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INTRODUCTION
The report is based on a visit to Albania (or, more precisely, to Tirana) in mid-March 1999 and on information obtained at that time through meetings in Albanian institutions, conversations and interviews with publishers, distributors, booksellers and diplomatic-cultural representatives from other countries (Italy, France) as well as private foundations operating in the country. This information is supported by any documentation which it has been possible to gather. 

The purpose of the visit was to verify the current situation with regard to books inside the country. It was carried out on behalf of institutions concerned with defending the role of books as a fundamental tool of cultural development and social cohesion and on behalf of producers and distributors who over the last decade have faced the risks and problems connected with the creation of a publishing market in a country with scarce resources, a weak infrastructure, a high level of urban migration, impoverishment of rural and outlying areas and, above all, acute emigration. 

At the end of March, the war made its presence felt along the northern borders of the country and the emigration was accompanied by massive immigration, with a flood of refugees pushed out of Kosovo into Albania and Macedonia and, inevitably, exacerbating the already existing social and economic problems. The direct consequences of this, as far as the subject of this report is concerned, can be seen in the shape of present, and future, changes in the numerical and territorial distribution of the Albanian speaking population, the actual and potential market in question. Problems of book distribution will certainly be aggravated, particularly with regard to school books, while there may well be further obstacles to the development of a publishing market which is based on the principles of transparency and the real possibility of competition. 

The gravity of the situation, however, makes it all the more necessary to reaffirm the principles of what the policy on books should be: public support for culture and education (in the library system as well as in schools and universities) together with legislative, administrative and fiscal measures to sustain the existence of independent publishers and the survival of professions linked to the book trade, such as authors, translators and editorial staff. 

Publishing is a strategic form of production and must be considered as such, removing legal uncertainties and contradictions (such as the state production and distribution of school books) which are an impediment to freedom of thought and cultural expression and which, above all, represent a form of unfair competition and a significant reduction of a market which is already limited enough. 

 

GENERAL BACKGROUND
According to the Human Development Report Albania 1998, the Human Development Indicator (a synthesis of three basic components of human development: longevity, knowledge and standard of living) places Albania 105th among 175 countries. Albania’s unenviable situation, in the general context of south-eastern Europe, is a result of a half century of isolation not only from western Europe but from neighbouring countries as well. It is also a result of the grave crisis during the transition period. In the early months of 1997, anarchy swept through the country following the collapse of pyramid investment schemes and the democratic system - set up in March 1991 - ran a terrible risk of collapsing into chaos. 

On the other hand it is also true that Albania’s GDP growth, declining inflation and control of the budget deficit were progressing positively from 1991 until 1996. Experts in international financial institutions had considered the course of the transition a success until this moment. At the same time, these real successes in Albania’s transition were not accompanied by serious institutional and economic reforms such as a new tax system, an efficient banking system and the creation and regulation of a free market through new legislation and institutions. 

However, according to the above report, it was, above all, the inertia of the long-standing, restrictive policy of stabilization - and especially the severe restrictions on credit - which created unfavorable conditions for rapid market development. Aggregate demand was artificially increased compared to actual production growth in consumption. Public investment remained especially low, lingering at 5.9% of 1996 GDP. 

In that year the economic growth rate declined to 9.1%, down from 13.35% in 1995. The decline was even worse in 1997: -7.5%; in that year the deficit reached approximately 270 million US$, equal to the sum of the previous five yearly deficits. The domestic currency depreciated by more than 30% in the first three months of 1997. 

The degeneration of the economic situation was the terrible consequence of the collapse of the pyramid investment scheme. This destroyed deposits with a nominal value equal to 1.2 billion US$ (equivalent to one half of Albania’s GDP for 1996) and reversed almost every macroeconomic indicator. Above all it created the conditions for social disorder and civil war. The new governement and Parliament - elected in June 1997 - had to solve enormous problems: the budget deficit (the 1998 deficit was probably close to the 1993 level, 13.7%-13.8% of GDP), high inflation, the further devaluation of the domestic currency and, especially, a crisis of labour and production. 

The recently introduced practice of drafting three-year plans for public investment will certainly help in drawing up the annual budget and in identifying priorities; hopefully, these will be not only economic priorities but also social and cultural ones and will thus have an impact on the development of a civil society. 

 

Fiscal Revenue and VAT
In order to increase state finances the primary objective to achieve is, obviously, the introduction of a coherent tax system capable of combatting tax evasion (calculated at 50%). However this is an objective which presupposes a condition of public order and a relationship of trust between the citizen and the state. This relationship has been made more difficult over the last two years by the chain reaction effects of the pyramid financing collapse on savings and investment and consequently on gross domestic product and tax revenue. 

Since September 1997 the new government has set up a new tax system, introducing indirect taxes (on alcohol, tobacco and fuel) and entrusting a special office with the collection of taxes from the 200 major contributors in the country. At the same time a new tax rate has been introduced for businesses with an annual turnover of less than 2 million lek (average 1998 exchange rate: 1 US$ = 134 lek; March 1999 1 US$ = 160 lek). Income tax is set at 30%. With these measures the forecast for 1998 was to bring total tax revenue up to 22% of GDP, of which 14% would be in the form of direct taxes. 

The rationalization of the tax system and the struggle against evasion are clearly necessary and inevitable measures. However the application of a single VAT rate, raised from 12.5% to 20% since September 1997, appears to be more debatable, especially from the point of view of the book market. While it is true that in January 1998 VAT was paid practically only by those businesses with a turnover of 5 billion lek or above, it is also the case that the tax is excessively onerous on small publishing companies. According to the Association of Albanian Publishers, only 5 or 6 publishing houses regularly pay VAT and this evasion is an indirect form of unfair competition affecting decisions on book prices. 

Duty on paper and other imported materials is also set at 20%. The impact on cover prices of the cost of paper (and of production costs in general) appears to be proportionately much higher than the European average. In the case of school books the impact seems particularly distorted, amounting to as much as 70% of total production costs. 

Albania has still not signed the Florence Accord, which stipulates that imports of cultural products should be tax exempt. 

 

Foreign Financing
The state’s public investment budget is largely based on foreign financing. From 1991 to 1994, funds from foreign sources were fourteen times greater than domestic financing. From then until 1996 the gap was reduced by a steady increase from internal sources and the reduction of foreign funding. The ratio shifted again in 1997 as the crisis reduced internal financing by half, while foreign disbursement also fell below the average of previous years. The total of all internal financing for the period 1991-1997 was 28 million US$. During the same period, 1.27 billion US$ was spent by foreign institutions compared to the 1.8 billion which had been pledged. 

The main multilateral donors to Albania are the European Union and the World Bank, while the largest bilatelateral donors have been (until 1998): Italy, 14%; USA, 10% and Germany, 10%. Twenty-two percent of all foreign assistance has consisted of humanitarian and food aid, sent in response to the urgent needs of the population during the first two years of transition when domestic production had stopped completeley. The most successful projects have involved investment in the country’s road infrastructure, while the least successful have been investments to provide credit for private sector projects - especially in the agricultural sector. 

 

Enterprises and companies
The process of privatization of state enterprises, started in 1991 and applied on a large scale in 1995, has not only significantly increased GDP but has also directly and indirectly permitted the birth of a sector of private production by abolishing the state monopoly of production.  

About 62,000 enterprises (public and private), employing 214,000 people, were registered with the Tax Office at the end of 1997. In the private sector one-man businesses predominate (85%) while only 3% employ more than 10 workers. 

According to the Albanian Institute of Statistics, 19% of these businesses had closed down definitively by January 1998. In 60% of cases these were service-oriented businesses and in 38% productive firms. An analysis of business locations reveals that 78% are located in urban areas (Tirana, 27%); urban areas also claim 86% of people employed in both the private and public sector. In March of the same year, 16% of industries were totally destroyed during the disorders. To a large extent these were joint-ventures with Italian partners. 

