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in the EU integration process, in order not to risk losing its 
leverage over Pristina. For this reason, the EU should finally 
provide a visa roadmap for Kosovo – not in order to lower the 
requirements for visa liberalisation, but in order to provide 
Pristina with clear guidelines for reforms. A visa roadmap 
would not only make the authorities more accountable in 
cases of shortcomings and lacking effort in the reform process; 
it would also send the message to the Kosovars that they too 
have something to gain if they work for it. 

Overall, the EU needs to finally develop a more coherent and 
credible strategy for Kosovo in order to exercise determined 
leadership and live up to the responsibility it has assumed. 
If there is an actor that, together with its partners, has the 
political means to assert influence over both parties, it is the 
EU with its membership perspective and SAP instruments. If, 
however, the EU fails to find a coherent approach and finally 
exercise determined leadership, it will run the risk of further 
losing its grip on Kosovo. 
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beginning of the democratization process. As such, elections in 
the post-socialist transition countries received high attention 
by the international community, especially, the European 
Union and the OSCE. Free and fair elections have been part 
of the EU’s political conditionality for the integration of SEE 
countries since the middle of the 1990s. They were explicitly 
spelled out as part of the EU’s regional concept for SEE in 1997 
aiming at stability and economic development. Starting from 
the late 1990s onwards, free and fair elections became a major 
EU criterion for advancing its relation with the region, which 
ultimately led to an integration perspective being offered at the 
EU Feira Summit in 2000.

The paper takes the case of Albania, a country that has been 
highly dependent on international support from 1991 
onwards, starting its transition as the most isolated and 
the poorest country in SEE. It thus presents a crucial case in 
order to explore the absorption of international norms into 
the domestic system. Since the early 1990s, when Albania’s 
transition process started, the country saw many changes in 
its political and economic system. The first years were rather 
rocky and marked by serious setbacks caused by a major state 
crisis after the collapse of the pyramid schemes in 1997 and 
the Kosovo crisis, which posed a serious risk to stability in the 
region and for Europe. Since then, many steps have been taken 
in bringing Albania closer to a democracy and market economy. 
Intriguing in the case of Albania is that even though we can 
observe considerable reform measures being taken towards the 

1.	Introduction 

Research on post-socialist transition, by and large, 
regards the impact of external actors, particularly by 
the EU, as successful in terms of its transfer of European 

norms and institutions to Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). 
While this perspective might hold true for the first wave of EU 
enlargement to the CEE transition countries, the effectiveness 
of this influence is much less obvious for the candidate and 
potential candidate countries in Southeast Europe (SEE) 
(Elbasani 2011; Grabbe 2001, 2003; Schimmelfennig/Sedelmeier 
2002, 2005, 2008). Despite a growing literature, it is still not 
very well understood how those domestic actors strategically 
incorporate international norms into their local political 
agendas. The paper looks at the challenging environment for 
Europeanization in SEE analysing the area of electoral reforms 
in Albania.

The conduct of free and fair elections is widely seen as a 
minimum criterion for democracy in the transition literature. 
The election of a democratic government provides the first 
step in the dissolution of the old autocratic regime and the 

SuF_03_11_Inhalt.indd   176 21.09.2011   09:00:48

https://doi.org/10.5771/0175-274x-2011-3-176 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.216.89, am 09.03.2026, 22:38:48. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0175-274x-2011-3-176


S+F (29. Jg.)  3/2011 | 177

establishment of a formal democratic political system, Albania 
struggled and still struggles with holding elections according 
to international standards – despite great support by the 
international community and continuous high demands for 
complying with international standards, in particular by the 
EU and the OSCE. On the contrary, even though the conduct 
of proper elections is a fundamental criterion of democracy, 
the electoral reforms belong to one of the most contended and 
contested areas of the political system in Albania, especially 
by the two major political parties, the Democratic Party (DP) 
and the Socialist Party (SP). Thus, 20 years after the start of 
transition, the domestic environment in Albania still poses 
considerable challenges for the Europeanization of political 
norms and institutions.

