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“Economic Restructuring for a
New Perspective,” organized by
AmCham and Monitor Magazine

P N

'The conference “Economic Restructuring for a New
Perspective.” jointly organized by AmChamand Monitor
Magazine. served as a platform for exchanging ideas on
how besl to navigate the Albanian economy.

+

he event aimed to provide

up-to-date insights through

reports from AmCham and

Monitor on critical issues

impacting the economic cli-
mate, alongside innovative proposals
for a fresh outlook.

Discussions centered around the
Business Index and its implications,
focusing on how businesses identi-
fy and prioritize issues affecting the
economic environment. These priori-
ties sparked discussions among gov-
ernment representatives, Parliament,
international organizations, and eco-
nomic analysts, each offering unique
perspectives on Albania’s economic
landscape.

Grant Van Cleve, President of Am-
Cham Albania, highlighted, “While
we have seen improvements in the
Index, we are still below the 50-point

threshold. Concerns such as work-
force strength, monopolistic practices,
and informality require attention.” He
underscored AmCham’s role in diag-
nosing phenomena and proposing
solutions through their committees
and expertise.

Minister of Economy, Culture, and
Innovation Blendi Gonxhja noted,
“Despite progress shown in the Index,
challenges such as workforce shortag-
es, suboptimal infrastructure, corrup-
tion, and bureaucratic hurdles remain

at the forefront of our agenda.” He also
highlighted positive developments in
trade relations, exceeding $100 mil-
lion with a favorable balance for Alba-
nia, reflecting the country’s appeal to
foreign investors. “Albania’s economy
shows strong growth in the region.
However, we acknowledge business-
es’ concerns,” emphasized Mr. Gonx-
hja.

The conference, moderated by Ar-
linda Causholli, featured sessions ad-
dressing issues such as informality,
skilled workforce availability, monop-
olies, and tax levels, which continue
to limit growth opportunities and ad-
versely impact businesses.

In the first session, Deputy Minis-
ter of Economy Sokol Duma, Parlia-
mentary Integration Committee Chair
Jorida Tabaku, EBRD Representative
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Ekaterina Solovova, and Academic
Arben Malaj engaged in discussions
prompted by the AmCham Business
Index presented by Executive Direc-
tor Neritan Mullaj. “For the first time
in 11 years, we have achieved a high of
47.57 points, signaling a positive trend.
However, we remain in the ‘warm
zone’ as the index remains below 50
points,” Mullaj explained.

Arben Malaj, economic expert and
former Finance Minister, commented,
“A score below 50 points indicates a
limiting factor that hampers economic
development. Albania’s primary chal-
lenges have been property
rights, judiciary issues, and
corruption.”

Ms. Jorida Tabaku, a par-
liamentarian, expressed her
views on the labor force in-
dicator and its economic im-
pact, noting, “Business con-
cerns over the past decade
have persisted unchanged,
indicating systemic issues.
The primary concern re-
volves around the labor force problem,
linked to the erosion of the middle
class”

Ms. Ekaterina Solovova, represent-
ing the European Bank for Recon-
struction and Development (EBRD),
contributed constructively to the dis-
cussion by stating, “EBRD employs
financial mechanisms to support the
transition towards a sustainable econ-
omy, driven by policies that foster in-
novation.”

The conversation continued into
the second session, where Ms. Orne-
la Liperi, Editor-in-Chief of Monitor
Magazine, presented survey findings
on informality, sparking a debate
among experts on its economic impli-
cations and policy solutions. Approx-
imately 61% of respondents reported
an increase in economic informality
over the past year, while 29% saw no
change, and only 9% noted a decrease.

AmCham News

Panel participants included Mr.
Grant Van Cleve, President of Am-
Cham, Ms. Diana Leka (Angoni) from
the Investment Council, and Mr. Adri-
an Shehu, Chair of the Investment
Committee at AmCham.

AMCHAM BUSINESS INDEX
INSIGHTS FOR 2023

In 2023, the AmCham Business In-
dex marked another significant rise of
4.16 points, reaching its highest level
in the past 11 years at 47.57 out of 100
points. Despite this positive trend, it
remains in the “hot zone” below the
critical 50% threshold, represented by
the red zone.

The Business Index evaluates busi-
ness perceptions across 27 macroeco-
nomic indicators. Each year, certain
indicators show promising upward
trends. This year, AmCham mem-
bers notably reported a substantial
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improvement of +13.99 points in their
assessment of Albania’s economic
performance. This improvement is un-
derscored by a +5.02-point increase in
the business climate.

However, concerns were raised
through assessments on topics such
as “Financial security in business
development,” which saw a slight de-
crease of -0.02 points, and “Demand
for goods and services for export,
which experienced a decline of -3.29
points. Additionally, after two years
of positive ratings in institutional rela-
tions, “Relations with Taxation” expe-
rienced a slight decline of -0.31 points.

