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1. Water resources in Albania 

1.1 Introduction 

There are many water 

resources in Albania which 

can be found in the form of 

rivers, streams, lakes, 

wetlands and reservoirs. 

Currently, there are eight 

main rivers which divide the 

country in six basins,1 three 

large transboundary lakes, 

important wetlands, abundant 

groundwater resources and 

640 reservoirs designated 

mostly for irrigation of 

agricultural lands and 

electricity production. 

Clearly, water is a strategic 

natural resource in Albania 

distributed throughout the 

country and as an important 

asset needs further attention in 

order to provide the principles 

of sustainable development. 

Furthermore, the conditions 

of a changing climate and the 

pressure of urban 

development are some of the reasons which push the competent authorities to take actions to 

smartly manage water resources in Albania.  

 

 

 

 
1http://planifikimi.gov.al/index.php?eID=dumpFile&t=f&f=4765&token=4849e7ea96b9affdd5dd6da

2fab93ce8368ff176 
 

http://planifikimi.gov.al/index.php?eID=dumpFile&t=f&f=4765&token=4849e7ea96b9affdd5dd6da2fab93ce8368ff176
http://planifikimi.gov.al/index.php?eID=dumpFile&t=f&f=4765&token=4849e7ea96b9affdd5dd6da2fab93ce8368ff176
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The Global Water Partnership defines the Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM) 

as a process which promotes the coordinated development and management of water, land 

and related resources, in order to maximize the resultant economic and social welfare in an 

equitable manner without compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems (Integrated 

Water Resources Management, 2000). To fulfill the IWRM principles, firstly Albania faces 

the challenge of reduction of water usage while conserving resources for future generations. 

In the next ten years, the use of water resources for energy production, water supply to the 

population, expansion of irrigation for agriculture, industry and conservation of aquatic 

ecosystems will require larger quantities of water and improve its quality. Meanwhile, water 

resources in Albania are expected to decrease by 14% by 2050 (Ministry of Agriculture, Rural 

Development and Water Management, 2016). Secondly, the country’s capacity to manage 

water resources is still limited in human resources, institutions and infrastructure. 

Strengthening is required in terms of policy design, planning, implementation and evaluation 

requires improvements through specific interventions. 

 

1.2 Legal framework on water resources management  

 

• Law no. 111/2012 “On Integrated Management of Water Resources” amended by 

law no. 6/2018 on some changes and additions to law 111/2012 on Integrated 

Water Resources Management".2 

Law no. 111/2012, amended by law 6/2018, integrates different bylaws into a single package 

aimed to improve the status of surface water, groundwater, protected areas and in particular  

curative, mineral and geothermal waters. Also, the essence of the law is based on the 

preventing principle; needs in taking preventive actions, environmental damage should be 

treated with priority at its source where the principle “the polluter pays” must be undertaken. 

Also, this law defines the content of water policy documents, including: (1) the objective of 

planning and developing actions for water management according to economic, demographic, 

social, environmental, cultural and historical developments, and (2) measures for 

implementation, operational plan and establishment of the budget needed for implementation. 

1.3 Use of water  

In order to understand vulnerabilities in the process of the management of water resources, in 

the National Strategy of Integrated Water Resources Management (NSIWRM), water is 

defined in four main pillars: 

 
2 https://www.erru.al/doc/Ligj_11.2012_Per_Menaxhimin_e_Integruar_te_Burimeve_Ujore.pdf 
 

https://www.erru.al/doc/Ligj_11.2012_Per_Menaxhimin_e_Integruar_te_Burimeve_Ujore.pdf
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a) Water for people – water supply and waste water system; 

b) Water for food – irrigation of agricultural land; 

c) Water for industry – hydro-energy, solid waste management, etc.; 

d) Water for the environment – protected areas, wetlands and forests. 