The paper focuses on the transformation of the electoral 
system in Albania as a result of both domestic political 
process and external conditionality of international actors. 
It argues that domestic political elites have strategically 
incorporated international norms into their own political 
agendas. By constantly contesting the electoral system, they 
instrumentalised the electoral reform with the aim of getting 
control over state resources without consolidating democratic 
structures. In a political environment that is polarized 
according to the “winner takes it all” logic, elections became 
a key mechanism of political parties’ clientelism. Clientelism 
is understood here as a “certain mode of managing power 
relations and manipulation of state institutions in the interest 
of the people in power, structuring the system around informal 
networks of personal relationships based on exchange of 
favours” (Bogdani/Loughlin 2007: 150). This phenomenon can 
evolve particularly in the context of weak political, social and 
economic developments, such as poverty, high unemployment, 
weak democratic states institutions and mistrust in society, 
circumstances that prevail in most of the transition countries 
in SEE (ibid.). In Albania, elections are the most significant 
way for the winning party to tap public resources using it for 
patronage purposes and ensuring that its power is maintained. 
Thus, the case of Albania’s electoral reform shows the limits of 
Europeanization in transforming the institutional environment 
in the challenging context of SEE.

The paper is organised in three parts. Firstly, it analyses the 
changing electoral system in Albania since the early 1990s and 
looks at the disputed electoral reform process, particularly after 
1997. Secondly, it elaborates on the international assistance 
to support the domestic electoral reform efforts aimed at 
stabilizing and consolidating the democratic system. Thirdly, 
it explores how domestic actors incorporated international 
norms into their domestic strategies by looking at two crucial 
elements of the electoral process, voter registration and vote 
splitting.

2.	Contested Parliamentary Elections and  
Electoral Reform in Albania

Throughout the last two decades the Albanian electoral system 
was changed three times, influencing the number of seats in 
the parliament as well as the balance between single-member 

districts and proportional representation: from a majoritarian 
system applied at the first parliamentary elections in 1991 to 
a mixed electoral system during 1992–2005, and finally to a 
regional proportional system in 2008 (Elbasani 2008, Schmidt-
Neke 2002). The first elections in 1991 were held under a pure 
majoritarian system. The Labor Party of Albania (later named 
the Socialist Party of Albania) won 56 percent of the votes and 
169 seats (68 percent) out of a 250-member single-chamber 
parliament. Before conducting the parliamentary elections 
in 1992, negotiations for a new electoral code were conducted 
with the newly born Democratic forces. As a result, a mixed 
electoral system was adopted.� “The mixed election system 
had an element of proportionality that attempted to allocate 
mandates in proportion to a political party’s or coalitions’ 
national share of the valid votes.” (European Commission 
for Democracy through Law 2009: 5). The principle of 
proportionality was laid down in the Albanian Constitution 
(paragraph. 2, Art. 64). The elections in 1992 conducted under 
the new mixed electoral system brought the DP into power. 
While the basic principles of the mixed electoral system were 
part of the 1998 Constitution (Art. 64), the electoral code has 
been frequently amended since then and remained the centre 
of disputes in subsequent years (Hoffmann 2008). Especially 
between the two major parties, DP and SP, many controversies 
and conflicts evolved around electoral reforms, for instance 
on the composition of the Central Election Commission, the 
boundaries of electoral constituencies, and the voters list. The 
third change was finally undertaken in 2008, when a new 
electoral system was approved based on amendments to the 
Albanian Constitutions adopted on April 21, 2008 (European 
Commission for Democracy through Law 2009). Instead of the 
mixed electoral system a regional proportional system based on 
regional constituencies was introduced.

