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Abstract

Shkodra city landscape has changed dramatically after 1990. Not only the economic transition 
from a centralized to a free market economy and political change from totalitarism to democracy, 
but the whole Albanian society and landscape was transformed. Population movement displayed 
in all migration typologies- international migration, internal migration, recently return migration 
and circular movements - has played a significant role in changing the economy, social and cultural 
life, the environment and also the landscape. 
The analysis of the internal migration and its impact in the urban areas is the main objective of this 
paper. It tries to define the way that in-come movements have affected the urban landscape of the 
city of  Shkodra in a way that can also be found in other urban areas of Albania. These movements 
were chaotic. Their main outcome was the creation of informal areas with new and quite big 
dwellings, based on the help of financial remittances coming from international migration. Despite 
the different intensity,  their typologie has been almost the same in the main cities of the western 
coast of Albania. It resulted in the enlargement of suburban areas, occupation of agricultural land 
and industrial areas, changing of demographic structure, opening of new economic activities and 
in the creation of new social problems.  These peripheral areas have changed during the transition 
period. Another objective of this paper includes the statistical data collected from in-depth 
interviews and participant observation based on the immigrants background,  their movement 
experience and the way integration has affected the landscape. The article also argues that the city’s 
landcape cannot be understood without taking into consideration internal migration.

Keywords: Internal Migration, Landscape, Remittances, Suburban area,  Shkodra City.

Introduction

The landscape of the city of Shkodra has changed significantly as a consequence of 
migration beeing it international or internal. The paper focuses mainly on internal 
migration as the main determinant of urbanization and consequently of urban landscape 
changing.
The geographical position of the city situated in a lowland beside the lake and surrounded 
in the north with mountanous area has played an important role in shaping the factors 
for the population movements in the region. This favourable geographical position has 



ISSN 2410-3918                     Academic Journal of Business, Administration, Law and Social Sciences                     Vol 1 No 2
Acces online at www.iipccl.org    IIPCCL Publishing, Tirana-Albania                 July 2015

254

always determined its early fate as the socio-economic and political centre of the northern 
Albania. 
The role as a host city for the permanent or temporary settlers from the surrounding 
areas was overshadowed during the communist regime as a result of the ban to the 
free movement. This role was revived after 1990 when the city of Shkodra- as in earlier 
historical periods- became the main destination of the arrival of migrants from rural 
areas from the north of Albania (Berxholi 2000).  In this context, internal population 
movement in Shkodra Region after 1990 was determined by the economic and political 
development in Albania. Internal migration was intense and because of the fact that for 
some years it exceeded out-migration, the rate of the growth of city population was high. 
This population movement was unmonitored and chaotic. Migration towards urban 
areas took place in a “laissez faire” situation as the ongoing influx of people met with the 
unpreparedness and ineptitude of authorities to accomodate them and offer them adequate 
opportunities to start a new life (Cila, 2011, 229; Kopliku 2014). The migration to cities 
in many developing countries provides change in both, rural and urban landscapes, often 
abandonment in the former and development  in the latter. Even though the realisation 
that urban, rural and peri-urban landscapes are now interpendent in most countries (Roe, 
2007, 10) and this is true for Albania also, this article tries to analyse the urban landscape 
change in Shkodra city. 
This review has a descriptive and analitycal character of the way how Shkodra’s landscape 
has changed after the transformations of 1990. For this purpose a questionnaire was 
prepared. The interviews and the informal conversations with the immigrants were used 
as a method of investigation for the activities they were pursying in the place of origin, 
and how it changed in the city of Shkodra. The interviews were half structured and 
involved questions according to the movement and the settlement from rural to urban 
area. Air photographs and maps of the city from different years were used to obtain a 
visual impression of the city sprawl from the beginning of the 90’s till now. 