 

a. Water for people. According to the Albanian Regulatory Authority of the Water Supply 

and Waste Water Disposal and Treatment Sector’s annual report of 2019, the Albanian 

territory is 77.2% covered by the water supply system. This coverage is almost at the same 

level compared to the previous year. Even though this percentage is relatively stable, there 

are needed further improvements relating to the physical infrastructure investments, where 

rural areas need special attention. Meanwhile, regarding the waste water system, the level of 

coverage is 52.9%, marking an increase for about 1% compared to the previous year. Even 

though this indicator shows improvements, yet 54,323 connections seem to pull off the 

collection of waste water through septic tanks which mostly are not provided with the relevant 

environmental permit causing a high level of soil and aquifers pollution. Moreover, only 25% 

of the Albanian population is served by the waste water system which passes through 

wastewater treatment plants that are fully functional (Albanian Regulatory Authority of the 

Water Supply and Waste Water Disposal and Treatment Sector, 2020). Consequently, the 

waste water is discharged directly to the nearest water body that in most cases, is a river. This 

indicator is probably the most problematic one because of the environmental and social 

concerns it causes: riverbank and river pollution, damage to the coastal areas, damage to the 

biodiversity and ecosystems and finally health and other social impacts to the community. 

b. Water for food. Agriculture is one of the most important sectors in Albania, which also 

contributes significantly in the country’s GDP. 24% of the country is agriculture land 

(695,000 ha) where 80% of it is private property. According to the Irrigation and Drainage 

Strategy (IDS), the main concern of the government regarding agriculture stands in the land’s 

consolidation. If achieved, consolidation can improve in accessing productivity, in well – 

selecting of agricultural products, in fulfilling local markets’ needs and increasing the level 

of exports. On the other hand, increasing the level of lands’ productivity is yet another 

challenge for the government, year by year. To increase the level of productivity consequently 

means increasing the level of the irrigation and drainage system  (Ministry of Agriculture, 

Rural Development and Water Management, 2017). Even though authorities state that more 

than 50% of the agriculture land is irrigated, a significant part of this system does not fully 

function due to the lack of constant maintenance and rehabilitation investments. In addition, 

frequent changes in the economy, urban development, and aging of the farm population have 

all caused the management performance of irrigation and drainage systems to become poor.  

c. Water for industry. Industry is a small sector in Albania which seems to have shown 

improved performance in industrial production and mining in the recent years. Hydro – 
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energy is the main source of the electric energy production in Albania. Currently, production 

varies from approximately 2900 GWh in very dry years to almost 6,000 GWh in years with 

high levels of humidity. However, as a result of limited capacity in energy distribution, 

electricity imports cannot meet domestic production and the system operator is obliged to cut 

off power during periods when the level of demand is highest. However, in 2010 Albania 

went through a long-wet period with increased levels of rainfall distributed throughout the 

year. For the hydro-energy sector, this year was a successful one because after 13 years, 

finally Albania turned into an energy exporter country. The cooperation between neighbor 

countries is an important aspect for the supply of electricity, for balancing the load every day 

and every season. Another important aspect is the operation of hydropower plants which 

depends on the water flowing in the turbines (volume and speed of water). Production of 

energy from large hydropower plants is associated with rainfall and water filling of reservoirs 

supply, while energy production from small hydropower plants depends on the volume of 

water flow in rivers. By 2050, energy production from large and small hydropower plants in 

Albania is expected to decline by about 15% and 20%, respectively, due to a 20% drop by 

2050 (World Bank, 2009). 

d. Water for the environment. As already known, three most important environmental 

habitats are forests, wetlands and protected areas. Another thing these ecosystems have in 

common is the permanent need for the right amount of water in order to conserve their 

recreational and protective purposes. Wetlands in Albania are special and sensitive 

ecosystems because 70% of the country’s fauna can be found among these areas. The 

development of agricultural lands and the process of urbanization has seriously damaged 

wetlands and consequently has contributed in the reduction of protected areas, other types of 

landscapes and natural resources. Regarding the forest areas, Albania is one of the few 

countries that report a negative trend with an average annual loss of 1.5% between 1990 and 

2015 total forests’ surface (Forest Europe, 2015). In general, forests have a close connection 

with water resources because they help preventing soil’s erosion, reduce floods, offer a 

variety in biodiversity and they can absorb pollutants contributing also in the improvement 

of the climate. 

