Albanian Migration Stories

Perhaps hope is the light?

If all young Albanians were to write down their migration stories, they would continue endlessly. Albania is a country with such a small population, covering such a small geographic area, that many people are not even aware where this country is located. However, this little country, Albania, has big troubles… This is Albania crying because of many wounds every day and waiting full of hope for a better future… Well, miracles do happen from time to time…

Does hope appear to us as a light from the lighthouse? Hope … this word is so moving, so reassuring, and at the same time so sad for someone who has deleted it from their memory. I still believe that hope exists, but we are sinking in a sea of pessimism, so that it is hard to believe that hope exists at all. In our lives we often chase something not knowing the consequences and general results of our action. Poverty is one of numerous reasons for which many of us, Albanians, take up a risky adventure and set off to conquer the world. Boys, girls, and elderly people – all of them travel to other countries even when uninvited. Why does it bechance us, Albanians? Is our reputation so bad in the world? Out of despair we mostly are not even sure which way to choose.

It was exactly what happened to me in 1998, when I was coming back from that damned country which offered me nothing but suffering. I mean Greece where I worked like an animal to earn my own living and provide for my family. I returned after 18 months. It was September. Unable to suppress the longing for a better life, I decided to join a few friends of mine and go abroad again in compensation for the time I wasted in Greece. This time it was a completely unknown country – Switzerland.

When we were waiting in Vlora, in a place where boats in which we were to flee were based, days seemed endlessly long. Ferries and airplanes where for other people who were not familiar with our problems. I have already heard of boats that sank during attempts to sail across the sea. My beloved father was one of the victims who died during such an attempt. But even that painful memory could not stop me from leaving. Well, from a perspective of time I can say I was lucky to remain intact, although I looked death in the face a few times.

In daytime I admired the vast, beautiful sea, but at night waves surrounding our boat were fiercer and fiercer. After a long and exhausting journey, we finally left our country and the sea behind and we arrived in Italy. Italy was to me the most beautiful country I have ever seen. Although I had not stayed there for a long time, that country made a real impression on me. On the other hand, I felt sad recollecting the poor Albania.

Arriving at the border with Switzerland was a culture shock. 13 hours before the weather was as gentle as in Albania, and here it was snowing. We had no choice but report at the registration point and stay there until some solution was found for us. However, to cross the border, we had to climb one of the summits. When we have already done it, at the registration point we met lots of other people from any country you could imagine. We were so happy with our success that I could not even feel any fatigue after all we had come through. However, when I looked at my body, it was covered with wounds.

Only then I realised what I had come through. It could be compared to waking from a bad dream. I thought my troubles were finally over and I would find a place for myself in the society and get a well-paid job like I was promised.

I had great expectations of the latter. After a few days I was sent to Bern from the registration point. There we were free, not like in Chiasso, where we were locked all day long. “How happy it is to be transferred to the capital!”, I thought. But soon enough I realised that not everything was as simple as I had imagined. My plans sank in a sea of sadness.

I decided to take up any job available, but it was difficult to find any. For four long months I was waiting without any result, and finally one day a friend of mine whispered to my ear that he had a job for me. However, I did not know what sort of job it was. In the meantime I got an official letter stating I was required to leave Switzerland. I could not go back home just like that, with no money, thus I felt the compulsion to get into drug trafficking. But my employer cheated on me from the very beginning: my earnings were significantly lower than he promised at the beginning, even when I was promoted to “dealer” in the internal hierarchy.

One afternoon in January I experienced what I had expected and feared for a long time already. By the way, it was the afternoon when all my dreams vanished. I landed in prison. I could not believe that it happened to me.

In prison I had lots of time to think. I would often ask myself: Would it be the same if I got lawful documents and came to Switzerland legally? I am still convinced that neither I nor any of my compatriots would not choose drug trafficking voluntarily. I had no idea what punishment I was going to receive, not to mention what would happen to me. After three months I already knew: to tell the truth I could leave the prison, but I was immediately put onto a plane and transported back to Albania.

After approximately a year of living in my homeland, my former “employer” contacted me again and asked me to go back to Switzerland. He promised me that this time things would be different. And thus I got cheated again. At least he paid for my journey, but it was not very comforting. When I arrived in Switzerland again, I had to work hard to pay off my debts. But soon I realised that things were the same as before. So I decided to escape and find shelter at my friends’. They helped me find a place to live. I had no ID. I had no idea where I could go. However, my adventure did not last long and again I ended up in prison. I felt like howling with despair: it was the second time I got here. Fortunately, I spent only two months there and afterwards I was transported by plane back to Albania. After all I earned some money, but I did not know what to do with them. Eventually, I had still lots of debts.

And so the decision to go to Switzerland for the third time was maturing in my mind. As soon as I got there, I was involved in a fight after which I was half-dead. The police transported me from the hospital straight to prison. After all these things, I finally realised that Switzerland could not be a place for me...