The Business Index highlighted
five critical issues remaining in the
“hot zone™: the challenge of finding
qualified workforce, issues related to
monopolies and uneven competition,
informal economic practices, gov-
ernment bureaucracy, and tax levels.
The indicator for “Finding qualified
workforce” showed a modestimprove-
ment this year, with an increase of two
points. However, 74% of respondents
still find it difficult to recruit suitable
employees. Meanwhile, “Informali-
ty” received a low rating of only 35.71
points out of 100 possible.
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American Chambers in Europe:
Business Connectors Gather

uring their visit

to Washington,

the American

Chambers in

Europe ( ACE)
Delegation placed a strong
emphasis on strengthen-
ing transatlantic relations,
marking it as a focal point
of their ambitious agen-
da. Among the 40 Exec-
utive Directors from 30
AmChams across Europe,
Neritan Mullaj, the Exec-
utive Director of AmCham
Albania, was also part of this dele-
gation. Their journey commenced
with a significant meeting at the
American Chamber of Commerce
in Washington, where they were
warmly welcomed by Suzanne
Clark, the President and CEO. Dis-
cussions revolved around pivotal
areas of collaboration such as the
economy, geopolitics, and transat-
lantic affairs.

Opportunities for dialogue were
further expanded during visits to
the State Department and the De-
partment of Commerce. Here, rep-
resentatives engaged with Marisa
Lago, the Under Secretary of Com-
merce for International Trade, and
Dilawar Syed, the Deputy Admin-
istrator at the U.S. Small Business
Administration.

A notable event in service of the
American Chambers network was
a reception hosted by the Europe-
an Union Delegation. It provided a

platform for extensive discussions on the Transat-
lantic Economy Report 2024, highlighting the sig-
nificance of high-level relations and inter-business

in Washington

linkages.

On the subsequent
day, ACE representa-
tives participated in
the Transatlantic Busi-
ness Issues Summit,
focusing on enhanc-
ing economic com-
petitiveness,  digital
and technological ad-
vancements, and the
transition to renewable
energy sources. Their
engagements included
discussions at the U.S.
State Department and the Atlan-
tic Council, where they offered in-
sights into the political landscape
and trade policies. Notably, at the
U.S. State Department, the delega-
tion engaged in a constructive dia-
logue with Ambassador Yuri Kim,
the Deputy Assistant Secretary for
European and Eurasian Affairs,
emphasizing the imperative for
collaborative efforts between the
US. and Europe amidst historic
challenges. Key sectors identified
for enhanced cooperation encom-
passed Energy, Al, Cybersecurity,
Supply Chain, and Defense.

In Miami, the ACE team ex-
plored business collaboration op-
portunities with the Miami Cham-
ber of Commerce. Additionally,
they visited the Royal Caribbean
Group, focusing on advancements
in tourism and sustainability ini-
tiatives. The culmination of their
journey at the Hotel South Beach

underscored efforts to promote the circular econ-
omy and increase the utilization of recyclable ma-
terials within the tourism industry.
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The American Chamber Trains Members During Arbitration Week,

Commercial Arbitration: Experts
Highlight Legal Aspects
P N

The ICC (International Chamber of Comimerce)
is fostering a tradition with its Arbitration \Week,
engaging various stakeholders to promote the
vilal practice of arbitration in business.

o explore the impact of

arbitration on business

activities, the American

Chamber organized a

training event focused on
Commercial Arbitration and its spe-
cifics. The training was led by two
lawyers, Merlin Papadhopulli and
Xilda Vocaj, who shared their ex-
pertise from their international legal
practice in France.

“For years, the American Cham-
ber has contributed to public consul-
tations with our top experts, advo-
cating for arbitration as an effective
alternative method of dispute resolu-
tion. The American Chamber recog-

+

nizes the crucial role of Arbitration
Law for both domestic businesses
and foreign investors,” said Execu-
tive Director Neritan Mullaj in his
welcoming speech.

The new law addresses the pre-
vious legal uncertainties that busi-
nesses faced when drafting con-
tracts or resolving disputes. It also
provides assurance to foreign inves-
tors that they can resolve disputes
through arbitration locally or have
their rights recognized from interna-
tional arbitration courts.

Arbitration offers an efficient
alternative for resolving disputes
outside the court system, providing

flexibility, time and cost efficiency,
authoritative decisions, and confi-
dentiality.

During the presentation, experts
Papadhopulli and Vocaj illustrated
these benefits with practical exam-
ples, detailing the arbitration pro-
cess from selecting arbitrators to
finalizing agreements. They also ad-
dressed numerous questions about
enforcing arbitral awards interna-
tionally and the protocols and con-
ventions governing this process.

The trainers explained that coun-
tries practicing arbitration have uni-
fied their domestic and international
arbitration laws, incorporating the
New York Convention and the United
Nations Commission on Internation-
al Trade Law (UNCITRAL) rules. This
harmonization was also reflected in
the Albanian arbitration law, aligning
it with international standards.
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Generation Z: Maximizing the Youth
Potential for Business Growth

P N

During the HR Open Week at AmCham. experts in the field gathered for
three days to discuss the best practices in human capital development.

he event kicked off with an

engaging discussion on the

attraction and retention of

Generation Z employees.

Spartak Alibali, Human
Resources Manager at Deloitte Alba-
nia & Kosovo, shared insights with
AmCham members about the unique
characteristics of this generation
and the strategies HR departments
should adopt to support their growth
and make them invaluable assets to
their companies.

One of the primary challenges
faced by HR departments is creating
an environment where employees
feel valued as the most crucial as-
set of the company. Deloitte’s recent
report sheds light on the emerging
trends and values that companies are
embracing to succeed by harnessing
the potential of their workforce.

