ALBANIAN ELECTIONS SCORE : NEXT STEREOTYPE BROKEN?

Albania-the final frontier! Or maybe we just used to think so... At least in terms of the International Politics Working Group activities. However, the last challenge only proved the need to find other frontiers, further away... 

AEGEE International Observers Mission to Albania (31st of June - 4th of July, 2005) organized in collaboration with IRSH-Young Intellectuals, Hope, MJAFT (the Albanian word for "ENOUGH") and Albanian Youth Council, our partners in Shkoder with the great support of AEGEE Europe was an enormous learning experience for 14 AEGEE members from 9 countries accredited by the Albanian Central Electoral Commission.

The elections day itself was the 3rd of July. Started early in the morning - at 7 a.m. (sic!) with the assignment of one international observer and one Albanian volunteer (domestic observer) to a polling station. Voting lasted till 7 p.m. but observation was continued also during the counting of the votes, which started late at night and lasted for few other following days. The elections were perceived as generally fair in the polling stations observed, although there were noticed several procedural irregularities like very common family voting, problems with finding names on the lists or with appropriate documents. All the observers also perceived, especially the counting system, as too complicated and inefficient. The final result is that the opposition, the Democratic Party won by a percentage that cannot be stated clearly as the voting in several zones was cancelled and re-organized. Albanians themselves called the elections "the wind of change". 

What was particularly nice is the way we were welcome. Hearing that people are very happy that we came, that this is really important for them that we came and seeing the respect they had for us was the best reward we could get. It made us feel appreciated, made us feel that we can make a difference! In the voting and counting centres the situation was similar - we were greeted very friendly, especially because of our impartiality (there were also observers representing political parties). We even felt encouraged to watch their work. This atmosphere was a very important factor for us to believe that the country is changing and is on the right way.

For many of us it was also the encounter with the stereotype, which is unfortunately not the best for Albania. Albanian people did not know how to answer the question if there are still people with guns on the streets. They did not know if it was a joke or curiousity but that was the real clash between the image and reality. Fortunately the reality, even if still extremely difficult, is definitely better than the popular belief. To reassure everyone, we did not feel unsafe, insecure is any moment.

But to keep the balance between seriousness and fun, we also had the opportunity to relax... ;) Swimming in the Adriatic sea, dancing in the moonlight in the nice restaurant under the lake with the most beautiful view ever, admiring the ruins of the old castle, their atmosphere and the panorama of the city from the hill made our time even more interesting. :)

"So what", someone may ask... To start with, it was a learning exercise in terms of the new partners. Accompanying them on their way to become the AEGEE contact, getting along with their working style was for sure a great lesson and a very useful basis for the future collaboration. To continue with, this project represented a lot of effort to understand and find ways to move in the Albanian public administration system and establish contacts with them for getting the electoral accreditation for the participants. Finally, it was the experience of meeting people face to face, of seeing Albania, a country that all of us visited for the first time and getting the feel of what the country of eagles (the literary translation of the name of Albania in Albanian) was all about.

More about it...in Albania to be discovered by yourselves!!! As about us, we are heading to the next frontier, maybe Azerbaijan...
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