The recovery of productive activity, once there is a politically more stable situation within Albania, will also require more flexible and better organized legislation governing business. It was not until early 1999 that legislation (derived from Italian commercial law) was introduced dealing with the principal forms of company structure: personal ownership, limited companies etc. 

The exact legal definition of certain productive categories also remains uncertain: for example, in the field with which this report is concerned, the description of a publisher as a provider of services needs to be replaced by that of entrepreneur, which is particularly important from the point of view of access to credit and financing. 

 

Population and Demographic Changes
About 3.5 million Albanians live in Albania. Until 1998 a further 2 million approximately (90% of the population) lived in Kosovo; 500,000-600,000 Albanians lived in Macedonia (23% of the population, although this figure is disputed by the Albanian minority in the country); about 50,000 Albanians were in Montenegro, 6% of the population. 

These statistics indicate a total figure of about 6 million Albanian speaking people in the Balkans. Under normal circumstances this situation would have rapidly led to bilateral agreements for exports of publishing products, if not free circulation, among the three countries. This has not been possible up to March 1999. Indeed it has been deliberately impeded, even during trade fairs such as that in Skopje in Macedonia. 

Nevertheless, in theory at least, the potential market is twice as large as the existing one in Albania, although the forced immigration in recent months of Kosovars fleeing ethnic cleansing has altered the picture. About one million Albanian Kosovars have left Kosovo; 500,000 have entered Albania, 250,000 Macedonia and a further 250,000 are spread around a variety of other host countries. 

At the moment it is difficult to forecast the impact of the population increase in Albania and its explosive potential for the overall situation in the country. It has to be borne in mind that the return of the expelled population to their home towns and villages is extremely problematic, even with the optimistic hypothesis of a resumption of political normality. The experience of the uprooting of Serb, Croat and Bosnian populations during the conflict in Bosnia and after the Dayton agreement shows that a return is almost impossible, and in any case not in the short term. This does not take away from the fact that there is urgency now for forecasts about educational needs, the trend in the school population, the preparation of facilities and the supply of text books beginning with the next school year. 

The forced immigration is a mass phenomenon which began in May 1998 (although there were signs of it much earlier, especially after 1989, when Kosovo’s state of autonomy was revoked) and has turned into a flood over the last few months, with the daily arrival in the refugee camps of women, children and small numbers of men. It is calculated that this flood has led to an increase of 15% in Albania’s population. It has ended up balancing out the effects of another phenomenon which was equally massive and demographically decisive: the wave of emigration, which has been constant since 1990, although with moments of greater or lesser intensity. According to Albanian statistics, about 16% of the population has emigrated - but the proportion of emigrants aged between 19 and 40 years is 40% (over 450,000 people). The consequences of this can easily be imagined: on demographic increase, on the population of working age (especially males, the majority of the emigrants) and on the structure of the family.The mass of refugees now present in the country has therefore nullified the compensatory effects which the parallel emigration had created in the precarious and weak labour market, which was seriously compromised by the events of 1997. 

The main destination points are Greece (about 400,000 emigrants up to 1998, especially men) and Italy (about 150,000), with a sharp imbalance between legal and clandestine emigration, which represents about 80% of the total. Emigration to other countries is much less significant, involving mainly, in order of numbers of emigrants, the USA, Germany, Belgium, France, Turkey, Canada and Switzerland. 

Money sent home by emigrants (obtained through legal or illegal activities, either on the basis of emigration contracts or on the black market) has been an economic resource for the country in recent years, even though it has often been handled irrationally, as for example in the participation in the disastrous pyramid investment speculations. Whether emigrants have become successfully integrated abroad or not, there is little incentive to return, particularly as a result of the difficult political and social situation in recent years, but also because of the lack of any national strategy directed towards this end. Some attempts have been made, however, to stimulate repatriation. One example is a German programme for providing start-up credit to emigrants wanting to return to Albania and open small businesses. 

Although the numbers are limited, it is worth pointing out the relatively high rate of intellectual emigration. Figures vary but a good estimate would indicate 4000-5000 Albanian university students at present abroad (in Tirana there are about 7000), with a fairly low rate of return. The statistics are two-sided; they can be seen in a positive light in the case of those who return since the student will have acquired skills and experience which it would have been more difficult to attain at home. However the figures are also negative in the case of those who do not return because the impoverishment of intellectual resources compromises the creation of a new social and political class and the availability of professional figures indispensable for the development of the country. 

To achieve precisely these objectives there must be encouragement for independent cultural production, of which publishing is a fundamental and integral part, because both directly and indirectly it favours the existence and development of a new intellectual class, with positive effects on the development of society as a whole. 

At the cultural level a second revolution is taking place within the social fabric, quite distinct from that caused by the previously mentioned migratory movements (whether of emigration or immigration) but equally important. This is the internal migration which is shifting significant population groups from rural areas (villages) in the north and south of the country into urban areas (cities) and from small towns to larger cities, especially Tirana and Durres. The capital Tirana, with perhaps 600,000 inhabitants and an annual growth rate of 30% since 1990, included about 20% (or 25%) of the total population of the country, before the war in Kosovo.  

In effect, urbanization and overpopulation represent a continual source of social problems and a dangerous risk for public order, especially because of the disproportion between the booming population growth in the main cities and the slow pace of infrastructure development. However, despite all the possible risks, it should be borne in mind that urbanization could also prove beneficial to the development of Albanian society in certain ways, provided that its more threatening aspects can be brought under control and that there is an acceleration of infrastructure development through international help. The country, which has remained for almost half a century isolated and frozen under a patriarchal-communist system, needs a civil and urban culture, of places to meet and exchange ideas, capable of extending its positive influence over the entire country. 

The exercising of democratic citizenship represents values which are in contradiction to corruption and illegality but it also involves confrontation between different mentalities and cultures, mediation and the overcoming of differences. The existence of a cultural industry (however limited it may be), open to experiences which are more advanced or more useful for the country, can be a tool for collective cohesion and for the elimination not of identity but of backwardness. 

 

Cultural consumption and readership
Theatrical, musical and cinema performances have been practically reduced to zero in recent years and need specific government help. As a result the main tools for the dissemination of information and culture are radio, television, books and magazines. 

A striking feature for the visitor to Tirana is the large number of satellite dishes spread around the city, making television appear to be by far the leading medium. The audience is more interested in foreign channels (especially Italian ones) than the Albanian Radio an Television (RTHS) and satellite dishes are even more useful outside the capital in mountain regions where the signals are weak. 

It has not been possible to gather reliable figures on readership but some indication can be given by comparing the circulation of newspapers and magazines. In early 1998, thirteen daily newspapers were published in Tirana and their individual circulation ranged from 1,000 to 30,000 copies. The main reasons for the low total circulation, currently stable (1998) at about 85,000 copies per day, are high production and sales costs and the low average income of the readership. Particularly in rural areas, a newspaper subscription can amount to over 20% of an individual’s income. At the same time, weak market development prevents newspapers from lowering their prices and the poor condition of infrastructure continues to hamper the distribution network outside the main cities. 

According to the Media Institute, 29.68% of people in Albania read a daily newspaper (28.8% often, 34% rarely and 7.47% never). 27.4% buy a daily newspaper (24.32% often, 33.66% rarely). The low readership is certainly influenced by economic factors, but it may also be the result of the negative influence of the past. Many people state that the news is still dominated by extensive reporting of government activities or, in general, that the Albanian press is an extension of the political debate and reflects political conflicts more than public opinion. 

