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Introduction
This guidebook to Divjakë, a place of great natural and cultural interest in Albania, is the result of 
an international cooperation project. Exactly 21 years ago, a new area of cooperation originated 
that used sustainable and responsible tourism as a tool to fight poverty, generating employment 
and stimulating the local economy, while at the same time respecting local culture and environ-
ment. In a myriad of countries in Latin America, Africa and Asia, Italian and European cooperation 
helped create sustainable tourism, which was then consolidated into best practices that encour-
aged local authorities and communities to consider tourism a tool for development.
In recent years, the European Community and the Balkan region have witnessed a proliferation of 
projects that aim to satisfy tourists and offer opportunities for the local communities as well. Now 
it is Albania’s turn, with the implementation of the Urban Lab project realized by Vento di Terra, 
ICEI, AITR and CESES, with the support of the Italian Agency for Development Cooperation. This 
guidebook reports on the Urban Lab project, one of the projects actuated by Italian NGOs in this 
field. The project has been a tangible expression of cooperation, providing training for young peo-
ple, tour operators and national park personnel with the goal of creating opportunities in terms of 
the environment, the local economy and youth employment. Although Albania is historically and 
geographically close to Italy, it is still relatively unexplored in terms of tourism. In the following 
pages, you will find useful information for your stay in Divjakë and the surrounding area, and tips 
that will help you discover the cultural and naturalistic treasures of this territory. 

The guidebook, written in accordance with the criteria for responsible tourism, is unique in that 
in addition to illustrating tourism-related elements, it provides information that helps to under-
stand the complexity of the region and offers a firsthand experience of Italian NGO cooperation 
abroad. The underlying idea was to create bridges, primarily between Albanian and Italian oper-
ators, and to transfer skills that have been developed over decades in Italy to a country that has 
only recently opened its doors to tourism. 
We are confident that you will feel at home in Divjakë, just as you will in the rest of Albania, a 
country with all the potential to become one of the next great destinations for Mediterranean 
tourism. This guidebook is part of a larger effort to improve that destination, and it will help you 
to explore it without missing anything important. 
The principles of responsible tourism include creating moments of sharing and conviviality be-
tween guests and the local community, fostering and enriching that which can never be replaced: 
direct experience and sharing with the people who have always been the soul of tourism.  

Alfredo Somoza



Preface
This guide was created as a part of the Urban Lab project, co-financed by the AICS (Agenzia Italiana 
per la Cooperazione allo Sviluppo), by NGO Vento di Terra di Rozzano (MI) together with AITR (Asso-
ciazione Italiana Turismo Responsabile), ICEI (Istituto di Cooperazione Economica Internazionale), 
CESES (Centro Europa Scuola Educazione e Società), the Polytechnic Institute of Milan, the Munici-
pality of Divjakë, the University of Tirana, and INTBAU Albania. 
The guide is intended both for those who wish to plan a trip to Albania and for those who are already 
there and want to visit and learn more about this beautiful area with its many opportunities. Tourism 
and services available are in constant evolution thanks to the qualification activities undertaken by 
the local administration and by the Divjakë-Karavasta National Park, so we suggest you visit the 
information point that will soon be opened at the entrance to the town. There, you can get updates 
regarding news, events, activities for visitors and available services as well as suggestions for experi-
ences and opportunities to interact with the cultural and social life of the locals. 
Some of the many investments planned for the future include the construction of an area for camp-
ers and a small nature museum on the lagoon, the construction of a bridge over the Shkumbini 
River that will make it easier to visit Bashtovë Castle, the progressive dredging of numerous canals 
so that they can be navigated by boat or canoe and, eventually, the complex restoration of the Akratik 
village and the construction of a small ethnographic museum. 
The Urban Lab complex is already equipped with a meeting room for training and co-working, a lab-
oratory for chemical analysis in agriculture, the offices of youth and women’s associations, services 
and educational spaces dedicated to minors and a social-educational help desk. 

Entrance to the Urban Lab. Outdoor seminar on the lawn that surrounds the building.
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INTRODUCTION
Divjakë is the ideal place to experience a first encounter with Albania, a country 
that, despite being their neighbor, is an obscure reality for many Italians since it 
lies on the other side of the Adriatic. Albania was isolated from the rest of Europe 
for almost half a century. It is a small country of only 28,756 square kilometers, 
just slightly larger than Italy’s Lombardy region, with an age-old culture and a 
very strong identity. Most Italians began to hear news of the country in 1991, with 
the fall of the communist regime and the arrival of waves of Albanian immigrants 
on the Italian coast.

Aerial view of Divjakë.

Divjakë is a quiet place, a farming community that lives according to ancient rules, with simple 
but communicative people. There, visitors can discover a magnificent national park, a large 
lagoon, a wide beach and rare art treasures; a place with a strong exotic feel just a little over an 
hour away from Italy. But above all, it is an oasis that has escaped the building fever that hit the 
Albanian coast, especially in nearby Durrës. 
Comfortable and welcoming, Divjakë provides its visitors with a variety of quality services at 
reasonable prices and a fascinating atmosphere and culture, a unique touristic gem in Alba-
nia. The experience is designed to give visitors a chance to become better acquainted with 
the country and its people, whose hospitality and authenticity are a pleasant surprise. Divjakë 
is also an ideal base from which to visit the south of Albania and discover its immeasurable 
artistic heritage. There are a number of good reasons for visitors to come to Divjakë, an ideal 
location for families and environmentalists, and for those who simply want to enjoy a quiet 
vacation at the sea, on the lagoon and in the forest. 

View of Divjakë’s main square.
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HOW TO GET THERE

View of Tirana, the capital of Albania. 

Area: 28.748 km2  
Population: 
2.845.955 inhabitants
Independence:
28 November 1912
Currency: Lek
Calling Code: +355

Divjakë is about 100 kilometers from the capital city of Tirana, in front of the coast of Puglia. If 
you come by car, the roads are comfortable and easy to navigate. If you drive from Italy, your trip 
will take you through Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia Herzegovina and Montenegro. Otherwise, you 
can take the ferry from Bari (about 9 hours) or from Ancona (about 20 hours). If you prefer to 
travel by plane, the flight from Milan takes approximately an hour and a half and you can take 
a taxi from the airport to town for about €60 (remember to agree on a price beforehand). You 
can also rent a car at the airport. Prices start at €25 a day. The trip from the airport is almost all 
expressway. From the center of Tirana, go towards Durrës, taking Highway S2, and then toward 
Fier until the turnoff for Divjakë, then take the SH57 for 15 kilometers. A private company called 
Likometoj offers direct shuttle service between the airport and the Cerm roundabout, 15 kilo-
meters from Divjakë. The frequency of the shuttle varies according to the season. There is also a 
bus service that leaves from the open southern bus terminal on the outskirts of Tirana, next to 
the roundabout where the road to Kamez begins. Only two buses arrive directly in Divjakë. They 
leave at 11 a.m. and 1 p.m. and take approximately an hour and a half. Tickets are €2.50. Two 
buses, one at 6.30 a.m. and another at 8 a.m., leave from the market square in Divjakë to Tirana. 
You can also take the bus for Fier and get off at the Cerm (Terbuf district) roundabout, where the 
provincial road to Divjakë begins. You can find a taxi on the side of the roundabout (it will cost 
about €10) or you can take a local microbus. 
In Divjakë, you can rent a bicycle or mountain bike at the visitor’s center in the Divjakë-Karavasta 
National Park or from one of the guesthouses. Electric scooters are also available for rent in front 
of the Divjakë Resort, near the beach. At the Cerm roundabout, you can also rent cars for a very 
reasonable price, especially small Volkswagens. You will see them in an open-air display at the 
turnoff for Divjakë. 
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Equestrian monument to the Albanian national hero, Gjergj Kastrioti Skanderbeg, in the square named for him. 

Tirana

Today, Albania’s modern capital city is viva-
cious and dynamic, with buildings that are 
often beautifully colored and a population that 
welcomes visitors. We suggest you visit Tirana 
at the beginning of your stay in Albania or, if 
you intend to do some shopping there, at the 
end, before leaving. If you arrive by car, you 
can use the large underground parking lot in 
Skanderbeg square or park at the airport and 
take the shuttle for €1. 
Many places of cultural and touristic interest 
have been gradually added over the years to 
the important traces of its past that Tirana pre-
serves. Its old town is limited in size and can 
easily be visited with an enjoyable walk, but a 
few places outside the town deserve a visit as 
well, such as Mount Dajti, that can be reached 
by cable car. In the center is the square ded-
icated to Skanderbeg, the national hero who 
warded off the Ottoman invaders for years, 

immortalized with a powerful bronze eques-
trian statue. The National History Museum, 
on the square, deserves a visit. Its façade is 
decorated with a mural depicting victorious 
partisans. Also worth seeing is the ancient 
Ethem Bey mosque, which was spared from 
destruction during the communist regime, 
unlike several other religious buildings be-
longing to the four faiths that peacefully co-
exist in Albania today (Muslims, Catholics, Or-
thodox Christians and the Bektashi Order). The 
walk through the old town includes the castle, 
the pyramid that was originally built to house 
the museum dedicated to dictator Enver Hoxha 
and the cheerful Blloku district with its restau-
rants, cafés, boutiques and nightlife. Among 
other places of cultural interest is the House of 
Leaves, a museum dedicated to the surveil-
lance carried out by the Albanian secret po-
lice, the Sigurimi, during the communist era. 
This memorial site is dark and dramatic and 
commemorates decades of repression. 

From Italy, you can enter Albania with your ID card. No visa 
is necessary. The local currency is the lek, the exchange rate 
for which (at the time of this writing) was 123 lek per 1 euro. 
Most places accept euros but many do not accept credit cards. 
ATM machines are all over and work very well (many of them 
belong to the Italian bank Intesa Sanpaolo) but commissions 
for using them can be as high as 4%. Most of the population 
speaks Italian (the main foreign language is English, 40%) 
which facilitates communication. The crime rate in the area 
is significantly low, contradictory to a common Albanian ste-
reotype. If you rent a car, your Italian driver’s license is valid (when driving in Alba-
nia  a  U.S.  citizen  can  use a valid international driver’s  permit  issued in the United 
States). Road signs are similar to those in Italy and other nearby countries and main 
roads are well marked and in good conditions. 
Local policing has become stricter recently and speeding may mean the loss of your 
driving license for three months, even as a tourist. Your confiscated license will be sent 
back to you at the end of the suspension period.  

There is also a taxi service in Divjakë. We suggest you nego-
tiate the price of your ride in advance. Divjakë does not have 
a structure for campers but during the summer, many park 
in the large parking lots at the edge of the beach. If you rent 
an apartment, there are two midsized supermarkets where 
you can find a selection of food products, many of which 
come from Italy. Prices are decidedly low and the quality is 
generally very good. For fresh fish, we suggest you go to the 
small fish vendor at the side of the market square. At the beginning of Rruga Demokra-
cia, you will find a currency exchange that is also a local travel agency. Despite its small 
size, the agent speaks perfect Italian (English) and can organize your transportation to 
any destination at a convenient price. Lastly, almost every place in Divjakë offers great 
free Wi-Fi so you can always stay connected. Since local sim cards are very cheap (about 
€15), we suggest getting one rather than risking the unexpected roaming charges your 
provider might apply. The card will pay for itself. 