Moving to Shkodra city, change of settlement and lifestyle

Rural-urban migration turned into one of the main phenomena of Shkodra society after 
1990 that took off as a result of the interaction of many actors, among them the change of 
economic structure and the allowance of the freedom of people to move. The urban and 
rural landscape became dynamic and changed in a short period of time, but in different 
ways. This article approach is based in the fact that: 
The relationship between internal migration and land use shapes the landscape features. 
One of the interesting aspects to come to light in terms of land use change through migration 
pressures is the fact that it can operate in two ways at once – the changes occurring where 
the migrant comes from – such as rural land abandonment – and where the emigrants travel 
to – such as an increase in density of population and of multi-occupied houses. This “two 
country model”should not be surprising and is understood by economists but so far has not 
been brought out in the migration literature which has been largely interested in social, 
demographic or politicalfactors and not with land use change (Bell et. al 2010, 41).
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- Characteristics of internal migration in the Region
The Albanian population was redistributed and concentrated mainly in urban and rural 
areas of the Western Lowlands, while Albania’s mountainous areas experienced significant 
population reductions. During the transition period the population of the District of 
Shkodra fell by 10.1% as a result of out migration being so involved in the category of 
Albania districts that experienced the lowest number of decreases (ETF, 2007, 19).
It was different with urban population. From the data obtained from the Municipality 
of Shkodra Register Office it turns out that the city’s population has grown from year to 
year because of the positive natural growth and because of the positive net migration. 
Net migration was approximately 15,000 people in this 20-years cohort, but we must also 
consider that the number of people leaving has also been high ( 34,296 in-coming and 
18,321 out-going). So we can argue that out migration served as a decompression valve 
toward employment, housing, environment, health and education service (Kopliku 2014). 
This difference was particularly apparent in 1996 when in Shkodra Register Office were 
registered 3656 inhabitants coming and 845 residents leaving (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Immigrants and emigrants in Shkodra city during 1990-2010

Immigration as a phenomenon in the city of Shkodra is much more complex than 
emigration, because different neighborhoods have experienced in different ways its 
intensity. In the early years of transition, in terms of a total economic collapse, the high rate 
of poverty and the few employment opportunities impacted the high rates of movements 
from rural to urban areas. Therefore we see an increase the immigration rates from 1989 
(13-24 ‰) to 1990 ( 25-36 ‰). The intensification of in-migration was favored by several 
factors:
• Poor control of local government, almost non-existent in terms of new informal 
settlements;
• Migration chain that was very significant, as blood ties, family and kinship are stronger 
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in rural areas and were manifested in internal migration (immigrants “took use” of their 
blood ties or friendship to attract each other from the mountainous areas, to help with the 
accommodation and to get familiar with the informal labor market in the city);
• The highlighted polarization between rural areas, especially mountainous, and urban 
areas. The situation of remote areas was still very backward;
• The growth of remittances from international migration in this period helped the 
families to cope with the cost of new housing construction in the city.

In order to determine what kinds of changes were likely, it is necessary to be able to see 
how migration flows work spatially, to see where migrants come from and where they go 
to as well as what kind of migrants and what they do when they arrive, what has been their 
previous activity and what they do now, their age and gender, their previous experiences 
of migration, where they are likely to live and so on. There are some clear patterns which 
can be categorised as geographical or as motivational but which are inextricably linked 
together and so cannot be considered separately (Bell et. al 2010, 28).
The number of females involved in internal migration was higher than males, the recent 
ones show higher percentages in international migration (Figure 2). They had more 
employment opportunities, mainly in the industrial sector façon (textile industry, shoe 
leather industry, food industry, etc.) Despite the smaller contribution, the artisanal work 
has also attracted women and girls mostly from rural areas. While for men the job market 
in the city was poorer and more difficult and they were more involved in emigration, 
while those who chose to stay were employed in the informal sector or in low paid jobs.
The origin area of the immigrants was from rural areas, mainly mountainous, which are 
also the most backward region. Internal migration exported poverty in other areas of the 
country by creating “pockets of poverty” in peri-urban areas and in large urban centers 
(Gedeshi, Jorgoni, 2012, 3). There was a deviation from the previous economic activities 
into new ones, which however remain limited. Immigrants came to Shkodra equipped 
mainly with their agricultural skills and now needed to adapt to the urban labour 
market which demanded other qualifications. The questionnaires indicate their previous 
engagement in 90% of cases in agricultural and livestock activities, so that the opening 
of small businesses for them was a totally unknown and challenging world, Anyway, the 
opening of small activities concerning small business was their main viable employment 
opportunity. The landscape was enriched with minimarkets, hairdresseries, small bars, 
etc. Only in some agricultural suburbs it can be defined the continuation of this activity, 
which remained limited. It also remains limited to the first generations of settlers, because 
the second one are not oriented towards agriculture, due to their urban lifestyle.
Expression like: I want my son to go to the university... are quite common in the interviews.
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Figure 2: Immigrants according to gender in Shkodra city during 1990-2010 