“Human resources are increasingly

+

vital for companies. They are transi-
tioning from operational departments
to strategic advisors for leadership,
helping to set objectives that align
with the company’s overall goals while
leveraging the capabilities of their
workforce,” remarked Spartak Alibali
during the training session.

Key recommendations from HR de-
partments include talent assessment,
fostering open communication chan-
nels, setting realistic objectives, and
cultivating a collaborative culture to
drive success.

Aligning organizational objectives
with personal goals enhances their
achievability. Discussions during the
event focused on how Human Re-
sources can foster meaningful interac-
tions with Generation Z and capitalize
on their potential.

Generation Z, now dominating
the job market, embodies a new be-

havioral trend. They exhibit entre-
preneurial traits, prioritize financial
independence, adapt quickly to new
environments, and value recognition.
This generation strives to make a pos-
itive impact on the environment while
maintaining a work-life balance. As
HR managers work towards develop-
ing their skills, the challenge lies in re-
taining them within the workforce.

To address this challenge, HR de-
partments are advised to measure
productivity through objective indica-
tors, collaborate with employees to set
clear metrics, and leverage innovative
technologies such as Al to streamline
processes.

AmCham members engaged in an
open dialogue, sharing their experi-
ences with Generation Z and discuss-
ing effective strategies to unlock their
full potential.
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Work Practices: A Bridge Between
Business and Academia

P N

On the second day of AmCham’s Open Week. Mr. Elvin Nosi. Director of
Human Resources at Balfin Group. led a discussion on work practices and their
collaboration with academic systems.

ork practices entail
a mutual challenge:
while young individu-
als bring forth innova-
tive ideas and energy
to companies, these organizations,
in turn, test and refine their knowl-
edge and skills. Increasingly, com-
panies are embracing a culture of
learning through internships, recog-
nizing the benefits and standardiz-
ing the process as a fair recruitment
practice.

Mr. Nosi shared Balfin Group’s
positive experiences, highlighting
a significant rise in demand for in-
ternships, not only from domestic
academic institutions. “We receive
approximately 1300 applications an-
nually, accommodating around 170
interns. They undergo a standard se-
lection process and integration into
the company, including training,’
remarked Elvin Nosi, Director of

Human Resources at Balfin Group,
during the meeting.

The various formats of internship
development and the insights pro-
vided by businesses prompted dis-
cussions on intern treatment, ben-
efits, and compensation structures.
Member companies expressed the
view that internship recruitment and
treatment processes closely mirror
those of regular staff, underlining
the belief that interns may become

future employees.

Connecting with academic sys-
tems and career offices poses yet an-
other challenge for businesses. En-
hanced collaboration between busi-

nesses and universities is impera-
tive, not only for fostering internship
programs but also for influencing
curriculum and programs that equip
students with skills relevant to the
job market.
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Experts delved into critical topics:
company structure, job clarity, and

P N

qualifications.

Elvis Kotherja, Chairman of the Tourism Committee at AmCham,
spearheaded the discussions of the day. focusing on the standardization
of job roles and professional qualifications.

ighlighting the pivotal role

of Human Resources De-

partments, Elvis Kotherja,

also CEO of Elite Travel,

underscored their signif-
icance in shaping efficient company
structures by delineating clear job
profiles and facilitating successful
recruitments. These departments
serve as robust pillars supporting the
smooth and prosperous functioning of
the company.

Joining the discourse was Etleva
Gjelaj, AFP Management Director at
AKPA, who engaged participants in
a dialogue on the business’s role in
defining qualifications for various po-
sitions. This collaborative effort aims
to assist the National Agency for Qual-
ifications and Skills in crafting precise
job profiles, articulated within ISCO
systems using codes and ESCO via
competencies.

Ms. Gijelaj informed attendees

about the National Agency of Qualifi-
cations and Skills’ initiative to estab-
lish Committees, comprising business
representatives from priority sectors
such as tourism, construction, energy,
and ICT. These Committees, in tandem
with the Agency’s experts, will facil-
itate the standardization of job roles
across these sectors, aligning them
with the requisite qualifications.

During the conversation, MTr.

Kotherja actively engaged participants
in discussing their collective role in
curriculum development for vocation-
al schools and university systems. Col-
laboration between businesses and
educational institutions is deemed
indispensable in a time where the job
market demands not only human re-
sources but also individuals equipped
with sector-specific qualifications.




O  Newsletler

AmCham News

The American Chamber of
Commerce organizes Seminar on
Income Tax Law for its Members
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The American Chamber of Cormmerce (AmCharnn)
organized a Seminar on Income Tax Law.
exclusively initiated for its members.

+
he seminar aimed to provide
comprehensive  knowledge

on recent changes in the legal

framework of income taxa-

tion and to offer suggestions
for its effective implementation.

The discussion focused on the nov-
elties of the new law, emphasizing not
only legislative changes but also high-
lighting the technical challenges en-
countered during its implementation.
Tax Committee experts have worked
extensively on the law and guidance,
and the seminar focused on enhanc-
ing members’ understanding and fa-
cilitating seamless integration of these
changes into their business operations.

The seminar provided a platform for
engagement and highly active discus-
sion. Neritan Mullaj, Executive Director
of the American Chamber, emphasized
the importance of the event, highlight-
ing the necessity to clarify and discuss
the changes in income tax law. “The
high interest in the topic of this seminar
proves how necessary it is to explain
and discuss the changes the law has un-
dergone. It was our goal to help the staff

of member companies of the American
Chamber understand some fundamen-
tal elements of the law, and I think we
achieved that goal very well together,
Mr. Mullaj stated.

