the roads and canals and the proposal 
on the agricultural park is implemented. The 
soil is mainly sandy-loam with good drain-
ing capacities and moderate water retention 
capacities. The soil has thus a good ability 
to supply water to cultivated plants and also 
leave infiltration downward contributing 
to the water table replenishment. However 
there are no assessments made to under-
stand what part of the water is (or would be) 
removed by current and more intensified ag-
riculture practices in the area as compared 
to the current replenishing capacity. Neither 
is there any indication of the value of (for 
instance) Nitrogen, Phosphorous, and Carbon 
left, or removed from the soil as result of the 
application of different agriculture produc-
tion systems.  

The decision on accepting agriculture as an 
intentionally chosen land use has in a way 
set limits to the further intensification of the 
residential, industrial and commercial land 
uses. The limits are on: the economic bene-
fits from residential and economic activities; 
and the presumed impacts of these activi-
ties on the ecosystem processes and services 
(especially those related to agriculture and 
water supply). Furthermore, this decision af-
fects residents, landowners and businesses in 
the area, as well as stakeholders in Tirana 
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and Durres, who could have an interest to 
invest there, other than on agriculture (re-
lated) activities. Any stakeholder interested 
on real estate and industry and commerce 
would have no direct incentive to think of, or 
internalise impacts on ecosystem processes 
and services. 

With this preliminary analysis at hand, de-
cision-makers would accept the proposal on 
agriculture as an intentionally chosen land 
use as opposed to the other also attractive 
land uses, only based on some overall costs 
and benefits analysis. The latter should in-
clude the valuing of agricultural provision-
ing, regulatory and support ESs. But, let`s 
assume that the valuing process is in favour 
of the agriculture land use. Does this mean 
that the decision-makers would have to take 
a stand between conservation and non-ag-
riculture development? Should agriculture 
land use as a choice be considered simply 
as a conservation of ecosystem services as 
related to agriculture? And still, to what 
extent is possible that the cost and benefit 
analysis between development/conserva-
tion scenarios favours agriculture land use 
choices?

Next – thinking for future 

The proposal on having agriculture as a 
main land use in over more than 1/3 of 
the area, impacts not simply the ecosystem, 
but a chain of economic activities linked to 
each other in the agriculture cluster net-
work. Thus, a choice that strictly imposes 
conservation of land and its features for 
(eco) agricultural activities, also allows for 
a variety of economic development activi-
ties to take place, and impacts a chain of 
stakeholders located beyond the borders of 
the area and in different future time hori-
zons. Decision-makers would employ a cost-
benefit analysis (CBA) that involves ESs val-
uation, prior to approval of the land-use. 
The costs-benefits analysis should compare 
economic development scenarios that imply 
several market chains` networks, capturing 
also impacts on multiple ESs. Sometimes, the 
latter could make the only and most impor-
tant difference between scenarios and is 
crucial to the sustainability of the choice. 

Nevertheless the complexity of this analy-
sis is not to be underestimated. For prop-

er results, the CBA would carefully target 
the real beneficiaries and impact bearers. 
They are found in the wider metropolitan 
region, due to the “organic”3 economic 
market chains’ networks and the much wid-
er boundaries of the ecosystem where this 
suburb is located. Also, considering the dif-
ferent valuation methods in place, the mea-
sured facts, transactions or behaviour and 
willingness revealed and/or stated (Wrat-
ten et. al 2013) represent the current con-
text and individuals` perception. The same 
individuals may/will change their attitude, 
say 10 years from now, and this holds true 
for ESs and any land use and economic de-
cision as well. Time series of related infor-
mation would be key to proper EC valuation 
and CBA, but not only are these missing in 
Albania, the context is also so dynamic and 
continuously changing, that time series of 
the past most probably do not indicate at-
titudes of the future.

The networks include stakeholders, or orga-
nizations and their interaction in a flow of 
functions, based on a supply and demand 
model, which is regulated by the govern-
ment. In this model, in the context of Albania, 
landowners would receive financial rewards 
for producing crops, or for developing their 
land as a real estate, but it seems hard not 
to call it impossible that they would receive 
any incentive for protecting ecosystem pro-
cess and services. However, this assump-
tion is made for the time being and for the 
residents of the selected area. The network 
analysis should consider what the interests 
and costs are for all those living or having 
a business in the metropolis, if agricultural 
uses were conserved/intensified in the se-
lected site as opposed to more urbanisa-
tion. For instance, the government, which by 
law is also the owner of the seashores and 
other important natural resources along the 
coast, would definitely be interested in pro-
tecting the coast from polluted inland wa-
ters. Thus, for the Government of Albania 
as a stakeholder it would be of interest to 
analyse the pollution generated from the 
different land uses and how ESs would con-
tribute to its reduction. In fact, all stake-
holders in the network, based on their roles 
and need for economic functions, create a 
demand for ecosystem processes, thus ser-
vices.  

3 As synonymous to the organic development of the 
settlements and economic areas in the agglomerations 
of Tirana and Durrës, composing the Tirana-Durrës me-
tropolis.
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This CBA that covers all flows of a complex 
network, including ESs is a very new ap-
proach to the Albanian context. It would 
differ a lot from past practices that focus 
heavily on the economic costs and benefits, 
as it includes externalities, by emphasizing 
the “other values” – environmental ones. As 
CBA would have an integrated multi-sector 
approach, given that ESs are embedded in 
the actions and decisions of all develop-
ment sectors, it would also be a tool for 
fostering and strengthening multi-level gov-
ernance. In fact, the latter is a precondi-
tion for ESs being included in planning and 
decision-making agendas. A CBA involving 
ESs would significantly contribute to the 
reduction of (especially) the information 
(knowledge) gap, the policy gap and the 
administrative gap4. 

These gaps exist when knowledge on the 
need and impacts of public policy deliv-
ery is incomplete (which happens quite of-
ten with regard environmental knowledge); 
ministries take vertical approaches on the 
territory (also the case in Albania due to 
lack of sub-national regional government) 
with little if any consideration for the terri-
torial (horizontal) impacts; and administra-
tive borders do not coincide with functional 
economic areas, which results in environ-
mental challenges that by nature require 
large scale responses and reduced territo-
rial fragmentation (unlike the system of lo-
cal government in Albania). The ecosystem 
services mapping and valuing would be of 
high benefit to decision-makers in facili-
tating their processes, but would also help 
planners, due to being spatially explicit 
not simply by showing where to target in-
vestments and policies, but by visualising 
the distribution of the opportunity costs of 
choice and no-choice on the territory.

4 There are 5 gaps in multilevel governance as de-
scribed by Charbit, C. and M. Michalun (2009), “Mind 
the Gaps: Managing Mutual Dependence in Relations 
among Levels of Government”, OECD Working Pa-
pers on Public Governance, No. 14, OECD Publishing. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/221253707200. 
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3.5 Agricultural cluster development 
in peri-urban areas

Abstract

As often the case with the newly formed 
peri-urban areas in the outskirts of ex-
panding cities, the territories that surround 
Tirana face the pressure of converting agri-
cultural land into urbanized areas, resulting 
in identity loss, environmental deterioration, 
and high unemployment accompanied by 
poverty and ultimately a low quality of life. 
Besides the challenges, the proximity to the 
capital city also provides advantages, such 
as economies of scale and scope deriving 
from the agglomeration of the activities, 
good access to the labor force, the market, 
infrastructure, as well as educational and 
research facilities, constituting therefore 
the basics for cluster development. 
This paper explores the potential of the 
area to host cluster development, with a 
specific attention paid to agricultural clus-
ters that would have an important effect 
not only to its economic performance but 
also on the preservation of the territory 
and the landscape.

Keywords: Peri-urban development, agricul-
tural clusters, cluster policy, Tirana

Introduction

Influenced by Porter’s work on competitive-
ness and clusters, but also by the increased 
focus on innovation and knowledge econo-
my, many countries are developing cluster 
policies or introducing the concept of cluster 
promotion in their regional or economic and 
business development policies. Besides the 
measures taken in the national level, the Eu-
ropean Union has played an important role 
in encouraging and fostering cluster poli-
cies. However, cluster policy remains a new 
phenomenon, varying noticeably among the 
different countries within EU, and recently 
emerging in other Eastern European coun-
tries as well. “The development of clus-
ter policy is still at an early stage in most 
countries. There are also significant differ-
ences among the countries of Eastern and 
Western Europe. Among those countries that 
have adopted the policy of the cluster after 
2000, are mostly small countries in terms 
of population and/or geographical size 
of countries in Eastern Europe.” (Obadic, 
2013)

Albania is still new to the concept of clus-
ters, and albeit the increasing and explicit 
use of the term in the objectives of several 
agencies, an articulated cluster policy is 
lacking. It is also impossible to find any of-
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ficial figures on cluster activity in Albania, 
neither in the national/regional data, nor 
in the European level. The European Cluster 
Observatory1 (2014) also provides no re-
ports on clusters in Albania.

Nevertheless there is a potential for cluster 
development in the current Albanian econ-
omy. In order to face competition, Albanian 
firms are becoming more and more aware 
that cost-efficiency is not enough. There is 
a clear need for qualitative products, which 
require the adequate technology, human 
capital and knowledge. Achieving such fac-
tors individually is very hard if not impos-
sible. Positive externalities deriving from 
economies of scale and scope provide bet-
ter chances to lay the ground for joining 
forces in otherwise too costly investments, 
especially in technology and R&D.

Some of the early clusters that already 
started to emerge are in the meat process-
ing industry, medicinal and aromatic herbs 
industry, leather good production industry 
and tourism industry. Not surprisingly the 
major part of the actors pertaining to these 
“tentative clusters” are located in Tirana – 
Durres region, which clearly constitutes the 
pulsing heart of the Albanian economy, as 
well as the concentration of the labor force 
and with a population of nearly 1/3 of the 
national one, it also represents the largest 
market in the country.

However, Tirana – Durres region constitutes 
an entity that comprises more than just the 
two cities and the highway that connects 
them, which is also the business corridor 
that hosts many industries operating in the 
country. Both cities, especially Tirana are 
surrounded by a peri-urban fringe that has 
been under constant development pressure, 
resulting in the rapid conversion of agricul-
tural fields into urban land.

1 Not included in the list of regions, even though some 
countries from the Western Balkans such as Bosnia- Her-
zegovina or Croatia are included in the observatory

The area laying between Tirana and the 
Rinas airport, has been transformed from 
a vast land dedicated entirely to agricul-
ture, especially fertile for orchards, into 
an urbanizing territory facing the typical 
challenges of the peri-urban areas: identity 
loss, environmental deterioration, high un-
employment accompanied by poverty and 
ultimately a low quality of life.

Nevertheless, after 2 decades of massive 
immigration fluxes settled in the region that 
have doubled Tirana’s surface and tripled 
its population, there is a certain saturation 
that has decreased significantly the pace 
of this growth. Moreover, the construction 
sector is no longer thriving under high hous-
ing demand, on the contrary with a consid-
erable vacant housing stock, the develop-
ment pressure in these peri-urban areas is 
no longer as strong as it used to be.

The actual condition is a highly fragmented 
area, with developed plots spread through-
out the territory, but also a considerable 
amount of vacant land that still possesses a 
strong potential to be exploited for agricul-
tural purposes. Such potential is currently 
underestimated and the promotion of an 
agricultural cluster would provide a vital 
instrument for the local economic develop-
ment and the reduction of poverty.

“In many developing countries, the greatest 
potential for sustainable growth lies in the 
agricultural sector. Yet ironically, it is this 
sector where poverty is most widespread 
and found in its worst forms.

Small-scale farmers, and the rural com-
munities in which they live, are imprisoned 
within a “cycle of equilibrium” of low mar-
gins, resulting in low risk-taking ability and 
low investment, which leads to low produc-
tivity, low market orientation and low value 
addition which, in turn, nets low margins” 
(Gálvez- Nogales, 2010)
 
Indeed the eventual impact of agricultural 
clusters in developing countries has been lit-
tle discussed in the current body of literature, 



but is recently receiving increasing attention. 
”Eastern Europe is, in comparison with West-
ern Europe, less developed, there is a high 
availability of low-cost (agricultural) labor, 
there is a high geographical proximity of 
clients and the amount of land and natural 
resources are also present as their compara-
tive advantages.” (Looijen & Heijman, 2013)

Promoting an agricultural 
cluster in the peri-urban 
area of  Tirana

Building on Porter’s (1998) definition 
of clusters as geographically proximate 
groups of interconnected companies and 
associated institutions in a particular field, 
linked by commonalities and complementar-
ities, Gálvez-Nogales ( 2010) defines the 
agricultural clusters as “simply a concentra-
tion of producers and institutions that are 
engaged in the food and agricultural sector 
and that inter-connect and build value net-
works, either formally or informally, when 
addressing common challenges and pursing 
common opportunities.”

In the selected area many of the prerequi-
sites for initiating a cluster are met.

There is vacant land especially qualitative 
for orchards.  Specialists say that land suit-
ability analysis indicate that the area is 
appropriate to cultivate vegetables, fruits, 
vineyards as well as flowers. In 1990 the 
peri-urban areas covered 16% of the agri-
cultural land and were responsible for 28% 
of the overall domestic agricultural prod-
ucts. (Lushaj, 2014)

There is a tradition in agriculture, but more 
importantly considering the previous agri-
cultural use of the area, the eventual new 
farmers can make use of the existing irriga-
tion channels and through joint action mobi-
lize the investments to upgrade the former 
farming facilities, invest in new technologies 
and in research aiming at an increased pro-
ductivity.

The contact with the research is facilitated 
by the presence of governmental bodies, 
universities and research institutes such as 
the Ministry of Agriculture, Rural Develop-
ment and Water Management; The Rural 
Agricultural Development Agency, The Na-

tional Food Authority; The Center for Ag-
ricultural Technology Transfer; the Agricul-
tural University of Tirana, but also private 
institutions with expertise in territorial and 
environmental issues such as POLIS Univer-
sity, Co-PLAN institute.

Indeed the missing communication among 
the business and academia is a spoiled op-
portunity for both parties as well as for 
the country in general. “Industry-university 
collaboration in Albania is among the low-
est in the world. In 2012, Albania ranked 
139 out of 144 countries. This constrains 
opportunities for growth and represents an 
untapped knowledge potential for innova-
tion.” (WorldBank, 2013)

There is a new logistic park and multimodal 
station being built in the area that together 
with the Tirana – Durres corridor ensure 
good accessibility and lower the transpor-
tation costs.
 
Many of the businesses in the food process-
ing industry are located in close proximity 
and so are the labor force and the newly 
development market dedicated to agricul-
tural and fresh food products.

The agricultural cluster may positively in-
fluence the performance of other industries 
such as the food industry, wine industry, but 
also agro-tourism. In the center of this area, 
there is a family business “Uka Farm” that 
is currently functioning as a farm but also 
as a winery as well as a restaurant operat-
ing with the “from farm to fork” concept. 
Such complementary activities and others 
like food festivals, fairs, food & wine tast-
ing tours can mitigate joint action among 
the players of the eventual cluster.

Fig 1. Proposed Cluster in Agriculture 
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However, albeit the potential, there are 
several constrains that prevent the develop-
ment of an agricultural cluster in the area.

The territory is highly fragmented and 
sometimes for specific plots there is no 
clear ownership of the land or overlapping 
property rights. Even though the develop-
ment pressure on the area has decreased, 
the alternative use as urban land is still re-
tained more profitable by the land owners, 
who prefer to keep it vacant or sell with 
the market value2 as urban land. Moreover, 
the high fragmentation limits the production 
that mainly covers the needs of the house-
hold consumption rather than producing 
enough surplus to be able to trade. 

“The peri-urban model has allowed agricul-
tural land use to remain sufficiently profit-
able vis-à-vis urban land use and is due 
to the existence of a mono-cultural society 
which has prevailed despite immigration. 
A second important aspect is the predomi-
nance of small properties rather than the 
large areas of cultivation characteristic of 
the conventional rural sector. This is associ-
ated with the potential use of the land for 
urbanization and with the preoccupation of 
individual producer activity over the com-
munal activities of the past” (H. Losada, 
1998).

Additionally there is a high mistrust among 
the actors that might eventually engage in 
the potential agricultural cluster. As recent 
studies show, the level of mistrust is even 
higher in the Albanian context.

