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Dear Dr. Arjumend, dear colleagues,
Thank you for inviting me to the launch webinar “Pastoralists and Pastoralism at
Crossroads.”

Albania’s mountain pastures are more than stretches of land; they are living heritage,
ecological treasure, and economic lifeline. For centuries, these highland ecosystems
have sustained communities, shaped traditions, and preserved biodiversity. They are
the backbone of rural identity, the silent guardians of soil and water, and the stage upon
which shepherding culture has thrived. Yet today, they stand at a crossroads,
threatened by policies that risk commodifying what generations have nurtured with
care.

The story of Albania’s pastures begins deep in history. Collective management of
grazing lands dates back to lllyrian times, when shepherds moved seasonally between
valleys and highlands in a rhythm that balanced human need with ecological resilience.
These traditions were not merely economic practices; they were cultural rituals that
defined community life. Songs, customs, and migrations were woven into the cycle of
transhumance, creating a bond between people and nature that endured for centuries.
This continuity preserved biodiversity and ensured that pastures remained fertile,
productive, and sustainable.

Ecologically, the value of these pastures is immense. Albania’s mountain ecosystems
host more than three thousand plant species, including endemic herbs such as
mountain tea and sage that are both cultural symbols and economic resources.
Grazing, when managed traditionally, has maintained soil fertility, prevented erosion,
and supported water regulation. Pastures act as natural carbon sinks, buffering the
impacts of climate change and safeguarding the delicate balance of mountain
hydrology. In an era of environmental stress, their role is more critical than ever.

Economically and socially, pastures remain the lifeblood of mountain communities.
Livestock and dairy production provide essential income, while eco-tourism and organic
products — cheeses, honey, herbs — are growing sectors that connect rural Albania to
global markets. Communal pasture rights have historically reduced poverty and slowed
migration, offering families a measure of self-sufficiency and dignity. In the Albanian
reality, these lands are often the last bastion of resilience, where tradition and survival
converge.

It is against this backdrop that the government’s “Mountain Package” emerges as a
turning point. Presented as a modernization initiative, it centralizes control of mountain



resources under state or private concessions. In practice, it threatens to dismantle
centuries of communal stewardship. Privatization of lands risks displacing shepherd
families, while agribusiness and construction interests may overexploit fragile
ecosystems. Biodiversity could be lost to monocultures and deforestation, while
traditional rights — the very fabric of rural Albania — may be eroded. Critics rightly
argue that this initiative represents state capture of natural heritage, prioritizing
short-term profit over long-term sustainability. In the Albanian context, it risks deepening
inequality, widening the gap between urban elites and rural communities, and silencing
the voices of those who have lived in harmony with the mountains for generations.

Yet alternatives exist. Sustainable pathways can reinforce community-based
management, empower cooperatives, and promote eco-certification of mountain
products. Fair-trade initiatives can elevate the value of traditional goods, while
integrating pasture conservation into national climate and tourism strategies ensures
that development does not come at the expense of heritage. Above all, local voices
must be heard and respected, for it is the communities themselves who hold the
wisdom of stewardship.

The challenge before Albania is stark. Will the country protect its mountain soul,
preserving pastures as heritage, livelihood, and ecological treasure? Or will it allow
them to be commodified, stripped of tradition, and exploited for profit? The answer will
define not only the fate of these lands but also the identity of Albania itself.