The diligent efforts of the Tax and
Customs Committee experts were ap-
preciated for drafting precise com-
ments and guidance on the law. Le-
veraging their expertise, the American
Chamber effectively communicated rel-
evant issues to the Ministry of Finance
through an official letter, aiming to ad-
dress concerns arising from its imple-
mentation. These efforts aimed to miti-
gate subjectivity in interpreting the law,
thereby facilitating its implementation.
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During the seminar, the Head of the
Tax and Customs Committee, Mrs. Alke-
ta Uruci, delivered a comprehensive
presentation, elucidating fundamental
aspects arising from legislative changes
that businesses need to pay attention to.

Reflecting on the Committee’s ef-
forts, Mrs. Uruci emphasized their com-
mitment to enhancing the practicality
and efficiency of the law, expressing,
“As a commission, we have worked
hard and provided our comments to
make the law not only more practical
but also more efficient, in efforts to re-
duce informality and subjectivity.”

“The law continues to have issues
and leaves room for informality, as it
categorizes businesses based on legal
form and contains tax exemptions for
specific categories that do not incentiv-
ize the formalization of the economy,
Mrs. Urugi stated.

More than 120 professionals from
various businesses, members of the
American Chamber of Commerce, par-
ticipated in the seminar.
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“Goodis the enemy of
greal” — (quoted Mr. Grant
Van Cleve. Presidentof
the American Chamber of
Commerce. encapsulating
the need for continuous
improvements to provide
the best for the economy,
businesses. and the country
asawhole.

+
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CEO FORUM

ME MINISTRINE E FINANCAVE

BUSINESS CLIMATE TAKES CENTER STAGE IN DISCUSSIONS

CEO Forum brings
together AmCham
leaders and Finance
Minister Mr. Mete

his formed the core of

discussions at the CEO

Forum with Finance

Minister Mr. Ervin Mete

on March 26, 2024. Se-
nior executives from the American
Chamber of Commerce and leading
companies in the country engaged
in dialogue to address fundamental
issues affecting daily business oper-
ations, with a focus on finding solu-
tions through collaboration.

“The winds of change are blow-
ing in your favor, driving economic
growth. However, these positive de-
velopments alone may not suffice to
propel us to where we aspire to be.
Albania holds potential for growth in
tourism and innovative technology,
yet challenges persist regarding the
availability of a skilled workforce.

Resolving this issue is imperative,”
remarked Mr. Grant Van Cleve, Pres-
ident of the American Chamber of
Commerce.

Minister Mete echoed similar
sentiments, emphasizing the signif-
icance of the topics discussed with
AmCham, as they encompass issues
integral to daily business operations.
He highlighted their importance in
improving the business climate and
positioning Albania as an even more
appealing destination for foreign in-
vestment. Seizing the opportunity,
Minister Mete utilized the forum to
inform the public, through the me-
dia, about forthcoming incentives
aimed at benefiting employees. “In
June, we plan to introduce a package
of tax relief measures. Building upon
robust revenue performarce, our

objective is to translate the current
economic momentum into a fairer
distribution of prosperity among cit-
izens,” stated Minister Mete during
the CEO Forum.

Fiscal policy took center stage
at the American Chamber of Com-
merce’s CEO Forum. Alketa Urugi,
Head of the Tax and Customs Com-
mittee, shed light on longstanding
unresolved issues such as informal-
ity, alongside emerging concerns
such as revitalizing the Tax Coun-
cil, enhancing transparency, and
ensuring the sustainability of laws.
“For years, Chamber members have
highlighted informality in the econ-
omy as a key concern and called for
government action to expand the
tax base. Even the income tax legis-
lation has not fully addressed these
challenges, with variations across
sectors and certain exemptions ex-
tended until 2029, Uruc¢i empha-
sized.

Neritan Mullaj, Executive Director
of the Chamber, underscored the im-
portance of institutional communi-
cation as a vital tool for addressing
business challenges. “Today pres-
ents a significant opportunity for



institutional dialogue between the
American Chamber and the Ministry
of Finance, fostering collaboration
on critical issues impacting busi-
nesses in Albania,” Mullaj remarked.

Minister ~ Mete responded
promptly, affirming their commit-
ment to enhancing communication
and fostering closer interaction
with businesses. He announced
the imminent formation of the Tax
Council and extended an invitation
to experts appointed by the Ameri-
can Chamber to join. Minister Mete
expressed readiness to con-
tinue engaging with Am-
Cham to promptly address
pressing business issues
and explore proposed solu-
tions.

KEY ISSUES ADDRESSED
BY THE AMERICAN
CHAMBER OF
COMMERCE AT THE
FORUM

Fiscal sustainability:
The necessity for fair, sustainable,
and predictable tax policies to miti-
gate adverse effects on businesses is
emphasized. It is suggested that the
Ministry of Finance prioritize the up-
dating of the Income Tax Guidance,
integrating feedback gathered from
businesses since its implementation
began. Furthermore, a comprehen-
sive awareness campaign aimed at
business compliance with the new
income tax law is needed.