“The barriers faced by small- and me-
dium-sized firms in transition economies 
are different from the barriers identified 
in other developing and developed coun-
tries. Cultural issues, especially, national 
culture plays an important role in knowl-
edge sharing in firms. Transition economies 
have unique social and cultural conditions, 
partly influenced by decades of harsh a 
repressive communism. Some of the tran-
sition economies with the harshest and re-
pressive regimes face issues such as lack of 
trust that have significantly influenced the 
cultural fabric of the society in these transi-
tion economies.” (Vajjhala & Vucetic, 2013)

2	The	value	of	the	land	reflects	not	only	the	market	value	of	
its current use but also the expectations for its future use

Moreover they face the typical communica-
tion bottleneck present in almost every clus-
ter initiative.

“In real clusters, communication between dif-
ferent kinds of agents is massively flawed. 
Small firms who believe they have some-
thing new exciting to offer, have a hard 
time even to be allowed to meet with the 
right people at a large enterprise. Large 
enterprises searching for a new supplier 
are more likely to look for an established 
international supplier than to go searching 
among innovative SMEs located right under 
their nose. Policy makers have only vague 
ideas about what business really needs. 
Researchers are more interested in aca-
demic publishing than commercializing their 
new findings or talking to business people. 
Schools formulate their curricula oblivious 
to what skills the industry is calling for. 
Entrepreneurs find it difficult to persuade 
banks to invest in new innovative businesses. 
It is not difficult to understand that these 
connections will not just happen spontane-
ously.” (Ketels, Lindqvist, & Sölvell,
2012)

Indeed considering the stage of the Alba-
nian economy as well as the general and 
specific challenges faced by an eventual 
agricultural cluster initiative, it is important 
that the public authorities (in national or re-
gional level) adopt and implement cluster 
policies able to understand and address 
the particular needs of the industry.

Sometimes the development of such policies 
is challenging itself as “the cluster concept 
is very flexible and therefore does not offer 
a practical guide for policy-makers in their 
efforts to design and implement policies. 
A key limitation is a lack of clear cluster 
boundaries. The majority of the countries 
have not developed a strategic approach 
on cluster-form organizations”. (Obadic, 
2013)

According to IRE Subgroup, the following is 
needed: (IRE, 2003)

•	 plan to carry out mapping studies on 
clusters, identify regions, sectors of  ac-
tivity, technologies that would benefit 
from cluster-form organizations and in-
tegrate them in their overall strategy on 
economic and social growth;

•	 identify barriers and limiting factors to 
cluster development and organize regu-Fig 1. Proposed Cluster in Agriculture 



lar revision of  their existing policy mea-
sures;

•	 obtain their governments long-term com-
mitment; and

•	 raise awareness on the potential benefits 
of  clusters among the players concerned

Some examples of government support 
to agro-based clusters are provided by 
Gálvez-Nogales (2010):

• Information collection and diffusion
• Promotion of associations and networks 

and development of PPPs
• Support to export activities and collec-

tive marketing initiatives
• Provision of training and technical as-

sistance to cluster stakeholders
• Improvement of access to finance
• Policy support and regulatory function
• Creation of an enabling environment, 

including public investment in infra-
structure

• Research and development

However besides the top-down approach, 
there are other forms of cluster organiza-
tions that might apply to the Albanian con-
ditions.

“Cluster initiatives typically are organized 
through small and nimble organizations. 
There is often an entrepreneurial spirit 
driving the organization, walking across the 
gaps between actors inside clusters, and re-
ceiving financial support from a range of 
both public and private sources. Half of the 
organizations have 3 or fewer employees” 
(Ketels, Lindqvist, & Sölvell, 2012)
 
If applied in cluster scale the policies that 
intend to promote the local production can 
be much more effective than the current 

flat policies such as the exemption from the 
petroleum tax of all farmers regardless of 
their sector or productivity. This is basically 
subsidizing the inefficiency, while on the oth-
er hand cluster support together with cam-
paigns that rise awareness on the consump-
tion of “Made in Albania” products would 
increase the chances of local products to 
sustain competitiveness.

The new territorial and administrative divi-
sion of the country foresees that the peri-
urban areas surrounding Tirana will be part 
and under the jurisdiction of the Municipality 
of Tirana, therefore local policies can play 
a role, besides the national one.
Such policies must aim the land consolidation 
and put a greater focus on the organic prod-
ucts, as well as products with potential for 
exports. Encouraging the local production to 
obtain quality certificates will improve their 
competitiveness and trigger their exportation.

Conclusions

Albania is still new to the concept of clusters, 
but there is a potential for cluster develop-
ment in the current Albanian economy and 
some early initiatives are emerging, espe-
cially in the Tirana-Durres region. Both cities, 
especially Tirana are surrounded by a peri-
urban fringe that has been under constant 
development pressure, resulting in the rapid 
conversion of agricultural fields into urban 
land, resulting in identity loss, environmental 
deterioration, and high unemployment ac-
companied by poverty and ultimately a low 
quality of life.

This paper explored the idea of an agricul-
tural cluster that would be instrumental for 

Credits: Elona Karafili



87

86

the local economic development and reduc-
tion of poverty. Besides the orchard pro-
duction, the agricultural cluster may posi-
tively influence the performance of other 
industries such as the food industry, wine 
industry, but also agro-tourism. The devel-
opment of an agricultural cluster would also 
help preserve the territory, the environment 
and the landscape of the area from ulterior 
deterioration.

There are however constrains that prevent 
these initiatives, among which the most im-
portant the high mistrust among the actors 
and the lack of communication among the 
stakeholders. Such bottlenecks can be over-
come through tailor made strategies that 
engage both the public and the private 
sector. Small and operational cluster or-
ganizations can be effective in facilitating 
the communication and mitigate joint action 
among the players in a cluster.

The role of the government however is much 
needed in providing basic infrastructure, 
easing the access to finance and executing 
its regulatory function. The policies aiming 
to promote the economic development of 
these areas and the consumption of local 
products can be much more effective if de-
signed and applied in cluster level.
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3.6 The impact of  airport in urban 
development of  area
Habib Ymeri 
PhD Researcher

Abstract

This paper explores the potential role and 
the impact of Tirana’s airport on urban de-
velopment in the last decades especially the 
impact on the future urban developments. It 
also highlights the most possible scenarios 
of urban development of the area where 
the airport is located while taking in consid-
eration the opportunities and constrains de-
termined by various factors. Given the fact 
that Tirana’s  airport has a very good loca-
tion and its projected future relation with 
other developed means of transportation 
such as highways, railway etc. will enable 
faster transportation of people and goods, 
the impact of Tirana’s airport is going to 
permanently grow. In addition, it will have 
a hugeimpact on the surrounding urban de-
velopment of the area and even beyond.  
Therefore, if we take into account this trend 
of movements, economic and social changes 
that have been taking place during the last 
two decades, the area near the airport is 
going to be a reference point for future 
developments or toward becoming an “Aer-
otropolis”.  

Key words: urban development, airpor t, 
air transport, impact, aerotropolis 

Literature review

Airports are vital national resources. They 
have a key role in transporting people and 
goods in regional, national, and interna-
tional commerce. If we review the history 
of the cities’ establishment, it is easy to 
conclude that transport infrastructure was 
the main factor determining their locations 
whether it be a road, harbor or railway. In 
other words, most of today`s major cities 
are located near the airports, main roads, 
railways or shipping harbor. 

“Historically, airports have been under-
stood as places where aircraft operate, in-
cluding runways, control towers, terminals, 
hangers and other facilities which directly 
serve aircraft, passengers and cargo. This 
traditional understanding is giving way to 
much broader, more encompassing concept 
known as the Airport City which has became 
the 21st century way forward for many air-
ports” (Kasarda, 2008). The impact of the 
airport in context of the urban development 
of the area is undeniable in city shaping. 
These impacts are determined as follows:
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Economic impact

Air transport means wealth and prosperity 
because millions of passengers and freight 
arrive and depart at airports all over the 
world. Today we can see that many of the 
great worldwide airport cities are invest-
ing a lot in air transport taking into account 
the importance of the airports as an eco-
nomic generator. In relation to this, Bruckner 
(2003) in his study gave the evidence that 
good airline service is an important factor 
in urban economic development and em-
ployment increase.

According to ACI-Europe & York (2004) the 
economic and social impact of the airports 
in the European countries can be character-
ized as:
• Direct - employment and income that is 

wholly or largely related to the opera-
tion of an airport;

• Indirect - employment and income gen-
erated in the economy of the region in 
the chain of goods and services (both 
on and off site);

• Induced - employment and income gen-
erated in the economy of the region 
through income spending by the direct 
and indirect employees; and

• Catalytic - employment and income 
generated in the economy of the region 
by the wider role of the airport in im-
proving the productivity of business and 
in attracting economic activities such as 
inward investment and inbound tourism.

The area near the airports is increasingly 
the most preferable location for hotels, 
headquarter offices of international com-
panies, educational and research institu-
tions, conference halls, logistics, business 
parks, sport and entertainment events etc. 
The decision of the exporters regarding the 
location of their business is influenced by 
the benefits that an airport provides a re-
gion (Lovely et al, 2005). Concerning this 
issue, Bel and Fageda (2008)argued that 
the key factor in choosing the location of 
their international corporate headquar-

ters in European cities is the availability 
of direct non-stop flight. Regarding this is-
sue, according to the report of ACI-Europe 
&York(2004 p.6)

 “Global accessibility can be impor-
tant at a regional level as well as at a na-
tional level. For example, 31% of  companies 
relocating to the area around Munich Air-
port cited the airport as the primary factor 
in their location decision. A survey of  busi-
ness in the Hamburg area found that 80% 
of  manufacturing companies reported air 
service connections as important to getting 
customers to look at their products. In 1995, 
it was  reported that 93% of  the top Irish 
companies used Dublin Airport for business 
travel. There is no reason to believe this pro-
portion will have declined”.

This is happening now in many great air-
port cites in the US, Europe and Asia. We 
can also notice examples of these devel-
opments in major cities like Paris, London, 
Frankfurt, Dubai, Hong Kong, Singapore 
etc. On his theory on the aerotropolis as a 
form of the cities’ future development Dr. 
John D. Kasarda pointed out that “Airports 
will shape business location and urban de-
velopment in the 21st century as much as 
highways did in the 20th century, railroads 
in the 19th and seaports in the 18th”(TIACA 
Times, 2005 p.5). 

Furthermore, the number of tourists using the 
air transport to travel to touristic destina-
tions is increasing continuously. This increase 
has not only impacted the development of 
airport by itself but also the development 
of tourism as an economic activity. In Eu-
rope, airports have a great impact in the 
development of tourism. “Tourism is the sec-
ond main element of catalytic impact. For 
the EU as a whole, tourism accounts for 5% 
of total employment and of GDP, and as 
much as 30% of the total external trade 
in services” (ACI-Europe & York, 2004 p.9). 
Good air service connections are vital for 



many touristic destinations. The increase of 
the number of tourists influences the devel-
opment of other economic sectors like ser-
vices related to tourism etc. 

Transport

Due to the huge progress of the technol-
ogy, globalization and needs for faster 
movement of people and goods, airports 
are becoming the most significant form of 
transport. “If the combination of long dis-
tance and local modes of transportation 
drove and shaped urban space in earlier 
time periods – even when only a minor-
ity used those modes on a daily basis – it 
would seem that the combination of air 
transportation and automobile/truck trans-
port would drive and shape urban patterns 
today”( Appold & Kasarda, 2006 p.6).

Today`s modern airports are usually closely 
linked to other forms of traffic like roads, 
railways, bike and pedestrian paths. “Air-
ports are increasingly developing as multi-
modal interchange nodes. Their network 
positioning creates strategic advantages 
which enables them to ‘entice’ a broad 
range of economic activity, functioning as 
new development poles. This is evidenced 
by the development of Amsterdam Schiphol 
and Paris Charles de Gaulle (CDG) Air-
ports” (ACI-Europe & York, 2004 p.6).

Airports are seen mostly as multimodal in-
terchange nodes between:

(a) Airlines and airports;   
(b) Passengers, airlines and airports;
(c) Passenger ground transport, airlines and 
airports including private cars, taxis, car 
hire, bus and train; and
(d) Freight, airlines and airports (ECMT, 
2005).

Airports are being supported through the 
development of other types of transport by 
widening highways and bringing them closer 
to the terminals, improving train transporta-
tion in the form of metros, light rails, and 
suburban lines. Today, some of the modern 
airports like the ones in Amsterdam, Frank-
furt and Paris are directly connected to the 
European high speed network(s). This im-
proved transport connectivity at a regional 
or national level supports the development 
not only around the airport area and corri-

dors surrounding it but also greatly impacts 
the development of areas between these 
corridors (Ksarda, 2010).   

Land use

Modern airports with their entire following 
infrastructure in an area or city are often 
dominant land users, therefore, they have 
significant implications for physical and 
environmental features of the area or city. 
The links with other means of transporta-
tion is a crucial factor in the process of 
urban planning. The impact of airports on 
economic development and other means of 
transportation influences land use planning. 

In addition to the fact that the airport is 
becoming a part of the urban space nowa-
days, it is also becoming a constituent part 
of the cities’ future plans. Consequently, it is 
very important thing to have a compatible 
land use plan for the land near the airport. 
Sustainable development for both airport 
and community is a practice for many air-
port cities all over the world which have 
conducted studies on the compatibility of 
land use for the areas surrounding the air-
ports.

The main purpose of compatible land use 
planning suggests that incompatible struc-
tures with airports such as residential, 
schools, religious buildings be located 
away from airports and encourages land 
uses that is more compatible, for instance 
industrial and commercial structures, to be 
closer to airports. 

Case study

Tirana is an airport city. The airport “Moth-
er Teresa” in Rinas near Tirana is the only 
civil airport operating in Albania for the 
time being. It is located in the city’s north-
west at a distance of around 13 km from 
the center of Tirana and 30 km from the 
seaport of Durrës in the triangle Tirana-
Durres-Fushë Krujë. It lies between the two 
main road corridors as follows: the Tirana-
Durres and the Tirana-Shkoder corridors. 
The Tirana-Durres corridor represents the 
main economic area of Tirana because of 
the infrastructure (Highway Tirana-Durres) 
but also because of the connectivity with 
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the Durres port and the unavoidable fact 
of the airport’s presence. There is also a 
Tirana-Durres railway but for the moment it 
is in a very bad condition and new invest-
ments are expected in the future.

The airport has its own development his-
tory. During communism, its main use was 
for military purposes. Political and social 
changes caused changes in the airport’s 
management and an increase in the number 
of airlines operating at the airport. From 
2005, the airport is managed by a consor-
tium company for the following 20 years. 
The concession included the construction of 
a completely new passenger terminal and 
various infrastructural improvements. A new 
access road is built, new parking lots, and 
a bridge over the old airport access road. 
These improvements have resulted in an in-
creased number of passengers and goods 
per annum. The number of passengers has 
effectively increased to more than 1.5M 
with a turnover of 30 million EUR in 2010. 
Its best performance was in 2011 when the 
number of passengers was recorded as be-
ing 1,817,073 and the transport of goods 
as 2,656 ton (TIA, 2013 p. 30). The devel-
opment of the airport has also increased 
the number of employed people, both di-
rectly and indirectly.  

All these changes have resulted in a consid-
erable impact on the developments around 
the airport area and farther. Because of 
its good position, the area near the airport 
has become a very attractive location for 
many businesses like hotels, shopping malls, 
offices, education centers etc. and for the 
inhabitants as well. Furthermore, in the vi-
cinity of the airport a new business park is 
being built as support for the local busi-
nesses operating in the area. The authorities 
of Tirana’s municipality already conducted 
a feasibility study for building a new multi-
modal rail station close to the area connect-
ing the airport with a light rail line which 
is going to increase the quality of airport 
services in the transfer of passengers from 
both directions (Tirana municipality, 2014). 
These improvements in infrastructure will 
also have a great impact in economic and 
social development.

Nevertheless, informality is an issue of con-
cern and challenge for the urban planners 
and local authorities for the city’s future 
planning. During the last two decades, a 
huge number of residential objects were 

built in the area in an informal way. There 
is a lack of infrastructure and public ser-
vices in these settlements. This can be an 
obstacle for the future extensions of the 
airport capacities. In the interest of both 
airport and community, the immediate need 
is to conduct an airport land use compat-
ibility study for protecting the area from 
land use incompatible with the airport, such 
as individual residential buildings, schools, 
religion objects etc. This compatibility land 
use plan will encourage the use of land in 
a more compatible manner, namely, the 
development of industrial and commercial 
centers  around the airport.   

Taking into consideration the following facts 
regarding the Rinas airport such as: a very 
good location between the capital city and 
the main seaport city- Durres; direct vicinity 
to the Albanian touristic destinations; per-
manent improvements in infrastructure; pro-
motion of Albania as a country with touristic 
recourses;  constant increase in the number 
of passengers and freights; good strategic 
location of Albania related to the regional 
countries in terms of transport of people 
and goods, and, finally, the existence of no 
other airport in the vicinity enhance  the 
importance  of the airport of Tirana as an 
accelerator of economic, social and urban 
development.
 

