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Dear Ministers, Ambassadors, donor representatives, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

On behalf of the Government of Albania, allow me to thank you for your participation in this round table, which constitutes the most important forum with you.

The organization of these round tables has gradually become a tradition and we look forward to turn them to the venue of an open and constructive dialogue on how to best manage the development assistance. 
Albania has made remarkable progress in a number of priority sectors due to the substantial reforms. This progress was achieved certainly thanks also to your considerable and valuable support and I would like to use this opportunity to extent our heartfelt thanks. 
I would like to point out some developments and the main achievements since our last meeting, and then address issues directly related to the donor coordination process.

The signing of the Stabilization Association Agreement with the European Union was a substantial step in the European Integration process. The agreement is ratified by 24 member states, while the Interim Agreement, entered in to force since December 2006, is successfully implemented as stated in the recent European Commission progress report. 
Receiving the invitation for NATO membership on April this year represents another historical moment for Albania and the Albanians. The Accession Protocol signed by NATO Government representatives in Brussels on July 9th has been so far ratified by 7 member countries of the Alliance.  

The Agreement for the Visa Facilitation has entered into force and the road map presented for the visa liberalization is another important step. We are working to meet the deriving obligations in order to achieve the visa liberalization and waiving in the near future.
The 2008 Progress Report of the European Commission for Albania published a week ago marks the progress achieved, as well as points out the challenges that still exist and the steps that should be taken to tackled them. We take them very seriously; in a special meeting of the Inter-Ministerial Committee for European Integration the relevant Line Ministries have been instructed by the Prime Minister to prepare and implement three month long action plans following the report’s recommendations. 
With regard to reforms undertaken so far, I would like to first point out that through a constructive dialogue between the political forces of the Government and the opposition, consensus has been reach on some very important reforms. Thus, the new election system was adopted through consensual constitutional amendments in April 2008, and is detailed in the Elections Code expected to be approved soon in the Parliament with the support of the main opposition party. 
This legislation is in compliance with the recommendations of OSCE/ODIHR and the Venice Commission which will ensure that elections will be more correct and fair than the previous ones. 
Also, the National Civil Registry is now computerized and functional; it provides for secure and accurate voters lists. 
From January next year the new secure IDs will be issued providing, along with current passports, for undisputed voters identification. Thus, we have all the reasons to believe the upcoming parliamentary elections will be of far higher standards than the previous ones. 

The consensual constitutional amendments of April 2008 reformed the procedure for electing the President of the Republic, as the previous one risked imposition of early parliamentary elections repeating themselves every three months. However, prior to that, on July 2007 the Parliament fulfilled its obligation to elect the head of state, eluding a sinister scenario for the country. 

A major objective of the Government has been and remains the fight against corruption. Among the key measures undertaken  since 2005 are: a reducing the government size and spending; elimination of conflict of interest for the officials; transparency in all decisions and public expenditure; reform of the public procurement system, including e-procurement; E-taxation, State Matura examinations and the computerized systems for university admission; regulatory reform for business licenses; privatization of the big corporations; and many other system reforms which have substantially reduced corruption and abuse of office. 
Albania has improved the legal framework, in compliance with the international Criminal and Civil conventions against corruption; we have now a law for the protection of whistleblowers, while complaints and denouncements from citizens and officials have met special attention from the Anti-Corruption Department. The institutional capacities for investigation and prosecution of corruption have been strengthened, and in this sense an important role has been played by the Task Force chaired by the Prime Minister. In these three years, the Task Force has reviewed procedures, undertaken reform, and has ensured coordination and support to the law enforcement agencies. 

Consequently, the corruption perception has improved substantially and this is manifest in this year’s report of Transparency International, which placed Albania in the group of ten countries with major advancement for 2008 and now with the same ranking as Montenegro and Serbia. 
The Cross-Cutting Strategy for Prevention, and Fight against Corruption, and for a Transparent Governance was approved in the Council of Ministers, and the Inter-Ministerial Working Group chaired by the Deputy Prime Minister is the institutional mechanism for monitoring its implementation.

There has also been progress in the fight against organized crime and illicit trafficking. In addition to the apprehension, prosecution and conviction of many notorious gang leaders’ institutional reform steps have taken place. The new law “On the State Police” and the implementation of the new system of hierarchy in the police ranks represent the most comprehensive reform in this institution since 1992. Also there is now in place the inter-sectoral strategy of the Fight against Organized Crime and Terrorism. There is a new law on “Prevention of Money Laundering and Financing of Terrorism”. The Police are being transformed from public order police into criminal police; new investigation techniques are in place and there is enhanced police cooperation with the countries of the region and other countries as well. In the course of this year, special attention went to the administration of seized properties from persons of the underworld.  