Increased transparency to-
wards taxpayers: The imperative
to publish all stances regarding
specific legal provisions by the Gen-
eral Tax Directorate or the Ministry
of Finance is highlighted. Addi-
tionally, there is a need to enhance
consultation and institutional com-
munication processes to ensure
timely publication of draft acts and

AmCham News

E MINTSTRING £ FIMANCAVE

CEO FORUM

responsible responses to business
comments.

Informal economy and expan-
sion of the taxpayer base: Strong
support is voiced for boosting bud-
get revenues by integrating more
taxpayers into the formal economy,
without resorting to tax rate hikes.
Crafting a policy against informal-
ity is deemed essential to achieve
this objective.

Legislative changes in prog-
ress: A rigorous analysis of recently
proposed laws affecting the fiscal
burden, including those concerning
the property tax, mandatory earth-
quake insurance, and extended
producer responsibility legislation,
is deemed necessary. Concerns
raised by businesses regarding tax
overlap and the necessary involve-
ment of the Ministry of Finance are

July 2024
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listed.

Sector-specific issues and
large businesses: Certain sectors
and large businesses are grappling
with problems, particularly con-
cerning tax reassessment practices
by tax authorities, exemptions from
VAT issued by the National Agency
for Natural Resources, and exceed-
ing legal deadlines. Updating the
joint guidance of the Ministry of Fi-
nance and the Ministry of Energy is
crucial to address this issue.

Businesses await approval of
a new Ministry of Finance Guid-
ance for the implementation of Tax
Agreements. Concerns persist re-
garding delays from the General
Tax Directorate in implementing
these agreements, with continuous
delays or incomplete responses to
applications.

Revitalization of the Tax Coun-
cil: Reviving the Tax Council yields
numerous benefits for promoting
fiscal policies.

New payment systems (Elec-
tronic): Government initiatives and
relevant legislation in this realm,
along with Albania’s application
for membership in the Eurozone
(SEPA), were extensively discussed.
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n collaboration with the

US. Embassy, the Amer-

ican Chamber of Com-

merce hosted an enlight-

ening session featuring
Mr. Walter Jones, Director of In-
vestments for Europe, and Eur-
asia at the U.S. International De-
velopment Finance Corporation
(DFC). Mr. Jones introduced Am-
Cham members to the expansive
potential of partnering with one of
the globe’s most influential finan-
cial institutions.

DFC, an American financial
institution., offers sustainable fi-
nancing avenues across sectors
such as energy, healthcare, crit-
ical infrastructure, and technol-
ogy. Moreover, it extends crucial
financial backing to small busi-
nesses and female entrepreneurs,
fostering job creation in develop-
ing markets while upholding core
business principles, environmen-
tal norms, and labour rights.
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Engage with U.S. International Development Finance
Corporation (DFC) Representative

Unlocking DFC Potential
and Business Collaboration
Opportunities in Albania

v

During the session,

Mr. Jones provided
comprehensive insights
into DFC’s organizational
structure and operational

methodologies, elucidating
on financing modalities and
eligibility criteria.
+

With capabilities to provide direct
loans and guarantees of up to $1 billion
for terms extending up to 25 years, DFC
tailors specific programs to support
small and medium-sized enterprises
within the United States. DFC’s financial
instruments encompass debt financing
and private equity funds, addressing the
lack of capital in emerging markets.

DFC actively conducts outreach in
both the United States and other coun-
tries to identify potential collaborators
capable of leveraging its financing
mechanisms to expand its footprint in

developing markets.

The meeting with AmCham mem-
bers serves as a platform to acquaint
businesses with the abundant oppor-
tunities prevalent in emerging mar-
kets. AmCham members, represent-
ing major players in the domestic land-
scape, have displayed keen interest in
partnering with DFC as a means to
efficiently finance their growth initia-
tives and venture into projects necessi-
tating substantial investment capital.

“AmCham stands poised as an ef-
fective coordinator, bridging the gap
between the opportunities presented
by DFC and your business needs and
aspirations for expansion,” remarked
Neritan Mullaj during the gathering.

The session seamlessly transi-
tioned into a networking segment, fos-
tering interactions among AmCham
executives, board members, represen-
tatives from USAID, and the U.S. Em-
bassy, facilitating the exchange of in-
sights and prospects for collaboration.
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The representatives of the American
Chamber meet with the Director of
Customs, Genti Gazhel,.

P

The recent meeting between AmCham President Grant Van Cleve,
Executive Director Neritan Mullaj. and Customs Director Mr. Genti Gazheli.
signifies the initial stride taken in 2024 by the leaders of both institutions to
fortifv their collaborative efforts in serving the business sector.

+

he American Chamber has
a longstanding tradition of
regular engagements with
the Customs Directorate, es-
tablishing a direct commu-
nication platform to address issues en-
countered by its members at customs.

This commitment is underscored
by the positive evaluation from Amer-
ican Chamber members in the Busi-
ness Index, attesting to the efficacy of
fostering cooperation between busi-
nesses and institutions.

In order to deepen this collabora-
tion, AmCham and Customs execu-
tives have engaged in discussions re-
garding their cooperation plans for the
year and the most effective approach-
es to address both ongoing and ad hoc
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issues.

Customs encounter a range of chal-
lenges raised by AmCham members,
while the ongoing facilitation of cus-
toms procedures or the digitization of
system processes remains a two-sid-
ed discussion topic requiring the ex-
change of information and consider-
ation of proposed solutions.