Conclusion

Given that the airports are vital national 
resources and they have a key role in trans-
porting people and goods in regional, na-
tional, and international commerce, their 
role is increasing tremendously. We noticed 
that many of the great worldwide airport 
cities are investing a lot in air transporta-
tion as a result of taking into account the 
importance of airports as an economic gen-
erator. Moreover, today`s modern airports 
are usually closely linked with other forms 
of traffic like roads, railways, bike, pedes-
trian paths and they are increasingly de-
veloping as multi-modal interchange nodes.

In view of the fact that the airport is be-
coming a part of the urban space nowa-
days and also a constituent part of cities’ 
future plans, it is very important to have a 
compatible land use plan for the land near 
the airport. This compatible land use plan 
will discourage land uses that are generally 



considered to be incompatible with airports 
from being located near airports and en-
courages more compatible land uses to be 
located around airports.

Finally, taking into consideration the above-
mentioned facts of the airports in general 
and the ones of Tirana airport as accelera-
tors of economic, social and urban develop-
ment the role of airports is very significant.  
Therefore, it can be concluded that the ur-
ban development area around the Tirana 
airport will move toward a development of 
a kind of Air-city or “Aerotropolis”. 
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4.4.1 Green vector. Connecting 
      Polycentric Void System

4.2 Laura Pedata
     PhD Researcher

     Tirana’s landscape through 
     the lens of  time, space 
     and movement 



STRIPE ONE

GREEN VECTOR 
Connecting Polycentric 
Void System4.



4.1 GREEN VECTOR 
Connecting Polycentric 
Void System

The project was part of the general propos-
al for the study area enclosed between the 
Tirana-Durres freeway corridor, the road 
connecting the airport through the Berxull 
node and the Kamza corridor. The decision 
to concentrate, at a later stage, on separate 
successive stripes of the area – cut diago-
nally from the Tirana_Durres to the Kamza 
corridor, and approaching progressively 
the airport zone - was a strategic decision 
based on the fact that, after some consider-
ations about the geographical and spatial 
characterization of the area, it was clear 
that the complexity of the area demanded 
a closer observation (Fig. 1). It is important 

to clarify that the stripes are not represent-
ing  homogenous portions of the area, and 
were not defined based on similar and/or 
consistent characteristics, rather on their 
capacity to give a sample cross-section, a 
typical selection, of the characteristic parts 
and relationships typical of the area ob-
ject of study. The stripes in fact contain - a 
portion of - all the anthropic and biophysi-
cal characterizations of the area (Fig.2). 
Therefore while dealing with the scale of 
the extended study area, and always in 
line with the proposed general vision and 
the related Masterplan, the attention was 
focalized on a single stripe. The in-depth 
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Fig. 1 Stripe location within the “Triangle”

Fig. 2 Analysis - Photographic survey of the stripe



study of the selected stripe was developed 
over two successive phases. During the first 
phase of the workshop, the analysis of the 
existing condition of the area was carried 
out in order to define the specific problems 
of the area (fragmentation of agricultural 
land, unregulated sprawling of the residen-
tial settlements, lack of or inadequacy of 
infrastructures – roads, water supply, elec-
tricity, sewage, presence of abandoned 
former industrial sites, neglect and pollu-
tion along the Tirana river) and highlight 
the main biophysical and anthropic charac-
teristics and key natural and artificial ele-
ments such as natural and artificial borders 
(Fig. 3).  

This led to the identification of the main re-
sources and potential for the future devel-
opment of the area. The river is seen as a 
great resource for the area as it is rich in 
biodiversity, and it can act as a green cor-
ridor; similarly the system of voids identi-
fied in the area offers the opportunity to 
increase the number of public spaces and, 
by connecting and combining them, the pos-
sibility to create a continuous network (Fig. 
4 a-c).  

Fig. 3 Analysis - main biophysical and anthropic characteris-
tics	and	key	natural	and	artificial	elements	of	the	stripe

Fig. 4 a-c – Potential and resources of the 
area:	built	environment	(a);	identification	of	
the fragmented voids (b); connection and 
combination of the fragmented voids (c)
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Ultimately the combination of these poten-
tial aspects could create a synergic sys-
tem combining green infrastructure (Tirana 
river), suburban settlements (Kamza and 
Laknas), commercial/productive areas (Ti-
rana-Durres) and public services (along the 
Kamza corridor). All these intentions were 
summarized in the concept proposal (Fig. 5). 

Fig. 5 Concept proposal - Linked Systems: 
Green-Suburban-Commercial/Productive-Public 
Services

Fig. 6 – Stripe Masterplan, general strategies

The second phase of the workshop was ded-
icated to the definition of the main project 
strategies, expressed through a set of key-
words which represented the approach to 
the site: Unify, Connect, Reactivate, Densify, 
Consolidate and Regenerate. The keywords 
were used as a tool to unify in a single 
concept the numerous aspects that concern 
the site and to deal with the very differ-
ent scales of the latter. The final outcome 
of the first phase was a Masterplan of the 
selected stripe where all the key elements 
and related strategies were put in evidence 
(Fig. 6). The main strategies proposed can 
be summarized into the following points:

I. The green corridor as a unifying element

II. Infrastructural green connecting the set-
tlements.
• Creation of transversal paths for pe-

destrians and cyclists within the green 
system



III. Connecting and combining the fragment-
ed voids and underused areas.
• Creation of new public spaces
• Preservation of the purely agricultural 

areas  

IV. Interventions in the built environment by 
densification, consolidation, regeneration 
and expansion  as  tools for a sustainable 
development:
• Consolidation of the commercial/pro-

ductive area  
• Densification of the suburban area 

along the Kamza corridor 
• Consolidation of the residential area 

between the two corridors through the 
creation of public spaces

V. Reactivation through regional and local 
services.
• Reactivation of the underused areas
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In the last phase of the workshop each 
strategy identified and expressed in the 
master-plan was further studied through 
“key actions” grouped in five main topics, 
and developed through possible scenarios:

1) Infrastructural Borders (Fig. 7-8)
a) Tirana Durres Railway (reactivation and 
improvements of the line and New train sta-
tion)
b) Tirana-Durres pedestrian crossings and 
pedestrian itineraries
c) Kamza Corridor (introduction of a new 
tram line)

Fig. 7 (a,b) – Topic 1 - Infrastructural Bor-
ders/Key action A -Tirana Durres Railway; 
reactivation and improvements of the line. 
Railway line present (a) and vision (b)

Fig. 8 (a,b) – Topic 1- Infrastructural Borders 
/Key action C - Kamza Corridor; introduction 
of a new tram line. Kamza corridor present 
(a) and vision of Kamza corridor with the new 
tram line (b)



2) Natural Boundaries - Tirana River (Fig. 9-12)
a) Transforming the river into a continuous green vec-
tor – Tirana River Park
b) Connecting the river park with the new public fa-
cilities of the area
c) New sections of the river system

Fig. 9 – Topic 2- Natural Boundaries /Key action C - Ti-
rana River; transforming the river into a continuous green 
vector (Tirana River Park) and connecting the river park 
with the new public facilities of the area

Fig. 10 (a-d) – Topic 2 - Natural Boundar-
ies /Key action C - Tirana River; proposed 
river	profiles	
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Fig. 11 (a,b) – Topic 2 - Natural Boundar-
ies /Key action C - Tirana River, aerial 
image of the present condition of the site 
(a) and plan with the proposed interven-
tions (b)



Fig. 12 (a,b) – Topic 2 - Natural Boundar-
ies /Key action C - Tirana River, photo-
graph of the present condition of the site 
(a) and vision for the proposed Tirana 
River Park (b)
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3) Green System (Fig. 13-14)
a) Preservation of the agricultural green as 
a tool to prevent sprawling 
b) Improvement and regeneration of the 
vegetation along the river and 
c) Green as a barrier along the infrastruc-
tural borders
d) Introduction of public and recreational 
activities integrated with the green areas

Fig. 13 – Topic 3- Green Sys-
tem, general overlook of the 
green system in the area
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Fig. 14 (a-c) – Topic 3 - Green System/Key action a-c, 
profiles	showing	the	main	key	actions:	preservation	of	
the agricultural green as a tool to prevent sprawling (a), 
improvement and regeneration of the vegetation along 
the river (b), green as a barrier along the infrastructural 
borders (c)



4) Reactivation of  Underused Areas (Fig. 16-18)
a)Water reservoir
b) Dismissed Industrial Site (Brown-field)
c) University Campus

Fig. 16 (a-c) – Topic 4 - Reactivation of 
Underused Areas /Key action a - water res-
ervoir, aerial image of the present condi-
tion of the site (a), plan with the proposed 
interventions (b) and axonometric view (c)
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Fig. 17 (a,b) – Topic 4 - Reacti-
vation of Underused Areas /Key 
action b - dismissed Industrial Site 
(Brown-field),	 aerial	 image	 of	 the	
present condition of the site (a), 
plan with the proposed interven-
tions (b)

Fig. 18 (a,b) – Topic 4 - Reactivation of 
Underused Areas /Key action c - Univer-
sity Campus, aerial image of the present 
condition of the site (a), plan with the 
proposed interventions (b)



Fig. 19 (a,b) – Topic 5 - Consolidation of 
The Areas for Economic Use/Key action a - 
Tirana-Durres corridor, aerial image of the 
present condition of the site (a), plan with 
the proposed interventions (b)

5) Consolidation of  The Areas for Economic Use (Fig. 19)
a) Tirana-Durres corridor

6) Settlement & Buildings (Fig. 20,21)
a) Consolidation & Regeneration of the Existing Settlements
b) Densification & Expansion Along  the Kamza Corridor
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Fig. 20 (a,b) – Topic 6 - Settlement & 
Buildings /Key action a - Consolidation 
& Regeneration of the Existing Settle-
ments, aerial image of the present 
condition of the site (a), plan with the 
proposed interventions (b)

Fig. 21 (a,b) – Topic 6 - Settlement 
&	Buildings	/Key	action	b	-	Densifica-
tion & Expansion Along  the Kamza 
Corridor, aerial image of the present 
condition of the site (a), plan with the 
proposed interventions (b)



Laura Pedata
PhD Researcher

4.2 Tirana’s landscape through the lens 
of time, space and movement

FRAMING the landscape

Writing about Tirana’s landscape is an at-
tempt to propose a “new way of  interpreting 
reality subject to change, invoking a differ-
ent ‘way of  seeing’ and therefore considering 
the landscapes that expressed our history”1 

“Landscape is what you see after you stopped 
observing it”. (Clement, 2011)

My mental journey starts along the Tirana-
Durres corridor, on the top floor one of the 
industrial buildings that define the Albanian 
manufactured landscape2 along the rar-
efied urban perimeter of the city - product 
of the fast economic growth of Tirana after 
the Nineties - reconverted in a Secondary 
school of architecture.

Sitting at the tables of the canteen looking 
up at very tall widows that erase completely 
the horizontal plane surrounding the school 
and mask the landscape composed by an 
alternation of informal houses, agricultural 
fields and commercial buildings, the eye is 

1  Translation from Italian text(Turri, 2008p. 16).
2  The typological characterization of the landscape 
that results from the consequences of the industrial revo-
lution on our environment; from “Manufactured Land-
scapes”,	 a	 documentary	 film	 about	 the	 work	 of	 pho-
tographer Ed Burtynsky (Canada, 2006 –directed by 
Jennifer Baichwal).

directed towards the only visible element, 
the Dajti mountain chain, framed by the 
regularly spaced aluminum window frames. 
As I contemplate this accidental painting set 
before my eyes I reflect upon what is hid-
den behind the window and I wonder if the 
portion of landscape the window frame is 
erasing is the authentic Albanian landscape 
made of people, their culture and the his-
tory of their country. Landscape is not just 
gaze and contemplation, but it implies the 
importance of transformations and of the 
people who transform it by living the space 

(Marini, 2008 p.309)  (Fig. 1).

Landscape through TIME

To many western citizens Albania is still an 
exotic and mysterious country, some people 
are not even sure of its precise location and 
they picture it as a black spot (a hidden 
corner) of Europe: many people know it’s 
there but they could not say by which coun-
tries it is bordered by, if overlooks the sea, 
if it has a predominantly highland or rural 
character. But its capital Tirana is indeed 
on the maps, even on the on-flight maga-
zines that show the airline’s destinations 
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4.2 Tirana’s landscape through the lens 
of time, space and movement

Fig.1 Source: Author - Caption: the view from the canteen of  POLIS University



Fig.2 – Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tirana_before_1914.jpg - Caption: Old postcard 
of  the capital of  Albania, Tirana, before the year 1914

Fig. 3 – Source: author – Caption: the Tirana-Durres corridor, southern limit of  the “triangle”. We notice a 
concentration of  the development along and beyond the limit of  the freeway. In the background one of  the 
most recent examples of  turbo architecture stands out against the hills
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around the world. In 2005 the new Tirana 
International Airport Nënë Tereza was built 
and since then the airplane became the fa-
vorite mean of transportation for all the Al-
banians who emigrated to Europe after the 
fall of the Communist regime, and are now 
returning to visit their relatives; but also for 
the newer generations of Albanian interna-
tional travelers and for the growing number 
of tourists that venture in this almost un-
discovered place of the globe. Around the 
world there are not many famous literary 
or artistic representations that portray the 
identify and the peculiarities of the Alba-
nian territory, nor are there repetitive and 
standardized landscape-images3 diffused 
around the medias that anticipate the visual 
experience a foreigner will witness as he/
she sets foot in Albania. (Fig. 2)

The first impact on the visitors entering 
the city from the airport is of an uncertain 
landscape, not strictly rural nor strictly ur-
ban and definitely not natural. What they 
see is a long sequence of agricultural fields 
with sparse houses, then, as they get closer 
to the undefined limits of the city, they en-
counter a dense stripe of industries - pre-
dominantly food production - filtered by 
palm trees and advertisement signs and in-
terrupted by the latest products of the so 
called turbo architecture4. But the speed of 
the car doesn’t allow for a careful evalu-
ation of the details that characterize the 
Landscape and we might fall in a superfi-
cial reading of the ungraspable landscape 
(Bianconi, 2008 p. 38).. Since this portion 
of landscape is the first impact with the 
city for most visitors it could be part of a 
broader strategy aimed at defining a new 

3 In his book “Il Paesaggio” Michael Jackob argues 
that in the contemporary society everything exists and 
is recognized through images. The world around us is 
represented through two kinds of landscape-images: 
the	 images	 that	we	find	on	magazines,	billboards	and	
television that publicize touristic attractions through 
which we discover and memorize landscapes; and the 
endless landscape-images that we produce through pho-
tographs and video recordings when we travel. Jakob, 
Michael, Il paesaggio, Il Mulino, Bologna 2009 (Jakob, 
2009).
4 A term used in the Balkans referring to excessive and 
over the top architecture, music.

identity for Tirana. Hence the importance 
of “the triangle”: the strategic infrastruc-
tural network formed by the Tirana-Durres 
freeway, the motorway link road connecting 
the latter with the Airport and the road giv-
ing direct access to the northern part of the 
territory5. (Fig. 3)

Landscape and MOVEMENT 
through SPACE

Back in the nineties, after the collapse of 
the Socialist system, many Albanians were 
escaping the poverty and the anarchy left 
behind by the communist regime in search 
for a better life and their only point of es-
cape was the sea: they had to reach the 
harbor city of Durres or Vlore and, after 
crossing with makeshift means the Adriatic 
sea, they were able to find a new home 
in Italy or, through the boot-shaped coun-
try, they had access to the rest of Europe6. 
Many of the Albanian emigrants were able 
to build a stable life overseas and as their 
financial condition improved they begun to 
return to their home country. Most of them 
were still traveling on boats. As they trav-
eled across the sea during the night, leaving 
behind Italy and getting closer to the East-
ern Adriatic coastline they could not see the 
land as it was dark and there were almost 
no urbanized settlements along the coast 
and no restless lights tracing the edges of 

5	The	corridor	Tirana	Rinas	defines	the	first	side	of	the	
triangle	to	the	west,	the	remaining	two	sides	are	defined	
by the Kamza corridor to the east - the area developed 
along the Kamza road that connects Tirana to Fushe 
Cruje and to the North, characterized by a mix of com-
mercial and residential activities - and the Tirana Durres 
freeway to the south – characterized by a concentration 
of large industrial structures along the two sides of the 
freeway.
6 The documentary The Human Cargo (original title: La 
Nave Dolce) directed by Daniele Vicari 2013, gives a 
good sense of what these journeys must have been like. 
On August 8th 1991 an Albanina ship, carrying twenty-
thousand people, arrives in the port of Bari. The ship is 
called Vlora. To those who see it approaching, it looks 
like	 a	 teeming	 ant	 hill,	 an	 ill-defined	 mass	 of	 bodies	
clinging to one another.



the waterfront. At dusk, when they finally 
approached the land, they had a compre-
hensive and frameless7  view over the terri-
tory from a privileged point of view, which 
allowed them to perceive the landscape in 
its totality; the view was the same one that 
the ancient Greeks, the first geographers, 
must have seen as they were sailing along 
the coasts and reporting what they saw in 
the periploi8. What the Albanian emigrants 
returning to their country saw before their 
eyes was mostly wild and uncontaminated 
natural landscape – vegetation and rock 
formation – and few contained, visible 
traces of men: the urbanized settlements 
of Durres and Vlore. Their journey was not 
over though, as most of them were headed 
to the capital Tirana and they had to switch 
to the rail or the road transpiration system 
and therefore their perception of the land-
scape changed again, moving from a slow 
sequence of progressively closer panoram-
ic views of the coast (guaranteed by the 
slow movement of the boat), to a landscape 
viewed through a fast changing image se-
quence framed by the window of a moving 
car or train and affected by the speed of 
the chosen mean of transportation. (Fig. 4) 

7 The view from the deck of the boat has no visual 
constraints and it doesn’t impose a selection of a por-
tion of the territory, while the view from a window of a 
car, a bus, a building or an airplane acts like a selec-
tive	filter	that	directs	the	view	of	the	subject	towards	a	
specific	view	and	erases	whatever	is	not	included	within	
the frame itself.
8 The periploi were descriptions of the coastline oper-
ated by the ancient Greek navigators (Phoenicians) – 
Scilace of Carianda and Hecataeus of Miletus , end of 
Sixth Centruy. B.C. - which listed the ports and coastal 
landmarks during maritime travels; these manuscript 
documents also recorded notes – like in modern mari-
time logs - that recorded not only physical information 
about the coastline, but also cultural and ethnographic 
characteristics, giving an overall view of the territory.