The situation with regard to book reading is little different. Readership figures are generally low and even the leading bestsellers sell fewer than 2000 copies over a two-three year period (according to publishers’ statements). 

Various interviews on this subject produced the following responses: 
- in relation to average income, books are expensive products; the average price of a book is approximately equal to an average day’s pay (400 lek); 
- older people read more than the young, who read very little or not at all; 
- dedicated readers prefer more traditional narrative material, especially from the 19th century. 
- the events of 1997 have also had a negative effect on library lending. 

All the interviewees emphasized that until the 1990s reading was the predominant cultural activity and had no competition from other media. This explains both the age range and the preferences of dedicated readers. Nowadays the purchase of books is held back for economic reasons, even for this readership group, while, at the same time, public access to books is hampered by the terrible state of the libraries around the country, many of which were damaged during the disorders of 1997. 

As a general indication of taste, the following titles were the main bestsellers in 1998: 

U. Eco, The Name of the Rose; P. Merimé?, Carmen; A. Pushkin, The Captain’s Daughter. Other bestsellers included a biography of Enver Hoxha, written by his son, and a volume of poems by Hoxha’s brother. 

 

THE BOOK SECTOR AND GOVERNMENT 


Ministry of Culture
The Ministry’s activities include providing support for publishing and Albanian culture, although no funds were allocated for this in 1997 because of the difficult political and economic situation. There is a Book Department with various responsibilities and priorities which are listed below. 

Publishing incentives 

The intention is to provide support through special incentives for the publication of: 
- traditional classical Albanian authors; 
- authors censored under the previous regime; 
- emigrant authors. 

Literary prizes 

Since 1995 five national prizes (1000 US$) have been established in the following categories: 
- poetry; 
- prose; 
- non-fiction; 
- translation into Albanian; 
- translation from Albanian. 

The prizes have been awarded by the minister based on the opinion of a committee of five members, made up of representatives from the Ministry, the National Library and the professional associations. 

There is also a prize for children’s literature providing recognition to authors/creators of: 
- stories; 
- poetry; 
- works of non-fiction; 
- illustrations. 

The selection is carried out through a similar committee, which also includes a psychologist and a painter. 

The institution of a prize for booksellers is planned for 1999. 

 

Bookshops: privatization 

A network of bookshops still exists for the distribution in the country of art and science books (AQTLASH) but there is a widely held opinion that it is disorganized and functions badly. The plan to privatize it therefore seems worthwhile if it serves to widen the book distribution network and, especially, if the new legal-administrative structure allows the entry of publishers and distributors (of books and magazines) as well as independent booksellers. 

The privatization project would be carried out in parallel with that affecting the school book distribution network (Ndëmarria e Librit Shkollor o NLS - see below), incorporating a plan for the rationalization of infrastructure use so that the whole country could be served by the book distribution network. It would therefore be advisable for a joint committee - between the Ministry of Culture, the Ministry of Education and Science and the Ministry for the Economy and Privatizations - to draw up a specific plan as soon as possible. 

The problem of distribution is a crucial question for the development of the entire publishing system and it has, appropriately, also been considered by the Open Society Foundation in its 1997 programme. We have not been able to examine at first hand the conclusions reached by the study, nor their degree of feasability, but it is clear that the problem must be given priority by the Ministry of Culture. On the other hand, it may be useful for the Ministry to retain a quota of the shares in the international bookshop which is to open in the Tirana Palace of Culture. This is a welcome initiative since there is a demand for it. 

The projects for the opening of commercial bookshops in museums are also desirable. This type of bookshop may help to stimulate the production of publications aimed at cultural tourism. The restructuring of the existing bookshop in the National History Museum in Tirana is part of the same trend. 

 

Participation in international Fairs
Since 1998 the Ministry of Culture has financed participation in international fairs through joint stands. It has provided 50% of the funds for stands at the Children’s Book Fair in Bologna and the Geneva Book Fair and it has paid for all the costs of participation at the Frankfurt Book Fair. The Ministry also intends to finance projects for individual participation in fairs. 

 

National Book Policy
Western European countries tend to follow one of two predominant models in the public financing of culture, and of publishing in particular. One model, orientated towards writing, is typical of Latin countries while the second model, orientated towards reading, is found in the English-speaking countries. The model followed dictates spending policy. A large part of the public funding budget in the UK, for example, is directed at the public libraries, in other words public reading, whereas, in the Mediterranean area, much of the intervention is in support of authors and translators through various prizes and incentives. 

It is a matter of choice but, in a situation where the structure of cultural communication is weak, it is perhaps more important to put greater effort into the building up of reading, with the library system as the cornerstone. 

This decision would not be damaging for publishers and authors because production is based on low print runs (1000-2000 copies) and therefore library purchases would guarantee a certain sales base of at least a few hundred copies. Publishers do not always realize the importance of library purchases, especially when their distribution takes place as part of general bookshop sales so that their overall effect is rendered invisible. However, in places where the institution of the library is strong, publishers have learned to value its real influence. 

An example of this occurred when Mrs Thatcher cut library purchases from 12-15% of the total library budget to 10%. The loudest protests came from British publishers and especially from non-fiction publishers, a sector which is traditionally more restricted than that of fiction. 

 

LIBRARIES 


Structure of the Library Service
According to official sources there were 366 public libraries in 1998. However their ability to function has been damaged by the events of 1997 and the scarcity of the means at their disposal. The public libraries are under the control of the municipalities of their respective districts and their existence is guaranteed by law. They are financed by local and state government. Their collections of foreign books were built up under a centralized system until 1989 through the Ministry of Culture, which acquired these books for the district public libraries through the book trade agency. But, since that year, the libraries have not received any more hard currency from the state. Thus, over recent years, they have had to carry out acquisitions of this kind of literature either through book donations or with the financial support of various sponsors. 

In practice, libraries in many cases have not even been able to purchase the products of Albanian publishing. In 1998 the OSF did however intervene with a fund of 50,000 US$ to enable them to supplement their collections. The same foundation has allocated 100,000 US$ for an intervention plan in 1999. To this should be added 200,000 US$ from the UNDP and a contribution of 25,000 US$ from the Ministry. 

There is a library in the Children’s Cultural Centre, founded in Tirana in 1947, which serves all the children of the capital and is the only one of its kind in the country. There are also over 100 special libraries in Albania, most of them in Tirana; some of these - especially the libraries of the state administration - are gradually developing into information and documentation centres, extending their services to other institutions and ministries.  

A draft law regarding libraries is due to bring the entire system under review and also make provisions for Albania to sign all international treaties affecting public libraries. 

 

National Library
The National Library in Tirana was opened on 10th December 1920, but bibliographical activity only began in 1950. The creation of the Department of Bibliography at that time together with the beginning of publication of a National Bibliography of Albanian Books in 1959 consolidated the NL’s position as a national bibliographic agency. Today the National Library is the centre of library science, bibliographic studies and professional qualification for librarians in Albania and, obviously, the principal library in the country.  

One of its main tasks is the professional training and qualification of librarians through the publication of library methodological materials, classification tables and working manuals for various kinds of libraries, and, in particular, through the organization of workshops and seminars for the on-going training of librarians throughout the country. It is a consulting centre, giving concrete assistance to raise the level of efficiency in various libraries. The two-year qualification course for librarians, initiated in 1969, is the only means of studying library and information science in Albania. 

Since 1998 the Library has been the ISBN agency in Albania. 

 

Deposit copies
By decision of Parliament (no.7491: “On principal constitutional dispositions”), the local public libraries have been entitled since 1992 to receive five copies of each publication, printed in their districts. However, despite the existence of this law, up until now, they have not received all such publications in the form of legal deposit copies. 

Five additional copies of all works printed in the country are to be sent to the National Library. The existence of legal deposit and the setting up in 1998 of the ISBN agency should make it possible to build up, rapidly and systematically, not only the National Bibliography but also a catalogue of books on sale. 