USEFUL INFORMATION
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The Ottoman domination
Albania was a difficult territory for the Otto-
man to conquer. The local population fought 
tenaciously around the legendary Gjergj Kas-
trioti Skënderbeu, known as Skanderbeg.
Albanian prince and king of Epirus, he united 
the Albanian nobility in resistance against the 
Turkish invasion, which he managed to con-
tain from 1444 to 1468, the year of his death. 
Considered the most important hero in Alba-
nian history, Skanderbeg was born at the end 
of the 14th century in Kruja, near Durrës. 
The Turkish domination left a deep mark on 
the local population. The Albanian province 
was considered more a colony than an inte-
gral part of the empire so it was heavily ex-
ploited, particularly for its agricultural prod-

ucts. The country’s independence movement 
was part of the broader quest for freedom that 
started in 1878 in the Balkan states. The series 
of turmoils and protests in the following years 
lasted for decades, until the first Balkan war and 
the declaration of independence in 1912. 

The Italian presence
In the first half of the last century, the Italian 
presence in Albania gave rise to the construc-
tion of many buildings in the capital and of 
the road network in the southern part of the 
country. During its fascist period, Italy’s pres-
ence in Albania was semicolonial; it heavily 
interfered with Albania’s internal politics and 
in 1939, Italy invaded the country directly. In 
those years and until 1943, the fate of the 

Italians, who considered Albania the platform 
from which they could invade Greece, was 
sadly tied to that of the Nazi ally. The occu-
pying forces were definitively expelled from 
the Albanian territory in October 1944. At the 
time, Divjakë had less than 1000 inhabitants 
and its population would only reach 3000 in 
1960. Italy’s image in the mind of Albanian’s 
changed progressively after the end of the 
communist regime, thanks to television, the 
arrival of entrepreneurs, the increase in trade 
between the two countries and subsequent 
investment programs. The substantial flow of 
emigration to Italy that began in the 90s was 
also fundamental. Many Albanians came to 
know a country that was completely different 
from the stereotypes circulated by the Enver 
Hoxha regime (who feared an invasion from 
across the Adriatic), broadcasting films on 
Albanian television in which Italians always 
played the part of the deceitful invader.
The more recent phase of the Italian pres-
ence started with the NATO KFOR mission, 
which was launched with the aim of stabiliz-
ing Kosovo in 1999. The Italian contingent 
stationed in Divjakë traced the perimeter of 
the current central square, moving some old 
structures and redesigning the area around 
the church. However, the final design of the 
square was made by the local architect Llazar 
Vodo (see interview pp. 46-47), who trained 
at the Milan Polytechnic and collaborated in 
the construction of the Urban Lab. Work was 
completed in 2018.

The communist period
The communist regime in Albania took on a 
form of its own and created substantial iso-
lation of the country for four decades. Enver 
Hoxha, the charismatic leader who imposed 
his doctrine, was a fiery Stalinist and a relent-
less persecutor of real or alleged opponents.
The country broke with Yugoslavia after the 

Tito-Stalin split in 1948, then broke with the 
Soviet Union and allied itself with distant 
China when Khrushchev denounced Stalin’s 
crimes in 1956. In the tales of the elderly, 
this phase began with great hopes but soon 
led to enormous sacrifices, disappointments 
and widespread terror for the population. The 
numerous bunkers that still line the coast are 
a reminder of that period and of the dictator’s 
paranoia about being invaded. 
The Stalinist police regime that Hoxha intro-
duced operated on a system of informants, 
which soon led the Albanians to distrust each 
other. It was a crime to have contact with 
the outside world, to read anything banned 
by the government, to support the slightest 
form of dissent, to refuse to collaborate as 
an informant and report suspects. Because 
of its isolation, the country’s industrializa-
tion process was slow and incomplete and 
it was unable to create an efficient system of 
infrastructures. At the end of the 1980s, there 
were only a few hundred cars in Albania. The 
elderly farmers remember that the fields 
were collectivized then and that valuable 
products, including wheat, were reserved 
for export. If you visit the farmer’s market 
in Divjakë in the morning, you can still see 
Chinese-made tractors from the Hoxha era 
as well as other museum pieces. Many fam-
ilies still remember corn bread and the food 
shortage associated with the membership 
system, as well as the fear of being reported 
for any slight transgression or suspicion. The 
Hoxha regime was the only one in the world 
to decree state atheism, codified in Article 37 
of the Constitution: “The state recognizes no 
religion and supports atheist propaganda 
that inculcates people with a scientific-ma-
terialist vision of the world”. Today, we can 
testify that a deep and vital faith in both the 
Orthodox and Muslim communities survived 
the draconian measure.

Detail of the patriotic mural in Skanderbeg Square. 

A BIT OF HISTORY
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The difficult transition to democracy
In 1985, Hoxha ceded power to Ramiz Alia, 
whose regime lasted until shortly after the 
fall of the Berlin Wall. In 1990, he was forced 
to introduce a multi-party system and in the 
1992 elections, the Democratic Party of Sali 
Berisha defeated the Communist Party. Ber-
isha was confirmed in the 1996 elections but 
a year later, the country fell into a period of 
chaos and popular protests brought on by the 
so-called “financial pyramids”, a fundamentally 
fraudulent investment scheme that the govern-
ment failed to oppose effectively and that ru-
ined tens of thousands of investors. The unrest 
that followed caused over 2000 victims and a 
new wave of emigration towards Italy. 
Led by Italians, the UN organized the Opera-
tion Alba, which contributed to the return to 
social life. Berisha resigned in July 1997. He 

was succeeded by the socialist Fatos Nano. In 
1998, Berisha was involved in an attempted 
coup and in 1999, Albania became one of the 
sites of Operation Rainbow, a relief program 
for refugees from Kosovo, in which Italy also 
participated. True political stability occurred in 
Albania only at the beginning of the new mil-
lennium with the structuring of an effective 
democratic dialogue. In 2009, Albania joined 
NATO and applied for entry into the European 
Union. In 2013, the current Prime Minister, 
Edi Rama, was elected. He was reconfirmed 
in the 2018 and 2021 elections. Rama was an 
artist (some of his works are displayed in the 
capital’s art museum) and had been the may-
or of Tirana, a city whose urban transformation 
began under his government. In 2014, Alba-
nia officially became a candidate country for 
membership in the European Union.

DIVJAKË

Plan your visit
Divjakë is the ideal base to start your explo-
ration of the south of Albania and the mag-
nificent coastline near Sarandë, on the border 
with Greece. The climate is Mediterranean 
with an average annual temperature of 21° 
C. (5° in January and 27° in July-August). 
The best period for birdwatching and for ad-
miring the colors of the lagoon is the spring, 
which you can enjoy here in March when tem-
peratures range from 8 to 15 degrees. 
Crowds come to the beach in the summer, 
particularly on the weekend, but the ample 
spaces available provide excellent opportu-
nities to relax. Since the area is breezy and 
exposed to the currents, Divjakë is pleasantly 

cool even in summer. For photography buffs, 
the most interesting period is autumn. Tem-
peratures then are milder than in continen-
tal Europe and visitors can enjoy the inten-
sity of the colors and tranquility. It usually 
freezes for about ten days in the winter but 
it rarely snows.  

Where to stay
Around Divjakë, be it near the beach, in the 
park or in and around the town, there are 
numerous hotels, guesthouses, rural hotels, 
rental apartments and B&Bs that have prolif-
erated in the wake of a development project 
supported a few years back by the Czech Re-
public Cooperation. 
Today, it is extremely easy to find complete, up-
to-date information about lodgings on commer-
cial-promotional Internet sites, but prices and 
services available change quickly. 

The Albanian and European Union flags. 
Saint Barbara Square, Divjakë.

USEFUL SERVICES
• Healthcare clinic: located at the beginning of town in 

Rruga Pavaresia, it is also open at night
• Pharmacy: located in the main square next to Town Hall,  

it is open from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.
• Tourist info-point: is currently being set up  

at the Urban Lab
• Divjakë-Karavasta National Park visitor’s center is open 

every day from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.; tel. 068 282 40 43
• Police: located in Rruga Demokracia and Re (the road 

that leads to the park) 
• ATM: located in the main square  

(Raiffeisen and Union Banks)
• Currency exchange: there are numerous reliable 

locations on the main street, Rruga Demokracia and Re, 
near the square

• Post Office: located in the middle of the square, it is 
open from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.

• Taxi service: located at the Kokoneshi fast food in Rruga 
Demokracia, tel. 069 249 99 09

• Airport shuttle: the Likometoj company,  
tel. 069 674 00 73
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One of the structures available is the Divjaka 
Resort, inside the park, in front of the beach. 
The structure was originally built during the 
communist regime to house government ad-
ministrators and has recently been restored. 
It has about 100 rooms. It offers a comfort-
able indoor lounge, Italian cuisine, a large 
terrace with a sea view and a swimming pool. 
On weekends, the management organizes 
parties and concerts with traditional music in 
the evening. The restaurant offers excellent 
pizzas baked in a wood-burning oven. The 
boardwalk leading to the beach crosses the 
lagoon, where you can watch the local fish-
ermen as they prepare their traditional fixed 
scale nets. From the furthest observation 
point, you can admire unforgettable sunsets. 
The approximate price for a double room is 
€35. The Pelikan, near the Divjaka Resort, of-
fers large double rooms with a view of the sea 
and an excellent restaurant that specializes in 
fish-based dishes. Despite being more eco-
nomical, it is clean and comfortable and its 
personnel is accommodating and courteous. 
The average price for a double room is €30. 

Where to eat

You may think finding an upscale restaurant 
in a fishing village like Divjakë would be diffi-
cult but if you are looking for a place to spend 
a romantic evening in a refined atmosphere 
surrounded by beautiful gardens at a reason-
able price (€15-20), Green Park is the place for 
you. On the menu, you will find Italian cuisine 
and a vast assortment of fish-based dishes. We 
suggest you try the shrimp that liven up many 
dishes on the menu, including linguine. To get 
to Green Park, follow the provincial road south 
for a couple of kilometers as far as the Xeng dis-
trict, then follow the signs to the right for a few 
hundred meters. 
Generally speaking, all local restaurants have 
a wine cellar stocked with some of Italy’s best 
wines and offer prosciutto from Parma and 
Parmigiano Reggiano among their appetizers.  
The Hotel Andrea overlooks the main square in 
the town. It offers comfortable, spacious rooms 
at very affordable prices (on average €25). The 
owner, Socrates, who is multi-lingual, strives to 

make his guests feel at home and to provide 
any kind of information they may need. The 
hotel bar/café is simply furnished but makes 
an excellent cappuccino. Along the main roads 
and on the roads in the forest and near the 
beaches, there are many restaurants that serve 
fish from the lagoon as well as from the sea, 
including eel and other typical dishes. Some-
times, the eel are fished very young, which 
has a negative effect on reproduction. Efforts 
are being made to sensitize restaurant owners 
about this issue. Most restaurants offer Italian 
cuisine, particularly delicious seafood linguine 

and risotto, spaghetti with mussels and prawns 
or pasta all’amatriciana. Many of the chefs 
trained in Italy and most of the staff is multi-lin-
gual. Restaurants usually have an outdoor area. 
With mild weather, you can enjoy your meal in 
the open air under the trees, but remember to 
come armed with mosquito spray. Prices are al-
ways reasonable and proportionate to the qual-
ity of the meals, which are served with good 
local wine. Tradition is that every meal worthy 
of the name ends with a glass of arak, the local 
grappa, but be be careful — its taste is sweet 
but its alcohol content is high. 

