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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

Albania’s Constitution,1 adopted in October 1998, de-
clares “religious coexistence” a basic principle for the 
state (Article 3). The republic is a secular state (Arti-
cle 10), which guarantees the freedom of conscience 
and religion, including the right to choose or change 
religion or beliefs and to express them “individually or 
collectively, in public or in private life through cult, ed-
ucation … or the performance of rituals” (Article 24). 
Article 18 prohibits discrimination on religious grounds 
and political parties or other organisations “whose pro-
grams or activity are based on totalitarian methods, 
which incite and support” religious hatred are prohibit-
ed (Article 9). Destruction of or damage to religious ob-
jects, and the prevention of religious ceremonies are 
punishable offences.

Religious communities are equal before the law and 
relations between the state and religious communities 
are regulated by official agreements (Article 10). The 
government does not require registration or licensing 
of religious groups, but the State Committee on Cults 

regulates relations between the state and religious 
communities.2 

After decades of enforced atheism under a Communist 
regime, which collapsed in 1991, the country appears 
to be experiencing a significant religious revival.

Most citizens traditionally associate themselves with 
one of four predominant religious communities histor-
ically present in the country: two Muslim (Sunni, the 
majority, and Bektashi) and two Christian (Roman 
Catholic and the Autocephalous Orthodox Church of 
Albania).

Because of the government’s secular tradition and lim-
ited resources, it has reportedly refrained from provid-
ing financial assistance for the rebuilding of religious 
infrastructure destroyed under communism. “We can-
not avoid foreign financial help,” said Loreta Aliko, 
head of the State Committee on Cults, conceding that 
the state has limited resources.3

Delays in the restitution of religious properties that 
were seized by Enver Hoxha’s communist government 
are criticized by each of the religious communities.

Turkey is perceived as being the most active supporter 
of Albania’s Muslim community and has financed the 
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construction of the Namazgja Grand Mosque in Tirana, 
as well as refurbishing older mosques and Sufi lodges 
across the country.4 Meanwhile, the Salafi community 
has relied on Saudi Arabia for support and scholar-
ships. The Sufi community has also received aid from 
outside the country: “The Shi’a in Iraq are helping us a 
lot today,” said Edmond Brahimaj, the Bektashi’s Baba 
Mondi, or world leader.5

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
Official figures for religion-biased crimes 2018 and 
2019 were not reported to the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe for inclusion in the annual 
hate crime report, but SETA (the Foundation for Po-
litical, Economic and Social Research, sponsored by 
the Turkish government) reported one hate crime with 
an anti-Muslim bias in August 2018: “A shop wall was 
vandalized with anti-Muslim graffiti by an organized 
hate group.”6 SETA reported two anti-Muslim crimes in 
August of 2019 in which “a monument commemorating 
the victims of a recent anti-government coup attempt 
in Turkey was vandalized when the names of the dead 
and a Turkish flag were destroyed with heavy machin-
ery. This was the second such incident targeting the 
monument to occur in the same year.”7

SETA reported in its annual Islamophobia report for 
2018 that Islamophobic incidents were often related 
to anti-Turkish sentiments, such as during commem-
orations marking the “Year of Scanderbeg” (the 550th 
anniversary of the death of an Albanian celebrated for 
his war against the Ottoman Empire).8 In its 2019 re-
port, SETA noted that the November 2019 earthquake 
in Albania was followed by “hate speech and anti-Mus-
lim sentiment on social media” after the Prime Minister 
posted religious quotes on his Facebook page.9 SETA 
described the phenomenon of Islamophobia in Albania 
as often relating to criticism of Turkish funding of the 
Great Mosque in Tirana, and the idea that a majori-
ty-Muslim country should not be granted accession to 
the EU.10 

Due to the coronavirus pandemic in 2020, the Islamic 
Community and Catholic Church in Albania temporar-
ily suspended all activities and closed mosques and 
churches in March, except for personal prayer and fu-
nerals.11 Restrictions or modifications of worship activ-
ities were re-imposed later in the year due to an uptick 
in cases after a relaxation of the rules.12

In May 2020, two unexploded Molotov cocktails were 
discovered near the Namazgja Mosque under con-
struction in Tirana, in front of the entrance to the Alba-
nian Parliament building. It was not clear which of the 
buildings was the target.13

Albania inaugurated a Holocaust memorial in Tirana 
in July 2020, to honour the “Albanians, Christians and 
Muslims [who] endangered their lives to protect and 
save the Jews.”14 The small Jewish community living 
in Albania left the country for Israel just after the fall of 
the communist regime in 1991. 