Fig. 4 – Source: Luca Turi http://www.apuliafilmcommission.it/
wp-content/uploads/La-nave-dolce.jpg - Caption: The Human 
Cargo, the ship ‘Vlora’ arriving in the port of  Bari, the 8th of 
August 1991
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places, the back side of cities, train stations 
and all the portions of the territory that are 
violently cut by the linear rails of train net-
works (Schwarzer, 2004 p. 59).(Fig. 5). 

Before entering Tirana the railway line that 
connects Durres to Tirana through Vora – 
which is partially suspended today - runs 
along the Tirana river valley and the Lak-
nas settlement. Here from the train the pas-
senger can witness a gradual decrease of 
housing densities - two to three story fam-
ily houses separated by large green areas 
- and the unfolding of large agricultural 
parcels. 

Also the vision from a moving car or bus 
breaks the frontal logic - framed and still 
- allowing for a broader view - panoram-
ic and dynamic (Jakob, 2009 p. 119) - but 
since it is freed from the constriction of the 
rails it confers to the driver the illusion of 
control over the visual space. The driver 
and the passengers are not able to frame 
or explain what they see through the car 
windshield or the car windows, they need to 
experience it in first person (SMITH, 1966 
p.19). To them the landscape becomes a 
landscape-film, an endless sequence of 
street poles and guardrails, gas stations 
and parking lots, new elements that scan 
the restless sequence of images. Moreover 
drivers can perceive at once the landscape 
they are approaching and the landscape 

The consecutive perception 
of  space though movement

The landscape perceived by the Albanians 
returning to Tirana through the window 
frame of a train coach was a landscape 
perceived from a moving point of view and 
most of all from an oblique perspective, 
which offered composite images – the rest-
less speed of the machines makes the fore-
ground images disappear and the back-
ground appears surprisingly extended and 
panoramic (Jakob, 2009 pp. 111-112). 
The agricultural fields seemed repetitive, 
shapes along the territory were endlessly 
renewed, reference points became change-
able, landscape could not be identified in 
a set of stable images but rather in an end-
less flux of impressions that could not be 
fixed. Trains substantially alter the rela-
tionship of the passenger with nature: man 
becomes a spectator and nature a distant 
and fascinating exteriority9.  Moreover a 
part form the rural areas, what the pas-
sengers saw was mostly the hidden side of 

9 When we walk or travel on a horse or old carriages 
we can see and pass through nature, we are part of the 
landscape and through our movement we determine the 
perceived visual impressions of the surrounding land-
scape (we stand in front of nature as we stand in front 
of a representation of nature like a painting), while if 
we are traveling on a train it is the machine/techno-
logical mean which imposes its point of view and we are 
only passive observers. (Cfr. Jakob, 2009p. 112). See 
also (Bianconi, 2008 pp. 36-37).

Fig. 5 – Source: author - Caption: Laknas area railway line – Tirana-Vora segment.
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Fig. 6 – Source: http://www.art-agenda.com/reviews/los-angeles-the-architecture-of-four-ecologies/ - 
Caption: Los Angeles through the rear view mirror in the 1970s

they left behind10 , while passengers can 
abandon themselves to the landscape-film 
that the roadside movie theatre is offering. 
(Fig. 6)

This landscape dominated by the products 
of technological innovation - that were ini-
tially designed to make all men free and 
equal - is what we would experience trav-
eling on the freeway form Durres to Tira-
na; but what if, leaving the Tirana Durres 
freeway behind, we decide to venture with 
our car the informal settlements of the semi-
urban peripheral areas inside the “the tri-

10 On the city seen through the rear view mirror Cfr. 
“Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles” (USA – Documen-
tary, Julian Cooper (director), Malcolm Brown (produc-
er) (1972).

angle”? Entering the area through Kamza 
road and penetrating in one of the second-
ary routes on the left we would be chal-
lenged right away by the inadequate road 
network - no reference points, dead end 
roads (cul-de-sac), dirt roads, natural and 
artificial obstacles - and we could easily 
lose the sense of direction and get lost. If 
we decide to leave the car behind and we 
continue our journey on foot we can start 
venturing in the accidental landscape of 
one of Tirana’s informal development ar-
eas characterized by disorder, the lack of 
reference points and the absence of a clear 
morphology in the building and street lay-
out. As we walk through small roads delim-
ited by high walls we can still find some 
spots where we can stop and gaze at what 

Fig. 7 – Source: author - Caption: a street in Kamza informal settlement



appears as hybridization between rural 
and urban landscape11. The brick or con-
crete walls that surround the illegal houses 
recall the special enclosure of the Medieval 
Hortus conclusus - which in turn originates 
from the introverted Roman Domus court-
yard that influenced the Medieval cloister 
typology – as they are enclosed spaces 
reserved for private domestic life, places 
for contemplation, and just like the medi-
eval Hortus conclusus they are gardens 
without landscape12 . The opaque walls 
isolate the families that seem to hide be-
hind them and from the public life along 
the streets. Beyond these enclosures we can 
begin to imagine a complete universe  (Pan-
dakovic, 2013p.66), where people have 
surrounded themselves with domesticated 
nature - or civilized natural landscape (Bi-
anconi, 2008 p. 41)  - vegetables, fruits, 
herbs and commodities that are protected 
from indiscreet eyes or envious neighbors. 
In the Latin culture of the first century AD 
the gardens were built to reproduce and 
educate nature13 , and they were fenced or 
enclosed within courtyards to protect them 
and the urban population from  the tamed 
wild nature of the woods; similarly the walls 
of these informal settlements seam to volun-
tarily erase the neglected landscape that 
surrounds the informal houses, but they also 
seem to isolate the families from the com-
munity. (Fig. 7)

11 At a speed lower than 10 Km per hour we can begin 
to observe the details of the landscape, immerse ourselves 
into it and become part of it. Cfr.Bianconi, 2008 p. 37.
12 The Medieval enclosed garden typology descends 
from the court of the Domus and it is characterized by the 
fact that it’s enclosed within buildings and its size corre-
sponds to the portion of sky above.Hortus (fenced space, 
vegetable garden) conclusus (enclosed) is a garden 
without landscape, in the sense that there are no exterior 
views,	no	horizons	and	profiles	of	mountains	and	sea.	In	
these	gardens	space	is	defined	by	the	volumes	surround-
ing it which determine the proportions of the garden, the 
access of light and, as a consequence, the variation of 
the shadows (scanning the rhythm of time for the monks) 
(Pandakovic, 2013 pp. 64-67).
13 In the past in the conception of rus in urbewas referred 
to an illusion of countryside created by a building or gar-
den within a city. The phrase, which is Latin means literally 
‘country in the city’, was coined originally by the Spanish-
born Latin epigrammatist Martial (ad c.40 to c.104) of 
the Latin culture. According to this conception the Ital-
ian city, with parks and gardens included within its limits, 
welcomed the natural, but civilized, landscape - that re-
represents other territories  - within the urban settlement; 
while the countryside with its scattered villas, marked the 
landscape	with	anthropic	elements	which	defined	the	ur-
ban/human dimension (Bianconi, 2008 pp. 41-43). Fig. 8 – Source:  Nikos Danilidis from AlbanPOLIMI-2012 on 

Flickr - Caption: Tirana seen from the airplane



Fig. 8 – Source:  Nikos Danilidis from AlbanPOLIMI-2012 on 
Flickr - Caption: Tirana seen from the airplane



Landscape form ABOVE (be-
ing ‘outside’ the landscape)

But what appears before the eyes of the 
increasing number of tourist that decide to 
visit Albania and the Albanians that fly back 
into Tirana as they are gazing outside the 
window of the airplane in preparation for 
landing? (Fig. 8). They can trace the form of 
the city in its entirety and read its morphol-
ogy. Most importantly the traditional fron-
tal view of the green scenery beheld verti-
cally in front of them is transformed into a 
flat infrastructure that includes both natural 
and urban environments (Weldheim, 1999 p. 
136)  and they can clearly identify the rela-
tionship between the artificial (anthropized) 
and the natural landscape, not from a bodily 
experience of the landscape, but rather from 
a detached an remote viewing position. The 
perception through a sequence of ground-
level views is substituted by a perceptual 
mode based on collective subjectivity and the 
subject becomes a spectator-consumer. The 
idea of  landscape has shifted from scenic and 
pictorial imagery to highly managed surface 
best viewed, arranged and coordinated from 
above (Weldheim, 1999 pp. 121-124).(Fig. 
9).

Since the mid-Nineteenth century aerial doc-
umentation - made possible by the introduc-
tion of air transport - has become a means 
by which we reveal the urban order at work 
through the fabric of the city14; but the early 
examples see the city as an object, where-
as later photography taken from airplanes 
generated a form of mass spectatorship ex-
perienced by air travelers15. 

Aerial observation can also become a use-
ful tool to reveal the failure of the cities as 
well as the potential of new and broader 
view on the territory and its complexity16 as 

14	 	 The	 first	 aerial	 photographs	were	 taken	 in	 1858	
from a Goddard balloon by Nadar, who later (1868) 
documented with aerial images Haussmann’s renovations 
to Paris.  (Weldheim, 1999 p.122)
15	This	also	influenced	architecture	as	buildings	begun	
to be designed to be viewed primarily from the air. See 
the Columbus Lighthouse Competition in Santo Domingo 
(1929).
16 In his book "Aircraft", Le Corbusier writes about the 
utility of aerial representation in bringing to light the 
condition of twentieth-century urbanism; he argues that 
what made aerial image a recommended planning tool 
in that period was its lack of picturesque sentimentality. 
See	also,	Lavin,	Sylvia	(1966)	Sacrifice	and	the	Garden:	
Watelet’s Essaisur les jardins and the Space of the Pic-
turesque. In Assemblage 28, pp. 16-33. 

Fig. 9 – Source:  Internet - Caption: The city seen from the 
point of  view of  Spider Man, from the movie the Amazing 
Spider Man)

Fig. 10 – Source: www.alexmaclean.com/ – Caption: 
Philadelphia, I-95 Intersection

Fig. 12 – Source: POLIS University – Caption: View of 
POLIS University from the adjacent empty field
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the landscape viewed from the air produces 
a particular kind of human subjectivity for 
the terrestrial spectator and this detachment 
enables him/her to see the negative conse-
quences of human action. (Fig. 10)

Always in relation to the alteration of per-
ception caused by the introduction of views 
of the landscape from above, it is important 
to mention the technological innovation that 
operated another shift of the view point and 
changed the meaning and status of land-
scape irrevocably: space travel and satel-
lites. Thanks to this important machine, the 
central perspective that dominated western 
history from Brunelleschi to the Nineteenth 
Century has to now share its absolute posi-
tion with a multiplication of points of view. 
Anthropic perspective has been thrown over 
by the inhuman and technical perspective im-
posed by the panoptic vision of the satellites. 
Google earth can offer us the totality of our 
territory from the point of view of space. The 
beauty of our planet is portrayed through 
aerial photography17 - this time taken at an 
even greater distance from earth - which 
employs, again, an elevated point of view. 
The earth’s surface seen from above creates 
a new geo-graphy, a graphic impression of 
the world (Jakob, 2009 pp. 118-119). The 
person observing the satellite images from 
a computer screen feels alienated from the 
world as he/she is no longer the subjective 
viewer immersed in the landscape – he is no 
longer part of it- just like the astronaut look-
ing at the earth from a capsule floating in 
space feels estranged physically and psycho-
logically as he is materially detached from 
the planet (Turri, 2008pp 26-27).(Fig. 11).

17 See Aerial photography by French photographer-
aviator-prophet Arthus Bertrand and American aerial 
photographer Alex MacLean.

My journey ends where it started as the 
world is a sphere and sooner or later what 
we leave behind we will find again in front 
of  us, especially if  the subject is moving18. 
(Fig. 12).
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Fig. 9 – Source:  Internet - Caption: The city seen from the 
point of  view of  Spider Man, from the movie the Amazing 
Spider Man)

Fig. 11 – NASA http://visibleearth.nasa.gov/ – Caption: earth seen from the moon

Fig. 12 – Source: POLIS University – Caption: View of 
POLIS University from the adjacent empty field
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STRIPE TWO

SEMI-URBAN 
ECO-SENSITIVITY5.



The second stripe is part of the same logic 
that guides the master plan concept which 
aims to  break the “triangle”  and connect it 
through transversal corridors to the main in-
frastructural axes and to the natural system 
of reservoirs and hills  on both north-east 
and south-west directions.

Existing potentials and 
opportunities

The particularity of stripe no.2 is that it 
represents a transversal corridor in a semi-
urban area (Fig. 2) with interesting land-
scape characteristics and an important ex-
industrial settlement.  

Firstly, the agricultural landscape, mostly 
preserved, represents a potential for the 
future sustainable development of the area 
if it will be planned and transformed prop-
erly.  Secondly, the particular system of in-
ternal roads, which are naturally designed 
as green tunnels, is seen as an attraction 
for naturalistic itineraries through the area. 
Furthermore, these green tunnel-roads, ran-
domly lacking vegetation in segments, of-

fers particular territorial windows open to 
the charming landscape. This green system 
along the roads, designed including differ-
ent types of vegetation, like: poplar trees, 
fruit trees, acacia and canes, contributes 
in creating a naturalistic dimension of the 
area, which can become attractive for the 
city. Thirdly, although the green area along 
the river, is currently nearly inaccessible 
because of informal interventions (such as 
fences, buildings), the lack of connections 
between the river banks, close roads and 
the dense vegetation creating a barrier, it 
has good potentials to become a green cor-
ridor contributing to the new eco-dimension 
of the city. (Fig. 3/ 3.1)

5.1 SEMI - URBAN
ECO - SENSITIVITY

Sotir Dhamo, Dorina Papa (PhD researchers), 
Gjergj Dushniku, Rezart Struga, Nevila Zajmi (post-Master students), 
Mario Assisi (UNIFE)
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Fig. 1 Stripe concept on territorial logic (transversal landscape connections)



Fig. 3 Analyses of Stripe 2: The water system

Fig. 3.1 Analyses of Stripe 2: Typical 
sections of the water system and problematic. 
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In tandem with the greening process, the 
water system (reservoirs and irrigation ca-
nals), although in bad conditions and al-
most out of use, creates an opportunity for 
the future infrastructure equipment of the 
area: the creation of a portable water and 
sewage infrastructure, the enlargement of 
roads and public space, the rain water col-
lection and recycle, etc. (Fig. 4/4.1)

Fig. 4 Analyses of Stripe 2: The green system

Fig. 4.1 Analyses of Stripe 2: Typical sections 
of the green system and problematic. 