Even though employment opportunities was one of the main factors, the term labour 
migration might not be quite accurate to describe the situation in Albania because internal 
migration reflects more a family character, which in contrast to much emigration involves 
the movement of the entire family and is more permanent in character (Vullnetari, 2007, 
68). Asked about who moved first, the interviwers tend to be suspicious expressing like : 
“How, who move first?! We moved altogether, it’s obvious...how could I let my family there?”
These family ties can be distinguished in the landscape also. Most of the respondents have 
not only moved at once with their family, but also the whole family participated actively 
in the process of building a house. They express this family oriented approach even in 
the project design of the house. The quote “We are architects by ourselves...”  is quite usual 
during the interviews.
The background of the respondents on their previous experience of migration also 
tells us a lot about the lifestyle, the incomes expenditure and the way of intervention 
in landscape. Half of the respondents appreciate the fact that the money spent for the 
house construction were the result of the international migration, which highlights the 
argument that the Albanians have spent their migration income mainly for consumption1. 
Through the international migration of one or more members of the family the role of 
social and financial remittances have also been important. They have been regarded as an 
important resource of capital, which has facilitated the migration and adjustment process 
of internal migrants, improving quality of life (better housing and living conditions) 
(Caro et. al 2013). 
1Remittances are spent first on primary consumption goods (food and clothing); improvement 
of the quality of dwellings, such as moving the toilet indoors; repairs and replacements of roofs, 
windows and doors; buying new furniture and key domestic appliances etc (Vullnetari 2007:71).
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“Scanning the Albanian landscape, it is clear that very significant sums have been invested 
in construction, whether on repairs and refurbishment of dwellings, or to build or   purchase  
a new house.... But dwellings are also considered as a safe investment option in situations 
where other ventures are limited or not easily accessible...” (Vullnetari, King,  2011, 57).

Typically, after a first phase in which the migrant sends home as much as possible to 
improve the living conditions of the remaining family unit, the money is then invested 
in the personal family project of the migrant: building a separate household close to the 
parents’ house or building a big house with two or three floors for the parents and the 
son family also. The ambition and the reality of investing in the construction of houses 
are a result of the difficult housing situation of Albanians at the end of the communist era 
(Misja 1998). The aspects of the construction boom industry given by different authors 
are quite true for Shkodra urban landscape. 
In the summer of 2000, it seemed that half of Albania was building itself a house (Nicholson 
2001, 39). 
Often displaying architectural influences of the countries where the remittances came from, 
these relatively large German, Italian, Greek, etc. looking houses constitute a mosaic telling 
the story that the road to Tirana goes through these countries (Dervishi 2001,38; Vullnetari 
2007). 

In reality most of the second floors are empty, and used only during the holidays because 
the possibility for the migrant’s family to return becomes weaker every year. When the 
reality of returning becomes more unlikely, these houses become signifiers of belonging 
and proof of achievement, to be enjoyed only during holidays (King & Vullnetari, 2003). 