The leaders of both institutions

deemed promoting the Authorized
Economic Operator (AEO) status and
encouraging businesses to apply for
it as highly significant. Obtaining AEO
status streamlines and shortens the
customs process.

Recognizing that customs serve as
the primary entry point for business-
es in the local market, the American
Chamber is aware of the significant
impression it leaves on both local busi-
nesses and foreign investors regarding
the standard of the business climate in
the country. To further this objective,
the American Chamber is committed
to fostering collaborations and rela-
tionships that provide businesses with
a sense of security and clarity.
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INSIGHTS FROM THE DIGITAL COMMITTEE

Artificial Intelligence (Al) and Innovation:
Pioneering the Business Landscape

P

The Digital Committee’s experts have
conducted a comprehensive analvsis of the
recent survey on Artificial Intelligence (Al)
distributed among AmCham.

he survey, which garnered
participation from over 60%
of the members, provided
valuable insights into the fa-
miliarity and utilization of Al
within businesses across the country.
Presenting the survey findings,
Linda Shomo, Chair of the Digital
Committee, led discussions on key in-
sights and highlighted the level of fa-
miliarity among American Chamber
of Commerce businesses with vari-
ous Al forms, their usage in business
operations, and the qualifications of
their staff. These survey results will
serve as a blueprint for the Commit-
tee’s work plan for the year, prioritiz-
ing issues related to digital training
and organizing forums to address
innovation and implementation chal-
lenges, featuring both local and inter-
national experts.
The gathering held at Holberton
School provided Committee mem-
bers with a platform to exchange their

+

experiences in developing intelligent
applications that are revolutioniz-
ing work processes across various
business sectors. The creation of
such applications and technological
solutions, enabling CEOs to remotely
manage their businesses, is becom-
ing the cornerstone of the products
they are developing, leading to a
growing demand for skilled person-
nel. This tight integration between
businesses and the education system
underscores the importance of incor-
porating relevant curricula, a point
emphasized during the event. There
was a call for increased collaboration
between schools, businesses, and
the Ministry of Education to ensure
the adoption of real-time knowledge
among the emerging workforces.

“[ firmly believe that the discourse
surrounding Al application transcends
borders, and the American Chamber
of Commerce holds the potential to
steer this dialogue within the business

community, fostering the assimilation
of cutting-edge developments and
their ensuing advantages,” said Linda
Shomo during the meeting.

In addition to discussing the po-
tential “side effects” of Al usage, such
as associated risks and cybersecurity
threats and the risk of using uncerti-
fied devices and programs, the Com-
mittee also discussed the necessity of
proper training for businesses to en-
sure safety.

Neritan Mullaj, Director of Am-
Cham Albania, has tasked the Com-
mittee with drafting a prioritized agen-
da to address key issues throughout
the year, ensuring their inclusion in the
event calendar. This calendar will not
only feature training sessions on cy-
bersecurity and Al utilization but also
lobbying endeavours aimed at harmo-
nizing regulatory frameworks with
those of the EU and fostering sectoral
governance.

In 2024, the Committee’s ambit ex-
tends to collaborative ventures with
recently established institutions such
as the Innovation Agency, along with
active participation in International
Fairs focusing on technology and in-
novation.
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Implementation of
the Income Tax Law:
What Businesses
Need to Know

he Income Tax Law, along with its guidelines

has been in effect since January 1, 2014, usher-

ing in significant changes for businesses. The

American Chamber of Commerce, through its

Tax and Customs Committee, has launched an
information and discussion campaign to assist its mem-
bers in addressing all issues that have arisen during imple-
mentation, requiring the attention of both experts and tax
administration.

The recent Committee meeting served as a platform for
expert-level exchange of information regarding the issues
and concerns arising from the specific implementation of
the law and guiding acts. It explored the best ways to ad-
dress these issues and simultaneously inform the members.

The Committee will continue its efforts to engage in a
dialogue with the Ministry of Finance and organize a joint
event. During this event, experts from the Ministry will
provide further information on specific ambiguities in the
practical implementation of the law and guide businesses
on how to comprehend and apply the changes effectively.

The Legal, Regulatory,
and IPR Committee
continues its efforts
to address pressing

n its latest meeting, the Legal, Regu-

latory, and IPR Committee convened

to tackle urgent legal and regulatory

matters, as well as issues brought forth

by Chamber members. The committee
chair provided updates on the Committee’s pri-
orities for the year, highlighting a focus on ad-
vancing the work plan and active participation
in various activities. Throughout the meeting,
members, equipped with expertise in specific
areas, contributed their professional insights
and research.

Topics discussed encompassed a range of
subjects, including personal data protection
and public records, intellectual property rights
within the common market framework, ongo-
ing efforts in competition regulations, and po-
tential enhancements in business responsibili-
ty reporting under the ESG framework.
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'The healthcare system and the issues it poses

for businesses operating in this sector. including
pharmaceuticals. hospital services. medical
equipment. etc.. have brought together a working
group within AmCham. whose focus will be (o
diagnose and address the sector’s problems.