All the above-mentioned pillars surely have one thing in common: they are all affected by the 

impacts of climate change, namely by droughts and floods. As the temperatures will keep 

rising year by year, so will the demand for water in every sector. Meanwhile, the availability 

of water resources is likely to decline. Also, aggressive and intensive rain events that will fall 

for a short period of time caused by climate change will lead to devastating effects such as 

flooding. Floods have a direct impact on the lives of local communities, damaging their 

homes and weakening their economic situation. By causing significant damage to agricultural 

land and interruption of drinking water supply services, floods increase risks to human health 

and can seriously damage various urban infrastructure systems. Moreover, the projected 
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effects of climate change on the environment reveal a decrease in water availability and its 

quality, which exhibits a negative pressure on the impact on aquatic ecosystems.  

2. Flooding and the urban environment in Albania 

2.1 Overview 

During the past years, Albania has been exposed to a considerable number of natural disasters 

that have been caused from climate change but also from human activities. These natural 

disasters include: wildfires, earthquakes, droughts and floods. Unfortunately, statistics show 

that on average this country every year is hit by a major natural disaster. Clearly, Albania is 

part of the countries affected by climate change since 2007 but it must be underlined that this 

country has no specific contribution to this phenomenon, compared to other countries. On the 

other hand, human activities including the malfunctioning of the urban infrastructure, 

construction activities and the excessive land use are some of the main reasons why often 

Albania has difficulties in recovering from natural disasters. One of the most critical crises is 

the flood crisis and the devastating effects it brings to the urban environment and not only, 

causing from material damage to loss of human lives. Moreover, as above mentioned, Albania 

is home to about 640 reservoirs and numerous rivers, which due to the lack of management 

from respective authorities, can sometimes lead not only to national problems but even to 

regional ones. This is the case of the hydrological system Shkodra Lake – Buna river – Drini 

River, a very complicated system since 1962.  

On the other hand, people have always tried to settle near rivers using them for transport, 

water supply and waste disposal. Water bodies, naturally or artificially created, have been 

used by authorities to give cities recreational motives and to offer relaxing spots to citizens 

in order to “escape” from urban reality. Historically, cities have been developed on the banks 

of rivers or on sea or lake shores and consequently urban settlement has always dealt with 

flooding problems. Given this important fact, planning authorities need to implement 

flooding measures in order to control areas which are always under pressure from this 

phenomenon and to protect urban population from being affected.  It should be underlined 

that flooding can cause direct or indirect and tangible or intangible damages.  Direct damages 

are the results of direct physical contact with the flooding event itself while indirect damages 

are other damages caused by flooding, but mostly after the event or outside the flood prone 

area. Tangible damages refer to loss in economic terms while intangible damages mean loss 

of lives or other social problems such as trauma, diseases, etc.  

Although a law has been drafted for the management of water resources, namely law no. 

111/2012 "On integrated management of water resources", a preliminary flood risk 

assessment has not been conducted. Also, article 70 point 3 of the same law provides for the 

drafting of a Flood Risk Management Plan taking into account the relevant characteristics of 

water basins. Also, in terms of legal aspects, there has been a significant change in 2019 in 



7 
 

law no. 45 "On Civil Protection". The essential difference lies in the fact that for the first -

time, resilience is mentioned as a concept to prevent natural disasters and their impact on the 

territory and community. In other words, if in the previous law the focus was on the measures 

taken after a natural disaster occurred, now the new law clearly states the prevention of a  

natural disaster or minimization of the damage to the territory and community. Currently, 

there is only one National Civil Emergency Plan drafted in 2004 and only one pilot project 

implemented by the German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ) in cooperation with 

key national institutions such as the Ministry of Environment, the Ministry of Agriculture, 

Rural Development and Water Administration, Ministry of Internal Affairs - General 

Directorate of Civil Emergencies and local government of Shkodra Region (Flood Risk 

Management Plan for the lower part of the Buna and Drin rivers). 