Internal migrants’ settlement and change of city’s landscape

In this intense movement of people within the region of Shkodra the greater pressure was 
received from Shkodra city. Urban policy in Albania was not guided by urban principles. 
The city grew and soon changed its human landscape. In the early 1990s it had an area 
of 13.3 km2 of which 9.2 km2 was urban area and 4.1 km2 suburban area. In 2000 the area 
of the city reached 24.2 km2 of which 13.3 km2 urban area and  5.9 km2 suburban one. In 
2004 the total area reached 27.4 km2 (Figure 3). 
Human landscape was enriched with elements that didn’ t exist before and that were 
related mainly to the many innovations brought in the construction sector. The land 
usage changed character resulted from the pressure mainly on peripheral areas leading to 
densification, reducing quality of these neighbourhood environments as well as the urban 
sprawl.  The human landscape changes were result of three main driving forces defined by 
Antrop: accessibility - the town became accessible as a result of improved infrastructure 
and transport vehicles enrichment. Announcement of the right of people to move, which 
was banned during the communist regime, played an indispensable role in this regard. 
This process was followed by the next stage: the process of urbanization that resulted 
in an immediate increase in the size of the city and its expansion. The third leading 
force was globalization that had its reflection on the diversity of economic activities and 
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the emergence of other cultural features, previously unknown in the human landscape 
(Antrop 2008, 63-64).

Imazh satelitor qyteti i Shkodres.Shkalla 
1:10.000, IKONOS-2.Burimi:INTA Space 

Systems, 02/10/2001.

Imazh satelitor qyteti i Shkodres.Shkalla 
1:10.000, Burimi: Space Imaging Europa, 

2013.

Figure 3 Satellite Images of Shkodra City in 2001 and 2013 

Internal migration transition problems increased also the problem of irregular and 
disproportionate urban population distribution. Urbanization was a complex process, not 
always with a direct journey from the rural to the urban area. It included also movements 
from the mountain villages to the lowland villages closer to the city and then inside the 
city, (Respondents show migration pathways such as Dukagjin-Gruda-Shkodra, Iballë-
Vau i Dejës-Shkodra etc). Although the population of Shkodra District has declined, the 
population of the Municipality of Shkodra has increased because it has been subject of an 
intensive and fast urbanization. The specific weight of urban population grew from 34,9% 
in 1990, to 37,4% in 2001 and then to 44,3% in 2011 (Albanian Institute of Statistics, 1990, 
2001, 2011). 
Regardless to the fact that the area of origin of the newcomers was smaller than the 
place of immigrants’ origin in the triangle of Tirana-Durres-Elbasan, this fact did not 
suppress the phenomenon of intense population movements. This is because nowadays 
urbanization is the dominant contemporary population redistribution process, with 
substantial growth in urban populations at all levels of the urban hierarchy, in small towns 
as well in major cities (Gould 2009, 169). Basically, the most common phenomenon that 
has emerged in the city of Shkodra, as well as in the entire country after 1990,  is the illegal 
construction process. This was a result of multiple causes: 1. High demands for residence, 
2. growing demand for better houses quality as existing bulidings couldn’t provide; 3. 



ISSN 2410-3918                     Academic Journal of Business, Administration, Law and Social Sciences                     Vol 1 No 2
Acces online at www.iipccl.org    IIPCCL Publishing, Tirana-Albania                 July 2015

260

Inability of the state to provide housing requests; 4. Lack of control over the management 
of the territory and land use by the state (Krymi, 2014,187). Two main characteristics of 
urbanization in Shkodra were the rapid growth of the new settlements in peripheral areas 
and the densification of the interior of the city. 