 

Libraries and new technologies
The events of 1997 seriously damaged the structure and operation of many local public libraries. The Ministry of Culture has launched a reconstruction plan for 6 libraries in 1999, which should be the first stage in a long-term plan for intervention and investment. However the entire system for supplying and expanding collections, training staff and managing the catalogue needs to be reviewed. The National Library must be the driving force behind this process. 

The public libraries have not so far been automated. With the help of the OSF, most of them have now been equipped with a computer and a CD/ISIS program, given free of charge by UNESCO, to set up their data base. The computerization of the catalogue, according to international standards, should provide the basis for the transfer of books over the entire library system, avoiding overlaps and unnecessary additional expenses. 

Digital technology is proving to be the best investment for developing countries, especially in the cultural field. Initial investment for reconstruction and modernization should therefore take the form of linking the entire library system via Internet so that collaboration between the centre (the National Library) and the outlying terminals can achieve a variety of goals: 
- computerization of the catalogue and transfer of bibliographical records; 
- listing of new developments and new acquisitions (especially deposit copies) in the National Library; 
- access to users of forms of open distance learning and self-learning; 
- communication of initiatives for the promotion and support of reading, both for information purposes and to enable imitation of the same experiences. 

  

 

Lending and borrowing
In many cases even library lending has been suspended over the last two years. The service is now recovering, as is inter-library lending and international loans. Before 1990 the latter service was limited to the country’s main libraries whereas now local libraries are free to link up with institutions abroad. 

Lending is free but, given the present situation, perhaps it would be advisable to introduce some form of payment (obviously reduced) either for loans or for library enrolment in order to gather funds for acquisitions or replacements for damaged materials. 

 

School and University Libraries
The application of the new legislation should regulate and bring into line as far as possible all the different types of libraries, including university and school libraries. These come under the Ministry of Education, not Culture, but even if there is a wish to keep this distinction it would be advantageous to have an agreement between the two ministries so that school libraries could be open to the public, at least in places where there is no public library. The problem is, naturally, one of space and staffing, since the service is run by the teachers in all compulsory schools (grades I - VIII) and most upper-secondary schools. It is rare to find a librarian in a secondary school. 

The library training programme run by the National Library should include special courses for school librarians and teacher-librarians, in line with the most advanced practices in the west, where the principal didactic objective appears to be the acquisition of autonomous research skills, according to a formula which can be described as “learning to learn”. This is a necessary tool for participating in the information society with a view to permanent on-going training. 

 

Albanian Library Association
The Albanian Library Association was set up in 1993, as an independent non-government organization. It is legally recognized by the government and it is the only such association in the country. As a professional organization, it is interested in developing library and information science, raising the professional level of librarians and defending their professional interests. The association has 350 members, librarians from all libraries in the country. 40% of its members are librarians of the National Library, 30% librarians of public libraries, 20% are librarians of university libraries, 10% come from the Library of the Academy of Sciences, while the remainder come from various special libraries throughout the country. 

It has been a member of the International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA) since 1994. Since 1995 it has also been a member of the European Bureau of Library Associations (EBLIDA) and of the Forum of Non-government Organizations, an umbrella organization for all associations having activities in Albania.
 

 

PUBLISHING 


Publishing Houses
The opening of independent publishing houses was permitted in 1991. Until then there were three state publishers which controlled the entire book market. In a similar way to what happened in other countries of central and eastern Europe, and for reasons which can easily be understood, the new publishing houses were set up by people who were already active in the state industry, either as editors and translators or as printers. 

At the beginning of 1999 there were nominally 100 publishers but less than half (40-45) regularly publish nine titles per year and perhaps only 12 have a printed catalogue. Included among these are two state publishers which control, respectively, school and academic production.  

From the legal perspective, the publisher is regarded as a provider of services and not an entrepreneur. This is a definition which needs to be changed, partly to allow easier access to business credit. Publishers have difficulty in financing their business and do not have access to bank credit. The cost of money transfer is also quite high, at 2% (20 US$ per 1000 US$), although the rate goes down for higher amounts. 

 

Trends in Publication 

The number of titles published per publisher varies from 5 to 100 per year; the average company produces 10-30 titles. The total number of titles published since 1990 and still available for sale is around 2000. Titles which reach sales of 2000 copies are considered bestsellers. Total annual production is calculated at about 700 titles of all types (excluding school books). A fairly new phenomenon is the publication of works by contemporary authors in the children’s books sector. 

Prices are fixed by the publishers. The average sale price of 400 lek is equivalent to an average day’s pay. However, according to the Association of Albanian Publishers, there is also an illegal parallel market, made up of ghost publishers who produce and sell (especially in the street) without paying rights or taxes. 

Greater public control is needed to introduce sanctions against: 
- publishers which are not officially registered with the Tirana Court; 
- publishers which do not keep account books; 
- publishers which do not respect the rules for deposit copies; 
- publishers which do not show the ISBN classification number. 

 

ISBN Agency 

There are no official statistics for books and the ISBN Agency, assigned by the Ministry of Culture to the National Library of Tirana in 1998, has only recently come into operation. This is an essential tool not only to identify the operators in the legal and regular market but also to enable the regular publication of a catalogue of books on sale, which can help to provide better distribution.The catalogue should be available not only on paper but also in digital form and accessible through the National Library website. 

 

Book Market 

Drawing together all the data gathered, it appears that the total value of the market is about 6.4 million dollars. This figure can be broken down into 4.2 million dollars for miscellaneous books, 1.75 million dollars for school books and 450,000 dollars for book imports. According to a statement by Toena, the largest publishing company, its turnover in 1998 came to 200,000 US$. Dituria, with a catalogue of 200 titles, has a turnover of 50,000 US$. 

Expenditure on school books, however, refers to the purchase of books at the nominal cover price. This is far less than the real price since it represents only about one-third of the cost of production alone, leaving aside other costs such as royalties, design and typesetting as well as a margin for profit. The other two thirds of the cost are covered by the state. While taking into account that the imposed price does not represent the market value of the school book (in terms of real costs/quality/ price ratio), it is clear that, if school book production were liberalized, the global market value calculated at cover prices would significantly increase. 

It is evident and obviously the independent publishers favour printing a full commercial cover price on each book and subsiding purchase in some way and my attitude to this problem is the same. This approach is in fact in line with the strategy of privatisation and market liberalisation but it implies radical changes in the way textbooks are financed and paid for. And we must not forget that it is very difficult to determine the true cost of any of the currently published textbooks. As the consultant of the World Bank wrote: «The time limit, which everyone knows, offers tremendous negotiating power to printers because it creates a scarcity, in this case a scarcity of production time. Prevarication about accepting printers’ prices would create delay, a shortened period in which to produce the books and hence a justification for an even higher price». 

In this situation, to calculate the real value of the book market in Albania, we cannot simply triple the estimated value of the textbooks market (1.75 million dollars), considering that the cost of production represents (see the following “Printing and Production”) one-third - 30-40% - of the cover price of general books, but it is probably right to think that the global market could arrive at about 10 million dollars if school production were liberalized on the one hand and if illegal production of many publishing firms were encouraged, on the other hand, to entry in the legal market reducing the rate of VAT (see following “Tax rates, customs and VAT). According to the publishers interviewed, the market for general books is also inflated by titles published at the author’s own expense, mostly children’books or books by former political prisoners. 

In conclusion, there are a real market (without counting the illegal market) and a potential market, but we should not undervalue the importance to set up a policy for the book sector which could ensure the infrastructural conditions to develope a free market for books or for the culture of Albania. 