Pink flamingos in the waters of the park. 

Traditional dishes

Albania’s cuisine is Mediterranean with a Turkish influence. It includes a lot of regional 
variety associated with local products. 
• Trahana: wheat grain, butter and milk or yogurt are the ingredients in this warm dish 

that locals eat preferably for breakfast and in the winter.
• Zog fshati me oriz: this locally raised chicken roasted and served with spiced rice and 

tomatoes is perfect for lunch.
• Gjel deti me pshesh: oven roasted turkey served with corn flour and leeks is a 

traditional dish during the Christmas season.
• Speca tè mbushura me gjiz: grilled peppers  

stuffed with a ricotta filling.
• Tave kosi me mish qengji: lamb casserole  

with yogurt and rice. 
• Tave dheu: made with beef liver, onions, 

peppers, ricotta, tomatoes and garlic,  
this is a dish for strong stomachs.  

• Gliko sharqiri: This delicious fruit cocktail 
is made with watermelon, vanilla,  
sugar and lemon. 

A lot of almonds and honey are used to make sweets 
in Albania, evidence of oriental influence.  
One noteworthy typical sweet is ballokumja. It originated in nearby Elbasan but now 
it can be found throughout the country. These corn flour biscuits are traditionally 
prepared for the festival of ancient pagan origin Dita e Verës (“Summer Day” in 
English) that is celebrated in Albania on March 14th.
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A bit of history
The name Divjakë was first used in an Otto-
man document that dates back to 1445. In 
the village of Xeng, a bit further south, the ex-
cavation of a canal brought ancient remains 
to light, including bricks, a pair of wheels 
and some Illyrian style tombs. A stone with 
an inscription in Latin was found in the hills 
outside Divjakë, proof that a branch of the Via 
Egnatia Road passed nearby. In 1989, the fa-
mous Albanian archaeologist Hasan Ceka dis-
covered an Illyrian settlement in the village 
of Babunjë, about fifteen kilometers south of 
Divjakë. The numerous artifacts found in the 
area are exhibited in the historical museums 
of Tirana and Lushnjë.

The population
Divjakë, with its population of 34,254 inhab-
itants, is located in the Fier prefecture. The 
2015 administrative reform led to the merg-
er of Divjakë with the municipalities of Tebuf, 
Grabjan, Gradishte and Remas to form a new 
city that also includes 36 smaller villages. The 
population of Divjakë is prevalently Ortho-
dox Christian and mostly descendent from 
ancient Illyrian settlements but it is a land 
of passage and conquest, where Greeks, Ro-
mans, Byzantines, Venetians and Ottomans 
came one after the other. The Shkumbini 
River is the dividing line between the two 
languages   spoken in Albania, Gheg and Tosk. 
Tosk gave birth to the national language and 
inspired the dialects spoken locally and in 
southern Albania. Albanian is a very ancient 
language that some historians have traced 
back to the Mycenaean civilization. In any 
case, it forms a branch of its own in the com-
plex tree of Indo-European languages. The 
dialect spoken in Divjakë is called Myzeqare. 
Most of Divjakë’s citizens speak Italian and 
Italian culture has deeply inspired local life. 
Much of the area’s youth learned the lan-

guage from Italian television programs that 
were all the rage in the 1990s but that were 
later blacked out with no explanation. Most 
adults migrated to the nearby peninsula of 
Italy for a period and a large community of 
people from Divjakë still resides in Ancona. 
There are 480,000 residents of Albanian or-
igin currently living in Italy, in addition to 
the 260,000 Arbëreshë, the descendants of 
refugees who fled Albania during the Otto-
man occupation and settled in various areas 
of southern Italy. In general, the town has an 
atmosphere very similar to towns in southern 
Italy, and is particularly hospitable for visitors 
coming from the Bel Paese. Divjakë’s Muslim 
minority, about 5% of the population, lives 
primarily in the outlying villages where the 
white minarets of the small mosques stand 
out against the sky. However, the percentage 
rises to 40%, if we consider the entire district. 
The relationship between religious commu-
nities is excellent and interreligious marriag-
es are frequent, as are the opportunities for 
getting together and in fact, it is local custom 
that Orthodox and Muslim families are invit-
ed to participate in each other’s religious fes-
tivals. Divjakë’s inhabitants include several 
ethnic groups, resulting from the migration 
of peasants in search of fertile land in past 
centuries. The Romanians form the largest 
minority, called Çoban. They immigrated to 
the area on several occasions beginning in 
the mid-19th century. A more recent wave 
of immigrants arrived between 1930 and 
1940, giving rise to a new Romanian-style 
neighborhood in the center of Divjakë. The 
Romanian community is very active cultur-
ally; it jealously defends its own language 
and has formed an association of its own, the 
Arumeni. The population of the community is 
estimated at about 600 people and a signif-
icant number of Çoban have integrated into 
Albanian life. The second largest minority is 

the Roma, who live in precarious conditions in 
the town of Grabjan. The livelihood of many of 
them consists of collecting plastic and alumi-
num and many minors leave school early to 
help support the family. In summer, semi-no-
madic groups from Elbasan and Rrogoshine 
join their community. There are also foreign-
ers who reside permanently in Divjakë, in-
cluding a small group of Italians. During the 
Kosovo War in 1998-99, Albania welcomed 
tens of thousands of refugees, most of whom 
returned home when hostilities ended. The 
refugees were welcomed with a wave of sol-
idarity and the inhabitants of Divjakë still 
remember the convoys of tractors and trucks 
that transported emaciated civilians fleeing 
the war to the south. Kosovo and Albania, who 
share language, culture and traditions, were 
divided for four decades by the ideological 

conflict that arose in 1948, pitting Tito against 
Hoxha. The two countries now have a close 
relationship and voices from many sides are 
calling for a future union. 
Albanian-speaking minorities are present in 
North Macedonia (600,000 people), Greece 
(150,000), Montenegro (80,000) and Serbia 
(63,000). Albanian communities also formed 
in Europe, in North and South America and 
in Australia after 1992, bringing the Alba-
nian-speaking population around the world 
to 7.6 million people, of which only 3 million 
reside within the borders of Albania.
A small community of Kosovans moved to 
Divjakë in the mid-19th century and formed 
a hamlet in the village of Bubunje. The com-
munity, which numbers several hundred peo-
ple, is of Muslim faith and has erected a small 
mosque on the hill beside the village.

Fireworks light up the night sky in Divjakë. 
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Saint Barbara Square
The small pleasant town of Divjakë is pris-
tine. At its heart is the enormous rectangular 
square named after Saint Barbara. Recently 
restructured, it is home to Town Hall, the Or-
thodox Church of Evangelization (built in the 
17th century, decorated in 1940, destroyed 
during Communism and rebuilt between 
1994 and 1996), the Municipal Cultural Cen-
ter and a number of small cafés. One of the 
cafés, Bar Raffy, with its ethnic style décor, is a 

point of reference for the local youth. In addi-
tion to hosting small cultural events, it offers 
music, often Albanian fusion, and an excel-
lent Italian espresso. Overlooking the square, 
you will find the clean and inexpensive Hotel 
Andrea, the Roma restaurant and a number 
of street food vendors, the most popular of 
which offers the traditional byrek, a dumpling 
filled with meat, vegetables or ricotta. 
The square is full of trees, flowerbeds, foun-
tains and benches, and is home to two mon-

uments commemorating those who died in 
the struggle to free the country from the fas-
cist occupation and the communist regime. 
It is entirely pedestrianized and is part of the 
cycle path circuit. The church and its small, 
charming garden deserve a short visit. The 
main entrance leads directly to the market 
square. In summer, the bars set up outdoor 
areas where you can enjoy a cold drink or an 
aperitif in the shade of the ancient pines af-
ter your visit. Located on the north side of the 
square is a stone monument that depicts the 
territory in detail, with a mold of the hills, the 
lagoon, the beaches and the five administra-
tive centers.

A town of greenery
The small town is very green, the land is very 
fertile and the vegetation is lush. The colorful 
houses with their balconies full of flowers are 
surrounded by vegetable gardens. The munic-
ipal administration, which is very attentive to 
the urban décor, has built comfortable side-
walks and cycle paths that connect Divjakë 

with the park, the beaches and the surround-
ing hills. Divjakë has based its development 
on qualification and sustainability. Its goal is 
to become a Garden Town and it appears to 
be on the right path. Another characteristic 
that distinguishes Divjakë from neighboring 
towns is the multitude of one- and two-sto-
ry houses that make up its architecture. Tall 
buildings are a rarity, which gives the town 
a particularly enjoyable appearance. The 
center is dotted with low, rectangular hous-
es made of baked brick with lime-covered 
exterior walls, surrounded by lush greenery 
and vegetable gardens filled with orange 
and lemon trees that are often cared for by 
elderly women in traditional costume. Farm-
ers who gradually colonized the area began 
constructing these houses at the end of the 
19th century and, in fact, today most of the in-
habitants come from the nearby hills that are 
now covered with olive trees. The buildings 
here, like those in Tirana, are brightly paint-
ed in vibrant colors that often create designs 
and compositions on the façades, in contrast 

Wall with a puzzle depicting a pelican, one of the park’s many animals. 

URBAN LAB
Urban Lab is located on the northern outskirts of Divjakë. The first 
construction in bioclimatic architecture to be built in Albania, it was 
designed by the Milanese studio Architettura e Cooperazione (ArCò) 
and financed by AICS. It was built to become a hub for development 
projects in a territory characterized by a high rate of emigrating youth 
including a territorial development project for the promotion of tourism, 
in collaboration with the Polytechnic Institute of Milan. It is home to a laboratory for 
agricultural analysis that aims to improve yields while reducing the use of pesticides and 
chemical fertilizers. The multipurpose central hall hosts events, conventions, exhibitions 
and training courses as well as themed parties, video projections, tournaments, meetings 
with local experts and promoters. Of particular interest are the conventions and training 
courses organized for operators in the tourism sector. Its large lobby will soon be host to 
Divjakë’s info-point. Urban Lab operates as a network, particularly with the Karavasta Park, 
with the goal of weaving a stronger productive fabric.  