With the exception of the 1992 elections, parliamentary 
elections in Albania were criticized by international and 
national observers and contested by the respective opposition 
party for not (fully) complying with international standards 
of democratic elections (Kajsiu et al. 2002, OSCE/ODIHR 1997, 
2005, 2009). The 1996 elections were strongly criticized for 
being characterized by intimidation and fraud in favour of 
the ruling party DP (Hensell 2009).� After the collapse of the 
pyramid schemes and the state crisis in 1997 international 
pressure led to new elections. They were seen as an important 
way to restore security and order in Albania by the international 
community.� While the 1997 parliamentary elections were 
regarded as “acceptable given the prevailing circumstances,” 
the elections in 2001 were internationally criticized for 
serious irregularities (OSCE/ODIHR 1997: 4, 2001). The 2005 
elections were accepted as being largely fair and free even 
though numerous shortcomings prevailed and international 
standards were not fully met. For the elections in 2009, the 
international observers reported improvements (“tangible 
progress”) over previous elections, but noted that they have 

�	 The mixed electoral system combined a majority and a proportional 
allocation. Out of 140 members in the parliament 100 were elected directly in 
single-member electoral zones, while 40 were elected from party lists. Voters 
had to cast two votes, one vote for single-member districts and one vote for 
the party lists. 

�	 The DP obtained with 56 percent of the votes 122 out of 140 seats.
�	 The SP won those elections with 53 percent of the votes.
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been “overshadowed by the politicization of technical aspects 
of the election process” (OSCE/ODIHR 2009: 1).

All parliamentary elections after 1996 were marked by a 
polarized political culture with deep antagonisms between 
political forces grouped around the dominant SP and DP (Kajsiu 
et al. 2002, OSCE/ODIHR 1997, 2001, 2005, 2009). Starting from 
1996, boycotts of the parliament have evolved as a political 
instrument by the respective political opposition, which was 
used after each general election (with the exception of 2005) 
(Commission of the European Communities 2002, Council 
of Europe 2000). Among the reasons for boycotts was (in most 
cases) the opposition party’s accusation of electoral fraud 
and manipulations, which resulted in the non-recognition of 
election results. This reaction presents another feature of the 
struggle over elections (Schmidt-Neke 1998, 2002). Regardless 
of the degree of fraud and manipulation or the international 
concerns raised, the respective opposition parties challenged 
the electoral results. The most recent example was the stalemate 
of the political process in 2009 and 2010, when the opposition 
party SP boycotted the parliament, asking for a thorough 
investigation into the June 28, 2009 elections, which they 
claimed were manipulated.

Thus, parliamentary boycotts became a feature of the political 
process, employed independently from the political orientation 
by either one of the two major parties as the following table 
shows:

Party rivalry with high tensions between the two major parties 
before as well as after elections prevailed throughout the 1990s 
and the 2000s (Hoffmann 2008, International Crisis Group 
2001). It showed that there was little interest in a consensus-
oriented approach to find common solutions and creating 
majorities for political policy options. Most of the controversies 
were not content-related, i.e. concerning specific policies, but 
were structured along a “friend-enemy” division.� The OSCE 
concluded after the 2001 elections that the “major political 
parties continued to treat each other as enemies, rather than 
as legitimate political opponents.” (OSCE/ODIHR 2001: 2)

�	�������������������������������������������������������������������   Hoffmann (2008); http://www.setimes.com/cocoon/setimes/xhtml/en_GB/
newsbriefs/setimes/news-briefs/ 2010/05/17/nb-08 (Accessed: 17.05.2010).

�	 After February 2010, the SP continued a partial boycott, voting on only some 
laws in which it had a specific interest.

�	 The programmes of both major parties for the 2009 elections differed only 
slightly (OSCE Presence in Albania 2009). 

This nature of the controversies is further enhanced by the way 
most voters relate to political leaders and “demand” privileges 
as a reward for their loyalty. Voters’ electoral choices are mostly 
motivated by the personalities of the party leaders or local 
loyalties rather than by party programmes or political agendas 
because of perceived benefits to be offered to faithful party 
members through clientelist practices (Bogdani/Loughlin 2007, 
Gërxhani/Schram 2000, Ilirjani 2005). Voters’ expectations to 
receive rewards once their MPs are voted into the parliament 
are high. This type of patron-client relationship works for 
all parties. While in urban areas citizens expect first of all 
employment opportunities as a benefit after the elections, rural 
voters expect mostly benefits in the form of funds allocated to 
the region, e.g. provision of better infrastructure. In sum, voter-
party alignment is still shaped to a high degree by clientelist 
relations (Hensell 2009, Rakipi 2007, 2008). 