 

  

Printing and production 

Only a few publishers (about ten) have their own printing works and, by their own admission, they are mostly equipped with old machinery. According to other sources, technologically advanced equipment is also available but what is lacking is a professional training structure within the graphical-publishing sector capable of improving the overall quality of the books on sale. 

The printworks (about 100, with 40 active in the school sector) are also contracted to print school books. However the practice of subcontracting is quite common and this has the effect of inflating the costs and preventing proper control over the various phases in the production of school books financed out of public funds. According to some sources, subcontracting sometimes results in the printing being carried out abroad, especially in Greece (and in certain cases in Puglia, in southern Italy). 

The cost of production, estimated at 30-40% by the publishers interviewed, represents a very high proportion of the cover price in comparison to the European average (about half of this figure). The most expensive element appears to be paper and imported materials, on which customs duty is payable in addition to VAT. 

 

Tax rates, customs and VAT 

VAT increased in 1997 from 12% to 20%. It is included in the cover price of a book and everyone in the book sector has little doubt that the total or partial removal of VAT would do much to alleviate the problems of the industry and create more jobs. In particular, by reducing the rate to zero or 4% (as in many European countries), the government would make it possible for publishers to give more discounts to booksellers and still retain more capital in their businesses. 

“Don’t tax reading”, the famous slogan of Umberto Eco at the Frankfurt Fair in 1990 - an appeal for the reduction or elimination of VAT on books - could certainly be adopted by Albanian publishers, although the Minister of Finance has stated that this rate was imposed by the World Bank. 

In practice very few publishers actually pay VAT regularly. The level of evasion in this sector, as in all sectors of the economy (over 50%), represents a form of unfair competition for the few dozen publishers who follow the law. It would therefore make more sense to lower the rate to 4% to encourage non-evasion and contribute indirectly to a reduction of costs and prices. The publishers interviewed stressed that the full legalization of many publishing firms is closely linked to a reduction in VAT. If the rate were lowered, the number of firms legally registered would increase. A bill for the reduction of VAT on medicine and books has been presented in Parliament. This initiative should be supported so that it can be approved as quickly as possible. 

As far as the customs are concerned, we have already pointed out that Albania has not signed the Florence Accord. The import duty is considered very high, ranging from 7% of the cover price of educational books to 15-20% on works of fiction and 25% on magazines. One way of getting around the problem is to import by air, since in this case duty is calculated by weight (10 kg = 6 US$). The same system is used for exporting books to emigrant Albanian communities (in the USA, Italy and Germany). The maximum consignment is of 30 kg, costing 60 US$. The profits of limited companies are taxed at a rate of 30%. Interest payable on loans is not tax-deductible if the loan amounts to four times the company’s nominal capital. Promotion and representation expenses are not tax-deductible either. 

 

Training in Publishing
On several occasions in meetings, publishers emphasized their need for professional training. There are specific needs in various fields, especially in the area of economics-finance. They would like to have courses in: budget definition; definition of the publishing plan; management control; marketing. 

Albania has only recently signed the Berne Convention and it has no established tradition for publishing contracts or translation, an essential factor for the development of a market following internationally acceptable rules. 

In the area of distribution too the systems in use are inadequate, both because of the still-dominant presence of state-controlled structures and the weakness of the bookshop sales channel. There is, therefore, a general need for study and reform of all aspects of the publishing profession and its relationship with its partners in the book trade (distributors, wholesalers, booksellers). 

The Open Society Foundation (OSF, see below) has taken an interest in the problem, but several publishers have specifically asked for training courses similar to those developed by the Italian Publishers Association (in view of the widespread knowledge of Italian). It is possible to imagine some form of consortium between the Council of Europe, the OSF and ISDD (Italian Special Diplomatic Delegation) to finance a series of courses in Tirana. 

 

Association of Albanian Publishers 

The Association was created in 1992 and organized on a voluntary basis, on the initiative of twelve private publishing houses. Currently it consists of 45 publishing houses; two of them, the Dukagjini Publishing House and Flakia e vëllazërimit are (or were) respectively in Kosovo and Skopje, Macedonia. The Association publishes a review, «Universi Shqiptar I Librit». The head office of the Association and its review are at the premises of the leading Albanian publisher, Toena. It has an e-mail address. 

With financial help from the Ministry of Culture, it organized a stand at the Frankfurt Fair in 1998. 

AUTHORSHIP AND TRANSLATION 

Authorship 
Protection of copyright was introduced in 1993 and in 1994 Albania signed the Berne Convention. The absence of copyright under the communist state resulted in some unusual cases; for example the best known and most translated Albanian writer abroad is Ismail Kadaré, but the ceding of rights to his works was handled by the state with no provision for the payment of royalties to the author. 

Payment to authors is usually done on a lump sum basis and the figure is generally very low, as also in the case of translators. There can be no doubt about this since it is the publishers themselves who declare how little they pay the two professions. As far as school books are concerned, the authors are paid by the Ministry, based on a varying, and decreasing, percentage: 5% for the first edition drops to 4% for the second and so on. This situation, however, prevents the development of genuine professional figures, especially in the field of translation and it should be noted that about 50% of the annual production of general books consists of translations. 

It should also be pointed out that since 1991, as in the whole central-eastern Europe region, there has been a relatively high level of publication of: 
- writers in exile 
- authors and works previously censored by the regime. 

 

Translation
The ratio of translated works (mostly from English, Italian and French) compared to home-produced works is currently calculated at about 50%. This figure is not going to diminish, bearing in mind the size of the country and its need to re-enter as quickly as possible the wider circle of European cultural and scientific production. 

In the case of Albania, the high proportion of translated works should be seen as a normal and positive phenomenon and not something to cause concern. If we make a general comparison with other European countries, we find that Portugal translates about 35-40% of works published annually, Italy and Spain between 20% and 25% and Germany 12-15%. But these German percentages are calculated on a much higher number of titles and therefore the total number of translations is also high. Among major European publishing industries the only exceptions are Great Britain, whose self-sufficiency is based on having a widely-used language which has been generally adopted among the international scientific community, and France, where there is a closer bond between readers and domestic production. 

The importance of translations needs to be emphasized not only because of the cultural impact of the translated works and the positive influence they may have on the country’s growth, but also as a concrete, albeit indirect, means of support for Albanian publishing. Almost all EU countries, and several outside the EU, have a support programme for the dissemination of their domestic production abroad, especially in the field of fiction. One of the responsibilities of the working group, recently set up by the Ministry of Culture with the participation of three publishers, could be an annual monitoring of the existence of funds and the means of gaining access to them. In some cases the information can be obtained via Internet. This is one of many reasons for encouraging the use of new digital technologies, even in traditional publishing. Some publishers have already understood the importance of receiving a contribution for translation, thus lowering production costs and ensuring reasonable payment for the translator. 

There are no publishers that regularly publish literary books from neighbouring countries, except perhaps from Albanians living (or who have lived) in Macedonia or Kosovo. An exception to the rule is Greek literature: a number of classical as well as modern Greek authors have been translated recently. The fact that there are good translators available from the Greek minority living in Albania probably encourages the publication of Greek literature.  

There are plenty of reasons for this situation, not all of which are financial. According to the Literature Program Coodinator of the Soros Foundation in Bulgaria, inter-Balkan translations are not simply a problem for publishers and translators, but also a socio-political problem. This is the result of the political role which language plays in the Balkan countries, as the principal means of expression of a majority or a minority people living in a particular area. 

 

Programmes of the Open Society Foundation for Albania
All the various aspects of the problem of translations are covered in the programmes of the OPS for Albania, which among other things set up the Book House in 1997. This draws together all the Foundation’s initiatives for publications and is linked to the Center for Publishing Development of Budapest and its Translation Project providing: Books for Civil Society; East translates East; Central European University Press. 