Another important presence in this stripe is 
the Mine site of Valias in the central area 
near the river, which is actually abandoned 
and in dilapidated conditions. Historically, 
it has represented an important centrality, 
including the small residential village for 
mine workers close to it. Other centralities 
are represented by small historical settle-
ments around the farms. 

In the last 20 years, these settlements ex-
panded principally along the main roads 
taking over agricultural land. Lacking the 
adequate infrastructure and missing the 
connections with the city these areas result-
ed quite isolated, which has caused further 
marginalization in physical, economic and 
social terms. (Fig. 5/5.1; 6.1). Furthermore, 
the lack of connection between both sides 
of the river, and the poor road infrastruc-
ture inside has reduced the interest for the 
environment potentials that this area offers. 
(Fig. 5/5.1; 6.1)

In this context, strongly influenced by the 
natural environment, we think that eco-sen-
sitivity in design should be the main operat-
ing tool in implementing the area’s trans-
formation.    

Fig. 5 Analyses of Stripe 2: The build environment

Fig. 5.1 Analyses of Stripe 2: Typical sections of 
the build environment and problematic. 
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Fig. 6 Analyses of Stripe 2: 
The road infrastructure

Fig. 6.1 Analyses of Stripe 2: 
Typical sections of the road infra-
structure and problematic. 



Vision and objectives

Actually, along stripe no.2, various differ-
ent environments are found: small private 
green areas, agricultural land, economical 
and industrial development areas, potential 
public buildings and abandoned areas (es. 
the ex -Mine area) and depredated green 
space, mainly along the river.  In the current 
state, there is good access and a strong 
network close to the economical and indus-
trial area, which weakens towards the river 
and the agricultural land, thus leaving these 
areas totally isolated.  

Our vision is to reinforce this network in the 
internal area through an eco-sensitive de-
sign strategy, in view of the sustainable im-
age of the area and moreover of Tirana. 
In this sense, starting from the overall mas-
ter plan objectives to clean the river and 
create a river park that connects directly 
with the city, our vision is to activate com-
munities and simulate their relation to the 
natural environment. This will encourage 
activities and arouse the interest for pub-
lic space, which can then contribute to rein-
forcing the internal landscape network and 
open the area to the city as an interesting 
agricultural and ecological park (which has 
been traditionally known as an interesting 
agricultural environment because of the 
University of Agriculture (Fig. 7; 8; 8.1)

Due to this vision, we defined 6 sections of 
intervention along the stripe: 

1.The Kamza –Fushë Krujë industrial axis
2.The ex-mine in Valias and the Valias 
   residential area; 
3.Tirana river; 
4.Intersection village; 
5.Highway and industrial influence area.

Fig. 7 Existing conceptual scheme
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Actions of the Master plan 

Referring to the main vision of stimulating 
the eco-sensitivity design strategy in this 
semi-urban area our main actions are fo-
cused in the four central sections, inside the 
“Triangle”.

In the Section no.2 of Valias’ residential 
area, our strategy is to open and activate 
the community. This will gradually bring 
out the removal of the parietal walls and 
simulate the creation of public space and 
public gardens for the community. Addi-
tional public space will be available after 
the introduction of the sewerage system to 
the underground (using the irrigation ca-
nals track) for the rehabilitation of exist-
ing roads and creation of new roads, with 
sidewalks,  bike paths and parking places, 
particularly along the main axes etc. The 
strategy also envisages the future densifi-
cation of the area along the main axis in 
order to preserve the landscape and agri-
cultural land. (Fig. 9.1/2/3/4/5)

Close to this settlement, the Valias ex Mine 
area will be transformed into a new focal 
point for the city. It is envisioned as an in-
dustrial archaeological park, part of the 
Tirana River Park, which also provides dif-
ferent cultural activities like: local group 
concerts, art exhibitions, art festivals etc. 
(Fig. 10.1/2/3/4)

The whole system is organized close to the 
river which is planned to be transformed 
in a green park and equipped with pedes-
trian and bike paths on its sides, preserving 
the natural flow and creating, where pos-
sible, river rooms  with recreation areas for 
children, including activities like picnic, fish-
ing, sunbathing etc. (Fig. 11.1/2/3/4/5/6)

Fig. 8 Proposed conceptual scheme



Fig. 9. Reference scheme: Section 2, Valias Village 



Fig. 9. Reference scheme: Section 3, Valias ex-Mine area 



“The Intersection village” section is con-
ceived as a small village in the main cross-
roads of the area which provides an agri-
culture market and restoration services. In 
the surrounding area, the main interventions 

are: improvement of road infrastructure 
with an eco-sensitive design, which aims to 
conserve the landscape characteristics, the 
creation and equipment of “station” spaces 
in correspondence to the panoramic win-

Fig. 11. Reference scheme: Section 4, Tirana River
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dows to the territory, provide pedestrian 
and bike paths and maintain and improve 
the local vegetation. (Fig. 12.1/2/3/4/5)

Fig. 12. Reference scheme: Section 5, Intersection vil-
lage and Roads of sensation

In conclusion, given the particular location 
of this stripe, in an area between the city 
and the rural surroundings, we believe that 
its sustainable image depends on the eco-
sensitivity of its transformations.  



5.2 Unlimited Tirana(s) – New Dimensions

Sotir Dhamo
PhD Researcher

Motivating context

As many cities around the world Tirana is 
a multifaceted city. At the first glance one 
can catch the lack of continuity or incoher-
ence of the urban text, but observing it 
more carefully this can be interpreted as 
diversity and richness of the urban con-
texts. This characteristic that can be equally 
found at the small and big scale (starting 
from architecture), and the absolute “free-
dom” of the built form (from any context), 
requires a degree of unconventional mind-
set to understand and to propose hypoth-
esis for solution at different scales of urban 
hierarchy: architecture, city and metropoli-
tan level. Despite these facts that make Ti-
rana so different from many other western 
European cities, I will try to apply on this 
specific context some well known theoreti-
cal concepts. For the purpose of this pa-
per, I will start by describing Tirana(s) and 
the main “pieces” the city is made of. I will 
count at least “5 Tirana(s)”, amongst which 
the study area. Further, the main charac-
teristics of the study area, especially those 
considered as problematic, will be given 
in a positively re-framed version, trying to 
argue how these features can contribute to 
preserve the original character of the area. 
The all-inclusive approach is the underlying 

philosophy, so the recommendations given 
at the end try not to be deterministic and to 
leave an open framework. 

The 5th Tirana  

Tirana was not the same … 

Tirana 2: “the ideal city” founded during 
the kingdom period (20’s and 30’s of the 
last century), and later extended in “Tirana 
e re” developed under the influence of the 
official Italian architecture during the fas-
cist period (’39 to ‘43), is still clearly visible 
in the today’s urban fabric. The 2nd Tirana 
was partly imposed over the organic city 
(the 1st Tirana), and partly founded a new 
one. Tirana was not any more the same …
Tirana 3, the one I call “the proletarian 
city” (from ‘45 up to late ’80s), guided by 
ideological dogmas and projected towards 
a communist society, where there were no 
rich and poor, was another experimental 
and despotic imposition on the city. Histor-
ic bazaars, religious centers, villas for the 
bourgeoisie, and many other things were 
considered to be the evil for the city and 
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compromising for the new society. Instead, 
modest proletarian “satellites” considered 
as important incubators for the new prole-
tarian life to come developed around the 
new industrial poles in the periphery of the 
historic city which was meant to be diluted. 
Gradually new pieces of proletarian blocks 
mushroomed on the ashes of the organic 
capitalist city which had to go away. A new 
city was about to come, and together with 
that a new “human creature”, supposed to 
live in a collective life, deprived from the 
luxurious pretentions, clean from the vicious 
of the capitalist city, a “real superhero”, 
was envisioned. The objective of the 3rd 
Tirana “almost” fully achieved: the every-
where present ghost city deprived of any 
free spirit expression, lost the fascination 
that may come from any kind of differenc-
es. Again, anemic as it was at that time, 
Tirana was not the same …

Tirana 4 (starting from early ‘90s), the one 
I call “the vaporized city”, a second return 
to the organic city, is a shapeless structure 
that started to grow in peripheral areas sur-
rounding the existing one. After the return 
to an organic logic, Tirana was like living 
its resurrection. The city started to reborn 
from the hidden / latent layers after being 
frozen. Evidently, the “proletarian city” did 
not fully succeed to sterilize the human and 
the city energy. The life invaded again the 
city. Tirana drastically changed … It was 
absolutely not the same.  

This city which initially used to be called 
“informal city”, continued to be extend in 
endless ramifications at that point that in 
many cases they created certain degree 
of independence from the central core, de-
spite the gravitational tides produced by 
Tirana 1,2,3,4. The system is dismissing. It 
is resulting in an always bigger, shapeless 
and unstabilized organism. Tirana 5, 6, 7, 
(n+1) … are just some of the numbered 
cities which proliferated from this ongo-
ing formation process of the metropolis. 
This fact, of a metropolis in formation has 
been observed in Tirana since 2004 from 
the Berlage Institute (The Berlage Institute, 

2004)1 . The newly (fluctuating) entities are 
also creating their specific image due not 
only to the natural features of the areas 
they spread, but also to the differences in 
the “architecture” and urban expression, 
social structure and life style. These areas 
range from the massive informally built res-
idential areas, high-rise apartment blocks, 
and gated communities. At this point a re-
flection about the degree of “urbanity”2  in 
different parts of the city may be needed; 
however I will come back to this issue in the 
next paragraphs. 

Tirana 5: The one I call “the triangular city”, 
is confined by three main national axes: Ti-
rana Durres Highway which connects the 
capital city with the main port in Durrës; 
the highway directed to north of the coun-
try; and the highway which connects with 
the airport. Tirana 5 is a ramification of 
“the vaporized city” developed in former 
agricultural land around some preexist-
ing villages, small towns and former state 
agricultural centers - kooperativa. Tirana 
5 resulted from the “jokes” of gravity in-
terplayed between Tirana, historic city of 
Durres with the main port; International air-
port located in the middle of this area; a 
number of second level satellites, small or 
mid-size towns such as: Vora, Kamza, Fushe 
Kruja, Kruja, Kashar, etc. that even in terms 
of population are considerable, they lack 
a service and civic core; and groups of 
“asteroids”, small villages such as: Laknas, 
Domje, etc. which are continuously extend-
ed in low rise and low density housing / 
dormitories. 

This triangle can be also envisioned as part 
of Tirana that aims to play an important 
role in the region. A similar idea to turn 
Tirana one of the most forgotten cities in 
Europe, in an important factor in the Balkan 
region was first lunched in the vision “Ti-
1  Berlage Institute (2004), Tirana Metropolis – Tirana: 
a modern European capital, research report under the 
guidance of Zenghelis, E.; Aureli, P.V. and Tirana Sum-
mer Academy park projects.
2 Xaveer de Geyter Architects (2002) After Sprawl, 
research for contemporary city. NAI Publishers, Rotter-
dam; deSingel International Art Center, Antwerp



rana Metropolis” (Berlage Institute 2004). 
This vision drew a possible future for Tirana 
within the scenario of some important inter-
national infrastructure projects such as the 
Pan European Corridor number 8 (Bari to 
Black Sea through the city of Durres and 
Tirana). Despite the fact that this corridor 
was never developed within the Albanian 
territory, the same logic can be implied 
within the framework of another impor-
tant transcontinental infrastructure project 
potentially crossing in the proximity of the 
project area: TAP (Trans Adriatic Pipeline): 
a pipeline that will allow gas to flow from 
the Caspian Region to European countries. 
It is not the case here to enter in details 
of geopolitical constellations; however I 
brought this fact just to argue that poten-
tially Tirana 5 can play an important role 
not only at national or regional scale, but 
also at a larger region.  

Is it a city?  - will Tirana 
5 continue to be victim of 
psychological impasse? 

After trying to understand the historic, ter-
ritorial and strategic positioning of Tirana 
5 in a complex universe of relationships, it 
is worth to address another important issue: 
what kind of urban condition is that of Ti-
rana 5? Can we use some criteria to “mea-
sure” the degree of urbanity there? These 
are some theoretical questions that we tried 
to address also during the design process 
of Tirana 5. Different approaches to these 
questions can drive to different propos-
al developments. To overcome the current 
planning and design impasse, psychologi-
cally we need to prepare professional com-
munity to a new mindset. 

We can start from a very basic reflection: 
what is a city? There are many answers to 
this question. With city often we understand 
physical artificial phenomenon quite dif-
ferent from each other.  Trying to answer 
this question in the book “The city shaped”, 
Kostov (1991)3 refers to two definitions 
from 1938; for L. Wirth, a city is “a rela-
tively large, dense, and permanent settle-
ment of socially heterogeneous individuals.” 
For Mumford, a city is a “point of maxi-

3 Kostof, S. (1991) The City Shaped – Urban Patterns 
and Meanings through History. Fourth printing 2003, 
Bulfinch	Press	AOL	Time	Warner	Book	Group,	Boston,	
New York, London

mum concentration for the power and cul-
ture of a community” (in Kostov, 1991) . C. 
Aymonino (2000) in his book “il significato 
della citta”4  brings some other important 
premises related to our question. According 
to him, the city is a place where the accu-
mulation of energy and capitals create the 
condition to jump from the basic needs to 
more opportunities. In this regard the city is 
a place where each époque try to leave its 
traces through architectonic representation 
(monuments) and to go beyond the conven-
tional limits, towards what can be consid-
ered almost impossible. 

These quotes provides valid premises to un-
derstand many things which are still under 
process in the study area: heterogeneity 
(understood more in the sense of diversity); 
the city as place that creates the condition 
of growing opportunities is the main reason 
why most of this people from poor areas 
settled there, near the main economic sourc-
es, grasping some new opportunities. This 
endless process in this part of Tirana is still 
at its infancy and the inhabitants are still 
satisfying only the basic needs.  Despite 
the very low quality of architecture in the 
area (including public buildings and pub-
lic space) signs of aspiration for architec-
tonic representation can be distinguished, 
even this is not yet there. This is brings an-
other evidence that the entire system, all 
Tirana(s), is still in formation.   

To enrich this vision related to the “theo-
ry of the modern-day city” (De Cauter in 
Xaveer de Geyter Architects, 2002, pp. 9) 
it would be worth to “submit” the study area 
to the “test” of urbanity. In the book “after-
sprawl” is presented a list of urban features 
based on the thoughts exchanged between 
the Belgian cultural philosopher Lieven De 
Cauter and Xaveer de Geyter Architects 
(2002, pp. 9-11). First, de Cauter grants 
to urbanity the sense of suave, courteous 
and refined … he refers to a “kind of in-
difference” that forms this courteousness 
(Xaveer de Geyter Architects, 2002, pp. 
9).  In a later section De Cauter comes with 
a long series of urban features: “The city 
is a machine that connects and disconnects 
… detaches people from their traditions, 
creating anonymity … reduced social con-
trol, and thus the freedom to be different. 
In the modern world the city is a shelter 
for anarchists, communists, socialists, gay 
man, lesbians, artists, feminists, the poor, 
4	Aymonino,	C.	(2000)	Il	significato	della	citta,	by	Mar-
silio Editori, Venezia
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migrants. Urbanity signifies estrangement 
in a positive sense, the blessing of anomie. 
The city is a hybridization machine where 
all manner of influences coalesce.” He sum-
marizes the basic qualities of urbanity in 
the following three: Theatricality, Hybridity 
and Density (Xaveer de Geyter Architects, 
2002, pp. 11)

From this De Cauter suspects that sprawl is 
not urban. Instead for De Geyter and De 
Boeck sprawl is simply the urban condition 
of today, but in order to avoid the out-
dated contradistinction between center and 
periphery and to overcome this notional 
opposite, they no longer talk about sprawl, 
but about after sprawl (Xaveer de Geyter 
Architects, 2002, pp. 11). But most impor-
tantly, beyond understanding the status of 
the urban condition in our project area and 
listing what is lacking there, which would 
require further field research, something 
can be made clear from De Cauters’ list: 
the wide range of trends still under process 
and that are expected to create a stronger 
urban condition of the area. As part of De 
Cauters’ list, it would be worth mentioning 
here processes such as grandeur as part of 
theatricality, or de-traditionalization, cour-
teous indifference, tolerance, etc. Related 
to hybridization, and critical mass, plural-
ity, diversity, mix related to density. All this 
is happening in Tirana, including Tirana 5. 