Language laboratory inside the Urban Lab.
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to the dullness of the Communist period, in 
which most aspects of life were strictly regu-
lated. For example, tall men were required to 
marry short women in order to improve the 
physique of the Albanian people. Next to the 
market square, Urban Lab and Vento di Terra, 
together with the Milanese artist Ivan Tresoldi 
and his colleagues Nina Rossi and Emanuela 
Salvatori, recently created an environment 
themed mural. Franko, one of Albania’s best-
known graffiti artists, also took part in the 
creation. A second mural, created inside the 
Urban Lab, can be viewed every day between 
9.30 a.m. and 6.30 p.m. 
Ivan has organized major events in Italy such 
as the “White Pages” in Milan and his coop-
eration aimed at forming a creative bond be-
tween the two shores of the Adriatic, a bond 
that could evolve into future international 

street art and mural painting events. A future 
event will start as a blank page in Saint Barba-
ra Square where the pavement will be covered 
with white sheets and anyone who wishes to, 
can participate in a collective creation centered 
on the theme of defending the lagoon. With 
the help of Urban Lab, you can contact local as-
sociations and promoters to organize themed 
events. The local women’s association (GFF) is 
especially active. Its representatives are avail-
able to talk about their activities, traditions and 
the condition of women in the area. Malaria 
made the coastal region unhealthy until the 
communist regime decontaminated the area 
in the 1950s, making it completely inhabit-
able. Some of the local elderly remember the 
period when military planes spread enormous 
quantities of insecticides over the lagoon with 
great annoyance. Markets

Particularly interesting is the fruit and veg-
etable market that is open every morning. It 
is located at the beginning of town, near the 
Urban Lab. A visit to the market gives you an 
idea of the extraordinary wealth and variety of 
agricultural products that flourish in the area’s 
exceptionally fertile soil, full of silt mixed with 
sand. The return of agricultural land to private 
owners gave a strong boost to production. A 
1991 law declared that each inhabitant would 
be given 0.33 hectares of what was previous-
ly nationalized land. Many later sold the land 
they received but since most kept their plots, 
most properties remained small. 
Divjakë’s fruit and vegetable production is fa-
mous in all of Albania, particularly the carrots, 
potatoes, onions and watermelons that supply 
the market in the capital city of Tirana. Approx-
imately 90% of the population is involved 
in agriculture with over 5,000 independent 
farmers and 50 small and medium enterpris-
es. The systems in the greenhouses that can 
be seen in fields everywhere are being mech-
anized but for the moment, most of the work 

is still manual. The general market held near 
the main square every Thursday is well worth 
a visit. In addition to the inevitable Chinese 
trinkets, the market offers a selection of local 
fruit, vegetables and fish. In particular, there 
are products from the inland area, such as 
nuts, dried legumes, medicinal plants, honey 
and spices. On the side street, there is a small 
flea market, where you can find used clothing, 
appliances and vintage items.
The combination of Divjakë’s position, its cli-
mate, the abundance of fresh water and its soil 
composition make it possible to harvest high 
quality produce three times a year. Fishing in 
the lagoon is still remarkably productive. Fish 
can be purchased from vendors or savored in 
the area’s many local restaurants. Particularly 
noteworthy are delicious sea bass, mussels, 
shrimp and crabs.

Holidays and traditions
The religious holidays of Christmas and Easter 
are publically celebrated in Divjakë. Participa-
tion is widespread in the rituals that last for 
days, particularly in the evening. At the end of 

The countryside around Divjakë.

Local products

• Olive oil: slightly more acidic than Italian olive oil but excellent in terms of taste, transparency 
and quality.

• White wine: medium alcohol content and slightly sparkling, the perfect accompaniment for 
fish and poultry.

• Red wine: medium alcohol content, still, ideal with meat.
• Walnuts, pistachios and almonds: excellent quality and extremely inexpensive. 
• Raki: local grappa, high alcohol content. To be consumed in small doses. 
• Jam: excellent quality. We 

recommend the fig and plum jams. 
• Albania also produces aquavit made 

with plums (Korçë, Dibër) and with 
mulberries (Boboshticë).

• Skanderbeg cognac is a national 
glory, famous throughout the Balkans 
for its taste and aroma. 

• Local honey is well loved, 
particularly that produced in the 
inland areas. 
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winter and in early spring, small concerts are 
held in which children sing. This age-old tra-
dition is still respected in both the Orthodox 
and Islamic communities, but on different 
dates. In ceremonies such as weddings, the 
takie, a traditional male head covering is still 
worn, albeit less and less frequently.
Dyshe Myzeqare is the traditional male dance 
of Divjakë. Dancers wear a cotton costume 
with black trousers, a white wide-lapelled 
shirt, a vest and a red sash at their hips. The 
dance is performed in pairs to the sound 
of tambourines and clarinets, according to 
Balkan tradition. The dance performed by fe-
males, the Pogonishte, is similar to the other 
dances of southern Albania. Women are often 
joined by their male counterparts as they 
dance in a circle to the music of tambourines 
and clarinets. The women wear loose white 
robes decorated with red lines that represent 
the city’s rivers and canals. Their blouses are 
decorated with lace and they wear white veils 
over their hats. As they dance, the women’s 

skirts fill with wind and open like an umbrel-
la, creating a dramatic, suggestive effect. An 
example of this traditional costume, called 
Guna me Rreke, is on display at the museum 
in Lushnjë. 
Divjakë’s two active dance groups perform 
outdoors during the holidays. In mid-July, 
the Watermelon Festival is held in the farm-
er’s market square, with a display of the larg-
est specimens and a final awards ceremony. 
The Eel Festival is held on the last weekend of 
October, when transmigration begins. Local 
restaurants set up outdoor stalls where they 
offer eels cooked in a great variety of ways 
and served in unusual combinations. There 
is a particular veneration for Saint Nicholas 
here. Tradition has it that in ancient times he 
appeared on a hill on the edge of Divjakë with 
a stick in his hand, and as the waters of the la-
goon and rivers began to flood the town, he 
stuck the stick in the ground and the waters 
ebbed. A small church dedicated to him was 
built in the village of Xeng to honor the event. 

TOWARD THE PARK
Coming from the center of Divjakë, which is 
about 6 kilometers west of the park, you will 
reach the point where the forest begins. 
There, you will find a parking lot and a small 
river port that has characteristic multicolored 
flat-bottomed boats you can take for an inter-
esting trip through the canals. For a modest 
price, an expert boatman will accompany you 
to the observation towers for an excellent 
view of the fauna of the lagoon and particu-
larly, of Pelican Island. The last leg will take 
you to an area full of fishermen and giant 
crabs that are readily visible. 
Fishing in the lagoon is done with traditional 
square balance fishing nets cast by hand from 
the banks. These are smaller than fixed nets 
seen in other areas. The Roma, the local ex-
perts with this kind of net, have a particular 
technique for fishing with them. Many fisher-

men also cast their nets from small, brightly 
painted flat-bottomed wooden boats.  
From the small port, you can take the 1,300 
meter-long walkway that runs above the 
marshy ground of the forest, parallel to the 
road. It is an easy, enjoyable walk. Many 
couples choose this spectacular, suggestive 
setting as a backdrop for their wedding pho-
to shoot. The walkway leads to the building 
where the park visitor’s center is located. 
The administrative offices are located on 
the upper floor and in the large room on 
the ground floor, you will find information 
about the park, including dioramas, posters 
with scientific information, videos, maps and 
photos in well-organized illustrative display 
that follows a logical itinerary. It is well struc-
tured and certainly deserves an in-depth visit. 
The museum was funded by the European 
Union’s Nature 2000 program a few years 
ago. Beside the museum, a shop sells local 
handicrafts and publications, T-shirts and 

Boats moored inside the park. 

Booth at the Watermelon Festival. 
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other items. Bicycles are available for rent. 
There is also a picnic area, and showers and 
toilets in the immediate vicinity. Five stalls that 
sell local products have been set up next to 
the building. For the price of an inexpensive 
ticket, you can climb the spiral staircase in 
the 40-meter high tower on the side of the 
building for a view of the splendid landscape 
that surrounds the lagoon, the forests and the 
sea on one side and Divjakë and its farmland 
and hills on the other. There are binoculars at 
the top of the tower, which is unfortunately in-
accessible for the physically disabled. An aviary 
located behind the visitor’s center is used to 
rescue injured birds, many of which have been 
rehabilitated and released back into the wild. 
Among the park’s future projects is a rewild-
ing program, to reintroduce species that were 
once present in the area and are now extinct. 
One of the species in particular is the sea 
buffalo. A large heard of the animals existed 
until a few years ago and there are still some 
exemplars present in Divjakë today. A second 
project involves the sea eagle, a bird that has 
become rare in the Mediterranean, and deer. 

Progress will be delicate and complex, par-
ticularly the acclimatization phase that has, 
however, seen the active involvement of a 
network of national parks in Europe in recent 
years. The Karavasta Park plans to intensify its 
collaboration with complementary parks in 
Italy, such as the Po Delta Park and the Gar-
gano Park. The park also has an interesting 
junior rangers program that involves dozens 
of boys and girls from town who collaborate 
in environmental education, surveillance and 
visitor assistance services during peak tour-
ism periods such as summers and weekends. 
This valuable activity raises awareness among 
young people and teaches them to respect 
and care for the environment and the commu-
nity’s natural heritage, as well as providing a 
standard of appropriate behavior for adults 
and families. Recently, the park released an 
app (created by Edvin Rushitaj) called My 
Park Tour. It offers pleasing presentations of 
all the beauties of the area including the sea, 
the forest, the lagoon, canals, birds, the Anisa 
archeological site, trails, fishing facilities, the 
tower and restaurants. 

The Karavasta lagoon.

Divjakë-Karavasta 
National Park

Flamingos in the Divjakë-Karavasta National Park.
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Interview with Ardian Koci 
Director of the Divjakë-Karavasta National Park

Annibale Rossi: What role does the park play in the context of Albania’s  
environmental protection?

Ardian Koci: It is possibly the most important park in the country in terms of biodiversity and 
hosts 25 species of mammals, 29 species of reptiles and over 260 species of birds, of which an 
ever-increasing number are nesting regularly in the park. 250 species of plants have been count-
ed in the park including the rare orchid, Orchis paparistoi, named for the Albanian botanist who 
classified it. Another commonly found orchid is the Aster albanicus, which blooms in the month 
of May. The park has proved to have great potential and provides quality opportunities in the 
area of ecotourism. The goal is to move beyond the seasonal peak of visitors so that tourism is 
spread throughout the year. The park’s more than 50 kilometers of trails offer visitors a unique 
experience, especially with respect to birdwatching, and the possibility to experience mindful ex-
ploration, which includes the park’s seven “monuments of nature”.

AR: What problems are you facing in park management?

AK: Our primary problem is the urbanization in the area. Other threats to the ecosystem are posed 
by intensive farming and urban waste, which we are trying to get moved out of the park perimeter. 
Excessive fishing represents another problem. The park counts on the help of a number of inter-
national agencies, from the European Union and from Japanese cooperation. A project funded 
by AICS through the Ula project is underway to map the trails using augmented reality, and the 
collaboration with Vento di Terra has made it possible to implement targeted training courses, 
environmental education and videoconferences with the participation of Italian parks. 