 

Electronic Publishing and Multimedia
The Foundation’s programmes are directed at other media in addition to publishing: private radio and TV stations, cinema (especially documentaries), periodicals and magazines. Particular support is given to the Internet Programme, started in 1997. 

The reason for this is that at present the production of off-line digital works is not possible. However, above all, it is important that a network of digital on-line services in publishing should be developed. This is not only for research and information - the ability to consult the enormous number of publishing sites already present on the web - but also with a view to the possible development of forms of Open Distance Learning, autonomous learning through links to foreign training centres. The publishers interviewed felt a strong need for such professional training and updating. 

The first links to the Internet were introduced in 1995 through a server installed by UNDP for both government and non-government institutions. Subsequently the above mentioned Internet Programme provided most university departments with e-mail and Internet access. Parliament and the National Library were connected in 1998; at the beginning of 1999 over 500 terminals were estimated to be permanently on-line. The Programme will provide Albanian independent newspapers and radios with web pages and e-mail access.  

Until 1998, there were no commercial Internet providers, but Telecom offered Internet access at the beginning of 1999. 

 

  

BOOK DISTRIBUTION 

  

Distribution and Book Retailing
At present independent publishers use a variety of methods to distribute books to retail outlets. Those mentioned included: 
- direct delivery from publishers’s stock to town centre outlets (mainly in Tirana and other major towns) - carried out by the 5 or 6 main publishers; 
- collection from publisher’s stock, both by local retail outlets and retailers acting as regional wholesalers for more remote districts; 
- distribution via collection at a weekly wholesale market that has developed in Tirana for the distribution of magazines, mainly meeting the needs of distributors and retailers serving the more distant regions. 

The dependence on collection by local retailers and regional wholesalers (who are often larger retailers) reflects the high cost of direct distribution which is only viable for larger publishers, albeit on a limited scale. There is still a central distribution agency for art and science books (AQTLASH) with a very disorganized network of bookshops belonging to the Ministry of Culture and which is due to be privatized soon. The publishers interviewed expressed a wish that it should be transformed into a limited company, that priority should be given to publishers and booksellers for the purchase of shares and that the function of the company should not change for at least ten years. 

Independent publishers are not distributed by NLS, the state-owned textbook distribution enterprise, although they may be offered this possibility in the future. This company is also due for privatization very soon and this will enable centralized stocking, in Tirana, handling of orders and distribution for all kinds of books. 

The cost of distribution represents about 40% of the cover price (or less, depending on volume and whether sales are by cash or credit). This is divided between wholesaler and retailer, usually on a half and half basis, again depending on whether sales are cash or credit. This cost is lower than that generally found in western Europe - despite greater physical problems in distribution - and the low profit margin can prevent a small bookseller from developing a viable business. 

 

Bookselling
Estimates of the number of bookshops are uncertain, varying between 150 and 200, according to different sources. The largest number are in Tirana, although these are often very small shops of less than 10 sq metres or kiosks. The sale of books is usually alongside that of stationery and magazines. This varied assortment is something to be encouraged. Indeed it would be helpful to have every sales outlet handling books and magazines, as well as all the other audiovisual cultural products, in order to attract the public and provide greater visibility for a trade which is often dominated by the black market and piracy. 

 

Piracy
Rather than piracy as such, this is more a question of an illicit or black market. Piracy occurs in the form of ghost publishers who publish and sell in the streets without any respect for the legal production procedures. In the field of school books, on the other hand, there is a black market, probably run by the same people, engaged in the production or distribution of school books, which are still financed by the state. Reprography is not widespread for technological reasons - photocopiers are not commonly used for work - as well as economic ones: a photocopy costs 7 lek. By contrast piracy of audiovisual products is at a very high level: the illegal market is much larger than the legal one. 

 

EDUCATIONAL PUBLISHING 

School Textbooks
While preparing this study, the author was able to read a report written (for the World Bank) by an consultant following a visit to Albania from 27 January to 5 February 1999. It covers in more detail much of the ground already well documented in the three reports (May 1998, September 1998, December 1998) by Philip Cohen, the printing and publishing consultant working with The School Rehabilitation and Capacity Building Project. 

The reader is therefore referred to those documents for a deeper examination of the subject. Here, on the other hand, we wish to focus on a series of critical evaluations and suggestions with the aim of encouraging the development of school publishing as: 
- a means of expression for freedom of ideas and teaching; 
- an opportunity for independent publishers; 
- a source of growth for the publishing market as a whole. 

The following is a brief summary of the main facts which will help in the understanding of the positions adopted here. 

- Number of schools. In total there are 3642 separate school locations (grades I-XII) of which 3192 (87%) are in the countryside. The completion of the World Bank-funded School database and the related School mapping Project should provide a solid basis for detailed and demographic forecasting and logistics planning should this prove necessary in the future. 

- Number of pupils (1998-1999) 
  

	Grade 
	Number of pupils 

	
	

	Elementary Schols 
	

	I 
	75,298 

	II 
	75,518 

	III 
	71,327 

	IV 
	69,927 

	V 
	75,500 

	VI 
	68,595 

	VII 
	62,115 

	VIII 
	55,131 

	total 
	553.411 

	Secondary Schools 
	

	General 
	

	IX 
	26,191 

	X 
	19,832 

	XI 
	17,529 

	XII 
	14,079 

	total 
	77.631 

	Technical 3 Year 
	

	I (IX) 
	2640 

	II (X) 
	1650 

	III (XI) 
	1774 

	total 
	6.064 

	Professional 4 year 
	

	I (IX) 
	1329 

	II (X) 
	1084 

	III (XI) 
	1012 

	IV (XII) 
	1906 

	total 
	5331 

	Professional 5 year 
	

	I (IX) 
	965 

	II (X) 
	678 

	III (XI) 
	620 

	IV (XII) 
	424 

	V (XIII) 
	341 

	total 
	3028 

	
	

	total 
	645.465 


Source: Ministry of Education & Science.

To these figures for the school population should be added about 7,000 students enrolled at university and about 10,000 children in nursery schools.  

- Numbers of titles  
  

	Grade 
	No of titles* 

	I 
	11 

	II 
	7 

	III 
	10 

	IV 
	8 

	V 
	13 

	VI 
	16** 

	VII 
	16** 

	VIII 
	14** 

	
	

	* Excludes texts for music 
	

	** Includes 3 language options 
	


- Number of copies 

In the year 1998-1999 the Ministry printed 3,414,000 textbooks (100 titles) for grades I-XII and a further 1,106,000 textbooks (18 titles) for the same grades were printed as a donation by the Italian Special Diplomatic Delegation (ISDD). On the estimate of the Director of the NLS this combined output accounted for 100 percent of the requirement of grades I-VIII and 50 per cent of the needs of grades IX-XII. Of the books supplied for grades IX-XII, 100 per cent were sold in grades IX-X, but only 80 per cent were sold in grades XI-XII, presumably because of a higher rate of re-use, increased ability by older pupils to take adequate notes and use borrowed books and perhaps a difference in teaching methods which placed less reliance on set books. 

- Numbers of pages 

The range of pagination seems wide but some of the lower pagination figures are accounted for by workbooks in which pupils write their answers to printed exercises. With the exception of the first grade (and grade V) average page numbers are steady throughout the remaining grades at around 216. 