Specificities of  the Alba-
nian Sprawl: layers of  a 
new coming city 

So far I defined the phenomenon of spread-
ing suburbs around Tirana, and the creation 
of the new nucleus / towns around the ur-
ban core, with the term of “urban sprawl”. 
At this point it is important to understand 
some similarities and distinctive character-
istics in the occupation patterns of what we 
are considering here as sprawl and the Eu-
ropean one. Previous references related to 
this question are missing in the Albanian lit-
erature; however some evidence that needs 
to be further explored can be listed. 

The general distribution patterns in Tirana 
show characteristics which for the most co-
incide with what is considered as the nega-
tive, global and generalized idea about 
sprawl: chaos, lack of structure or demon-
strable catalysts. However there are big 
variations in the distribution patterns at dif-

Credits: Qendrim Gashi



ferent places (Xaveer de Geyter Architects, 
2002, pp. 21). Looking more positively at 
the phenomenon, if we set aside the urban 
rural contradistinction in the advanced state 
of dissolution, this situation may be seen as 
an opportunity for experimentation. In the 
case of the European “Blue Banana” sprawl 
is characterized by separated fragments 
that are interconnected by a dense network 
of infrastructure. Under these conditions, in-
creased mobility has introduced a freedom 
and a choice that covers the whole terri-
tory and the inhabitants can compose their 
own city; the sprawl areas are no longer 
peripheral but have become poles of at-
traction; Sprawl is dominated by condition 
of nearness of elements that bear no rela-
tion with each other. This form of develop-
ment is no longer compact, or continuous, 
but marked by different densities alongside 
great voids; fragments obey its own logic 
and each area has a distinctive character 
(Xaveer de Geyter Architects, 2002, pp. 
23, 24). 

The differences in Albania stay first of all in 
the different socio-economic conditions that 
sourced and motivated sprawl as a phe-
nomenon; second, the occupation pattern 
is also result of the specific socio-economic 
local conditions, including institutional cul-
ture, lack of operational planning system, 
un-clarity of land property and total un-
respect towards the rule of law. In relation 
to that, there is an important conclusion: 
sprawl in Albania, especially in the first 
period (1994-2000) started as a phenom-
enon of the poor people and still it is this 
stratus of the society which is feeding new 
sprawl contingencies. This sprawl, mostly 
informal, combined with other natural and 
urban-rural elements of the site, is under-
going through an organic consolidation pro-
cess. Only during the last five years sprawl 
is also emerging as a phenomenon of the 
rich people (second houses) that are aban-
doning the congested center in exchange to 
the “safe isolation” in gated communities 
around the periphery. This phenomenon is 
expected to be increased in the next com-
ing decade. These two typologies of sprawl 
differ not only from the density and qual-
ity of space, but most importantly from the 
quality of life, especially access to all kind 
of services and infrastructures. Evidently, 
Tirana 5 is not a sprawl caused by rich peo-
ple; it is at most an informal sprawl. In this 
respect, in order not to consider sprawl only 
from a negative stand point we can con-



149

149

Source: Municipality of Tirana, Preparatory for 
Regolatory Plan 



sider all these developments as an added 
layer in a process of a city that still has to 
come. This logic makes a difference in ap-
proaching a more conscious urban condition 
in the area.

Internal space in Tirana 5

Tirana 5, as it is now, is part of the dis-
solved city in the vastness of former ag-
ricultural land fragmented by some mega-
scale textures such as the airport, or some 
still resisting former agricultural infrastruc-
tures (drainage and storm water canals) 
former dairy production farms, mine and 
material extraction industries, and natural 
elements such as river streams with still a lot 
of green in the river beds. Despite the fact 
that this kind of “informal sprawl city” still 
has the “luxury” to enclose a lot of “free” 
space in it, it is difficult to make a distinc-
tion of what is really public, or what is the 
space that the “community” (if we can use 
this term) can access, and what is perceived 
simply as “not allowed space”. First surveys 
in the area bring evidence that most of the 
“free space”, including river beds, huge ar-
eas of former dairy production farms, or 
former mine industrial buildings, and other 
important former public assets, are totally 
outside the attention of the local authori-
ties, and consequently far from any massive 
frequentation of the community. Contrarily, 
even the “free” areas in the nearest contact 
with the residential areas, are perceived by 
community as a kind of “prohibited space”. 
The sense of “culpa” is especially more per-
ceivable when an “outside visitor” pene-
trates in the intimate visceral parts: typical 
are the river beds, or gated former pub-
lic assets. The reason for that is multiple; 
amongst other, lack of security to frequent 
the space (the sense of scare), hidden inter-
ests (to be further investigated) such as il-
legal activities within the isolated areas, or 
interests to illegal property development, 
etc. This process of illegal land subdivision 
and sprawl started after ‘90s occupying in-
distinctively private or public agricultural 
land. What was left, mostly access roads, 
drainage canals, river beds and their ad-
jacent areas, or some agricultural parcels, 
etc. are a potential for “public space”, but 
not used as such. This “free” space (except 
the main access roads) is almost empty: it is 
quite difficult to describe Tirana 5 through 
elements traditionally we use to analyze 

a city, such as roads, squares, parks, etc. 
This creates a “bizarre” and peculiar char-
acter that will be described in the coming 
paragraphs. This kind of pseudo autonomy 
over the land use isolates Tirana 5 in a kind 
of “self governing entity”. The lack of ex-
changes between the residents of Tirana 5 
or other “numbered cities”, and the “core 
city” reinforces even more the perception 
of these areas as inaccessible, not only 
physically (lack of infrastructure) but most 
importantly psychologically. 

“Typology” of  images

It is important now to list some unique char-
acteristics that produce the unrepeatable 
image (physical, psychological, perceiv-
able, positive or negative, etc.) of Tirana 
5. Each of these typologies is branded by 
a key word and the sensations linked to it. 
These may be important vehicles of trans-
formation towards a more conscious urban 
condition.

Between a fairytale and a nightmare 

“Bucolic”: a combination between the inti-
macy of  the private gardens and the free 
open spaces; Flat landscape crowned by dis-
tant hills and mountain ranges, necklaces of 
trees along the river beds, houses hidden by 
high vegetation and bordered by vernacular 
fences, fruit trees within the private gardens 
(apples, pears, khakis, oranges, plums), un-
paved former agricultural road services shel-
tered by big trees which create “perspective 
tunnels” towards open spaces. 

“Alice in wonderland”: discovery of  unex-
pected / hidden facilities such as pedestrian 
bridges crossing over the river, discovery of 
experimental agricultural parcels / labora-
tories, discovery of  small woods along the 
river, curiosity to watch on the other side of 
the “wall” when you face visual or physical 
barriers (walls, doors, fit green, etc.) and 
you know something is behind;     

“The day after”: absurd combinations be-
tween former industrial / mining industry 
and current informal occupations; images of 
isolated young people using the abandoned 
structures for fun and leisure;    
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Visceral-ity 

“The secret core” – the sense of  hidden, in-
timacy, secret, challenging danger, curiosity, 
and the perception of  inaccessible; there is 
always a motive to explore the un- exhaust-
ible core. 
  
“Chateaux”: former public assets enclosed 
by walls: former dairy production farms pro-
tected by walls currently abusively occupied 
by illegal activities or housing; Agriculture 
university campus and experimental parcels 
(the sense of  isolation and protection);   

In the middle of  nowhere

“Proletarian cities”: apartment housing areas 
built during the communist regime in the mid-
dle of  agricultural land, indifferent and no 
relation with former and existing territorial 
elements, in a high status of  degradation;  

“Science-fiction within the townscape ”5: the 
airport represents a relatively alien structure 
in the middle of  this mixture. It reminds us 
the freedom to experiment with a futuristic 
approach not only at architecture but also 
with sustainable community models, etc. 

Grids and contrasting textures 

“Agriculture grids”: areas where agriculture 
still resists, preserved or leftovers: along the 
runaway strip of  the airport, around former 
mine industries;  

“Sprawl city”: Here we find a wide collec-
tion of  different housing typologies, mostly 
one to three stories houses, ranging from the 
“king’s houses” to the “farmer’s houses”. Side 
by side they create an irrational and bizarre 
image.  

“Extreme mix / out of  scale”: textures cre-
ated by natural and artificial elements with 
different scales; contrasting fragmentations: 
huge and small spaces together: one story 
houses facing a huge field, or facing the 
run away strip of  the airport; mega-frag-
mentation of  the former agricultural land, or 
former industries, or natural leftovers (river 
beds, hills, etc.), facing tiny grains of  formal 
/ informal individual residential housing; 

5 used in another context by Rowe and Koetter in “col-
lage city”

A matrix of  open issues: 
challenge for the conven-
tional planning 

The aim of this paper is not to give a de-
finitive answer (solution), but to trigger new 
directions and to explore unconventional 
solutions. Related to that we can start by 
listing some important issues: What kind of 
planning approach is needed in the area (if 
we can still use the conventional term plan-
ning)? Could conventional zoning / master 
planning instruments be effective in this 
case? Could a conservative restrictive ap-
proach bring more order in the area? What 
could be the impact on the local economy 
of the area in this case? What combina-
tion between conventional and alternative 
approaches needs to be applied? How Ti-
rana 5 and the rest of “numbered cities” 
will enter in a new type of relation with 
each other and with the core city? Do we 
want to change the character or the image 
of the area? If yes, to what extent? What is 
the fundamental DNA to be preserved and 
to guarantee that the area will not be ster-
ilized? How this will be introduced in a new 
genetic code? How the list of unique images 
can be used and interpreted in an opened 
combinatory matrix? What kind of natural 
and historic / human / legal restrains exist 
in the area? Can Tirana 5 be a promoter to 
influence a new life style in the entire sys-
tem? In order to make this happening what 
programs should be introduced in the area? 

The above indicates the degree of flex-
ibility needed to be applied if we want to 
avoid unrealistic planning / projects.  

Fitting sprawl into the cate-
gory of  urbanity – enabling 
coexistence

Tirana 5 can be an opportunity for coura-
geous experimentation, a laboratory to test 
an open framework of opportunities where 
the strategy of “chance” is not completely 
avoided like in conventional planning … if 
we don’t want to risk the traditional Utopian 
dream (Xaveer de Geyter Architects, 2002, 
pp. 17). Positivity and inclusiveness, often 
mentioned in urban studies but rarely used 
as transformational catalysts, may be the 
key to an organically regulated approach, 



where the freedom of creativity can still 
be enjoyed without creating chaos. This can 
start by discovering and interpreting without 
prejudices and taboos the existing situation, 
including the stigmatized areas or the “bi-
zarre” character. This is a real challenge for 
a country where the only successful form of 
planning is considered to be the authoritari-
an one applied during the communist regime. 

In the view presented in this book, Tirana 5 
is not going to be a typical modernist ex-
tension around the existing core, or a typi-
cal (marginalized) suburb; is not going to be 
even the ideal / perfect continuation based 
on the relations type, city, and territory. The 
so far existing developments push far away 
these options. Tirana and the entire urban 
system are developed based on an “eclec-
tic” logic at all levels of urban hierarchies. 
In the same way, future developments and 
regulations in Tirana 5 will not be based 
on the application of a single planning and 
design principle. But, whatever the solutions 
proposed may be, what is the most important 
under these circumstances, is to recognize 
the reality as a starting point and envision 
a strategy that can enable an incremental 
process apt to transform this reality.

Reframing chaos in complexity without erad-
icating the layers of the real life is vital to 
avoid Utopian approaches. This positive 
kind of reframing requires a new approach 
to planning and design: creative applica-
tion of planning regulations giving credits to 
the local particularities in order to enable 
life to unfold. In this respect Tirana 5 can be 
considered as a still fresh palimpsest where 
other layers can be recorded and more pro-
grams that are still missing not only in the 
area but in the entire metropolitan system 
can be located. This palimpsest contains not 
only the traces designed according to the 
organic human movements (mostly the recent 
ones), but also the former grids designed 
according to different territorial, agricul-
tural, or industrial projects, and the traces of 
decomposed pathological structures almost 
not existing. Creating more legibility from 
reconfiguring undiscovered “traces” and the 
“emptiness” of decomposed spaces, may be 
a way to give a new meaning and identity 
to the entire sprawl system which is not yet a 
city. At first glance it seems there are a lot 
of divergent things in the area, but a spatial 
and design plan for Tirana 5 can be effec-
tive only within the specific condition of en-
abling coexistence. 

All-inclusive - theoretical 
references 

We find this kind of all-embracing inclu-
siveness approach to reality, people and 
their creativity in many authors. In the fol-
lowing paragraphs there are some theo-
retical references that go in a similar di-
rection. Despite the fact that most of them 
have been written in different reality and 
different period they constitute important 
fonts of inspiration. 

Venturi is one of them. He recaptured the 
mechanism of a more complex architecture 
that valued freedom over norm. He was ar-
guing that Reality architecture is not simple 
and that we cannot ignore the multiplicity 
of factors which is architecture duty to ad-
dress6  (Venturi, 1977) … I like elements 
which are hybrid rather than “pure”, com-
promising rather than “clean”, distorted 
rather than “straightforward”, ambiguous 
rather than “articulated”, … I’m for messy 
vitality over obvious unity. But an architec-
ture of complexity and contradiction has 
a special obligation toward the whole: its 
truth must be in its totality or its implications 
of totality. It must embody the difficult unity 
of inclusion rather than the easy unity of 
exclusion (Venturi, 1977 pp. 22-23). Even 
this was written as a denunciation of the 
ideology of modern architecture we can use 
it as a “denunciation” against any form of 
technocratic form of planning, design and 
architecture. 

An all-embracing inclusiveness towards 
things, people and their behavior is ex-
pressed by De Geyter in the book After 
Sprawl - research for contemporary city 
(2002) which I referred and cited above, 
and also in the book Tirana Metropolis. In 
both cases, these are visions beyond plan-
ning. 

Tirana Metropolis (The Berlage Institute, 
2004) is a strategic vision for definition 
of a more intelligible metropolitan geog-
raphy. The city is seen as an archipelago: 
complementary centralities outside the city 
center. This vision consists on projects that 
propose to reinforce of what already exists 
by following a super contextual approach; 

6 Venturi, R. (1977) Complexity and Contradiction in 
Architecture. Second edition, 1977; The Museum of 
Modern Art, New York
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amongst other: “Fine and tuning” that pro-
pose to discover in the existing urban tis-
sues spatial devices that have sustainable 
effect on the city; “Reinforcing patterns and 
structures” attempting to radically trans-
form the urban experience through small 
scale design instruments; “Structuring Ti-
rana in Formation” proposing the exploita-
tion of the city existing natural and urban 
assets centered on a backbone across the 
entire topography; “Modes of Concentra-
tion” dealing with the configuration of the 
strategic centralities discovering the latent 
local conditions; “Parallel Tirana”, a mirror 
ring city, offering a vision that reflects on 
the epidemic of sprawl of the urban con-
dition in Tirana; “Durana” an imaginative 
foresight about an eventual fusion of Tira-
na and Durres in a new Metropolis with a 
green hart between two cities. (The Berlage 
Institute, 2004, pp. 21, 22)

There are also some other important ideas 
and principles we can learn from “collage 
city”, a research work carried by Rowe, 
and Koetter7  (1978), as an anti-Utopian 
theory of urban design based on a revision-
ist version of Modern Movement. Analyzing 
the end of the city of the modern archi-
tecture, they raise some dilemmas and ar-
gue for more open and inclusive approach 
as the alternative of the abstract purity of 
modern proposals, for sanitation of chaos 
through collage technique: eclectic, hybrid, 
juxtaposition, and layering are presented 
as formal correlatives conducive to urban 
life.  Can we find solutions that favor the 
coexistence of different models? Related 
to that they argue that the situation to be 
hopped for should be the one which might 
allow for the joint existence of the overtly 
planned and the genuinely unplanned, of 
the set piece and the accident, of the public 
and the private, of the state and the indi-
vidual (Rowe and Koetter, 1978, pp. 83). 
From their rigorous formal analyses, con-
trasting figure-ground images of architec-
tural and urban modernist proposals with 
the rich and continuous texture of historic 
urban contexts, they bring into attention 
some important design principles such as: 
this of an urbanistically active model, mean-
ing responsive to the close context and at 
the same time stipulating an ideal world en-
gaging empirical circumstances, reconciling 
themes of self-conscious order and sponta-

7  Rowe, C. and Koetter, F. (1978) Collage City.  The 
MIT Press Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, Eng-
land

neous randomness, conferring value upon 
both new and old (Rowe and Koetter, 1978, 
pp. 68); or analyzing Asplund they speak 
about the use of multiple design strategies: 
simultaneously the empiricist reacting to site 
and the idealist concerned with normative 
condition, he responds, adjusts, translates, 
asserts to be passive recipient and active 
reverberator (Rowe and Koetter, 1978, pp. 
72, 77). These strategies can be used to 
provoke the lack of sensitivity and the to-
tal absence of human touch and inspiration 
in the Albanian technocratic approach. This 
requires amongst other a different educa-
tion for architects and urban planners. 