AR: What are the plans for the near future?

AK: We plan to add an ethnographic museum that allows visitors to discover the original char-
acteristics of the territory. We are developing the idea with Vento di Terra and with the Lushnjë 
Museum. Having worked in Italy for twenty years, I consider it my second home and I keep up very 
close contacts there. Eight years ago, when I decided it was time to contribute to the development 
of my country, I took on the management of the park. We feel very close to the Italians and I want 
to take this opportunity to invite them to visit the park, with its pristine nature, tradition, culture 
and, last but not least, excellent cuisine. . 

Divjakë, June 4, 2021
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The orchids in the park

Fourteen species of orchids have been recorded in the Divjakë-Karavasta National Park, but according 
to botanists, there may be more. The orchids bloom from April to May and can be seen throughout 
the park. The most common is the Albanian orchid (Orchis albanica) that prefers the shade of the 
thick forest. It can be found in the entire Fier region as well as in some parts of continental Greece. 
These orchids are considered rare and the park rangers have to protect them from “plant poachers” 
who sell them illegally
.  
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Presentation
The park is certainly the most 
important coastal park in Alba-
nia, as well as one of the most 
important in the Mediterranean. 
Situated between the Shkumbini 
River to the north and the Seman 
River to the south, it borders the 
Adriatic Sea to the west and the 
hills of Divjakë to the east. Of its 
total area, approximately 22,000 
hectares, 4% is sandy shoreline, 
6% is coastal pine forest, 29% is la-
goon and salt marsh, 40% is farm-
land and the rest is comprised by 
other land types. The sandy coast 
is about 15 kilometers long. The 
Karavasta lagoon, which is approx-
imately 10 kilometers long and a 
few hundred meters wide, has a 
low row of dunes on its shore. 
The two species of pine present in 
the forest are the Aleppo pine (Pi-
nus halepensis) and the stone pine 
(Pinus pinea), imported in ancient 
times by the Romans. A colony of 
Dalmatian pelicans live on a small 
island in the middle of the Kara-

vasta lagoon. Its biodiversity and the animal species that populate it make the island is an invaluable 
resource. Many bird species stop there in autumn during their migration to the coasts of Africa and 
because of climate change, some species have begun wintering directly in Divjakë in recent years.

Geology
The area is prevalently made up of deposits of sand and clay dating to the Quaternary period. To 
the south of the mouth of the Shkumbini River, parallel to marine deposits of sand and sub-sand, 
and around the Karavasta Lagoon, are marshy deposits of clay and sub-clay, sand and peat. In the 
hills of Divjakë, between the Shkumbini River to the north and the Seman River to the south there 
are flood deposits of clay and sand. The area is rich in groundwater that farmers pump from three 
meters below the surface. 

The tall observation tower inside the park.

Marine environment 
The Divjakë-Karavasta coastline has continued to change shape over the years because of the 
flood debris from the Seman and Shkumbini Rivers that end up in the Adriatic Sea. Today, its 
bottom is soft and muddy. The benthic zone is characterized by organisms that typically prefer 
this kind of sediments, mainly bivalves. The accumulation of debris and the lack of drainage or 
strong sea currents has caused a progressive expansion of the beach, which in some places is now 
500 meters from where it originated. This phenomenon, which continues to progress, is contrary 
to the trend on other Adriatic coasts. The park administration and the Municipality of Divjakë 
have started a program to cover the areas left bare by the sea with plants. With adequate time 
and energy, local flora will be able to thrive on these saltwater beaches once again. Associations, 
volunteers and often the youth of Divjakë participate in the planting program. 
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Wetland environment
The Karavasta lagoon system (inner and outer marshes, some of which are called godulla in Alba-
nian, and the northern part, called Kulari), together with the mouths of the Shkumbini and Seman 
rivers and the Tërbufi and Myzeqe drainage channels, make up one of Albania’s most complex 
and dynamic hydrological systems. The open water surface of the Karavasta lagoon is approx-
imately 4,330 hectares. Its maximum depth is 1.5 meters. Of the three channels that connect 
the lagoon to the sea, only the northern one is direct; the central and southern ones connect the 
greater lagoon with another smaller lagoon called Southern Godulla.
The Karavasta lagoon is the most biodiverse in Albania. There is little flora in the lagoon because 
of the limited intake of fresh water. Ruppia cirrhosa and Zostera noltii grow in shallow waters (20-
30 cm), forming separate underwater prairies. The types of algae present in the lagoon include 
Chaetomorpha linum, Cladophora sp and Cystoseira sp. A great number of gastropods, such as 
Cerithium vulgatum, Cerithium rupestre, Cardium edule and Mytilus galloprovincialis (common 
mussels) live on the bottom of the lagoon. The dominant species of crustaceans present is the Car-
cinus aestuarii, the Mediterranean green crab, which is threatened by the growth in numbers of 
the Callinectes sapidus, or blue crab, carried here from the Americas at the beginning of the 20th 
century when ships used seawater for ballast and sometimes, inadvertently ended up transport-
ing marine life as well. The fish life in the area includes the euryhaline and eurytherm species, the 
most common of which are the mullet, thin-lip mullet, golden gray mullet, leaping mullet, thick-
lip gray mullet, eel, sand smelt, sea bass, sea bream, Mediterranean snakelocks and anemone.
The area is well known for the colony of Dalmatian pelicans that numbers over a hundred pairs. 
Their mating place, located on a small island in the lagoon, is the westernmost nesting area of   
this species. The periodical nesting of the rare loggerhead sea turtle on the beaches of Divjakë is 

an exciting occurrence. Their eggs, particularly during hatching season, are closely monitored by 
park personnel. Lastly, the star character of the park is Johnny the Pelican. After breaking his wing, 
he could no longer fly so he is cared for at the park’s veterinary center, where he has become a fa-
vorite with tourists. About a year ago, he received a visit from a female pelican from Pelican Island. 
Since she has joined him for long periods at the center, she is now known as “Johnny’s Fiancé”.

Terrestrial environment
There are several ecosystems in the Divjakë-Karavasta area that can be divided into terrestrial 
areas, freshwater areas and wetlands. The terrestrial ecosystems include sandy dunes, Mediter-
ranean pine forests, brush land and phrygana. The sand dunes are small and vegetation grows 
15-20 meters from the seashore.
Pioneer species, such as sea rocket and saltwort, are gradually being replaced by typical dune 
vegetation, prevalently sand couch-grass and less frequently, salsify.  
The Mediterranean pine forest covers an area of   about 1,100 hectares from south of the Shkumbi-
ni River delta to the south of the Seman River. 
The Divjakë forest is an important and interesting ecosystem thanks to the diversity of its structure 
and the beauty of its recreational areas. There are two species of pine in the park (including a 
spectacular Aleppo Pine that is 32 meters tall and about 400 years old) in addition to deciduous 
trees such as the common elm, the English oak, the white poplar and the common alder. The 
shrubs are typical Mediterranean species and, from time to time, grow to be very dense. The 
most common species are myrtle, autumn heather, mastic and prickly juniper. The forest is also 
home to numerous vines such as smilax, ivy and fragrant virgin’s bower. Of particular interest 
are the endemic species that include Albanian asters and orchids.

The Karavasta lagoon at sunset. 

Johnny the Pelican

Johnny the Pelican was rescued by park rangers in July 2016. His right wing 
was badly injured and even today, despite the care he has received, he 
is still unable to fly. He is an adult that weighs 12 kilos, is 180 cm long 
and has a wingspan of 270-320 cm. Johnny, who has become tame, 
has been made a “park ranger” and is a favorite of the children who visit 
the park. He never leaves the area that has been set up for him but he 
does receive visits from his Pelican Island “fiancé” there. Johnny is readily 
available for photos but coming close to him or feeding him is prohibited. 
Visitors can call 112, an emergency telephone line set up by the park 
management, to make reports about the animals, the structures and any 
situations of inappropriate behaviors, thereby contributing to the efficient 
management of the park. 
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Fauna
The most common mammal here is the European hare, but in the reserve, you can also find 
badgers, weasels, otters, foxes and stone martens, as well as some species of bats, which may 
be in danger of extinction. In the park, there are roe deer (exterminated in the past by hunters) 
and the golden jackal. Recently, the park administration opened an animal clinic, where animals 
from all over the country are treated. The rangers are also involved in rescuing illegally kept ani-
mals; for example, they released a number of bears that some restaurant owners kept on display 
as a tourist attraction. Recently, a rare example of a golden eagle from the mountains near Berat 
was a patient in the clinic after being shot by hunters. The bird was later released on the Greek-Al-
banian border wearing a tracking device that made it possible to monitor its re-entry into the wild, 
particularly during the delicate acclimatization phase. Despite containment measures, poaching 
continues to be a problem that creates significant damage, especially in autumn. The forest has a 
wealth of bird life. 260 species have been observed there. In addition to waterfowl, they include 
forest dwellers such as the dove, wood pigeon, European green woodpecker, crested lark, Eur-
asian oriole, sylviid warblers and chiffchaff. There has been a significant increase in birds of prey, 
including the hawk, the horned owl and the Athena owl.
Some of the reptiles you may encounter are the European pond turtle, the Caspian turtle, the 
common land turtle, the four-lined snake and the European glass lizard. Amphibians in the 
park include the smooth newt, the fire salamander, the European tree frog, the yellow-bellied 

toad, the common toad, the European green toad and the green frog. As you walk through the 
woods, watch out for gray vipers and brown vipers. The bite of the latter can be very dangerous. 
There are many varieties of water snakes here, some of which are quite big. The area’s freshwa-
ter ecosystems include the mouths of the Shkumbini and Seman Rivers and the two primary 
drainage channels, the Tërbufi and Myzeqe. The river mouths are rich with interesting flora. 
Along the Shkumbini River valley, a great diversity of habitats have formed, in which different 
types of vegetation overlap (halophytes, hydrophytes and psammophytes) that make this area 
a particularly interesting site for a variety of bird species.
Located in the northern part of the mouth of the Shkumbini River, surrounded by a belt of sand 
dunes, is the Osmani swamp with many small ponds and wetlands, each with its own specific 
vegetation. Being a prevalently freshwater habitat, the site attracts a number of birds in gener-
al and especially aquatic birds, who use it as a watering place.