In order to coordinate the work in the fight of the trafficking of human beings there is now in place the Office of the Coordinator of the Fight against Trafficking of Human Beings, with the Anti-Traffic Unit attached to it. The Plan for the Integrated Border Management was approved. Good results have been achieved in the fight against drugs in terms of attacking criminal networks of the narcotics traffic, and according to the United Nations Office for Drugs and Crime (UNODC), in March 2008 in the entire Southeast Europe Region there is a reduction of different forms of organized crime, which were a lot more pronounced during the years of transition and conflicts. 

There was progress in reforming the Judiciary system, as a pre-requisite for the functioning of the legal state. The Amendments to the Rules of Procedure of Parliament introduced the legal base for a correct process of the consent or appointment of the members and heads of high judicial bodies. 

The High Council of Justice is no longer in conflict of interest position. In February 2008 was approved, with consensus, the Law “On the organization and functioning of the Judiciary power.” Also, a new legal package was drafted that would further the reform in the Judiciary such as: the creation of the administrative courts; the law on the judiciary administration; the law on legal  assistance; on the Public Notary, Advocacy, Bailiffs Service, Penitentiary system; fine-tuning of the Albanian legislation with that of the EU in the civil and commercial areas. There is now in place a system for the electronic court cases management, and there is enhanced efficiency in the execution of the civil court rulings.

For the public administration, the inter-sectoral reform strategy in the public administration and the review of the Civil Service Law represent two initiatives which will lay the foundations for the orientation of the policies and reforms in the public administration, by proposing the introduction of new and efficient practices in the process of hiring of the civil servants. The wages and salaries system is unified and in 2007 there was an average increase of 15 %. Meanwhile, the staff with master and PhD degrees get special bonus.

The implementation of the “Brain Gain” project and” Fund for Excellence”, which provides scholarships for post-graduates in the best universities in the world, and who will return to work in the country of origin is going well. 
One of the most important and most successful initiatives of the Government is “Albania in the digital era”, aiming to use technology as a transformational tool. All ministries either have introduced or are in the process of introducing the Management Information Systems (MIS). There is a computerized NCR in place and the related system of addresses is expected to be completed soon. The E-Schools project launched in Dec 2005 will provide all basic and secondary schools with internet connected e-labs by spring next year. E-procurement has been applied in 94 bid winners and it has saved 12 % from the limited procurement relevant funds. Now there is in place an online service of taxes and payments.
The regulatory reform has helped in the facilitation of business barriers and bureaucratic burden through the “one stop shop” service for the registration of businesses, the establishment of the National Registry Center for the business in September 2007, and the scraping  of more than 100 permits and licenses have proved to be successful. The legislation is in line with acquis communautaire.  
The Albanian economy has displayed satisfactory progress in the course of the recent years first and foremost in terms of the high rates of sustainable economic growth of 6 per cent, while for 2008 economic growth is anticipated to be at 6.2 percent. This growth was favored by the consolidation of the macroeconomic stability and the positive impact of a series of structural reforms. Inflation remains within the range of 2 - 4 per cent, the real FOREX rate is stable. 

The increase of public funds in 2008 and the plan for 2009 is mainly guided towards public infrastructure projects, which will bring increased productivity, and reduction of production and trade costs. 

In the course of 2007 the flat tax was introduced, and the personal income tax at 10%, while the corporate tax at 10% was introduced since January 2008. The Government is committed to reduce the social insurance contributions in 2009. Despite reduction by half of the fiscal burden during 2005-2008, there was sharp improvement in tax collection and budget revenue, that have increased progressively to 28.2% of the GDP in 2008 compared to 24.9 % of the GDP in 2005. The fiscal reforms, together with the implementation of the electronic tax systems have helped foster business development compared to the countries of the region, and have had positive effects in the reduction of fiscal evasion and corruption. Business promotion through facilitative fiscal and administrative policies has helped increase its performance. The interest of foreign investors in Albania has increased visibly. 

Foreign direct investments increased by 80% or about 205 million Euro in the course of 2007 compared to a year before, a trend which continued during the first half of 2008, with about 74 % more of FDIs than the same period of 2007. 

In the decentralization reform steps were the transfer to the local government of hitherto centrally ran public assets like forests, pastures and the water and waste water companies where capital investments have increased substantially.

The reform in the property/ownership issues has been facing a number of problems inherited from the recent decades. The process for the restitution and compensation of properties took place through the digitalization of the data base of the agency. Also, the same has applied for the legalization of the informal constructions, while the project is expected to launch its second phase, which aims at ensuring synchronization of processes such as: properties registration, restitution and compensation of properties, legalization, transfer of properties to the local government, and the administration of state properties. This was a first experience in this direction, which will be further replicated and coordinated with other concomitant processes in the property area.