Another urban design approach relevant 
for the area is the one based on the per-
ception and experience of the specific 
places. Gordon Cullen’s optic on town-
scape, opposed to the rationalism of mod-
ern theory, while may be the tendency to 
see his position as picturesque, illustrates a 
theory based not on images but on visual 
relationships that evoke a broad range of 
human responses (Cullen, 1961, in Watson, 
D. et.al, pp. 3.1-1)8  . We can try to unlock 
the surplus of vision to evoke memories and 
responsive emotions which have the power 
to disturb the mind. He argues that this hap-
pens in three ways: Concerning the optics, 
which examine the serial visions that divide 
the environment in here and there, and cre-
ate the drama of juxtaposition of existing 
and emerging view; Concerning the place, 
which is concerned with the sense of posi-
tion of our body and the experiences from 
the impacts of exposure and enclosure; and 
concerning the content, which is concerned 
with the fabric of the town / landscape: 
color, texture, scale, style, character, per-
sonality, uniqueness (Cullen, 1961, in Wat-
son, D. et.al, pp. 3.1-2, 3.1-3, 3.1-4). Ti-
rana 5 embodies a series of characteristics 
that may be treated under the townscape 
optics of the … “accident” … the tendency 
to provide sensation without plan, to ap-
peal to the eye not to the mind … sponsor-
ing a perceptual world9  (Rowe and Koetter 
1978, pp. 33)

8 Cullen, G. (1961) Introduction to townscape. In: Time-
Saver Standards for Urban Design, Editors Watson, D. 
Plattus, A. Shibley, R.G. McGraw -Hill, credits: the article 
is reprinted from Townscape, Architectural Press, London 
1961, with permission of the publisher. 
9  Cited from Collage City



Conclusions: interstitial city 
– reframed Tirana 5

What to do with the city of sprawl? It has 
nothing similar with the city of modern ar-
chitecture, nor with the traditional historic 
city. It is a dissolved city with a lot of in-
terstitial spaces formed by a mixture of 
natural, agricultural, or all kind of uses in 
between.

The challenge would be to create a more 
legible urban condition in Tirana 5 and to 
conjecture a “form” with catalytic role in 
favor of public consciousness. This intersti-
tial stripe model, enriched with catalytic 
programs such as “forests” of social instru-
ments, can feed the dream of an “ever-
evolving return to nature” (hired from Rowe 
& Koetter, pp. 51). Thus the sprawl city can 
be considered a transitory status where the 
nature and the city are hybridized. This can 
be an inspiring concept to cure the classic 
dichotomy center and periphery.

This interstitial system and the specific ele-
ments within it may be the structuring for-
mula or the backbone for rationalization of 
sprawl and re-aggregation towards new 
urban foci. They will be the urban contain-
ers to incubate social interaction which is 
an important element for urban condition. 
The labyrinth structure of the existing units 
will be one of the specific patterns to be 
reinforced maintaining the character of de-
viating perspectives, closing internally the 
space and creating this internal intimacy 
the creation of hidden “private Eden”. At 
the same time Tirana 5 will be an alter-
native to the mono-block building schemes 
which is typical for Tirana and cities in gen-
eral.

In conclusion we go to some important is-
sues: will the architect or the urban plan-
ner be the protagonist for a new social and 
cultural integration of the Albanian society? 
Will architects and planners finally show 
that they are seriously trying to help the 
society for a better life and rehabilitate 
their position in the Albanian society (they 
are under accusation for the current territo-
rial disaster)? To overcome these architects 
need to overcome the conformist taboos 
and appeal the force of the mind to re-
frame the degraded / stigmatized existing 
situation in a new identity. In this respect it 

is worth to see how the architect and urban 
planner can act as a “facilitator” and can 
positively influence changes in the society. 
As Bandler and Grinder  (1982) argue, all 
behavior takes place in some context. The 
meaning that any event has depends upon 
the “frame” in which we perceive it. When 
we change the frame we change the mean-
ing (Bandler and Grinder, 1982)10. Framing 
is another word for contextualization, and 
reframing is re-contextualization. Similar 
to the facilitator, the architect helps others 
to “see” a new / different point of view 
and take other factors into consideration. 
Reframing is also crucial in the creative 
process through the ability to put a com-
monplace event in a new frame that is en-
joyable … this has to do with the ability 
to simultaneously associate an event in two 
separate and different contexts, as Koes-
tler calls it, “bisociacion” (in Bandler and 
Grinder, 1882).

10 Bandle, R. and Grinder, J. (1982) – Reframing, Neuro-
Linguistic Programming and the Transformation of Meaning 
– edited by Steve Andreas and Connirae Andreas, Real people 
Press, Moab, Utah.
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Credits: Ko Nakamura
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5.3 Ecological-urbanism in semi-urban areas 
after sprawl. The case of  Tirana North.

Dorina Papa
PhD Researcher

Introduction:

Over the last 23 years, Tirana has seen dra-
matic transformations. In particular, the semi-
urban area of Tirana North (the area between 
the city and the airport) has been gradually 
developed without planning or even any ap-
propriate infrastructure, by converting fertile 
agricultural land into informal small-scale 
housing sprawl. Surrounded by important in-
frastructure axes, but without any proper 
connection to the city, this area seems par-
ticularly isolated. The river, another internal 
boundary in the area, the presence of which is 
almost not perceived because of the pollution 
and the lack of infrastructure between the two 
banks of the river, causes further fragmenta-
tion of the sprawl. 

On one side this has stimulated somehow the 
concentration of the informal developments 
between the main roads and the river, par-
ticularly in the semi-urban situation, where the 
contact with the city starts to fade, preserving 
a large belt on both sides of the river. On 
the other side, the internal fragmentation re-
duces the communication between parts, and 
creates a further internal isolation. In addition 

the lack of sense of community has created 
lots of social and public security problems. 

In this context the concept of sustainability 
(social and environmental), applied in urban 
planning, should play an important role for 
the future sustainable development of the 
area and preservation of the agricultural 
land and environmental framework. That’s 
why, it is necessary to think of an alternative 
model of settlements, improving the existing 
ones, making them more sustainable in social 
and ecological terms. This alternative model 
refers in particular to the eco-village in urban 
context, which in this case being relatively 
small, has the possibility to explore sustain-
able solutions, for an area in which landscape 
is one of the main issues and one of the most 
important features. 

This article aims to understand the main im-
pacts of the sprawl in the area and to see 
how a new urban planning model can con-
tribute to reactivate after sprawl inclusive 
sustainable communities and provide an ap-
propriate ecological footprint. 
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Environmental and social 
impacts of  the sprawl.

The semi urban areas of Tirana north, in 
the current after sprawl situation from an 
environmental point of view (Breuste, 1998) 
suffers the pollution of the Tirana river 
(Ministria, 2004), which is the main eco-sys-

tem in the area, the risk of damage of the 
biodiversity, the contamination of the soil 
and water, because of the destruction of 
the previous irrigation system and the miss-
ing sewer and wastewater infrastructure, 
the affection of hydrology and biochemical 
cycles. Over time, in absence of interven-
tions, environmental problems will continue 
to expand. 

Moreover, sprawl also “consumes” land 
(Kahn, 2000). Natural and agricultural 
land is used as building plot, private gar-
dens or as space for poor infrastructure. 
The low-density informal urbanization oc-
cupies, without any specific criteria, a large 
amount of open space, whiles the commu-
nity itself suffers the absence of qualitative 
green space and public space. 

Sprawl also causes the fragmentation of 
the open space with consequences on land-
scape discontinuity and degradation. The 
lack of a public sense of space creates the 
non-occurrence for the main environmental 
assets of the area, which is the river. The 
spaces of its banks become nobody’s land 
and comprise one of the reasons for visu-
al and environmental degradation. Visual 
degradation is also caused by the buildings 
themselves because of the low quality con-
struction and the unfinished buildings. Being 
the first image of Albania from the airport, 
is obvious that the quality of these areas is 
important for the first impression a tourist 
creates of Albania. 

Another consequence of the semi urban 
sprawl is the creation of the so called “gar-
den” effect (Poole, 1993). Most of the hous-

es are built in big plots, with low density 
and with their own garden, while the gar-
den as public space is totally missing and 
the only “green” areas are the agricultural 
fields still not occupied by buildings. 

From a social point of view, these areas 
lack of development standards like schools, 
workplaces, cafes, shops, restaurants, offic-
es, and public buildings is one of the main 
reasons of the non existence of a sense of 
community. Unsafe roads do not stimulate 
walking and contribute to the reduction of 
social interaction. 

The lack of appropriate public transport 
creates gated communities, further isolated 
which, in turn, stimulate the use of private 
cars thus contributing to the denigration 

Fig. 1 The map of the semi-urban area of Tirana north.



of social relations. Thus, the human impact 
caused by the sprawl leads to a society of 
strangers, isolating the elderly and young 
people, hence creating a greater tendency 
for depression. (Morris, 2005)

Creating an internal 
“Biosphere”

Semi–urban areas are areas situated be-
tween the city and the countryside and differ 
from rural and urban environment configura-
tions, functions, and other characteristics, so 
that they cannot be called city or country-
side. In many studies semi-urban areas are 
treated as being under the influence of the 
urban core (Tacoli, 1998). In contrast to this 
vision, referring to the case of Tirana North, 
moreover considering it as a strategic area, 
it is possible to conceive of it as partly in-
dependent from the city vision. Alfsen-Noro-
dom defines these areas as a separate “bio-
sphere” – a concept of seeing a landscape 
with dense and less dense built-up areas and 
generally a hybrid land use as an entirely 
“new form of (dynamic) landscape”, with its 

own biotopes, ecosystems and landscape 
dynamics. (Alfsen-Norodom, 2004). In fact, 
this is part of the watershed of Tirana River ( 
or Ishmi river )with environmental importance 
particularly regarding the flora and fauna. 

This is considered to be an interesting mo-
saic of landscape elements (the regular grid 
of the ex-water channels, which are labeled 
strongly through row trees; the surrounding 
natural amphitheater created by the system 
of mountains and hills; the organic extension 
of the vegetation along the river) production 
(on the border) and an agricultural ecosys-
tem (still unplanned). It attracts both rural 
and urban proprieties but also “semi-urban” 
entitles such as “urban agricultures”. 

These suggest an integrated model of urban-
ism which combines nature and agriculture 
with the urban environment, in a green en-
vironment with sustainable energy, transpor-
tation infrastructure, dwellings, agricultural 
and natural and public spaces. Rather than 
reemploying past models based on density, 
we should move toward new directions. 

For our area this means that it is not just a 
transitional area between urban and rural, 
but an important landscape which needs to 
be improved and integrated with the “inde-
pendent” built environment guaranteeing fu-
ture sustainability. 

The overall vision of the Tirana-Airport tri-
angle opens this area and integrates it with 
the city, through new infrastructure and pub-
lic transport. But, it provides public trans-
portation only in the borders, in correspon-
dence to the main axes, with the intention of 
preserving the quiet character and natural 
landscape of the area (mainly in the semi-
urban border). Thus, the infrastructure inter-
ventions in this area should be minimalistic: 
dual carriageway that horizontally connects 

the area with the main infrastructure axes 
in the border. These roads should have a 
path for bicycles and small sidewalks, which 
should gain importance in contact with the 
urban area (urban-village). Typical vegeta-
tion will be preserved along these roads like 
canes, for instance, which are typical along 
the irrigation channels. Also present are var-
ious types of trees which create interesting 
landscape tunnels along these roads. The im-
provement of the river park which is directly 
connected to the city, will further contribute 
to open these “internal biosphere” to the city 
and create continuity with the river natural 
system.  The idea of an “internal biosphere” 
is also reinforced by the concentration of 
these semi-urban villages in the three main 
areas in order to preserve the agricultural 
land and green environment. 

Fig. 2 Photo of Tirana River. By Dorina Papa Fig. 3 Photo of the informal area. By Dorina Papa
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Social, environmental and 
landscape approach after 
sprawl. 

1. Social approach: sustainable community

Community cohesion, interaction and par-
ticipation in the planning, design and imple-
mentation process is very important for the 
sustainable future development of this area. 
Although people populating the area came 
from different parts of Albania, they have the 
same interest in activities like agriculture and 
share the same passion for the landscape. That 
is why they should be pushed to create an in-
teraction which meets the social, environmental 
and economic needs.
 
In 1998, Roseland defines a sustainable 
community as a community that uses its re-
sources to meet current needs while ensuring 
adequate resources for future generations. In 
the current situation it is clear that not only a 
physical change of the area is required, but 
also a sustainable community that should be 
implemented to work in a more cooperative 

way. Sharing the same interests of agriculture 
and urban farming they should be directed 
towards developing their energies in symbio-
sis with each other, becoming competitive in 
terms of their products and for what this natu-
ral area can offer the city. So, accordingly, 
this new social system will enable the materi-
alization of the idea of internal “biosphere” 
ensuring an appropriate use of resources and 
guaranteeing an ecological development. 

In this regard, the social constitutes a strategy 
focused on the physical design of eco-villages1 
inhabited by sustainable communities that ac-
commodate their needs, offer a particular care 
for the natural environment and provide a bet-
ter system which encourages social cohesion. 

1  Intentional communities whose goal is to become 
more socially, economically and ecologically sustain-
able.

Community cohesion is one of the main prin-
ciples related to the social approach. It en-
courages people to participate in decision 
making, making them more conscious of the 
preservation of the agricultural areas, en-
vironmental resources, energy, and the cre-
ation of community services, infrastructure, 
public spaces and green areas. This will also 
help in accepting the design and construction 
of compact eco-villages in which homes and 
business are densely concentrated in order 
to increase energy efficiency. 

The same idea of a compact community, the 
creation of pedestrian-friendly roads, the 
quality of outdoor space and the common 
care for the environmental resources will si-
multaneously open up the area and make it 
safer. In this new condition, educated people, 
interested in urban agriculture will chose to 
live here, densifying but preserving the com-
pactness of the area. 

So, creating sustainable communities does 
not solely depend on the design of buildings, 
their location, the quality of the outdoor 
space and the connection to the city. Com-

munities are places that people like living in, 
with real character and cohesion. This goal 
will be materialized not only by buildings’ 
concentration but also by providing commu-
nities interaction in order to have a lasting 
economic, social, cultural and environmental 
benefit. 

Public space in this case is the first step in 
creating a sense of community and social in-
clusion. It should be mainly green space, with 
the typical vegetation of the area, easy to 
maintain in terms of materials and technical 
solutions. An eco-village community can have 
many of these small public spaces, which can 
be specialized in their functions and linked 
with each other through pedestrian paths. 
Some of them can accommodate local events, 
like markets, fairs, outdoor restaurants, film 

Fig.4 The Transect, Source: Andres Duany, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk.  The Lexicon of 
New Urbanism. Time-Saver for Urban Design. D.Watson, A. Plattus, R. Shibley

Fig. 5 Photo of the natural tunnel-roads in 
the area. By Dorina Papa



shoots, but can also be used as play areas 
for children, meeting places for community 
with sitting areas, etc. Cultural activities and 
art performances in public space supported 
by the community will further vitalize the 
area, increasing interest from outside. 

From a design point of view these spaces can 
be marked by the presence of the historical 
water towers seen as landmarks, which can 
be designed in order to accommodate public 
activity. They will also serve to preserve and 
distribute water contributing also the recy-
cling of water.  
 
These public and community interventions, 
will firstly increase safety in the area, forc-
ing the removal of criminal activities from 
the area; thus, the community would feel 
free to put down their surrounding walls and 
use fences or vegetation as a property limit, 
which is the first step towards expanding the 
roads and creating community facilities. 

This will not only enforce the sense of com-
munity, but will also create an interaction 
with people from the city centre, which offers 
benefits regarding agricultural bio-products 
and the leisure activities in the landscape of-
fered along the river and in the public spac-
es which will also contribute in economically 
enriching the area. 

2. Environmental approach: Eco-Village

The environmental approach, apart from 
preserving the landscape and the agricultur-
al land is mainly focused in promoting and 
implementing the concept of eco-village. 

In 1991, Robert Gilman set out a definition 
of an eco-village in the article entitled The 
Eco-village Challenge. Gilman defined an 
eco-village as a human-scale full-featured 
settlement in which human activities are inte-
grated with the natural world in a way that 
is supportive of healthy human development, 
and can be successfully continued into the 
indefinite future and ensure the well-being 
of all life forms. (Gilman, 1991). 