Human activities
The major activities in the area are fishing and tourism (during the summer months). Agriculture 
is a highly developed activity both inside and outside the park with most of the land being used 
to cultivate vegetables and fodder. The park administration is always engaged in the search for 
a balance between safeguarding the rich but fragile natural heritage and human activities, both 

The road that from Divjakë leads towards the hills. River Kingfisher. 
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A colony of pelicans in the park’s lagoons.
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traditional (especially fishing) and more recent ones (tourism). Issues such as mobility inside the 
park (for example with motorized vehicles), waste management, wood cutting, pine nut harvest-
ing, professional and sport fishing, boating in the lagoon and restaurant and building activities 
are the subject of continuous discussions among stakeholders who are committed to finding bal-
anced solutions that allow both adequate protection of the precious natural environment and 
well-regulated human activities. Hunting is totally prohibited, as it is in the rest of Albania.
In recent years, with the help of international support, the park has implemented measures to 
make itself more appealing to visitors that are interested in environmental issues and the eco-
system. The network of paths has a clear and effective sign system and will soon have a QR code 
system as well. In addition, an elevated wooden walkway has been built to connect the lagoon’s 
boat pier to the visitor center. The park extends beyond the lagoon towards the hills and encom-
passes the town of Divjakë, partially located within its borders. That part of the park is not visited 
frequently or particularly valued but it could be the future site for innovative rewilding projects. 
Clearly, the presence of the town of Divjakë creates tensions between those who advocate for 
unconditional development and would like to limit the park’s privileges, and those who are more 
concerned about environmental issues. This is a complex question to which the Development 
Plan drawn up by the Polytechnic of Milan as part of the Urban Lab project aims to provide a 
sustainable response, especially through the promotion of responsible tourism.
Visitors can book a tour of the park accompanied by an expert ornithologist, a breathtaking expe-
rience that we highly recommend. It is important to choose the time of your tour carefully and you 
must be willing to get up at dawn to see as many animals as possible. 

The park is also frequented in the winter. The observation tower after a snowfall.  
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Activities in the park
The Divjakë-Karavasta National Park is a paradise for birdwatchers, with many varieties of birds 
recorded, including some that are particularly rare, that visitors can observe from the numer-
ous towers and observation points. The rangers are very courteous and are always willing to 
provide information and suggestions. The area is suitable for hiking with well-marked trails 
and paths that are easy and safe. Trekkers can personalize their walk, choosing their itinerary 
from a dense network of trails and paths inside the forest, along the canals and lagoons or 
along the seacoast. The same trails can also be traveled by bicycle, mountain bike or on horse-
back. There is a private riding stable in the park that offers excursions. A map with information, 
routes and suggested itineraries is available. 
As you cross the many bridges, you will find fishing facilities where you can watch the fisher-
men at work along the banks. The lagoon called Godulla e Pishës, located north of the main 
one and classified as a natural monument, is particularly interesting. We strongly suggest you 
have insect protection, especially for mosquitoes, and that you have either a map or GPS. We 
also recommend wearing waterproof footwear, particularly in the rainy season. 
If you hire a local guide, you can also visit the unmarked trails in the park and get a more in-depth 
view of the area’s nature, history and social life. 

Another delightful experience is a trip along the 
canals. The boatmen know the most interesting 
spots for birdwatching and they also know bet-
ter than to approach the island where pelicans 
nest. They can tell visitors the long and interest-
ing story of cooperative professional fishing 
in the lagoon. It has always been one of the 
local population’s major economic activities; 
one that is practiced with both environmental 
protection and profitability in mind, a bal-
ance that is not always easy to maintain. 
The many canals are dredged often to facili-
tate use by boats and canoes. Visitors should 
inquire about navigability and boat rental 
services. The many rest areas in the park have 
picnic tables and some have barbecues. On 
Sundays, families from Tirana come to enjoy 
a day in the park. The rules are generally re-
spected but despite the constant vigilance on 
the part of the rangers, abandoned garbage 
remains a problem. If you manage to reach 
the south shore of the lagoon, towards Adria-
tik, in the spring, you can see the nests of the 
common tern (Sterna hirundo) colonies. The 
common tern lays its eggs from May to Au-
gust along the coast and both parents incu-
bate the eggs for three weeks until the chicks 
are hatched. 
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Children enjoying activities in the park. 
The park’s tower, the ideal observation  
point for a panoramic view. 
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Boat trip in the waterways of the lagoon. 
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Birdhouses on tree trunks.  

Threats to the park
The park’s location and its proximity to the capital have made it an object of interest for builders 
on several occasions. In 2016, the company Mabatex presented a project for a large resort with 
thousands of beds to be built between the beach and the forest but the project was opposed by 
the park administration and Albanian environmental movements and during the confusing years of 
transition to democracy, a number of buildings were built in the park illegally. Only some of them 
were completed and there has been much talk about demolishing them for years. 
Another cause for concern is the quality of the waters of the Shkumbini River, which flows through 
the industrial area of   Elbasan. Many voices are urging authorities to create a co-operative project 
for the reclamation of the river. Despite the hard work of the rangers, poaching is a constant threat. 
Game hunts are frequent, particularly in autumn when there are significantly more birds present 
and hunters lay in wait with their birdcalls on moonlit nights.
In April 2021, legislation was proposed to substantially reduce the area of all Albanian parks, in-
cluding that of Divjakë-Karavasta. This initiative favors of the advocates of development at all costs 
and has met with the mobilization of a considerable opposition alliance that includes Albania’s civil 
society as well as some EU countries who are particularly concerned with environmental issues.

Current protection/conservation status
The Ministry of the Environment, Forests and Water Management, through the Forest Service of 
the Lushnjë Directorate, is responsible for the management of the Divjakë-Karavasta National 
Park, established in 1966. Government Decree no. 687, dated 19 October 2007, increased the 
area of the park to 22,230 hectares. Since August 1994, the entire area has been a Ramsar site, 
protected by the Ramsar Convention signed in 1971.
The park’s fundamental role is to protect the territory, while at the same time, delineating rules of 
conduct that make it possible to visit the area. The rules are common sense indications that are set 
out in a tone that is more educational than prescriptive, using neither threats nor sanctions. They 
invite visitors to collaborate rather than imposing obligations and strict prohibitions.
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Interview with Llazar Vodo
Architect who earned his degree at the Milan Polytechnic  
and creator of the urban requalification project in Divjakë

Annibale Rossi: How important was the fact that you trained in Italy in terms of the project you 
designed for Divjakë, as head of the technical office?
 
Llazar Vodo: Growing up here in Divjakë, in the middle of nature, I developed a relationship 
with the forests and the sea that instilled a love of this place in me. Later, I decided to study in 
Milan, and I believe that what I learned and the human experience I had, made it one of my best 
life choices. I had to face the intense contrast between my hometown and the big town that was 
welcoming me. I was in a metropolis that had been built by some very important architects. 
The experience lasted eight years and in that time, I was able to acquire the tools I needed to re-
design my town. More than a question of bringing a piece of Italy to Divjakë, it was a question 
of applying a philosophy and a method that developed during my years in Milan, centered on 
an ideal of harmony between man and nature, in a small town that had no definite urban pro-
file. The integration of my experience in Divjakë and the experience I lived at the Polytechnic is 
the basis of the idea for the urban requalification of my town.
  
AR: Your relationship with Italy seems to have been fundamental in the process.
What were the phases and critical issues you faced in making the new Divjakë a reality?
 
LV: The square was originally a wide rectangular space with a lawn was surrounded by plants. 
My first idea was to fill the void with structures in shapes that were characteristically associated 
with the place; structures that would help consolidate its identity. Particular care was taken in 
conserving the existing greenery, in response to a request by the local community who con-
sidered the trees a memory of the past and asked that they be respected. In fact, the square is 
characterized by its greenery, and in the central section, there are smaller squares intended as 
places for people to socialize. The project design began with the enhancing of the greenery, to-
gether with water and the local grey stone as fundamental elements. A walk across the square 
is a passage through the elements that characterize it. The space is laid out along a straight 
central path with a small circular space at each end. Three fountains celebrate the element 
of water and the chromatic effects of the stone vary according to the inclination of the sun’s rays. 
When it rains, the grey stone is reminiscent of the color of the lagoon.
  
AR: In Divjakë, a very close relationship exists between the town and the park. 
How did you interpret it? 
 
LV: The first project created an east-west road to connect the town to the park, a road that could 
change along its route to adapt to the landscape it crossed, so that the park became a part of 

the town and vice versa. The road is 5 kilometers long. It is made of a variety of materials and 
intersects with the north-south element that is the square in Divjakë. In town, the pavement is 
in grey stone bordered by two strips of greenery while the pavement of the next section is in 
brown stone that evokes the salt mines around it. Divjakë’s “decuman gate” continues into the 
woods with a wooden walkway built at different heights, designed to create ideal observation 
points. The structure is integrated into the landscape, making it possible for visitors to experi-
ence an intense visual connection to the nature that surrounds it. The walkway was built with 
wood from trees that had fallen in the woods. In designing the new Divjakë, priority was given 
to sustainable transportation, with a complete system of walking and cycling routes. Roads are 
of a size that can easily accommodate bicycles, cars and pedestrians. Where the roads intersect, 
hubs of aggregation were created to favor commercial and recreational activities. The greenery 
is a unifying element in a system designed to offer spaces tailored to the needs of the families 
of Divjakë, as well as growth opportunities for the local economy. 
 
AR: Urban Lab is the first bioclimatic building in Albania. What are the prospects for the develop-
ment of this technique in Albania? 
 
LV: Divjakë’s history is very recent; except for the settlements in the hills, there are very few 
traces of the past. The first constructions in the area were made using solid bricks produced 
near the Shkumbini River. For Urban Lab, we decided to reintroduce this technique, both as 
a reminiscence of the first settlements and as a signal to builders in the hopes of motivating 
them to use natural materials rather than reinforced concrete. An important decision was made 
in building the north wall. The materials – reeds, straw and clay – had been used in the past for 
agricultural buildings and were available at a low cost in the area. We intend to make Divjakë a 
garden town. In ten years’ time, the reciprocal functionality between man and nature inherent 
in our project will reach its full potential and as the trees planted in recent years grow, the town 
will be covered by a green canopy. 
These projects have been made possible by an urban policy adopted in recent years that dis-
couraged the construction of taller buildings with a negative impact and favored buildings of 
two or three floors. In addition, an urban redevelopment project that involves a third of the 
town intends to demolish all fences and open up buildings to the outside, making the green-
ery of private gardens common heritage.
The project is nearing completion. Divjakë is working to improve its image and promote its 
resources in order to become a choice destination for local and international environmentally 
sustainable tourism. We intend to broaden this aspect of the project to the entire municipality 
and in the future to the other centers in the area. 

Divjakë, June 10, 2021
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Flamingos, one of the symbols of the park. 
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AROUND DIVJAKË
Beaches
The Divjakë seashore is 15 kilometers long. 
The accessible beaches are found mostly in the 
north. Since the sea recedes a few meters every 
year, the beaches are very wide, some as much 
as a few hundred meters. The water is shallow 
and clean and swimming is absolutely safe 
with public lifeguards on duty. 
The sand is rich in iodine, making it particular-
ly suitable for families with children. Entrance 
to the beach facilities is subject to a fee. Um-
brellas and deck chairs can be rented for a 
reasonable price. Kiosk-bars offering light food 
are numerous. The stretch of beach in front of 
the Divjaka Resort is the most direct access to 
the sea. The beaches are located between the 
sea and the pine forest and are often lined 
with dunes where small lagoons have been 
formed by the receding sea. The landscape is 
lively and vibrant. Walks along the seashore 
are pleasingly eclectic and alternate between 
the sun and the shade of the nearby forest.
You can get in touch with a local fisherman to 
participate in a fishing trip. Trips usually leave 
at sunset and do not go far from the coast. 
Beach volley is all the rage on the beach in 
summer. Young men and women get to-
gether for unforgettable tournaments and a 
cocktail or beer afterwards, in front of one of 
Divjakë’s magnificent sunsets.
Starting at the end of the road, you can walk 
along the beach through canals and small 
passages at the end of the forest, to the south-
ern edge of the lagoon. The walk is about an 
hour and a half long and is best taken at dawn 
and dusk, with a map or GPS at hand. About 
halfway through this fantastic trek you will 
find the “House of the Italians”, a farm built 
near a suggestive canal in the 1930s that is 
now abandoned. 