+

resident Grant Van Cleve,
and Neritan Mullaj, Execu-
tive Director, have pledged
AmCham’s support, draw-
ing on its robust lobbying
experience and logistical capabilities
within Committees. This working
group marks the initial step towards
organizing the business landscape
within the healthcare sector, one rife
with diverse challenges that demand
rigorous analysis.
Distinguished representatives
from pharmaceutical companies and
healthcare sectors have addressed

macro-level issues impacting the in-
dustry, emphasizing the necessity of
regulatory system reforms and the for-
mulation of policies to foster sectoral
development and ensure improved
healthcare services for patients. From
this perspective, business stakehold-
ers advocate for increased budgetary
allocations. Such a move, they argue,
would not only bolster infrastructure
but also enhance various healthcare
service indicators.

The statistics presented by IQVIA
company include data from Albania
and the surrounding region, along
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AmCham Establishes Working
Group Focuses on Resolving
Sector Business Challenges

&
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with comparative analyses regarding
the expenditure levels per capita in the
healthcare sector, specifically focus-
ing on the usage of medicines, individ-
ual treatments, and medical devices
within the country.

The working group has agreed to
be organized through field experts in
drafting a work strategy to address
the issues encountered by businesses
in the relevant state institutions and
to propose concrete solutions that can
only be achieved through constant di-
alogue. They have shown faith in the
advocacy capabilities of AmCham and
in its professional approach to dia-
logue and lobbying, which contribute
to making this process fruitful.




17

Newsl etter

AmCham & Universities

July 2024
www.amcham.com.al

Epoka University Recognizes Outstanding
Innovators through TUNG IDEVE

P N

TUNG IDEVE has brought together talented vouth
from high schools in an innovative idea competition
ordam/ed by Epoka University’s Innovation Student
Club headed by their advisor and faculty dean Assoc.

Prof. Dr. Alba Kruja. along with the University of

Potsdam.

ver 53 high school stu-

dents, grouped into 12

teams, showcased their in-

ventive and entrepreneur-

ial abilities, evaluated by a
panel of professionals including Am-
Cham Albania’s President Grant Van
Cleve and Executive Director Neritan
Mullaj. Among the jury members were
Chairwoman Diana Leka, serving as
the General Secretary of the Albanian
Investment Council, alongside nota-
ble figures in business organizations
like Mr. Bledar Mankollari, who is the
Managing Director of the German In-
dustry and Commerce Association in
Albania, Mr. Samir Shqarri, holding

positions as President and CEO of the
Chamber of Commerce of Albania in
Switzerland, as well as Dr. Aida Labhi,
acting as Senior Political Advisor at
the Embassy of the Kingdom of the
Netherlands.

The jury recognized three student
groups with prizes, awarding them
scholarships for their exceptional per-
formance. The winning teams includ-
ed Kristaq Rama’s students with their
project “Buzzy Bees,” receiving a 75%
scholarship as first place winners,
Sami Frasheri’s students with the
group “M.E. G,” securing a 50% schol-
arship as second place winners, and
the students from Medreseja e Tiranés

with “BioPesticide” as the third place
winners, earning a 25% scholarship.

Theleaders of the American Cham-
ber of Commerce were impressed by
the innovative ideas and talents of
these young individuals, indicating
that stronger collaboration between
businesses, universities, and high
schools will effectively harness the
potential of youth and guide their tal-
ents.

The TUNG IDEVE Winter Compe-
tition organized by Epoka University
serves as a commendable model for
engaging young minds and foster-
ing confidence in their extraordinary
business startup ideas. The leaders of
the American Chamber of Commerce
have endeavored to convey this mes-
sage through their evaluations, be-
lieving that the network of member
companies within AmCham and their
expertise could serve as excellent co-
ordinators between schools and uni-
versities, aligning innovative ideas
with business interests.
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“Young Innovators”
Competition Marks
the Conclusion of the
Innovation Course

eritan Mullaj, Executive

Director of AmCham Al-

bania, participated in the

“Young Innovators 2024”

competition, held to mark
the conclusion of the Innovation
course at the Faculty of Economics.
This annual event, which has become
a tradition, is particularly supported
by the Dean of the Faculty of Econom-
ics, Prof. Dr. Dhori Kule. This year, 120
initial ideas from students of Business
Administration and Economic In-
formatics were developed, with 13 of
them making it to the finals.

The competition saw the atten-
dance of over 300 students, the
Vice-Rector of the University of Tira-
na, Assoc. Prof. Dr. Bernard Dosti, the
Head of the Management Department,
lecturers from the Management De-
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partment, and representatives from
various big businesses.

Dr. Nertila Busho, the Innovation
course lecturer, opened the event by
expressing special thanks to all par-
ticipants and supporters of the compe-
tition. In his opening remarks, Assoc.
Prof. Dr. Bernard Dosti highlighted
the significance of startups for the job
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market and the country’s economic
growth, emphasizing the key role the
Faculty of Economics plays in encour-
aging new enterprises. Additionally,
Mr. Neritan Mullaj stressed the impor-
tance of developing innovative ideas
for the private sector, offering full in-
stitutional support to the Faculty of
Economics and its students.

Career Day at “New
York” High School

he Executive Director of the

American Chamber was invited

as a mentor by the leadership
of New York High School for Career
Counseling Day.

As new generations grow amidst
rapid technological advancements,
guiding them and imparting knowl-
edge becomes increasingly challeng-
ing and significant. In his speech, Mr.
Mullaj provided detailed insights into
business organization developments,
their role in the job market, and offered
advice for the future, where students
might become either entrepreneurs or

employees. The students’ numerous
questions about how to turn ideas into
businesses highlighted their keen in-
terest.