Eco-villages actually represent a model of 
sustainable living communities with the in-
tention of implementing a more human and 
sustainable way of living using ecological 
practices. 

In this sense Christian, D defines eco-villages 
as communities building ecological sustain-

able housing, growing much of his own or-
ganic food, recycling its waste products and 
generating its own off-grid power. (Chris-
tian, 2003). 

The implementation of the eco-village con-
cept is well supported by its strategic posi-
tion near the airport (specifically, between 
the city and the rural area), by the area’s 
cultural background in agriculture as a result 
of its past as an ex- agricultural state en-
terprise (around which the historical villages 
were built) and through the presence of mi-
grated population that has moved here from 
rural areas (with a particular addiction to 
agricultural work).

They should be planned in the main crossroads 
of the internal area (where a concentration 
of housing is noted), being sufficiently close 
to the main infrastructural axes and public 
transportation lines, but also easily acces-
sible by people who frequent the river park 
or experience the internal landscape. These 
small communities will provide activities and 
receptive services for the people, who want 
to escape from the city atmosphere, and will 
represent the area’s trademark. To achieve 
this, they integrate different aspects of eco-
logical design: eco-housing, biological food 
production (organic food production) and an 
alternative approach towards energy. 

Ecological design means transforming the 
area preserving the natural landscape ele-
ments and improving the river park as the 
main ecological system; using eco-friend-
ly materials for buildings and also for the 
outdoor design of public space and parks; 
collecting water and reusing it for different 
purposes (for example to irrigate private 
gardens, for car washing etc.); to reuse the 
water towers ( which will become landmarks 
and symbols of the eco-village)  instead of 
private tanks;  introducing alternative and 

Fig. 6 Photo of the area: water tower . By Dorina Papa
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renewable energy systems like solar panels 
which can be part of the built landscape; 
introducing green roofs enlarging the eco-
logical footprint;  introducing vegetation to 
separate proprieties and to screen private 
areas from more public areas; use natural 
elements as boundaries between proprieties 
such as  planting, trees; water channels; dif-
ferent surface treatments, etc. 

As neighborhoods will be gradually regen-
erated, land values will increase and the site 
(particularly the sites close to the main public 
services) will be redeveloped and densified 
with new typologies that stimulate social co-
hesion like detached houses or multiple fam-
ily houses. The aim is to create a self suffi-
cient community in contact with nature based 
on a local economy which should also be well 
integrated with the city, which will contribute 
to the growth of the local economy. 

3. Landscape approach: Green Infrastruc-
ture. 

The green infrastructure is a network of 
green spaces which constitutes the basis for 
sustainable development. In the semi-urban 
area of Tirana North the fluvial park and its 
green corridor already exists as well as the 
domestic gardens of the private houses and 
agricultural land, which constitute the green 
infrastructure. These are part of a multi-
scale and a multi-functional mosaic of green 
spaces which need to be cleaned, revital-
ized, integrated in a systemic grid easily ac-
cessible and usable and should contain new 
activities in order to encourage different us-
ages. Other equipped green areas should 
be provided in correspondence to the pub-
lic squares of the eco-villages. They should 
serve as meeting places for the community 
and visitors and will help improve the im-
age of these new eco-villages, branding and 
promoting the area. Other communal green 

courtyards should be provided in correspon-
dence to higher-density housing in order to 
offer access to food production for the en-
tire community. 

In conclusion, both these approaches will ori-
ent a sustainable development of the area 
in respect to the internal biosphere and en-
vironmental system. The preservation of the 
agricultural land and the urge to promote 
local products will contribute to reinforce the 
relations with the city in order to generate 
local resources. All this will contribute to a 
“new” image ecological image of the area.
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Albania and especially its capital– Tirana 
– has a wealth of assets inherited for its 
communist past. Many housing and admin-
istrative buildings, as well as a network 
of bunkers of all kinds and sizes, includ-
ing war museums, socialist art galleries, 
the dictator’s mausoleum, cemeteries and 
other symbols of the communist regime 
despite being neglected, maltreated or 
destroyed during last two decades, have 
always attracted the attention of foreign 
visitors. The attention paid to such a ty-
pology of art, architecture and urbanism 
called “Lost Architecture” is increasingly 
growing, but the point is how to do it?

Indeed, this has been steering tough and 
long politicized public debates further fu-
eled by politics of the day. Of course, the 
point is to respect victims (and families) 
of past dictatorship; avoid glorification 
of the past, while using the remaining as-
sets and heritage for economic purposes 
and growth of tourism. The point is evi-
dencing the megalomania and craziness 
of the past regime, and further create 
an alternative cultural itinerary through-
out three main steps: i) the heavy bunker 
shelters and military installments of the 
Dajti mountain area; ii) the communist ar-
chitecture mainly located in the city cen-
ter (including a few residential housing 
blocks; the National History Museum, the 
‘Pyramid’ or ex-museum of the dictator; 

the politburo residential area in downtown 
Tirana otherwise known as the “Block”, etc; 
ii) the network of bunkers and military in-
stallments spread along rural-agricultural 
territory and on the coastal area of the 
Tirana-Durres Corridor. 

The concept is briefly represented below 
by few images of the Polis University’s 
projects over the last 5 years according 
to a regional strategy that is mixing such 
a layer with the layer of Dajti-Adriatic 
regional park theme, which includes the 
‘green crown’ of Tirana - a huge green 
planting project during the communist era 
– that still remains a useful ‘green lungs’ 
for the Tirana region and must be further 
reinforced by the itinerary of pedestrian 
paths along hills. There are several bel-
vedere and panoramic balconies up in 
the hills which can be used to hike, ride 
bikes, walk, and run or spend health-ori-
ented weekends there. This project is also 
emphasized by the layer of rivers and 
creeks which can be carefully refurbished 
and maintained not only environmentally 
speaking but also as a new infrastruc-
ture for pedestrian culture in Albania. 
All these elements along with the previ-
ous projects introduced in this book, show 
how authorities can redevelop the Tirana-
Airport corridor going beyond superficial 
interventions, and promoting modern ur-
ban-territorial governance. 

6.1 THE HIDDEN REGIONAL LAYER:
LOST ARCHITECTURE/URBANISM
Don’t glorify, but don’t forget the past!

“Building up a touristic product as a historic layer of  Capital Region 
as well as a cultural-natural itinerary of  the Dajti-Adriatic Regional Park”

Besnik Aliaj, Sotir Dhamo, Elvan Dajko, Ledian Bregasi 
& Urban Design Studio
Polis University, Tirana Albania
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Social tensions in regard with Political Positions to the Past Regime, 2014



Lost Architecture itinerary at regional and city scale, POLIS University 2010
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Museum of Memory and Human Rights of Chile

Jewish Museum Berlin

House of Terror, Budapest

Holocaust Memorial, Berlin
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Surreal Lost Architecture project, Surrel 
EKG, Socialist Realism Museum & and Books 
Archive, POLIS University 2010



Surreal Lost Architecture project, Surrel 
EKG, Socialist Realism Museum & and Books 
Archive, POLIS University 2010
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Surreal Lost Architecture project, Surrel EKG, Socialist Realism Museum & and Books Archive, POLIS University 2010
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Winner of International competition for the re-activation of the Pyramid Building and Square, 
TAW Tirana Architecture Weeks, POLIS University 2014
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Winner of International competition for the re-activation of the Pyramid Building and Square, 
TAW Tirana Architecture Weeks, POLIS University 2014
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Bed & Bunker Project, Reactivating Bunkers for Tourism Purposes, 
POLIS University & Mainz University Germany TAW 2012
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Bed & Bunker Project, Reactivating Bunkers for Tourism Purposes, 
POLIS University & Mainz University Germany TAW 2012



Prof. PhD. Besnik Aliaj  
Rector, Polis University, Tirana Albania

Prof. PhD. Gastone Ave
Department of  Architecture, IDAUP 
University of  Ferrara

6.2 The need for strategic projects 
for a new urban gate to Tirana as a 
business card for Albania  

More than two decades after opening up 
towards market economy and democracy, 
Albania has not yet been able to estab-
lish e national vision of spatial-territorial 
development and policy document. De-
spite many changes of legislation and 
tentatives towards reforms a vacuum still 
exists between the authorities and peo-
ple. The authorities have not been able 
to guide developments, services and in-
frastructure in a strategic way, while 
people are taking initiative in their hands 
only via informal channels.  An enormous 
amount of investments might be delayed 
or totally  wasted if there is no further 
strategic visioning and guidance. Serious 
investors have medium to long term time 
horizons, so stability and predictability in 
planning scenarios are key issues in order 
to attract new capital sources, both from 
national and foreign markets. 

Therefore, under such circumstances, it is 
urgent that serious efforts are to be taken 
aggressively in order to develop a na-
tional visioning for urban development.  
At the same time, some urgent strategic 
actions must also be undertaken to ad-
dress key issues in certain priority areas 
of the country, with broad public impact, 

in order to test, establish and boost mod-
ern models of sustainable territorial-eco-
nomic development. The list of priority ar-
eas includes, among others, the following:  
the strategic corridor Tirana - Interna-
tional Airport, which probably stands out 
as the number one sensitive area where a 
swift planning action is required; the Ti-
rana - Durres main international port; the 
Sothern Albanian Riviera; the National 
Corridor Road; the natural-touristic cor-
ridor of the Albanian Alps.

The point is: how to develop intelligent 
creative planning processes that allow 
and stimulate radical improvements in a 
short time period with minimum resources; 
having visual, economic and practical im-
pact not only in terms of such strategic 
corridors, but serve also in return as a 
model of good territorial-spatial gov-
ernance for the whole country? This was 
the intellectual and scientific exercise the 
PhD researchers of POLIS and UNIFE un-
dertook for several months. The selected 
area was the corridor between the capi-
tal city and the main international airport. 
We hope the findings might be of interest 
not only for academic purposes but also 
for public policy-makers and, broadly 
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speaking, for all decision-makers. Some 
of the main conclusions are listed below. 

1. The analysis and research of this 
project made PhD researchers go towards 
a proposal that maintains a balance of 
several strategic actions including:

a. Maintaining strategic control over 
the existing situation and future develop-
ments in the highway-economic and river-
natural corridors.

b. Promoting a regular fast speed, 
high quality public transport both in terms 
of rail and bus systems, between Capital, 
Airport and Port; connecting such trunk 
infrastructure with the coordinated met-
ropolitan system of urban local public 
transportation; connecting a public trans-
port system with main nodes of urban-
economic developments.

c. Protecting “windows” of visual 
communication and physical access be-
tween highway and agricultural land as 
well as the rich landscaping potentials; 
developing stripes of easy pedestrian 
and biking access along with natural, 
agricultural and landscaping itineraries. 
Equipping them with basic facilities and 
services and ensuring safety.

d. Investing advanced services and 
infrastructures on strategic nodes of de-
velopments; exploiting the potentials of 
urban-economic areas and economic cor-
ridors. Ensuring environmentally friendly 
strategies and sustainable development. 
Developing modern systems of PR com-
munication, advertisement and marketing 
without entering in conflict with a clear 
and modern system of road signaling 
and touristic information. Creating an in-
tegrated system of information for good 
governance via regular periodical up-
date of indicators and database.

2. Albanian Authorities must consid-
er such corridors not as mere standard 
territory but as a strategic territory that 
creates opinions and builds an image for 
the capital city and the whole country. 
This greatly impacts the way in which so-
ciety thinks in terms of public order on 
arranging and organizing the physical, 
social and economic space of a nation. 
Such corridors are used and visited every 
day by a considerable number of people, 
both Albanians and foreigners. The con-
frontation of any person with such a qual-
ity space might help branding Albania 
and its capital, Tirana. It helps bringing 
enthusiasm and encourages local and for-
eigner investors. It also helps Albanians 
learn more about their own country.  On 
the contrary, the lack of positive planning 
actions focused on the above-mentioned 
areas and corridors might discourage lo-
cal and foreign investors as well as local 
citizens.

3. At present, authorities are con-
centrated on reestablishing order with 
the logic of “stick and carrot”, demolish-
ing certain buildings in high conflict with 
the public interest and initiating several 
improvement programs on strategic ar-
eas. With the existing government the di-
lemma for making full national plans and 
strategies, against focusing selectively on 
certain strategic project areas with big 
impact, seems to go in favor of the latter 
option. Probably, this is a  more prag-
matic choice in Albania’s current condi-
tions and under the time pressure of a  
political mandate which lasts 4 years. 
However, Albania still needs a simple na-
tional visioning document and a conceptu-
al spatial plan. The two approaches may 
be conducted to a synthesis. 

4. The axis between Rinas Interna-
tional Airport and Tirana may be seen 
as a spatial planning exercise with na-
tional positive impacts which cannot be 



Source:  Nikos Danilidis from AlbanPOLIMI-2012 on Flickr - Caption: Tirana seen from the airplane

 
achieved by any other project in any oth-
er strategic area or economic corridor. 
So, the lessons learnt and positive effects 
of the proposed spatial programme built 
through a coordinated number of sin-
gle projects along the Tirana-Rinas axis  
(which may be referred to as the “New 
Gate to Albania”)  could, on one hand, 
produce the largest impact at a  national 
scale.  On the other hand, it could pave 
the way for a much broader work needed 
to build a national spatial development 
plan of the country. 

5. The development of a special plan 
for the Tirana -Rinas axis needs to show 
that public authorities can act as fast as 
required when the payback is public in-
terest. In this strategic area, the timing of 
intervention is a key element to success 
as well as a streamlined planning atti-
tude which means stronger, not weaker, 
public control over expected changes.  To 
act as fast as needed the selected area 
should be clearly identified on maps at 

the required scale and all land conver-
sions should be put on hold as soon as 
possible.  In the meantime a special insti-
tutional entity should be put in place, for 
example an enterprise zone authority, or 
other institutional entities which could act 
swiftly.

6. Continuing ahead with the spatial 
planning exercise of the axis between 
Rinas International Airport and Tirana 
requires attention in order to improve, 
right from the start, social cohesion, local 
empowerment and citizens’ participation.  
These issues have been a constant efforts 
of EU to foster European cohesion among 
its member states.  For example, the 
“Green Paper on the Urban Environment” 
(published on 27 June 1990 as COM 
(90)218 final , by the Commission of the 
European Communities) emphasized the 
role of mixed use areas in building urban 
environments without barriers between 
“bedroom communities” and high street 
neighborhoods. The EU has constantly 
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emphasized the positive role of spatial 
strategic planning to set the right frame 
in which various kinds of development 
projects could conduce to the expected 
positive results for local communities.
    
7. More recently the EU has launched 
a strategy (see: An EU Strategy for Youth 
– Investing and Empowering, specifically 
a renewed open method of coordination 
to address youth challenges and opportu-
nities, COM (2009) 200 final, 27.4.2009) 
to address the fact that “Europe’s future 
depends on its youth. Yet, life chances of 
many young people are blighted”.  Par-
ticipation has been a recurrent require-
ment of most EU programmes in the last 
decades. Yet, it still seems an overall 
goal rather that an achievement, espe-
cially when youth is concerned.  To foster 
European cohesion and the very future of 
the EU it seems essential to involve youth 
in decision-making processes at all levels, 
including urban planning. Young people 
could play a leading role in making a 

shift in the trend of misuse of partici-
pation discourses.  Empowerment should 
be linked to participation and the youth 
attracted to decision-making processes 
should be rewarded with a real say in 
the making of alternative solutions be-
fore decisions involving public issues are 
taken. It seems that accountability is the 
realm where most progress is needed.  
Participation may sometimes become a 
closed circle game with no real winners 
apart from the professionals who have 
been paid to attend.

The spatial planning exercise of the Ti-
rana- Rinas axis may become an optimal 
practice project for the local government 
in actively involving young people, in pro-
active participation which may lead to a 
stronger sense on citizenship, sustained 
not by ideology through a serious use of 
accountability methods in the planning 
process. We should not only plan the new 
Albania for the youth but with the youth.
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Dajti-Adriatic Regional Park & Green Central Region Concepts, 
MetroPolis 2013
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Durana Development Concept,
Urban Plan, Co-PLAN, Tirana Municipality 2009
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Green-Belt Concept, LMTF 2003

Tirana Terminal & Tram System, Tirana Municipality 2014

Tirana Terminal & Tram System, Tirana Municipality 2014
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Tirana Airport  Tram System, LMTF 2003







Pixel Intervention in the Durana Corridor, Vora Municipality, 
MetroPolis 2013

Pedestrian Pathway along Tirana Green-Crown Corridor,
Vora Municipality, MetroPolis 2013
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Pixel Intervention in the Durana Corridor, Vora Municipality, 
MetroPolis 2013



Image of Tirana 2013

Credits: Eranda Janku
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