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Albania has been one of the most isolated countries 
of the world during the Cold War. Since 1990 the 
country entered a process of change and democrati-
zation. But the transition has been harsh, dramatic 
and often with tremendous social, economic and po-
litical costs. In spite of this turmoil, Albanians have 
been very active and entrepreneurial, and the coun-
try often seems more like a big construction com-
pany. Actually construction is the main viable indus-
try of the country’s economy. This is because of the 
huge demand inherited from the communist regime, 
and the fact that state industry collapsed and thus 
private initiative was probably the only option for 
most of people to survive. Since then, throughout 
the country, almost 200,000 buildings have been 
built without permission during the last decade, in 
addition to the formal developments. The informal 
building industry has invested at least $3 million US, 
and if no actions are taken to formalize such energy 
the country will suffer badly from the lack of vision 
and planning instruments that take into account the 
present and future needs of local communities, busi-
nesses and other interested actors. 
 
The paper will focus on the case of the Municipality 
of Kamza, a newly created informal town in the pe-
riphery of the capital, Tirana. During the last 10 
years the population grew at least 10 times and is 
actually expanding more with newcomers coming 
from the poorest and remotest areas of the country 
where hope is almost lost. But what they find is also 
not good. Having been ignored and isolated, these 
people without basic social and physical infrastruc-

ture and without employment opportunities are 
struggling to survive the environment created by the 
bad management of communism as well as the bad 
management of the transition towards a normal mar-
ket-oriented society. Local governance in the mean-
time is weak, without capacity and the necessary fi-
nancial means. In these conditions people have 
taken the initiative. Kamza is a city made by people!  
 
Since 1995 Co-PLAN Institute for Habitat Develop-
ment has been working to support local communities 
and strengthen local government in undertaking joint 
initiatives that favour establishing a participatory ap-
proach for the management of the situation. It works 
towards building a vision that helps in solving the 
main problems of the citizens and guides the city 
towards the future with less costs regarding social, 
economic and environmental aspects. The experi-
ence has been unique. A Best Practice of UN Habi-
tat Program in 1998, praised by Mr. Wolfensoon, the 
World Bank president in 1999 during a special visit 
in Albania, and used as a research laboratory by 
ENHR, European Network of Housing Research, the 
Co-PLAN experience should be looked at in any ef-
fort to understand how the challenge of urban man-
agement can be dealt with in social conditions where 
there is a struggle to overcome the past deprivations  
and inefficiencies of an older, outmoded political 
system. 
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