Traces of history
There are a number of places around Divjakë 
where you can find the archeological remains 
of the ancient Roman road, Via Egnatia. Con-
struction on the road began in 146 B.C. to 
connect what is now Apollonia in Albania and 
Constantinople. 
Beyond the Shkumbini River in the old river-
bed on the right is Bashtovë Castle. It is the 
only castle on the Albanian plain, built during 
the Venetian domination in the 15th century 
just 4 kilometers from the sea to protect sea 
routes and the nearby port and to store the 
grain harvested from the surrounding farm-
land. To reach the castle by car, turn right after 
crossing the Shkumbini River and follow the 
signs through the residential area of Bashtovë. 
Future plans for the castle include a dock and 
a boat service that will leave from the beach. 

Karavasta
The 18th-century Byzantine church of Saint 
Athanasius in Karavasta and its precious 
paintings are of particular significance. Visits 
must be arranged in advance with the priest 
who will be happy to tell you the history of 
the church. The location, in the hills and sur-
rounded by olive trees, is very suggestive 
and a visit is an opportunity to become ac-
quainted with local religion which is rooted 
in the Byzantine period. The church of Saint 
Thomas is a jewel inspired by medieval Byz-
antine art. Its interior is entirely frescoed with 
the stories of the saints and patriarchs of the 
Orthodox Church. The building is peculiar in 
that it was constructed in the late 18th century 
with a technique commonly used in Europe 
five centuries earlier. Work on the church was 
completed in 1778 by the well-known local 
artists and brothers Gjotgj and Joani Çetiri. 
Inside, there are inscriptions in Greek and 
outside, the striking scenes of the Apocalypse 

painted on the outer walls give the place an 
evocative air. Beyond the outer wall, a second 
perimeter wall, plastered in lime, protects the 
compound and its treasures from the eyes 
of the curious. Majestic trees and an ancient 
cemetery with tombstones dating to a previ-
ous structure surround the church. 

Adriatik
Along the coast, you can see the remains of 
concrete, dome-shaped casemates or bun-
kers. They were built by the communist re-
gime to defend the country from a possible 
attack from the sea. Adriatik is made up of 
four parallel buildings and can be seen from 
afar, as it is located in a desolate, hard to 
reach area near the southern side of the la-
goon. It was built in the 1980s with the forced 
labor of political opponents who included in-
tellectuals and artists, some of whom lived 

there for a few years. Today, about fifty fami-
lies live there and the buildings are in a state 
of increasing abandon and disrepair, with 
sanitary problems and limited potable water. 
Known by some as “Europe’s last gulag”, the 
place has a somewhat mysterious fascination 
despite everything. The village deserves to be 
recuperated and its history should be taught.  
Recently, an entrepreneur allocated a large 
area of about 100 hectares to the cultivation 
of a variety of high quality pomegranates 
that will be used to produce juice. The grove, 
which is visible from the road that leads to 
Adriatik, has begun cultivating Goji (Lycium 
barbarum) as well. 

Archaeological Park of Apollonia 
The Archaeological Park of Apollonia is locat-
ed to the south, on the hills near the village 
of Pojan and is easily reachable from Divjakë, 

The curtain wall at the Fortress of Bashtovë. 
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Evocative pier on the Divjakë coast at sunset.  
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Ruins in the Archaeological Park of Apollonia.

Inside the Ardenica Monastery at Apollonia. 

which is about 70 kilometers away (just over 
an hour’s drive). Described by Cicero as mag-
na urbis et gravis, a great and important city, 
Apollonia was founded by the Greek colonists 
from Corinth in 588 B.C. It had an important 
commercial and cultural history in the Greek 
era and during the Roman Empire. The discov-
ery of its ruins is relatively recent with the first 
excavations dating back to the period of the 
First World War. In the archaeological park, 
you will find spectacular monuments of great 
interest including the majestic Bouleuterion 
(Council Palace) with its arches and columns, 
the base of the triumphal arch, the remains 
of an Ionic temple and of the Odeon. Some 
of the finds are displayed in a new, recently 
built museum in the cherished local monas-
tery nearby and others are kept and exhibited 
in the National Archaeological Museum of 
Tirana. Visitors will find it particularly inter-
esting to walk around the perimeter of the 
park, which can be reached by car or by bicycle 
down a gently sloping path.  Apollonia rises 
in a place of great beauty, from the top of the 
green hills that overlook the Vjosa River delta 
to the south and the Gijri i Vogel lagoon and 
more distant Karavasta lagoon to the north. 
The park has two buffet-style restaurants and 
a visitors’ center. Tickets are inexpensive and 
organized tours are available. 

The hills
The hills certainly deserve a visit, preferably 
by bicycle or scooter, since the distances are 
short and the inclines are not steep. You will 
find little lakes, tunnels and age-old burgs 
that are being restored as well as commercial 
activities such as small wineries, cheese mak-
ers and olive mills. These are not yet equipped 
for visits or tastings but the hospitality and 
courtesy of the owners more than make up 
for any lack of atmosphere or visitor services. 
Located in the hills are the villages of Ardeni-

ca, with the monastery of Saint Mary (13th-14th 
century), and ruins of the ancient city of Anisa, 
little of which remains because, as frequently 
happens, many of its stones were transport-
ed elsewhere and reused to construct other 
buildings, such as churches and homes. From 
the top of the hills, you can admire the splen-
did view of the lagoon and the forest, an excel-
lent place to take photographs, particularly at 
sunset. A panoramic lookout point is located 
along the provincial road towards Lushnjë, a 
few kilometers from the center of Divjakë.

Lushnjë Historical  
and Ethnographic Museum
Lushnjë is located about 10 kilometers from 
Divjakë. It is easy to reach; take the provincial 
road that crosses the hills, then turn right and 
follow the signs. The museum was created in 
the communist era, and contains documents, 
photos and artifacts that narrate the Albanian 
struggle for independence, as well as a sec-
tion dedicated to traditional costumes and 
folklore. In the past, the area was famous for 
its production of cotton and wool fabrics, wo-
ven in splendid designs and colors, fabrics that 
were later replaced by Chinese-made synthetics. 
A visit to the museum is a great way to get an 
idea of the recent local traditions, which risk 
being preempted by the country’s rapid growth 
and new cultural points of reference. 
Opening hours: 8 a.m. - 4 p.m., Monday 
through Saturday. A small dispute between 
Divjakë and Lushnjë has been ongoing for 
three decades. Divjakë had its own small 
museum until the 1980s when its collections 
were moved to museum in Lushnjë that was 
supposed to undergo expansion. But, the 
expansion never took place and the objects 
taken from the museum in Divjakë are still in 
storage. Plans for new structure include new 
exhibition rooms where artifacts can get the 
attention they deserve.
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UNESCO  
WORLD HERITAGE SITES
Located south of Tirana, Divjakë is the ideal 
base from which to visit the southern part 
of the country. Plan to spend a few days—at 
least two— visiting the area, which is home to 
three UNESCO World Heritage Sites: Berat, 
Gjirokastër and Butrint. You can take a circular 
route to avoid taking the same road on your 
return trip. Considering some detours to other 
smaller places of archeological, historical and 
naturalistic importance, the trip is about 500 
kilometers. You can start by visiting Berat (73.5 
kilometers) then take a small road back to the 
main road, the SH4, which will take you to Gji-
rokastër (189.5 kilometers), then on to Butrint 
(269.4 kilometers) and then return north to Div-
jakë passing through Porto Palermo and Valona 
on the coastal road, SH8. 

Berat
In addition to its secular monuments, Berat 
has a wealth of religious monuments from the 
Byzantine, post-Byzantine and Ottoman peri-
ods. It has been recognized as a Museum City 
since 1961. Particularly impressive is its castle 
with 24 towers and several churches with fres-
coes and precious icons. The castle is still in-
habited. It has undergone many renovations 
and reconstructions over the centuries that 
have resulted in a combination of elements 
from a variety of architectural styles. The old 
districts Mangalem and Gorica (connected 
to each other by an ancient bridge) and the 
castle quarter certainly deserve a visit. The 
houses with their striking white façades full 
of windows gave Berat the name “City of a 
thousand and one windows”. 
The most important churches are Saint Michael 
(13th century), Saint Mary of Vlaherna (13th-
14th century) and Saint Todhiri (16th century). 
In the more recent cathedral of Saint Mary’s, 

you will find a museum dedicated to the icons 
made by Onufri, a famous 16th-century art-
ist and his son Nicola. The museum contains 
about one hundred works, including some 
by other artists, and an especially valuable 
iconostasis carved in wood from 1806. Also of 
interest is the Ethnographic Museum, housed 
in an ancient building with a lower floor in 
stone and the upper one in wood. It contains 
the reconstruction of a medieval alleyway. The 
recently opened Jewish Museum is small but 
interesting, dedicated to the Holocaust and 
the 600 Jews that were saved by local families 
who helped them and provided them with a 
place to hide. Three of Berat’s mosques date 
to the Ottoman period, the King’s Mosque, the 
Bachelors’ Mosque and the Lead Mosque. The 
World Bank is funding major renovations that 
include the Mihal Komneno cobbled walkway. 
Berat is also known for its wines and tradition-
al specialty dishes, among which are pershesh 
me gjel deti and corben e tomorrit. 

Gjirokastër 
The Museum City of Gjirokastër, a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site since 2005, is also known 
as the “City of Stone” because of the hundreds 
of little fortress like buildings carved into the 
stone. The majestic castle is the town’s most 
important monument. It is the largest castle in 
Albania and houses the Museum of Arms from 
the Stone Age to World War II. The town flour-
ished magnificently during the Ottoman pe-
riod in the 19th century, when its architecture 
and urban design were renewed. The mosque 
at the market and the central neighborhoods 
(Market, Hazmurat) are particularly interest-
ing. The Ethnographic Museum is located in 
the Palorto quarter, in an exquisite three-story 
house with twin towers where the communist 
leader, Enver Hoxha was born. Among the 
other palaces built by wealthy families is the 
Zekati family home, a splendid building with Berat, the “City of a thousand and one windows”.
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wooden ceilings and a spectacular view of the 
city that certainly deserves a visit. There are a 
number of significant archeological and monu-
mental sites outside Gjirokastër: Libohova with 
its splendid Byzantine church, the Hadrianop-
olis Theater, the vast archeological park of An-
tigone, the city built by King Pyrrhus of Epirus. 
The traditional dishes of the area include pasha 
qofte, a soup, and oshafi me fiq te thate, a sweet 
made with sheep milk, sugar and dried figs. 