System of providing textbooks 

The whole process is controlled by the Ministry of Education & Science (ME&S) through a number of closely inter-related agencies. They are: 

1. Pedagogical Institute 
2. District Education Departments 
3. State Publishing House 
4. State textbook distribution enterprise (NLS) 
5. Distribution Representative 

The ME&S budget for the production of textbooks changes from year to year and seems to be determined by short-term political expediency rather than by any long-term consideration of the needs of the educational system. In the last three years nevertheless the book production budget has revealed the following trend:
 
  

	 
	1996-1997 
	1997-1998 
	1998-1999 

	ME&S budget 
	9,468,000 
	9,690,000 
	14,027,000 

	Book production 
	280,000 
	140,000 
	250,000 

	Percentage 
	3% 
	1.4% 
	1.8% 

	
	
	
	


Monetary figures in 000s lek; 160 lek = 1 US$ (1998). 

Source: ME&S.
The price of a book ranges from 25 to 100 lek, bearing in mind, however, that the fixed price represents only about one third of the production cost. In 1997-1998 the pupils in compulsory school were given a pack containing books and stationery items. According to ministerial sources, the average value of a pack ranged from 5 to 10 US$, depending on the class. The average cover price of a dictionary is 10 US$. 

 

Observations
While in Albania the consultant had only one meeting with officials from the Ministry and was not actually shown any books. The observations are therefore based on data, on considerations raised in previous reports by colleagues and also on the experience of working as a consultant for the Italian Publishers Association (AIE). The Association has carried out (and continues to do so) a very important service for Italian school book publishers, one which has been recognized by the Ministry of Education. The criteria and the methods used could also be of help to Albanian school publishing as it goes through a phase of transition; in particular to stimulate a more lively production, with the possibility of choice on the part of users (teachers and students), while still remaining within certain basic parameters. The author has also taught in secondary schools and therefore knows very well the problems connected with textbooks, their use, quality and price. 

Certain fundamental points need to be emphasized: 

1. It is not acceptable in a democratic state that a ministry should have a monopoly over textbooks. This may have worked in pre-1991 Albania, but not in a country in which there should be a broader circulation of ideas, methods and cultural content. 

2. The Ministry of Education and the Pedagogical Institute should certainly be responsible for drawing up the curricula, issuing general guidelines and setting programmes for subjects and years. But, as soon as possible (school year 1999-2000), independent publishers should be allowed to offer tools which are equal to, or better than, those proposed by the state publisher. 

3. The Ministry of Education and the Pedagogical Institute should also be responsible for deciding on a list of obligatory texts for classes and for subjects - and perhaps also setting a maximum number of pages and a maximum price per volume, per subject and per class to be communicated each year, at a fixed date, to publishers (through their Association) and to the 37 District Education Departments. 

This arrangement could hold in situations where there is inflation and deregulation of the market but when the economy is stable the limits could be simply advisable rather than obligatory. If teachers and schools are given several options and the right to choose, their decision will be based on the best quality/price ratio, the result of internal market competition. 

4. Increasing choice has another positive effect, direct and indirect. Several sources have stressed that the training of teachers is not always sufficient for the present state of transformation of the system, including at the cultural level. Opening up methodology, as well as content, to competition could help to improve levels of teaching. In all countries school books are largely written by teachers and are, therefore, by their very nature, didactic tools not only for pupils but also for teachers since they are the fruit of the structuring and organization of materials conceived by an expert and aimed at a particular audience. 

5. The sale price currently applied is the most serious problem, and not only for the budget of the Ministry. It creates a distortion in the general perception of the publishing market, since there is no relationship between the real cost of the textbook, the sale price to the public and the cost/price of a non-school book. The nominal cover price represents only one third of the production costs of the textbook. Moreover the fixing of this price is the result of a complex process, not always transparent and too closely linked to the demands of the contracted and subcontracted printers, who are themselves also beneficiaries of a monopolistic system. 

6. The proof of this is that the quota of books supplied last year by ISDD (20%) were printed on the basis of a contract that the Italian delegation had drawn up with a printing works, but at a lower tariff than in the Ministry’s own contracts. Since the printer certainly did not work at a loss, it is clear that the contractual margin and the calculation of printing costs are fluid. These need to be redefined and brought visibly into line with market prices, both to show the correct weighting of state support (in the phase of privatization of the system) and to provide a means of measuring costs which can be used by new players in the market, the independent publishers. 

7. The determination of the real price of textbooks (taking in all steps, economic and financial, from initial investment to creation, editing, production and distribution right up to the eventual return on the investment, with profit margins recoverable over a reasonable time period) has to be immediately perceived as the priority objective of policy and financial management. This is an essential step even in the transition phase because the final price is the result of a series of visible and invisible costs which are already there now but which need to be highlighted according to different criteria of formulation and budget management. It may be useful to seek the help of expert consultants made available by international organizations operating in Albania. It is only after establishing the cost and the real financial weight, partial and total, on families purchasing textbooks that there can be a basis for directing a policy of support for the right to study. 

8. The imposed price is already variable. Different sources that the author has personally interviewed (as well as information gathered in the above report that the author has had access to) affirm that there is a flourishing black market in school books, especially in Tirana, in which books with a fixed price of 70 lek were sold in the streets and kiosks last year at 700 lek. This shows that there is an inclination on the part of families - or at least a certain number of families in urban centres - to pay more in order to ensure that their children have books. These families would be even more inclined to buy more attractive books at the same price. 

 

A different model
We have already mentioned above a service carried out by the AIE which could also be put to use in Albania. The highlighting of certain problems in the report on the state of school publishing leads the author to propose an alternative model to the one currently in use in Albania. On the assumption that there are different publishers present in the market, the model functions in the following way. In February/March schools receive the new catalogues or new volumes and the “adoption form” prepared by the AIE, based on an agreement drawn up with the Ministry. By the end of May they choose the books that they intend to use, indicate them on the form and send it to the Association, which inserts the details into a databank. By the end of July the publishers who are participating in the service (members at one price, non-members at a higher price) know exactly how many copies they need to supply to the different schools; with the spread of new faster printing technologies, many publishers wait for these figures in order to decide on the print run. At the same time the service has created a detailed databank on the situation in the schools which enables company planning and analysis of the competition. There is no loss or waste since it is in the publishers’ own interest to make sure that the records are correct. 

In the case of Albania, despite the difficulties caused by the distribution of schools over the country, the gathering of data could begin in April and end in June, given the relatively low number of schools. Publishers wishing to enter the school market should, however, be officially registered and cleared by the tax authorities. This would be an indirect way of boosting professionalism and management quality within the publishing sector, as well as increasing tax revenue. 

 

The right to study
The budget set aside for the production of school books has fluctuated between 1996 and 1999, from 3% to 1.4% and 1.8% of the total budget. The figure of 280,000 thousand lek has dropped to 250,000, a dramatic fall if we take into account that this year no intervention by ISDD is planned and the school population is destined to go up following the upheavals in the general population. 

The Ministry is supposed to plan the budget over three-year periods, while maintaining at least 3% as support for the right to study. This figure is probably set at a reasonable level to satisfy needs and respect the right to education. However the existence of a black market calls into question the policy of giving free books to all pupils indiscriminately. There certainly exists a more affluent class, however limited it may be, which is able to pay for textbooks; other families would be able to pay in part and others should not have to pay anything. 

In the report for the World Bank, the colleague has laid emphasis on possible strategies to adopt for the re-use of books. However, if the intention is to change or to eliminate the cumbersome state production-distribution system currently in force, it can be argued that what should be done instead is to distinguish between those who are, more or less, in need and those who are definitely not. 

In addition, we believe that the right to study also includes the right to have one’s own books, bearing in mind that for many pupils and families textbooks are probably the only books that come into the home. There are also some books (for example dictionaries) over which there is some doubt about whether they are included in the category of those to be provided free (or paid for at one third, not the real market price). If these books are included, it is unthinkable that the issuing of books should be placed under a time limit, a form of rental. On the other hand, it is obvious that the handing-down of books occurs naturally in the case of families with several children-pupils. If the estimate of books required is the schools’ responsibility, this factor can be easily included in the calculation. 