Distribution of public resources (e.g. awarding public contracts, 
granting licences) is thus an important means of voter 
mobilization. There are strong indications that the respective 
Albanian governments have used the provision of employment 
as well as public resources to influence the results of the elections 
and favour their clientele respectively (Bogdani/Loughlin 2007, 
Kajsiu et al. 2002, OSCE/ODIHR 2009). Politically motivated 
turnover in the public administration after elections or 
recruitment before elections, which circumvent the civil 
service law, has been a point of continuous criticism by the EU. 
“Recruitment in the civil service continues to take place through 
non-transparent procedures.” (Commission of the European 
Communities 2009: 10) During the last electoral campaign 
in 2009, both DP and – less frequently – the SP used official 
events (including inaugurations of infrastructure projects) for 
campaign purposes, “blurring the distinction between state and 
party.” (ibid.: 2) As well, “there were substantiated allegations 
of misuse of administrative resources by the DP for campaign 
purposes.” (ibid.) In sum, elections became a central “battle 
field” between the two major parties within the clientelist 
political structure with the ultimate objective to control state 
resources.

3.	International Assistance to Electoral Reform: 
Transferring International Norms

International assistance to electoral reform in Albania was 
provided by various international organisations, in particular 
by the OSCE since the establishment of its presence in 
Albania in 1997. Additionally, the EU closely monitored the 
elections in Albania. After the opening of the negotiations for 
a Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) in 2003, the 
EU reported regularly on progress towards meeting the political 
Copenhagen criterion, including elections.

Since 1997, the OSCE observed the electoral reform process 
and supported negotiations between the political parties 
to establish and amend the electoral code according to 
recommendations provided by the OSCE/ODIHR election 
observation reports. After the Albanian Constitution was 
adopted in 1998, laying down the basic principles of the mixed 
electoral system (Art. 64), the electoral code was amended 
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Table 1: Parliamentary boycotts in Albania since 19964

Government term Boycott by the opposition party

1996–1997 DP-led 
government

September – November 1996 (SP) 

1997–2001 SP-led 
government

September 1997 – März 1998 (DP) 
Juli 1998 – Juli 1999 (DP)

2001–2005 SP-led 
government

Juni 2001 – Januar 2002 (DP) 

Since 2009 DP-led 
government

September 2009 – February 2010 (SP)5 
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several times. Following the contested parliamentary elections 
in 1997, the OSCE presence in Albania accompanied closely the 
discussions in a bipartisan working group drafting an electoral 
code based on international standards. The new electoral code 
was adopted on May 8, 2000 as Law No. 8609. By providing a 
legal and administrative framework for conducting democratic 
elections, a considerable adoption of the code to international 
standards was achieved.

After the parliamentary elections in 2001, internationally 
criticized for serious irregularities, a bipartisan parliamentary 
committee on electoral reform was again created upon a 
recommendation by OSCE/ODIHR.� During its mandate from 
May 2002 to March 2003, the OSCE assisted the implementation 
of the various recommendations by OSCE/ODIHR and the 
Council of Europe. After difficult negotiations, the committee 
finally agreed on technical improvements of the electoral code, 
among others the voter lists and the administrative procedures 
for electoral complaints and appeals (Hoffmann 2008). The 
amended electoral code was adopted in the parliament on June 
19, 2003 as Law No. 9087. 