Butrint
Butrint’s archeological park, a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site since 1992 and a national park 
since 2000, is undoubtedly one of Albania’s 
most important tourist spots. Virgil’s Aeneid 

mentions Butrint as a city built by Aeneas 
during his journey from Troy to Rome. The 
town boasts a thousand-year history and is 
home to sites of great historical importance 
including the Theater, which dates back to the 
4th century B.C. and can accommodate 1500 
spectators, the Baths and the Agora. Other 
places that deserve a visit are the sanctuary of 
Asclepius, the Palace of the three apses, the 
Venetian castle, the baptistery and the basili-
ca. The surrounding area is spectacular from a 
naturalistic point of view; the Butrint Nation-
al Park (29 hectares) is made up of different 
natural habitats—coastal lagoons, wetlands, 
pastures, rivers and canals—populated by a 
great variety of fauna.

Typical historical buildings in Gjirokastër.

The Roman Theater in Butrint.
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MADE WITH ITALY: ETHICS AND COMMUNITY
Made with Italy is a registered non-profit ethical brand, owned by the Tirana 
branch of AICS. It supports local development with an integrated approach, the 
valorization of typical products, sustainable tourism, support for new generations 
and social cohesion. It aims to develop a sense of identity, of belonging to the 
community and of pride in the relaunching of its traditions. The results it obtains 
are sometimes intangible, not only expressed in numbers and quantities, but 
in deeper, long-lasting change. It embodies the concept of true partnership, of 
friendship and of a common path. Made with Italy is divided into the following 
categories: typical products, hospitality, local development agents, environment, 
crafts and infancy. Thanks to the precious contribution of AITR, Made with Italy-
Responsible Tourism has been added to support the socio-economic growth of local 
communities, enhancing resources, ecosystems, biodiversity, culture and traditions 
and giving greater stability to the development process in Albania by creating a 
local network of services related to responsible tourism. 

The beneficiaries can be tour and nature guides and travel organizers committed 
to responsible tourism and the traditions that characterize the diverse local 
communities. As part of the Urban Lab project, a guide and some rangers 
participated in a specific training course organized by the NGO Vento di Terra with 
the collaboration of ICEI and AITR. They have been recognized as responsible 
Made with Italy tour and nature guides. It is the beginning of a new path for 
Albania, organized in collaboration with Italy. For more information go to 
madewithitaly.earth.

OVERVIEW OF THE COOPERATIVE TOURIST DEVELOPMENT  
PROJECTS MANAGED BY ITALIAN NGOs 
In addition to its splendid sea and its UNESCO World Heritage Site cities of 
Berat, Gjirokastër and Butrint, Albania offers tourists beautiful mountains, 
lakes, national parks and rural areas. In its inland regions, visitors will discover 
an authentic Albania, full of suggestion and natural beauty, culture, typical 
cuisine and folklore, where they can experience interesting encounters, outdoor 
activities, sports and adventures. International development projects have been 
focused particularly in these areas with the aim of enhancing natural and cultural 
heritage and creating jobs and income opportunities, particularly for the younger 
generations who would otherwise be destined to leave the area. 

VENTO DI TERRA IN ALBANIA  The initial contact with Albania took place in 
2016, when a group of young professionals from Divjakë, trained at the Milan 
Polytechnic, pointed out that some of the instruments developed in other areas 
by Vento di Terra could be used in Albania. The idea was to apply the methods 
and philosophy of bioclimatic architecture in a context of massive urbanization 
that was sometimes environmentally destructive. The priority was, however, the 
area’s youth who had been forced, even in recent years, to emigrate in search of 
opportunities. The dialogue with them led to the idea of creating a territorial hub 
in Divjakë that would promote existing resources, a project lab that would give a 
voice to the youth and help them to realize their expectations – the basis of the 
extraordinary path that, with the contribution of AICS, led to the creation of the 
Urban Lab project.  
 
CELIM  (Centro Laici Italiani per le Missioni) Shqipëri managed a vast project 
involving the territories of the Llogara National Park, the Protected Landscape 
of Vjosa-Narta, the Tomorr National Park, the Bredhi i Hotoves-Dangelli National 
Park and the Mali i Dajtit National Park. The project aimed primarily to support 
Albania in its efforts to join the European Natura 2000 network and to safeguard 
the country’s protected areas. Local partners were the National Agency of 
Protected Areas (NAPA) and the Institution for National Conservation in Albania 
(INCA). The results achieved were significant: improved governance of the four 
national parks concerned, increased infrastructural, managerial and technical 
abilities of regional agencies and local authorities, reduced environmental 
impact of local communities residing in park areas and neighboring areas, and 
awareness of environmental issues of the main stakeholders and the population.
 
CESVI (Cooperazione e Sviluppo) of Bergamo manages a project called Albania, 
Travel your own way: Integrated Multi-actor Management of Rural and Cultural 
Tourism in the Regions of Gjirokastër and Berat. The project contributes to the deve-
lopment of good governance of natural and rural tourism services, and to increa-
sed competitiveness of SMEs in cultural and nature/rural tourism in the regions 
of Gjirokastër and Berat. It also works to help public and private actors in the 
tourist industry develop an integrated hospitality system that are up to market 
standards. The local partner is the National Tourism Agency (AKT). The significant 
results obtained include increased capabilities of public and private actors in the 
management of tourism products and services; easier access to financing for the 
development of tourism products and services through the provision of credits, 
and initiatives to co-finance business consortia. 
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COSPE (Cooperazione per lo Sviluppo dei Paesi Emergenti) manages a project 
called the Alliance project for the development and enhancement of family farm-
ing in Northern Albania, in a very beautiful but socio-economically and politically 
underdeveloped area. The project focuses on two neighboring rural areas - the 
municipality of Vau i Dejës (Shkodra region) and the Zadrima plain (Lezha re-
gion), both of which are characterized by a strong cultural identity. The goals are to 
further develop family farming by building on traditional knowledge, to increase 
production of typical local products intended for self-consumption and informal 
trade, to strengthen the role of women, to improve sustainable land management 
and to support and promote rural tourism. Existing local businesses such as textile 
artisans (silkworms), the production of soaps and ceramics, and guesthouses, 
restaurants, cellars and olive growers have received financial support and a group of 
youth is creating a start-up that will offer bicycle tours of the area.
 
ENGIM (Ente Nazionale Giuseppini del Murialdo) launched a very special pastry 
shop in the town of Fier, the capital of the prefecture that includes Divjakë, the 
KeBuono Pastiçeri Sociale (Rruga Jakov Mile, 9305). The shop is located in prem-
ises confiscated from organized crime and granted for use by the Agency for the 
Administration of Seized and Confiscated Assets (AAPSK). This social enterprise 
wants to be much more than just a high quality pastry shop; it aims to increase 
awareness of gender-based violence and legality and help the socially vulnerable 
(especially female victims of domestic violence) strengthen their self-esteem, find 
jobs and build new relationships. In addition to pastry production, KeBuono, in 
collaboration with the Qendra Sociale Murialdo, offers courses in pastry making, 
for which scholarships are available. Before production began, the staff was 
trained by Italian pastry chefs. 
 
RTM (Reggio Terzo Mondo), who has been supporting rural development in the 
towns of Vau i Dejës, Puka and Fushë Arrëz for many years, recently launched a 
regional brand called Shija e Veriut for the area’s typical products. Through the 
brand’s internet site (shijaeveriut.al), available in Albanian, English and Italian, 
visitors can contact the producers of typical local products such as cheese, 
honey, herbs, berries, wines, beer, spirits and crafts, as well as local tour guides. 
The website also offers suggestions about places of interest to visit including 
museums, fortresses, natural treasures, lakes, rivers, mountains and prairies, as 
well as information about lodgings and restaurants.  

VIS (Volontariato Internazionale per lo Sviluppo) carried out its cooperation project 
in the town of Malësi e Madhe, located in the extreme north of Albania, on the bor-
der with Montenegro. It is one of the richest municipalities in terms of biodiversity 
and land type variety in the entire country. The area produces medicinal herbs and 
its culinary and cultural traditions are still well preserved. More than ten of its local 
products have been included in the Slow Food’s Ark of Taste. Products recognized 
by the Made With Italy brand, all of which were produced with the support of Ital-
ian cooperation, are available for visitors to taste and purchase directly. Four ad-
ministrative subdivisions are involved in the project: Koplik, a point of reference 
in the area; Kastrat, overlooking Lake Shkodër with its wealth of wildlife; Shkrel, 
home to a large nature park that encompasses a variety of landscapes from moun-
tains to fields of sage and lavender; and Kalmend, the country’s northernmost and 
least populated valley. 
 
CIES (Centro Informazione e Educazione allo Sviluppo) As part of its projects in 
Albania, the center, based in Rome, helped develop the Bujtina Peraj guesthouse 
in Elbasan. The guesthouse, which is about 200 kilometers from Tirana and 98 from 
Shkodër started out in 2016 as a family business, launched by young Florida and her 
brother Zef, who manage the facility together. In 2016, the area that had been isolated 
in the winter and hard to reach in the summer underwent considerable development, 
including the reconstruction of the national highway, which is now easily accessible. 
The guesthouse could initially accommodate ten guests in its main structure but as 
demand grew over the years, particularly from abroad, the guesthouse was expanded 
to accommodate twenty-two visitors and a space was created to set up tents. 
 
COSV (Coordinamento delle Organizzazioni del Servizio Volontario) operates in 
the protected areas of the regions of Valona,   Berat and Permet. Its local partners 
are the National Agency of Protected Areas (NAPA), with regional offices in Vlore, 
Berat and Permet, and the Institution for National Conservation in Albania (INCA). 
Interventions in Valona include an awareness campaign on the issue of waste that 
involves local restaurateurs, schools and the local population; the construction of a 
birdwatching tower and the repair of two boats at the Orikum Lagoon and restaurant 
waste differentiation in Llogara Park. Interventions in Permet include the construction 
of eight new trails in the Bredhi i Hotoves-Dangelli National Park, the purchase of six 
mountain bikes; the construction of a drinking trough for the herds near the village of 
Delvine; the repair of the water depot and construction of a fountain in the village of 
Ogren. In Berat, sustainable tourism was promoted at the Tomorr Mountain National 
Park and the picnic area in the village of Dardhë was renewed.  
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ESSENTIAL FILMOGRAPHY
 

America, Gianni Amelio, Italy, 1994 
Parrullat, Gjergj Xhuvani, France, 2001 

Tirana, year zero, Fatmir Koçi, Albania, 2002 
The sweet ship, a documentary, Daniele Vicari, Italy-Albania, 2012 

The unfinished portrait of Clara Bellini, Namik Ajazi, Albania-Italy, 2019 
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