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“Education is our passport to the future, tomorrow belongs to the people who prepare for it today”
is a thought attributed to Malcom X, an American Muslim and human rights activist. Today’s young
people represent the society of tomorrow. If they grow up in a society that doesn’t provide them
space and opportunity to continuously gain knowledge and skills that they need to succeed in life,
the future of the country will not be bright.

Education is the key for development of any society.This is in particular true for societies like
Albania that are stuck between European aspirations and their communist past. In Albania, over
a quarter of the population are youth (25.2 percent).! They are the biggest asset that the country
has for its democratic, economic and social development. But how do the young people in Albania
live today?

According to the official data almost a quarter of 15 to 29 year old are unemployed (23.1percent).?
Six out of ten young people (63 percent) are convinced that the education system is not meeting
the needs of the current labour market. In 2018 there were no young ministers in the government
and only 4 from 140 members* of the parliament were young (4.9 percent).® In 2019 a positive
increase could be observed, albeit small and slow. Furthermore, among adults in Albania (25 to
64 years old) participation in formal or non-formal education and training is extremely low, in
particular compared to the EU average (in 2017 - 0.9 percent - according to the labour force
survey’s methodology and 9.2percent - according to the adult education survey’s methodology).
Consequently, in Albania young people encounter difficulties in accessing quality education,
decent employment, social protection and civil and political rights.This is a shared conclusion from
the most recent studies published by various monitoring organizations’, but also of the latest
European Commission’s report for 2019. In everyday life qualifications of young people, their
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willingness, energy and vision are very often not appreciated or taken into consideration.This
causes limitations for development of their competences, skills and potential. If they would be
provided with support, inspiration, knowledge and skills, they could have a positive impact in the
country and beyond. All these difficulties are related with youth rights ® to empower, participate,
have a decent life, and on a borader scale with human rights.

It is therefore not surprising that within the described context, young people in Albania do not
consider the future of their country in a bright light. Migration is a trend in all the Western Balkan
countries, but for Albania recent trends of moving to Germany show high percentage. As many
as four out of ten (40percent) of the young people from Albania want to leave the country.® Europe
is their favoured destination. This is for two main reasons: employment and education.” This
explains why as many as nine out of ten (92 percent) young Albanians consider EU as positive
and want Albania to become a full member of the EU."" For them the European Union is linked to
a better living standards, higher opportunities for employment and hopes for a better future.

If young people are offered a better quality of education it will be translated into more employment
opportunities and, on a large scale, into higher living standards.This was the main reason why
more than three thousand students across Albania rallied against the government during protests
that took place in December 2018. In my opinion, their coming together was more than just a
political protest; it was their request to build a better future for their country. This was the biggest
protest that the country had seen in years. It also had its creative and funny side.Through memes,
pan carts, songs, the students presented their request for a better quality of education. They made
fun and were ironic about the current system. They compared the education and employment in
the European Union and Albania. They denounced corruption in higher education but also
requested the government to move the country closer to the EU. They spoke out about the high
numbers of people leaving the country. They also spoke about the low youth opportunities for
employment, and many other issues.

In this protest young people raised their voice about most pressing problems they encounter in
the education system and, in particular, about corruption in the higher education system. In
addition, they raised their voice about their needs, not just in terms of resources, but also
knowledge and skills they are provided with for their future and the labour market. All the demands
were in line with the results of PISA testing that took place in 2015. Young Albanians were tested
in science literacy, in mathematics and in reading. In these exams 15 year old students have
shown lower performance than their peers in Europe that put Albania among the lowest PISA-
participating countries and economies in terms of score, compared to the average in OECD
countries'. This has been a further proof of the lack of quality in education. As a conclusion, the
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main message of the protest was to improve the education system, and, with it, improve the
country.

In such situation, this vicious circle could be broken in two ways.The first, by government being
more flexible and adopting tailor-made policy interventions. The policies should tackle education
quality more speciafilly the corruption on higher education. They should properly promote the
Erasmus Plus program to reach smaller cities and even more rural areas. The development of
platforms to tackle the gap between unemployment and opportunities. The second, by making
available more comprehensive EU programs dedicated to young people such as “Erasmus Plus”,
“European Parliament, European Charlemagne Youth Prize”, “European Solidarity Corps” but
also programs such as “Europe for Citiziens”, Horizon 2020, COSME, Culture — Creative Europe,
Media — Creative Europe, EaSlI that should increase youth NGOs participation. Some adjustments
of the EU policies towards Albania that could tackle the gap between education (formal and non-
formal) and labour market, could bring considerable impact. The last one can be realized through
the programs mentioned above.

By being involved in more projects — and in particular mobility projects — young people would
access knowledge they would not access otherwise, learn new languages or improve the ones
they already know. The participants involved in mobility projects showed 7 percent higher results
in tested proficiency."

They could also get in touch with new realities, meet new people, and experience life in EU
countries. This is also one of the key findings of the research report about the impact of Erasmus
Plus. The report states that more than 90% of young people involved in Erasmus reported an
improvement in their soft skills, such as knowledge of other countries, their ability to interact and
work with individuals from different cultures, adaptability, foreign language proficiency and
communication skills."