 

2.2 Impact on the urban environment (case study of Tirana) 

According to historical data, the most endangered cities from the flooding phenomenon are 

the ones that lay in the western part of Albania due to three important factors: proximity with 

the Adriatic and Ionian Sea, presence of major water bodies and massive urbanization. Major 

cities such as Shkodra, Lezha, Durrës and Tirana are always under pressure during wet 

periods (often November – February) because intensive rainfalls bring out problems related 

to urban environment. These issues include: urban drainage system, water supply and waste 

water system, lack of green and open spaces, soil impermeabilization etc. In gen eral, these 

are all issues related to the planning process and consequently competence of local 

authorities.  

Being one of the largest municipalities in Albania, Tirana always has been on the front line 

regarding environmental issues specifically on air and noise pollution, reduction of green 

spaces and lately on climate change facts. Year by year, during summer seasons Tirana has 

become hotter experiencing heat weaves and turning into an “Urban Heat Island (UHI)”. An 

UHI is the part of the city which is warmer than its surroundings due to human activities 

(transport, construction activities etc.). The contrary happens during autumn and winter 

season; there is an increased flow of rain water in streets and in main transport nodes and also 

along the riverbanks.  

Besides climatic aspects, Tirana is the city where a large majority of Albanian population has 

been concentrated in this metropolitan area and even in its suburbs. The uncontrolled and 

rapid growth of the city has led to high levels of informality regarding the urban planning 

process. In fact, urban management generally only tackles the formal part of the city because 

urbanization is a spontaneous process and sometimes it is not controlled properly by the 

authorities. Meanwhile, urban planning is a limited process due to zoning and land use 

regulations. This means that informal settlements have a big probability to be exposed to 
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catastrophic events because of the insufficient cover in proper urban infrastructure. One of 

the major factors for the rise in urban flood damages is simply the increasing number of 

population and assets that are physically exposed to floods in cities.  

The example of Tirana, the capital city of Albania, is one of the cases where flooding happens 

due to the combination of three main reasons: presence of two rivers (Lana River, Tirana 

River), urban infrastructure problems and lack of open green spaces. Hydrological conditions 

during autumn and winter season often lead to the rising levels of rivers within several hours, 

particularly in Lana river. Vegetation cover has the effect of intercepting part of the 

precipitation that can generate runoff and protecting the soil against erosion. Loss of that 

cover or replacing it with structural measures that include massive use of concrete has led to 

more frequent flooding owing to precipitation not being intercepted and clogging of the 

rivers. This is the exact moment where urban infrastructure, mostly the drainage system, 

should help preventing that water overflows into streets and neighborhoods. In the case of 

Tirana, the drainage system is in poor condition mainly caused by the lack of maintenance by 

the competent authorities. As a result, river water that overruns its banks combined with 

heavy rainfall often leads to a chaotic situation in Tirana. Somehow, open green spaces which 

have the effect of intercepting part of the precipitation that can generate runoff and  protecting 

the soil against erosion day by day are being replaced by construction sites.  

 

2.3 Hope for the best and plan for the worst! 

As it was mentioned above, Albania has no specific contribution to climate change compared 

to other countries but surely it is a country affected by its consequences. When we discuss 

about planning a city during the climate change era, we also need to consider urban resilience. 