In October 2020, Albania became the first majori-
ty-Muslim country to formally adopt the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s definition of an-
ti-Semitism and to “promise to fight anti-Jewish prej-
udice.” The decision came a few days before the first 
“Balkans Forum on Anti-Semitism,” organised by the 
Albanian parliament.15 During the forum, Albania’s 
Prime Minister called anti-Semitism “a threat to our 
civilization.”16

The European Commission’s report released in Octo-
ber 2020 on Albania found that freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion were “generally upheld” and 
“inter-religious harmony and cooperation continued.”17 

Although in March 2020, the European Council had 
agreed to open accession negotiations for Albania and 
North Macedonia, in November, Bulgaria blocked an 
agreement on a negotiating framework, due to unre-
solved disputes with North Macedonia over language 
and history.18 In December 2020, EU leaders urged an 
end to the delay, warning Bulgaria that “it risks under-
mining security in the Balkans - and wider Europe”.19 

In December 2020, protesters threw stones at govern-
ment buildings, set fire to a Christmas tree in front of 
the Prime Minister’s office and destroyed Christmas 
decorations in the Tirana main square after a man was 
shot by police for not following their orders during the 
pandemic-related curfew.20

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
Religious tolerance between the Islamic Community 
and the Orthodox and Catholic Churches remains one 
of the central pillars of stability within Albanian society. 
In the period under review, relations between Albanian 
Muslims and Christians continue to be good. 
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However, religion may be a consideration for this na-
tion, which has been on a path toward accession to the 
European Union since 2014. If Albania were to join the 
EU, it would be its first Muslim-majority country. A clash 
of cultural and political values could develop from that 
reality, based on the Muslim concept of non-separation 
of religion and state. 



Religious Freedom in the World Report 2021 |

SOURCES / ENDNOTES

1  Albania 1998 (rev. 2016), Constitute Project, https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Albania_2016?lang=en (accessed 31st De-
cember 2020). 

2  Decision 459 for the Establishment of the State Committee for Cults, 23rd September 1999, https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/lo-
cal/1396633/1226_1490351921_albania-decision-state-committe-cults-1999-en.pdf (accessed 31st December 2020).

3  Krithika Varagur, “Albania gets religion,” Politico, 15th October 2019, https://www.politico.eu/article/albania-religion-islam-mosque-mus-
lim-catholicism-church-secular-state/ (accessed 31st December 2020).

4  Ibid.

5  Ibid.

6  Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, “2018 Hate Crime Reporting – Albania,” Organization for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe, https://hatecrime.osce.org/albania?year=2018 (accessed 12th December 2020).

7  Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, “2019 Hate Crime Reporting – Albania,” Organization for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe, https://hatecrime.osce.org/albania?year=2019 (accessed 12th December 2020).

8  O. Jazexhi, “Islamophobia in Albania: National Report 2018,” in E. Bayraklı & F. Hafez, European Islamophobia Report 2018, SETA, 
Istanbul, p. 65, https://setav.org/en/assets/uploads/2019/09/EIR_2018.pdf (accessed 12th December 2020). 

9  N. Dosti, “Islamophobia in Albania: National Report 2019,” in E. Bayraklı & F. Hafez, European Islamophobia Report 2019, SETA, Istan-
bul, p. 60, https://www.islamophobiaeurope.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/EIR_2019.pdf (accessed 2nd January 2021).

10  Ibid, p. 67.

11  Alice Taylor, “Catholic Church in Albania Cancels Activities, Police and Army Continue Checking Citizens,” Exit News, 12th March 2020, 
https://exit.al/en/2020/03/12/catholic-church-in-albania-cancels-activities-police-and-army-continue-checking-citizens/ (accessed 4th January 2021).

12  “Albanian Muslims Will Not Hold Eid Al-Adha Prayers in Skanderbeg Square Due to Coronavirus,” Exit News, 30th July 2020, https://exit.
al/en/2020/07/30/albanian-muslims-will-not-hold-eid-al-adha-prayers-in-skanderbeg-square-due-to-coronavirus/ (accessed 4th January 2021).

13  Fatjon Cuka, “Tiranë, gjendet molotov pranë Xhamisë së Namazgjasë,” Anadolu Agency, 18th May 2020, https://www.aa.com.tr/sq/ball-
kani/tiran%C3%AB-gjendet-molotov-pran%C3%AB-xhamis%C3%AB-s%C3%AB-namazgjas%C3%AB/1844433 (accessed 2nd January 2021).