- Change of peripheral areas
In many cities the majority of new immigrants, were originally placed in the suburbs, not 
in the traditional areas of the inner city, dominating and transforming the landscape of 
its outer quarters. This trend is also confirmed for Shkodra, especially in the early years 
of transition. The map of the distribution of immigration indicators of 1990 shows the 
trend that will continue also in the coming years: the extension and expansion of the city 
towards the west, east, north and south of it. 
Shkodra grew virtually in every direction, except where prohibited by insurmountable 
natural barriers. Building regulations were reduced to uniformity, without any respect for 
the environment or landscape assessment. This development was focused, in particular, in 
the western part of the city, toward the lake, in the suburban areas within the city, as it is 
around the railway station, the former industrial area between the city and the river Drini, 
around the city hills or close to Rozafa Castle.
In the 1990s high level of settlement is displayed in the southern, eastern and western 
suburban areas resulting in the creation of the Informal Areas (Figure 4, a). A detailed 
analysis of the distribution of the immigration rates in Shkodra during 1989-2010 argues 
that:  Informal Settlement Area 1  has experienced the faster changes, because 37% of the 
immigrants were settled in this eastern suburb. While along the lake shores were settled over 
11 % of the newcomers (Kopliku 2014). 
While the connection between migration and land is complex and difficult – the land 
usage responds to the pressures caused by migration in different ways in different places 
(Bell et. al 2010). The new settlements in peripheral areas can be divided into two main 
groups: 1. For residential purposes; 2. For economic activities while the settlement of new 
population and the changing of the landscape could be divided into several main types:
• Settlement in existing peripheral neighborhoods of the city – It is to be mentioned the 
development of the neighborhood in the South of Informal Area 1 (Figure 5), because 
there it can be defined the combination of the oldest residential area of the city with 
the creation of new areas resulting in an immediate passage from the old architectural 
elements to the young ones. This southern area of   the city includes both the old residential 
houses in the Tepe hills, known for their strategic position during the Otoman invasion, 
to the typical buildings of the communist era in the form of residential blocks to the new 
buildings in the neighborhood “Mark Lula”. 
• Occupation of free land surfaces resulting in the creation of new neighborhoods for the city–
The arrival of new residents in the area was backed by the existence of entire free surface 
areas of land near the western shore of Kir River. In 1991 the huge influx of settlers in the 
city would continued to increase the pressure on the its eastern and southern areas which 
is presented in the establishment of totally new other neighborhoods as “Tre Heronjtë” 
and “Tom Kola”. In 1992 the index of immigration here was over 50 ‰. At the same time 
and way, also initially with lower rates, was developed the western part of the city near the 
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shores of Shkodra Lake. This area witnessed several transformations during the transition 
period due to the simple fact that its natural conditions were attractive for agricultural 
activity: lowland area with entire free land spaces. Therefore, we can distinguish this part 
of the city in terms of productive activity also. Despite the fact that many families are 
completely dettached from their previous rural residence, favoured by fertile land, they 
still tend to cattle or cultivate their gardens. Urban agriculture, a common livelihood 
strategy in a number of contexts has its reflection in the landscape also. The tendency 
to constantly approach to the lake brought not only inappropriate intervention in the 
ecosystem, but also negative experiences due to the consequences of floods.  This territory 
represents a space that lies between the town of Shkodra and normal lake shore line. 
Till 20 years ago this area was completely free, without any residential building or other 
constructions, because this space actually represents a part of the lake sole and during 
wet period of the year it is covered by water, especially during high flows. During the 
second half of the spring and summer, the soil released from the water is occupied by rich 
herbaceous vegetation, creating extensive meadows that are used by people for grazing 
animals.
• Occupation of land that had another destination - Suburban areas of the city were 
populated under the effect of internal migration, changing their configuration and 
destination, from agricultural land, industrial area, or river and lake shores sparsely 
populated became residential areas with a  high density of population. 
These peripheral areas of the city underwent suburbanization phenomena not only in 
terms of changing the way of land use and the spontaneous structural economic and social 
reorganization, but also as a further extension of the city in the area. The development 
of these outer areas of the city is defined by researchers with the term spontaneous 
growing neighborhood to justify the lack of public services in them and their development 
mainly thanks to the collection and individual initiatives (Sokoli, Doka, 2000, 237). The 
brand new houses have been built in an urban or most often peri-urban area, rather 
than in the village of origin. New constructions after 1990 are also influenced by the 
social remittances of the diffusion of ideas, behaviours, and skills from the country of 
destinationto the original country which have brought about important changes in the 
sociocultural landscape (Vullnetari, 2009). Social infrastructure has also been improved 
with the introduction of kindergartens, schools and health care centres, the road network, 
water, waste managementetc. built to meet the needs of the population. Nonetheless the 
service quality since needs improvement. We can talk about a complete integration in the 
last years thanks to the improvement of road infrastructure, electricity network, sewage 
and services in general. The phenomenon of urbanization interlinked with the legalization 
process launched in 2005 means a faster integration of newcomers.