After the local elections in October 2003, conducted under the 
new electoral code, OSCE/ODIHR monitoring concluded that 
further revisions of the electoral code were necessary, given 
that central aspects of the elections (e.g. the composition of 
the central election commission and the voter registration) 
were not improved in relation to the 2001 elections. Another 
bipartisan parliamentary committee worked between July 
and October 2004 on the recommendations of OSCE/ODIHR. 
However, reaching agreement on changes to the electoral 
code was very difficult, and the conflict between the two 
major parties could only be solved with the assistance of the 
international community, most prominently the OSCE. The 
amendments to the electoral code were finally adopted by 
the parliament in October 2004. Further amendments (e.g. 
concerning a new definition of the 100 electoral districts) 
were made in January and April 2005, only shortly before the 
parliamentary elections in July 2005. According to the former 
ambassador of the OSCE Presence in Albania, Pavel Vacek, the 
biggest problem during this process was “the lack of political 
will” to quickly reach an agreement (ibid.). The elections in 
2005 were accepted as being largely fair and free even though 
numerous shortcomings prevailed and international standards 
were not fully met. In 2008, the electoral code was once again 
revised to address several recommendations by OSCE/ODIHR. 
With the latest reform, Albania shifted from a mixed electoral 
system to a purely proportional system. For the elections in 
2009, the international observers reported tangible progress 
in comparison to previous elections, even though they were 
concerned by the politicization of technical aspects of the 
electoral process (OSCE/ODIHR 2009).

Until 2001, problems connected to conducting democratic 
elections according to international standards were regarded by 
the OSCE as “technical issues” that require some formal changes 
in the electoral code and the electoral process (e.g. to improve 
the civil registry to provide a correct voters list). However, 

�	 It was co-chaired by the SP and DP with representation from all parties 
represented in the parliament.

after several recommendations had not led to substantive 
improvements in the electoral process, OSCE/ODIHR started 
in 2001 to explicitly mention in its observation reports that 
the failure to fulfil international standards were not related to 
a lack of capacities but a lack of a political will of the Albanian 
political elites to conduct democratic elections (OSCE/ODIHR 
2001). Similar statements were made after the 2005 elections, 
when it criticized that “the major political parties are yet to 
demonstrate political will (…). This was particularly evident 
in the parties’ approach to the election administration, the 
full respect for citizens’ fundamental freedoms, and the 
implementation of electoral strategies to maximise electoral 
gains.” (OSCE/ODIHR 2005: 1)� 

This conclusion contrasts to the rather positive view of the 
2005 elections by the EU. The EU saw those elections as an 
important test for the functioning of democracy in Albania. 
After slow reform progress in 2003 and 2004, the EU stressed 
that Albania would need to ensure a proper conduct of the 2005 
elections as well as progress regarding the European Partnership 
priorities before the SAA could be concluded. “If the next 
elections will be again problematic, this will be a serious setback 
in the aspiration of the country to make progress on its way 
towards European integration.” (Delegation of the European 
Commission in Albania, press release of 24 February 2005) The 
postponement of the SAA conclusion until after the elections 
was thus seen as an incentive for the Albanian government 
to undertake stronger reform efforts. In its 2005 progress 
report the EU concluded that “(d)espite shortcomings, these 
parliamentary elections were fundamentally valid and led to 
a smooth change of government.” (European Commission 
2005: 66) The EU took the peaceful transfer of power from the 
SP to the winning DP, the improvement of the overall political 
situation as well as some progress in various reform areas (e.g. 
approximation to European standards) undertaken by the new 
government as a positive sign.� It also stressed – as in previous 
progress reports – the constructive attitude of Albania towards 
its regional neighbours, which contributed to stability in the 
region. As a result, the European Commission recommended 
the conclusion of the SAA with Albania which was signed on 
June 12, 2006. This was celebrated by the DP government as 
its major political success.10 Nonetheless, the EU stressed in its 
2005 progress report that visible progress in important reform 
areas was necessary, among them the continuation of electoral 
reform. While during the 2009 parliamentary elections most 
OSCE commitments were met, Albania did not realise its 
potential to “adhere to the highest standards for democratic 
elections,” e.g. because of the politicisation of the vote count 
(European Commission 2009: 6).

Despite strong and continuous international support, in some 
crucial areas of the electoral process, like voter registration, 
shortcomings were not properly addressed by the respective 
Albanian governments, and major issues around the electoral 
process were not changed for several years. In the following, 

�	 This included technical and administrative problems, related to tactical voting 
and a need to further improve voter lists (European Commission 2005).