14  Llazar Semini, “Albania Holocaust memorial honors locals who protected Jews,” Associated Press, 9th July 2020, https://apnews.com/
article/030e86cdf2d52b5d87b2a0a3949736e4 (accessed 12th December 2020).

15  “Albania becomes first Muslim country to adopt anti-Semitism definition,” Times of Israel, 23rd October 2020, https://www.timesofisrael.
com/albania-becomes-first-muslim-country-to-adopt-anti-semitism-definition/ (accessed 1st January 2021).

16  “Albanian leader calls antisemitism ‘a threat’,” Jewish News, 14th November 2020, https://jewishnews.timesofisrael.com/albanian-lead-
er-calls-antisemitism-a-threat/ (accessed 1st January 2021).

17  Commission Staff Working Document, “Albania 2020 Report,” European Commission, 6th October 2020, p. 30, https://ec.europa.eu/
neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/albania_report_2020.pdf (accessed 2nd December 2020). 

18  “Bulgaria blocks North Macedonia’s EU accession talks,” MSN, 17th November 2020, https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/bulgaria-
blocks-north-macedonia-s-eu-accession-talks/ar-BB1b6muT (accessed 12th December 2020).

19  “Bulgaria’s block on North Macedonia’s bid to join EU ‘massively endangers Europe’s security,” Euronews, 8th December 2020, https://
www.euronews.com/2020/12/08/bulgaria-s-block-on-north-macedonia-s-bid-to-join-eu-massively-endangers-europe-s-security (accessed 10th 
December 2020

20  Nektaria Stamouli, “Albanian protesters set fire to Christmas trees over police killing,” Politico, 10th December 2020, https://www.politico.
eu/article/albanian-protesters-set-fire-to-christmas-trees-over-police-killing/ (accessed 3rd January 2021).

ALBANIA

https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Albania_2016?lang=en
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1396633/1226_1490351921_albania-decision-state-committe-cults-1999-en.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1396633/1226_1490351921_albania-decision-state-committe-cults-1999-en.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/article/albania-religion-islam-mosque-muslim-catholicism-church-secular-state/
https://www.politico.eu/article/albania-religion-islam-mosque-muslim-catholicism-church-secular-state/
https://hatecrime.osce.org/albania?year=2018
https://hatecrime.osce.org/albania?year=2019
https://setav.org/en/assets/uploads/2019/09/EIR_2018.pdf
https://www.islamophobiaeurope.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/EIR_2019.pdf
https://exit.al/en/2020/03/12/catholic-church-in-albania-cancels-activities-police-and-army-continue-checking-citizens/
https://exit.al/en/2020/07/30/albanian-muslims-will-not-hold-eid-al-adha-prayers-in-skanderbeg-square-due-to-coronavirus/
https://exit.al/en/2020/07/30/albanian-muslims-will-not-hold-eid-al-adha-prayers-in-skanderbeg-square-due-to-coronavirus/
https://www.aa.com.tr/sq/ballkani/tiran%C3%AB-gjendet-molotov-pran%C3%AB-xhamis%C3%AB-s%C3%AB-namazgjas%C3%AB/1844433
https://www.aa.com.tr/sq/ballkani/tiran%C3%AB-gjendet-molotov-pran%C3%AB-xhamis%C3%AB-s%C3%AB-namazgjas%C3%AB/1844433
https://apnews.com/article/030e86cdf2d52b5d87b2a0a3949736e4
https://apnews.com/article/030e86cdf2d52b5d87b2a0a3949736e4
https://www.timesofisrael.com/albania-becomes-first-muslim-country-to-adopt-anti-semitism-definition/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/albania-becomes-first-muslim-country-to-adopt-anti-semitism-definition/
https://jewishnews.timesofisrael.com/albanian-leader-calls-antisemitism-a-threat/
https://jewishnews.timesofisrael.com/albanian-leader-calls-antisemitism-a-threat/
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/albania_report_2020.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/albania_report_2020.pdf
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/bulgaria-blocks-north-macedonia-s-eu-accession-talks/ar-BB1b6muT
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/bulgaria-blocks-north-macedonia-s-eu-accession-talks/ar-BB1b6muT
https://www.euronews.com/2020/12/08/bulgaria-s-block-on-north-macedonia-s-bid-to-join-eu-massively-endangers-europe-s-security
https://www.euronews.com/2020/12/08/bulgaria-s-block-on-north-macedonia-s-bid-to-join-eu-massively-endangers-europe-s-security
https://www.politico.eu/article/albanian-protesters-set-fire-to-christmas-trees-over-police-killing/
https://www.politico.eu/article/albanian-protesters-set-fire-to-christmas-trees-over-police-killing/