Education and research have gone through a transformational process from the primary school to doctorate studies that have involved curriculum, teacher training, assessment and school management as well as substantial increase of salaries and of capital and other investments. It is the only sector using a SWAP with its main donors. 

Last but not least important reforms have been launched in the health system, where the primary health care, is funded from the Health Insurance Institute (HII) resulting in better services for the communities and for remote areas. In 2009, HII will be the lead actor in the purchase of service from the in the country’s hospitals. 

Tithe computerization and networking of the Ministry of Health, Tirana University Hospital Center (TUHC) and all the country’s regional hospitals. The legislation in this area will be approved by the Parliament within this year.

I stopped on some of the key reforms that we have undertaken so far, but you know it can never be exhausting. 
Allow me to focus now on the implementation of the Integrated Planning System (IPS). Tangible results have been achieved both in terms of policy formulation and in ensuring a better linkage of policies with the Medium-Term Budget Framework (MTBF).

The approval of the National Strategy for Development and Integration 2007-2013 in March of this year paved the way for the process of implementation and monitoring of accomplishments of its objectives. This strategy represents the most substantial document for the sustainable economic and social development of the country, combined with the agenda for integration in the European Union, NATO membership and the attainment of the relevant Millennium Development Goals. 

The National Strategy for Development and Integration has been drafted through an extensive consultation process with all stakeholders, donors and Parliament in order to ensure broad consensus of national priorities. A series of round tables and TV debates at the central and local level have been organized, thus presenting a far more inclusive discussion compared to the previous processes. 
Out of 37 sector and cross-cutting strategies prepared in the context of the NSDI, currently 23 have been approved by the Council of Ministers, and 14th are still underway. 

In line with the NSDI, the Progress Report for 2006-2007 which monitors the high level indicators of the Strategy, focusing on the results and impact has been drafted and consulted with the interested groups, donor community, and is submitted for consultation to the Parliamentary Commissions. 

Regarding the process of Donor Coordination, I would like to reiterate that the main objective of the Government remains strengthening the capacities of the public administration with the view to enhance the effectiveness of external assistance in addressing national priorities.

During this year, one of the key products was the formulation of the External Assistance Orientation Document (EAOD), which provides guidance related to the distribution of the external assistance among priority sectors. In order to monitor the progress in the implementation of projects and other issues related to donor coordination, an annual Progress Report will be prepared. Here, I would like to seek your assistance and close cooperation, in order to secure adequate and timely information in preparation of this report.

The Trust-Fund Program for supporting the Implementation of the Integrated Planning System is expected to provide adequate support in strengthening the capacities of the central administration especially in line Ministries for the implementation of the Integrated Planning System. I would like to point out that we need to join our efforts to speed up and maximize the efficiency of the Trust Fund.

Since one year now, Albania is implementing the “One UN” program, which has helped in enhancing the effectiveness of the work of the UN system in Albania, by re-organizing and simplifying procedures, while also ensuring a better harmonization and orientation of the funds towards the country’s strategic priorities agreed jointly. 

In March 2005, the Government like you all signed the Paris Declaration on the External Assistance Effectiveness. In the Declaration context the DSDC (DEBASKON), together with the Ministry of Finance, has coordinated the work for the second Survey for monitoring the external assistance effectiveness in 2008, after the 2006 one. The results of both surveys were presented as a case study at the High Level Forum held recently in Accra, Ghana.

Based on the 2008 Survey, Albania has made progress in several indicators, one of them being the ownership. This comes as the result of increased leadership role of the Government of Albania in matters of donor coordination. Worth mentioning here is the important role of DSDC(DEBASKON)-, in cooperation with line Ministries, and other central institutions, as well as your support as donor community. 

Nevertheless, a lot remains to be done for attaining the other dimensions of the Paris Declaration. Based on the Accra Agenda for Action, it is necessary to undertake several concrete steps, such as: 

· Enhancing the effectiveness of external assistance through setting up a long term programming process.
· Fostering the joint donor programs, activities and missions;

· Strengthening and increase usage of country systems, improving reporting and monitoring process.

We need to jointly come up with initiatives for the introduction of more Sector Wide Approach Programs (SWAPs) or Program Based Approached (PBA). This will help in avoiding fragmentation of funds, while ensuring a better management. So far Albania has only one SWAP in the education sector. 

Another important issue is the reduction of Project Implementation Units (PIUs), and transferring them as Ministry structures, thus, enhancing the capacities of the public administration on project management.

Finally, I would like to propose to you two key Instruments, which should be jointly formulated and endorsed in the context of the implementation of the Paris Declaration: first a Joint Strategy for determining the strategic goals and directions in improving the process of donor coordination in Albania, and second the Harmonization Action Plan for achieving these goals. Following agreement in principle all of the above issues will constitute the scope of future work for the government and will be intensively addressed in the periodic meetings of the Sector Working Groups.
I thank you for your attention.
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