�	 According to EU Enlargement Commissioner Olli Rehn:“given the largely free 
and fair general elections earlier this month, Albania has removed a critical 
barrier” to the SAA conclusion” (Albanian News, 13.7.2005).

10	 It entered into force on April 1, 2009.
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two cases will briefly be looked at: the incomplete registration 
of voters and the misuse of vote splitting under the mixed 
electoral system.

4.	Incorporating International Norms into  
Domestic Actors’ Strategies

The problem of the incomplete voter registration – and thus 
faulty voter lists – was already criticized by the international 
community after the 1997 elections (OSCE/ODIHR 1997). After 
the 2001 parliamentary elections, the government was urged 
to undertake considerable efforts to overcome this problem. 
Subsequently, the election administration (including the 
civil registry and the voter lists) was part of the bipartisan 
parliamentary committee’s discussion to reform the electoral 
code between May 2002 and March 2003. However, after the 
2003 local elections ODIHR highlighted that the incomplete 
and faulty voter lists were a persistent problem that had not 
been resolved despite international assistance (Hoffman 2008). 
Again, a bipartisan committee worked on steps to improve 
the voter registration between July and October 2004. In the 
preparations for the 2005 parliamentary elections the creation 
of complete voter lists taken from the civil registry were 
supported by the OSCE and by the European Commission 
with a grant in the amount of 800.000 EUR (ibid.). However, 
in their observations of the 2005 parliamentary elections the 
international community concluded that the elections still had 
numerous shortcomings, in particular the incomplete voter 
lists (OSCE/ODIHR 2005). The OSCE stressed that the reason 
for the inaccurate voter lists was not removed: “The continued 
inaction of the Albania authorities in introducing a uniform 
system of addresses of buildings and new personal identification 
documents across the country diminishes the significance of 
efforts undertaken to improve the voter lists.” (ibid.: 1)

Only in 2008, a computerized National Civil Status Register 
database was finally completed and used as the source of the 
voter lists. Furthermore, national personal ID numbers as well 
as a new personal identity document (a high-level security 
ID card containing biometric data) were issued to citizens. 
Both measures had an “important impact on the elections 
and addressed previous OSCE/ODIHR recommendations” 
(OSCE/ODIHR 2009: 9). However, looking at these reforms it 
has to be considered that ensuring document security was a 
necessary requirement under the roadmap agreement with 
the European Commission on visa liberalization (ESI 2009). 
Visa liberalization – and subsequently visa-free travel to the 
EU – has been an important electoral promise made by both 
major parties, in particular by Prime Minister Sali Berisha 
(DP) for many years (Republika e Shqipërisë 2009). Thus, the 
importance of document security for the visa liberalization 
process, which was high on the domestic political agenda, was 
conducive to the realization of the computerized population 
register, which laid a sound basis for complete voter lists. It took 
more than 10 years to achieve this crucial step.

The second example where political actors instrumentalised 
electoral reform for their own purposes was the so-called 
strategic voting, i.e. the use of vote splitting allowed under 

the mixed-electoral framework by giving the votes to two 
different political parties the voter would like to see form a 
government.11 This happened firstly during the 2001 elections 
when party strategies were applied with the objective to 
maximise party interest, distorting the constitutional objective 
of proportionality in the translation of votes into seats. After the 
2001 elections, OSCE/ODIHR criticized that parties had tested 
“the law beyond acceptable limits” (OSCE/ODIHR 2001: 2). 
During the 2005 elections, “strategic voting” reached wide-
scale use and was used by both major parties and their small 
allies. As a result, there was a considerable difference between 
the percentages of mandates in comparison to the percentages 
of national votes: the DP received 32 percent more seats than 
votes while the SP received 21 percent more seats than votes 
(OSCE/ODIHR 2005). Following the elections, OSCE/ODIHR 
concluded that “both major political camps based their 
campaigns, in part, on electoral strategies that (…) blurred 
distinctions between political parties and had the potential 
to circumvent the objective of proportionality ‘to the closest 
possible extent’” (OSCE/ODIHR 2005: 13). Addressing several 
recommendations by OSCE/ODIHR after the 2005 elections, 
the electoral code was once again revised, abolishing the mixed 
electoral system and introducing the regional proportional 
electoral system.