E. Niklekaj (from Tropojë)

A world of big dreams and illusions

It was in winter 1999 when I decided to make a move towards the world of my dreams and illusions. At the beginning I thought I could flee to Italy, since I had a few friends there. I fell in love with Italy and I even regretted that I had been living in Albania for such a long time. But soon I experienced my first disappointment. In winter it was difficult to find a job. Things were also complicated by the fact I had no ID. Anyway, I was lucky and I was able to start working at a vineyard. I was still hopeful and I promised to provide money for my family and help them in their difficult financial situation, but on 26th March my life turned into another direction as a result of an accident...

When I was coming home from work in the evening I had a severe accident. My friends took me to hospital, but doctors did not want to help me, because I had no ID. Only when my friends paid them quite a lot of cash, the doctors started looking after me. I was lying at the hospital in Pavia all night in pain. Later on, I had to lie at home, since my arm was broken. I suffered great pains, but the fact that I got a sack was even more painful. The owner of the vineyard did not want to wait longer than three days. Then I understood I lost everything. My life changed its direction in a while...

In June I was healthy enough to resume work. I started looking for a job but with no result: the employers regarded me as a weak man who was not able to work. Worried and deprived of hope I went to Switzerland where I asked for asylum. Initially, my application was accepted, which set my mind at rest. I saw many people dealing with dirty jobs. I was sad to see many of my compatriots among them. However, two months later the world looked different again. The Swiss authorities rejected my asylum application and decided that I was to go back to Albania within a week. Only then I realised that life is a great challenge and it is not the fault of Albanians that they have to deal with dirty jobs...

After this distressing experience which also contributed to my mental problems, I was back again in my homeland.

This is my sad and painful story, but at the same time it is a story of every Albanian who goes to a foreign country and personally experiences the effects of bad politics in Albania...

B. Dabërdini (from Berat)

Politicians, think about your people as well!

Like many other Albanians, I also chose a tiresome migration route to Switzerland to be able to work and lead a normal life. I was driven by a high level of unemployment and difficult living conditions.

I had my visa issued by a Greek embassy for the Schengen zone countries. Thanks to that visa on 10 July 2002 I could come to Greece. Following innumerable difficulties at the border I was finally able to make my dreams come true. I reached Athens and bought a ticket to Stuttgart. Having arrived in Germany, I left for Switzerland. There I had to face the first obstacles. After some time I found an odd job for two months. The time passed very quickly. I decided to apply for asylum. However, my application was turned down since Albania was classified as a safe country and according to the law I could not be granted a refugee status.

I was very distressed with being unemployed, having no friends and having to pay the high costs of living in Switzerland. I was in a particularly bad mood when I was in a café attended by Albanians and Albanians from Kosovo. I was no longer able to listen to Albanians from Kosovo and Macedonia commenting on TV speeches of our members of parliament. I would like to take the opportunity and appeal to all our politicians to take care about migrants so that they could feel they have the same rights as other nations.

When I wanted to take up a job, I got caught by the police. At that time I felt completely lost and deserted. Today, when I recollect that event, I realise that, despite all those things, it was a lesson for me: now I know how I should behave.

Z. Hysa (from Hotolisht, Librazhd)

The greatest remorse

It was in August when, due to my difficult financial situation, I decided to emigrate to Germany.

I travelled to Italy by boat, since I had not enough money to pay for a visa offered to me in the black market. After a frantic journey across the roaring stormy sea, we finally arrived in Italy. We waited a few hours in the woods before a taxi arrived and took us to Bari. From Bari I went to Milan, and then I and two other Albanians fled to Switzerland. Actually, I wanted to go to Germany but I had run out of money. So, I decided to stay in Switzerland for some time and try to earn my own living there.

Two long days I wandered through the streets of Zurich and slept outside. On the third day I met an Albanian from Kosovo, who helped me find a job and accommodation. When he was trying to persuade me to work as a drug dealer, initially I refused. Anyway, later on I decided to take up that job for a week to save up some money I needed to continue my journey to Germany. Already on the first day of my adventure I got caught by the police and punished. And so my dreams about Germany were annihilated. During my detention in prison I deeply regretted my illegal journeys and my involvement in drug trafficking.

At present, I work as a mechanic in my hometown Berat. Here, my story ends and I swear I will never take up any “dirty job” again.

B. Lame (from Berat)

No more deceptive hope

I was born in Dragostunjë, Librazhd. In 1998 I emigrated to Italy. I went by boat from Vlora accompanied by a neighbour of mine. When we arrived in Italy, we got caught by the police and were told to leave the country within 15 days, otherwise we would be sent to prison. We fled to France.