In fact, it should be a must. Urban resilience is the capacity of the whole urban system to deal 

with such natural disasters such as flooding or other extreme events. In other words, it refers 

to the level of preparedness of the urban complex in order to return to an environmental-

economic-social balance after the events happens. One thing we know f or sure: flood risks 

cannot be entirely avoided, so they have to be managed in order to minimize all kinds of 

damage (direct or indirect and tangible and intangible). Concretely, to increase urban 

resilience in the frame of flooding events every planning authority must follow up three 

important phases: 

1. Measuring and monitoring urban flooding. Firstly, the analysis should focus on 

updated hydro metrological data in order to help other institutions and academics to 

carry out studies related to climate change effects. Since Tirana is a large municipality, 

there should be more than one hydrological station because the rainfall quantity or 

even the temperature cannot be the same in different parts of the city. According to 

the Institute of Geo Sciences, Energy, Water and Environment (IGEWE) monthly 
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climate bulletin, the city of Tirana has only one hydrological station and one per each 

administrative unit. Secondly, during days which have been forecasted to go through 

with intensive rainfall, there should be a monitoring process to identify vulnerable 

spots, neighborhoods or even streets which are prone to floods. This should be a 

constant process in order to measure areas and to understand why some surfaces are 

always under water when it comes to rainy days. This way, the flood type can be 

identified in terms of depth, flow velocity and the duration. By identifying all these 

aspects, there could be created a risk map related to floods by (a) combining 

vulnerable parts in the city in terms of environmental, economic or social conditions, 

and (b) pointing out water bodies all over the city that are a potential to be inundated 

during wet periods. The advantage of such comprehensive risk assessments is that it 

is possible to compare the components of risk in quantitative terms. 

2. Flood response. Flooding response refers to measures to reduce adverse impacts 

during flooding undertaken from individuals to local government. These should all be 

pre-planned measures to reduce the impacts mainly to the community and then to 

infrastructure. Once we can understand where all the vulnerable areas are and what’s 

wrong in terms of infrastructure (whether there is no infrastructure at all or it is 

amortized), planning authorities can interfere in time before the impact. Best practices 

undertaken by other cities that are always under pressure when it comes to floods 

could help reacting quickly to such a significant event. Another important aspect is 

the flood emergency plan including early warning systems. Early warning systems 

could help inform authorities that the water level is rising above the warning level. In 

Albania such systems have not been implemented yet in a local level. However, on 

behalf of the “Adaptation to Climate Change through Transboundary Flood Risk 

Management in the Western Balkans” project, implemented by GIZ, ia flood forecast 

system is being established (Panta RHEI), concretely for the Drin–Buna Basin. Also, 

in 2015, the municipality of Tirana introduced the Tirana Climate Change Adaptation 

Action Plan, a document which brings out mostly actions to be taken to manage risks 

and build climate resilience across essential public infrastructure and services. Such 

documents should also be produced by the municipalities that suffer from the impacts 

of climate change because it includes projections and scenarios on climate 

components such as temperature, precipitation, wind and storms. 

3. Flood reduction. One element which has proved successful in fighting floods and its 

devastating effects on people and environment is the interaction with nature otherwise 

known as ‘green infrastructure’ (GI). One important element of GI in the city is simply 

the urban greenery which should be considered as a "regulatory instrument". These 

spaces slow down the speed of flow and water collection in case of heavy rainfall, but 

also infiltrate this amount of water by improving the hydrological cycles of the soil. 

Another aspect of GI is the riparian buffer located near a riverbank. During flood 
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events, riparian vegetation slows down runoff by absorbing excess water, reduces  

peak flow and helps to mitigate potential flood damage downstream. In other words, 

special importance should be placed on greenery; ideally these spaces should increase 

in number and not be replaced with construction sites. Other GI measures easily 

applied in the city include green roofs, use of permeable pavements or raingardens. In 

other circumstances, simply maintaining the existing infrastructure with acceptable 

conditions is one of the main elements of reducing flood impact on the urban 

environment.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