The books in question have an average of 216 pages, are of uncertain quality and therefore of equally uncertain durability. Establishing the number of damaged books, repairing them, collecting possible fines and giving notice of any changes to the print run all increase the time period of the supply process (and, probably, the non-teaching workload of the teachers). Moreover it implies that a book has an indefinite lifespan, with no need for revision or for a new edition at least every five years. 

Furthermore it is not clear exactly how many books are required. For example, in the first table, 11 books are recorded for elementary class I, 13 for class V, 14 for class VIII and so on. 11 books are a lot for a first year elementary class, and also 13 for the fifth class. More detailed analysis would be useful, but also some consideration of alternatives: perhaps costs could be lowered by reducing the number of titles and increasing the number of pages, thus having fewer books containing more material, at least for the first compulsory cycle (years I - VIII). 

To eliminate possible irregularities it would be enough to have a committee in every school, consisting of the head and other teachers together with representatives of the parents, to establish how many and which pupils should be given a voucher for the purchase of books. Before the end of the school year the numbers could be communicated to the DED and then to the Ministry so that the quantity and value of vouchers for each school could be worked out and distributed through the DED. Based on these figures, the publishers-suppliers would then be paid, during the three month period following the beginning of the school year, using funds set aside for this purpose in the Ministry’s budget. 

 

Distribution of textbooks
Given the turbulence of 1997, the after-effects in 1998 and the presence of refugees in 1999 (of whom it is calculated 60% are children of school age), there have been difficulties in supplying school books throughout the country in recent years and this situation will probably continue, and perhaps even worsen. This means that intervention is required not only for production but also for distribution. 

In the same way as it is desirable, based on the correct calculation of real costs, that the government should entrust production and supply to those who can make a legitimate profit - in other words the publishers - it would be equally advantageous to liberalize distribution. 

At present the system functions in this way: 

Direct Education Departments (DEDs) 

- provide annual school rolls to ME&E Inspector of books (October) 

Inspector of books 

- collates current DED enrollment data with historical trends, estimates and demographic changes 
- supplies collated data to NLS (see below) in October 
- funds direct print production costs of, and supervises work of 

State textbook distribution enterprise (NLS) 

- receives collated enrollment data from ME&S 
- receives schedule of reprints, new editons and new titles from state publishing house 
- finalises quantities to be produced for following year with ME&E 
- takes account of historical unit production cost trends 
- takes account of US dollar exchange rate trends and likely impact on printers material costs 
- agrees provisional production budget for following year with ME&S in November 
- inspects and approves finished print 
- takes delivery in central warehouse (Tirana) 
- pays printers according to contract 
- redistributes books to warehouses in education districts 
- issues books from local warehouses for collection by school representatives 

Distribution Representative 

- collects the books allotted to the school from the local warehouses 
- transports them to the school 
- distributes textbooks to the families of children going to the school 
- collects payment from pupils and parents 
- remits payment to the warehouse with accounts and any returns 
- retains 3 per cent for fee and 3 per cent for transport costs (remote areas). 

 

Observations
The colleague who drew up the report noted: “It is a curious feature of such an apparently logical system that after much assistance and endless cooperation the consultant is unable to identify with confidence where and how certain decisions crucial to the production and distribution of textbooks are made. For example it seems to the consultant that a large number of what seem technical decisions are referred upwards on an ad hoc basis to very high levels within the Ministry for approval”. 

This is probably true, but it is more important to note that with this system: 
- the centralized decisions are not the result of the combined demands of the individual schools. 
- the users of the book have no influence over its quality of manufacture; they cannot choose but have to accept what is sent to them. 

Considering the physical movement and storage of the textbooks, the colleague noted: 
- for the turnover of stock (deposited in a period between April and July and distributed in August and September) the warehouses are virtually inactive for six months; 
- methods of stock control are archaic. 

On the other hand, the school representatives (officially appointed and contracted to the ME&S to carry out this task) collecting books from warehouses and distributing them in their schools have worked well and have, in general, been well administered. 

They retain 3 per cent of the money they collect or, in more remote areas where long-distance transport has to be arranged, they retain 6 per cent but have to pay their own transport costs.This analysis of the situation therefore reveals that there is a waste of resources with regard to stocking and the use of warehouses. Privatization of the system would enable the utilization of space and equipment over the whole year under the management of general publishing distribution. 

Independent publishers should be allowed the immediate use of this network, which appears to be the best in the country at present, through the introduction of new formulas for distribution contracts (normally fixed at 20% of cover price in Albania, see above). The same logic applies as for publishing: it is in the interest of independent Albanian publishers to enter the school market, which now represents the principal means of expanding their market and achieving the economic and structural growth of the company. In a similar way distribution costs can be cushioned if distribution is spread over the entire year and encompasses all the different types of published material. 

The wide-ranging distribution network provided by the school representatives seems to have given good results, but it is not clear if the margin paid (3% or 6%) represents private earnings or is a source of income for the school. This is an important point because, in the latter case, the funds received could finance other necessary initiatives, especially school libraries. In any case these distribution microstructures are certainly those in a position to know best what the real needs of the school are and their role should therefore be reinforced, but not by making them into a private business operating within a public structure. 

In the meanwhile it is important that warehouse management should be modernized, with computerized control of materials movements based on the catalogue of books on sale provided by the ISBN agency at the National Library. 

 

  

ACADEMIC PUBLISHING 

University Press
The situation in the university sector is more serious than in the schools since books are lacking in certain subject areas, especially in science and medicine. Production is the responsibility of a state publishing house, under the ME&S, organized in a similar way to the school book system. Books are not supplied free to students, although purchases are subsidised. 

A useful idea might be to install computerized printing systems for low print runs, based on print-on-demand technology and under the management of special university cooperatives. They could be used for routine materials, such as lecture notes. The initial investment is quite high but it would enable the rapid printing of material aimed at real needs and thus accomplishing economies of scale. 

The system would also allow the integration of in-house production with didactic material and research from on-line sources. In general, acquisition via Internet is a system which should be encouraged since it can be used to complete, or replace, materials when it is no longer practical to produce autonomously because of a limited number of buyers or users. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. In the first place that VAT should drop from 20% to 4% on books and all publishing products. 

2. That the Florence Accord for the abolition of duty on publishing products should be signed. 

3. That there should be a check on whether publishers are registered with the Tirana Court and a clamp-down on the production and sale of illegal products. 

4. That the catalogue of books on sale should be available from 2000, on paper and in digital form, through registration with the ISBN Agency - the National Library in Tirana. 

5. That the necessary technical help should be offered to the Ministry of Education so that it can calculate accurately and clearly, in market terms, the production costs and sale price of school books. 

6. That independent publishers should be allowed immediate access (in the academic year 2000-2001) to the school market, on equal terms with regard to products and prices. 

7. That independent publishers should be allowed as soon as possible to use the state school book distribution network (through a special distribution contract). This would enable year-long, as opposed to six-monthly, use of the distribution system and would assist the distribution of new books and publishers’ catalogues throughout the country. 

8. That privatization should proceed for the state enterprise producing school and university books, leaving production to independent publishers already active in the market, or others who wish to specialize in this sector, in a regime of free competition. 

9. That plans should be drawn up to privatize the school book distribution system, giving preference in the purchase of shares in the new company to professionals in the book trade (booksellers, distributors, publishers). 

10. That particular attention should be paid to the presence, operation and opening to the public of school libraries, especially in areas where there are no public libraries. 

11. That the network of bookshops still controlled by the Ministry of Culture should be privatized; and that attention be paid to the setting up of bookshops in the country’s museums. 

12. That all bookshops should be considered outlets for miscellaneous products, including the whole range of publishing products, magazines, audiovisual materials and stationery. 
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