In France we had the same experience: we had to leave the country within 48 hours. Then we decided to go to England. After numerous difficulties and problems we were accepted. The state offered us social welfare benefits over the first six months. During that time we were forbidden to take up work. However, we wanted to work and when we found jobs, the state withdrew our social welfare benefits. We were paid the minimum rates, because we could not speak English. Our wages were consumed by the rent, electricity bills, water and food. Thus, we only worked to stay alive. We found it difficult to help our families.

We hoped to be granted immigrant status, but it was all in vain. Finally, I had to return to Albania for family and health-related reasons. I was very annoyed with the never-ending wait. Presently, I live in Durrës with my wife and our four children.

Xh. K. (from Durrës)

I hope that the word “emigrant” will disappear from our language

My emigration story, despite its personal traits, may be quite similar to other stories. It is not strange, since eventually we, Albanians, always have the same reason to migrate.

First, I emigrated to Greece. It was a summer holiday and I was 16 at that time. It was my first contact with the big world, but it did not last long. In 1995 I set off for Italy. I was not staying long there either – only a few months before I went to Germany.

At the end of 1998 I wanted to go to Switzerland for financial reasons. Albanians have enough experience to know that misguided politics is the reason for poor economy. In a country where economy is so poor, where your employment is not certain, people make the maximum possible use of their position to get rich. Corruption in such conditions is constantly increasing. The economic background of emigration is much deeper and more complex than we could imagine. I applied for asylum in Switzerland. I justified my request with the difficult political situation in Albania, and particularly in Berat, after 1997. I was waiting for a reply for two months; and then my application was turned down. Since I could see no more prospects ahead, I returned to Albania.

However, the tough reality in Albania forced me to emigrate again. According to the law, you can apply for asylum only three times, at four-month intervals. My life torn between hope and fear, wishing to earn my own living, I had to take up an illegal job, which resulted in my imprisonment. With regard to Albanians, Swiss law is rigorously enforced, but our state, and, more specifically, our embassy in Switzerland is really helpful.

I really hope that there will be a time when such migration stories will be a thing of the past, and the word “migration” will disappear from our language once and for all.

A. Darha (from Berat)

This is how my hope died

Poverty made me flee abroad. And so I took up a long and tiresome endless journey. I departed by boat from Vlora, even though I knew that move was very risky.

In Italy a friend of mine was waiting for me who promised me to find me a job. When we arrived in Italy, he said that the present situation was not favourable so he would take me to England. Since I had no other option, I accepted his proposal.

We went by car to France. When we got there, my friend told me I had to hide from the police in a certain place, and he would be back in a few hours to pick me up. He also said he already had his ID so he could move freely. Of course, my friend did not return, and I was stranded in the middle of a huge road. Under these circumstances I had to look for a job myself. Luckily, I met an Albanian. I asked him how I could get from France to England. My whole world collapsed when he told me: “We are in Geneva, Switzerland, not in France!” He offered to find me a “job” so that at least I could buy some bread. I was not aware that he got me mixed up in drug dealing.

This is how my hope for a better future died as I got caught by the police and had to stay in prison for some time. Even if the conditions in prison are normal and the prisoners are treated well, a prison will always be a prison.

G. Doko (from Berat)

I am happy where my heart is

One day a friend of mine and I set off along a notorious route to Vlora that would eventually take us to Italy. They told us it would be quite pleasant, but it turned out to be hell on earth. In Vlora we were photographed and when we asked why they said: “If you get caught by the police or have an accident, some personal identification is required”.

Our nightmare lasted for two hours. At the shore in Italy someone was waiting for us to show us the way to the nearest highway. Our clothes were all wet as we had to jump off the boat into the water and run for almost an hour through the forest with our clothes still wet. We were taken to Bari and then left to our fate.

After numerous difficulties we arrived in Lucerne. We wandered through the city all day long looking for an Albanian who could take us to a refugee camp. We met one by chance. He told me where a few people from my village lived. I met them and stayed with them for five days. They promised me a well-paid job. In the meantime, I did some sightseeing in Lucerne to get to know the city better.

One day the police came when we were asleep and arrested all of us. They accused us of drug trafficking, which I did not know anything about. At the police station I was asked many times if I was mixed up in that dirty business. Although I was not guilty, they sentenced me to three years of prison. I appealed against the sentence, but my appeal was rejected. The attorney was not able to defend me either. And thus, I was convicted despite having committed no crime.

Here, my story ends. If I started talking about my time in prison, the story would never end. It is common knowledge that Albanians in foreign countries are treated worse than other immigrants because our government assumes no responsibility or its citizens. Here, I would like to appeal specifically to our young people to look for happiness here, in Albania, instead of making fools of themselves abroad. **
L. Mici (from Tropojë)

** Translated from German into Polish by Wieńczysław Niemirowski; 

translated from Polish into English by Sławomir Nowodworski.
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