This is why the EU should — within the next Multiannual Financial Framework — consider
increasing the support for programs that focus on young people. The programs should be made
more accessible to young people in order to achieve equality in opportunities in education,
mobility and projects. The latter is also related with the recommendations delivered from the
European Western Balkans Youth Meeting, held in Ljubljana in 2016 on the framework of the
“Positive Agenda for the Youth in the Western Balkans."'® These recommendations, among else,
address the promotion and accessibility of the existing programmes and the establishment of
closer links between formal and non-formal education. They are in line with conclusions and
recommendations from other events such as “Connecting Youth Conference in Paris” "®and from
the “Poznan Summit.”"” So, enhancing the support for programs leads to the implementation of
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the recommendations coming out from several gatherings about young people on Western Balkan
on the framework of the Berlin Process. No one expects the fast development of Albania or other
Western Balkan countries, if young people, who are the driving energy of these countries, do not
have equal opportunities for development and comprehensive policies. At the moment, however,
the EU programs do not achieve their full potential. Many young people in Albania cannot take
the advantage and be inspired, gain knowledgeor be motivated by the experience.

Erasmus Plus is among the most successful and most effective programs that target youth,
education, training and sports.'® This program has three actions that have different scopes,
activities, funding opportunities and eligibility criteria. The countries, which are eligible for this
program, are divided into three groups: program countries, partner countries and other partner
countries. As a partner country, Albania is not eligible to apply for all segments of the program.

Albania has shown positive progress compared to previous years. During the last call, from 32
projects approved for the Western Balkan, EACEA has granted 14 projects to Albanian
organizations under the Erasmus Plus YiA program.'® This is positive progress of Albanian
organizations compared with the previous year. Regarding the Erasmus Plus program for the
KA2+ (CBHE), the last approved projects have also shown an increase in the number of
participating universities, both as coordinators and as lead applicants.

There is some important data about the teachers and the learners that have been part of Erasmus
Plus mobility’s during the year 2015/2016. Only 367 teachers and learnes have come to Albanian
universities through mobility programs during 2015/2016.2° This low number is mostly related with
the lack of infrastructure and the need of Albanian universities to modernize and open up to
European programmes. 760 teachers and learners went to EU during the year 2015/2016 through
the mobility program.?’ This number has been increased during the following years. All this
mobility helps both learners and teachers to demand more accountability back at home. An
additional important consequence of the programs is the improvement of quality education in
Albanian universities.

After the Erasmus Plus experience, Albanians participants are more likely to build better careers
back home and, therefore, contribute to the local economy.? The Erasmus Plus experience also
helps build networks between nations that go beyond an abstract level of identity and politics but
based on a concrete level of personal relationships. By facing new approaches, participants can
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better understand the idea of being a European citizen. Furthermore, the experience has
contributed positively to the life of beneficiaries and indirectly to the entire society and country.The
ultimate aim is to engage people and youth to be responsible, active citizens and participate in
civil society and democratic life through education, trainings and sport, and, by doing that,
contributing to the creation of a stronger and a more democratic Europe.

Young people in Albania do not have the right to participate in all the actions of Erasmus Plus
despite the positive outcomes that are shown by those that have already taken part in other
actions. This has an impact on their future development, as well as the adoption of the European
values and their active citizenship.

This program cannot achieve the most optimal results and fulfil its mission if young people of the
countries that aspirate to be part of the European Union are not fully involved. This is why the
Erasmus Plus should open all its programs to the Western Balkan countries, including Albania.
Another aspect that should be taken into consideration for the situation described above is the
lack of quality of education. Seeking states to improve their higher education standarts is another
interventation that can be taken by the EU.

Another program that is very useful for the further development of young people from Albania and
for their education with European values is the “European Charlemagne Youth Prize.” This is one
of the projects that the European Parliament is developing together with the ‘Foundation of the
International Charlemagne Prize of Aachen.’Through this project, young people from 16 to 30
years old, from any EU member state, are offered a chance to submit projects that promote
European and international understanding, foster the development of a shared sense of European
identity and integration provides role models for young people living in Europe and offer practical
examples of Europeans living together as one community.?® It is available only for young people
from EU member states. Since 2008 when this program was launched, in total 33 young people
have been part of youth exchanges, activities in the fields of sports, arts or culture with a European
dimension, by meeting new people from all over the EU member state and sharing their vision
about Europe with policymakers.This project would be a good opportunity for young people from
Albania to better understand European values, to foster and develop a sense of European identity
and the European Union by being involved on a European level and by getting a hands-on
experience. For a country that aspires to become a full member of the EU, opening this project
for Albania would be a good signal and could benefit young people.

To conclude, youth in Albania is confronted with many challenges and all the programs that target
them should be comprehensive. It is in the interest of both the EU and Albania to have as many
educated, experienced and inspired young people. It is both in the interest of the EU and Albania
to increase the number of countries and outreach of the EU projects. Only by investing in equality
of opportunities for education, projects and mobility for young people, can the EU build a
sustainable future for the region.
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