ISSN 2410-3918                     Academic Journal of Business, Administration, Law and Social Sciences                     Vol 1 No 2
Acces online at www.iipccl.org    IIPCCL Publishing, Tirana-Albania                 July 2015

262

Figure 4 Map of Informal Areas and Net Migration Rates during 1990-2010 in Shkodra 
City

• Change of the inner of the city
Shkodra today is a combination of historical tradition in construction with new 
architectural elements after 1990s. The effect of internal migration with the changing 
landscape within the early 1990s, it is difficult to determine due to the rapid integration 
of immigrants in this area. It is also difficult to determine the degree of influence of 
the newcomers and the earlier residents. We can mostly relate the intensity of internal 
migration within the allowed construction line in the city, to its population growth 
and remittances from abroad that also brought  increased demand for housing and 
the boom in the construction industry. Shkodra city not only was extended, but also 
grew vertically, particularly in recent years, with the construction of large residential 
complexes, concentrated along the main urban axes, changing in this way some of the 
historical and natural perspectives of the city. Trying to meet the housing needs and in 
the conditions of totally lack of the state control, people evolved another phenomenon, 
that of the “extension” that meant expanding existing space building in horizontal and 
vertical, and filling the empty spaces (in fill). These “gaps” were mainly public spaces (eg, 
parks, playgrounds, riverbed or simply a shared space between the two structures), that 
with the collapses of the system, “remained without any owner”, owned by the state, but 
in the totally absence of institutional care (Krymi 2014: 181). Shkodra’s inner city had the 
same fate as other Albanian Urban landscapes: 
Some of these extensions and interventions were accompanied by the  occupation of 
publicly owned or private shared land and by the occupation of constructed areas of shared 
ownership, such as terraces in the case of floor additions or communal spaces used for 
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circulation inside the buildings, etc. In many cases these types of interventions were done 
without any technical support, risking to jeopardize the whole structure of the buildings 
in which they were done or causing other milder construction problems such as roof 
leakages… Today these housing blocks represent a very chaotic urban landscape (Pojani 
2011).

   
Figure 5 Pictures of peripheral urban area of Shkodra

Conclusions and recommendations

The changing landscape of teh city of Shkodra after 90’ s was reflected in  two main 
directions: 

• first - the extent of the city beyond its boundaries by creating new residential areas 
• second - changing of the previous landscape within the allowed construction line 
through new constructions and through the vertical growth of the city.  

The change of land usage is linked directly to a dynamic urban migration from rural 
areas because of the intense population growth and change of population composition. 
The way the newcomers changed their way of living and income extraction shaped the 
human landscape features. Therefore the biggest contributor not only to the change of the 
city population, but to its landscape also,  has been migration. The Family character of 
the movements and the strong blood ties have been decisive in housing construction 
volumes, 1-3 floors, adjacent to each other or in the same architectural form. There are 
still many issues and problems dealing with eligibility for financial assistance, the right 
to a retirement payment, unemployment, access to basic social welfare, but also with 
changes in lifestyle and family structures. Despite many efforts for the integration of the 
urban suburbs with the city and the starting of legalization program in 2005 the signs of 
the unplanned urbanization and uncontrolled population movement are still visible in the 
human landscape. 
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