Experts warn that no miracles can be expected from a change 
of the electoral system as the application of the electoral code 
and the implementation of the electoral system in a specific 
country context is crucial (Elbasani 2008). However, the new 
electoral code adopted in 2008 was expected to facilitate the 
electoral procedures and voter administration, particularly 
vote counting and calculation of results as citizens only cast 
one vote (OSCE/ODIHR 2009). This time (2008) the consensus 
was not mediated by the OSCE but could be reached because 
both major parties had a strong interest in the reform. Thus, 
inter-party compromise was found, among others concerning 
constitutional amendments necessary to change the electoral 
system, although smaller parties protested against the adoption 
of the new electoral code. “The two largest parties dominated 
the reform agenda and the outcome is seen to benefit them.” 
(NDI 2009: 2) Looking at the 2009 parliamentary results, 
it can be concluded that the new electoral system “greatly 
favoured the two biggest parties over smaller parties vying 
for seats in parliament.” (Korenica and Doli 2009) According 
to international election observers, the new code “brought 
about significant improvements” (ibid.: 1). Nonetheless, in a 
quarter of the ballot counting centers, the vote counting was 
assessed bad or very bad – even though in general, “there was 
no evidence of irregular counting or manipulation of results” 
(ibid.: 4). However, the opposition party SP did not accept the 
narrow electoral victory of the DP and started to boycott the 
parliament in September 2009 until February 2010, accusing 
the DP of electoral fraud and manipulation.12 Both examples 
show that the late adoption of change measures as well as the 
misuse of formally democratic legal provisions was primarily a 
deliberate action of both major parties.

11	 This way, smaller parties receive more votes in the proportional part of the 
election.

12	 The DP and its allies won 68 seats (46.92 per cent),the SP won 66 seats (45.34 
per cent).
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5.	Conclusion

The paper looked at a challenging domestic environment for 
Europeanization, focusing on electoral reforms in Albania. 
Free and fair elections have been part of the EU’s political 
conditionality for the integration of Southeast European 
countries since the middle of the 1990s. However, even though 
electoral reform remained high on the political agenda in 
Albania for more than a decade, progress in accomplishing 
fair and free elections was only partly achieved. Analysing 
the parliamentary elections in Albania, it was shown that the 
frequent change of the electoral code did not lead to a “linear 
improvement” of the electoral process as expected by the 
international community. It was rather the succession of new 
rounds of political power struggles between the main political 
parties, SP and DP, over influencing the chances to win the next 
parliamentary elections. Furthermore, it was shown that the 
contestation of elections as well as subsequently the dispute 
about electoral reform is the manifestation of the prevailing 
rationale of the domestic political actors shaped by clientelism. 
Their logic follows the objective of ‘owning’ the state as the 
most significant way to get access to public resources, which 
can be distributed as privileges to the respective party’s 
clientele in order to secure one’s own political power. Thus, the 
contestation of electoral results as well as the electoral reform 
was instrumental for the major political parties following their 
ultimate goal to get control of the state serving their patronage 
purposes.

The case of electoral reform in Albania thus challenged the 
assumption of the successful role EU conditionality has played 
in transforming post-socialist socities in the region. It showed 
that we cannot assume a uniform ‘incorporation’ of European 
norms and institutions into the domestic political systems 
of SEE. Domestic elites rather adopted the international 
norms according to their own political rationale. Even if they 
apparently made institutional changes according to European 
norms, it does not necessarily mean that these institutions 
function the way they do in a European context. Rather, they 
might serve to support the existing domestic power system. 
The case of Albania’s electoral reform thus showed the limits of 
Europeanization in transforming the institutional environment 
in the challenging context of SEE.
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