Mr. Mullaj, the Executive Director of
AmCham, praised the entrepreneurial
initiatives of such young individuals,
noting their innovative ideas suitable
for start-ups and, most importantly,
their enthusiasm to bring these ideas
to life. He emphasized the responsibil-
ity of businesses and educators to sup-
port and develop this generation by
providing them with knowledge and
building their confidence.
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ICT DEVELOPMENTS AND THE
SECTOR'S PIVOTAL ROLE IN
ECONOMIC GROWTH

GrantVan Cleve
Prodigy Shpk
President of AmCham

Albania

longside my role

with AmCham, I'm

known locally for

a variety of roles

I play in the tech-
nology and innovation eco-
systems. [ invest in startups.
I've co-founded tech training
schools. T've advised parts of
the government on innovation
policy. This is a pretty signifi-
cant migration from the real es-
tate development I did here in
the 2000s. And it’s a surprising
shift given that [ am not a tech-
nologist.

Butl did have the privilege of spend-
ing 2010s in California USA ‘drinking
from the source’ learning about the
explosive economic impact tech has
in unlocking transformation across in-
dustries. [ dove in deep and ended up
having a fantastic decade as an inves-
tor and entrepreneur in the space.

To my joy I learned in 2021 that Al-
bania was embracing tech and innova-
tion as key pillars of its economic evo-
lution. Now I'm spending more than
half of my year in Albania supporting
this transformation. And hopefully
profiting from it as well.

“DOUBLE ORNOTHING”

To understand why technology
and innovation have become such a
priority in Albania, let me refer you
to AmCham member Admir Malaj’s
article suggesting we focus on creat-
ing 100 thousand coders in Albania'.
He describes this moment as a major
crossroads. We can become a coun-

To my joy | learned
in 2021 that Albania
was embracing
tech and innovation
as key pillars of its
economic evolution.
Now I'm spending
more than half of
My year in Albania
supporting this
transformation.

+

try whose talented younger people
have moved on from, leaving an aging
population living off of remittances
and some wealth distribution stem-
ming from tourism serviced by foreign
staff... or we can deliberately move to-
wards digital jobs that provide strong
wages and meaningful tasks where we

1 https:/businessmag.al/shqiperia-2030-100-mije-kodues-duhet-te-jete-objektivi-yne/ or

live well, with dignity, and on
the backs of this wave of high-
skilled citizens pave the way -
carry on their backs if you will
- a nation with high GDP per
capita and a set of noteworthy
amenities and services.

And this ‘dream’ doesn’t
require attracting billions in
capital to build giant factories.
Doesn’t require us to pillage
our natural resources. It can
be jumpstarted through mod-
ern upskilling courses that effi-
ciently and effectively prepare
people for global technology
jobs. We can also revamp our
education system too (inserting
courses into curriculum, reviv-
ing Vocational Education with
added focused on higher technology
skills) thus providing a continual flow
of human capital.

INNOVATION MULTIPLIER.

Part of the secret to this is that ‘a
job isn’t a job. Some are more potent
than others. And some places nurture
such catalytic jobs more than others.
Enrico Moretti, an Italian teaching at
Berkeley in the US, writes in The New
Geography of Jobs, “the magnet plac-
es have positive ecologies that multi-
ply innovation, creativity and wealth.
The abandoned places have negative
ecologies and fall further behind”
Moretti’s book suggests that, in such
magnet cities, for each additional job
in the average high-tech firm, five ad-
ditional jobs are created outside that
firm in the local community. Some
places, like Silicon Valley, go as high
as 7, while a place like Italy struggles
to reach 4. But even there the
impact is noticeable. ¥

Relatedly, recent studies
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show that business angel investments
into technology startups have a simi-
lar multiplying effect. Every $100,000
invested generated 5.8 direct jobs,
$458,000 in wages, $2,100,000 in
economic output and $37,000 in state
and local revenue.

Getting to such outcomes should be
a priority in public policy and business
targets. Local government (and na-
tional too) can feel comfortable, based
onthis research,’ dedicating resources
(including buildings) towards this due
to the ‘multiplier effect’ that comes
from innovation and technology jobs.
We help the overall economy, includ-
ing lower paid service sector and man-
ufacturing jobs, and government reve-
nues by promoting the development of
ICT jobs and technology startups.

The EU is trying to avoid picking
winning sectors. And pressuring can-
didate countries to eliminate differ-
ences in tax treatment between sec-
tors. As an American chamber we can
feel confident that there are distinct
economic and social advantages that
come from prioritizing this priority
sector.

BRAIN DRAIN VS BRAIN GAIN

Clearly the hope is that a trained
populace and a thriving ICT sector will
lead to fewer leaving Albania seeking
greener grass elsewhere. It could play
a real role in stopping the dangerous
depopulation - the ‘brain drain - plagu-
ing Albania.

But even more it could actually
result in ‘Brain gain. A good portion
of the Albanian diaspora is engaged
meaningfully in technology and inno-
vation sectors, and a portion of those
might return and help the evolution
along.

We can also benefit from non-Alba-
nians with strong skills (and salaries)
who opt to live in our vibrant country
for their own personal reasons. The
‘remote work’ phenomenon has de-
linked location from jobs in a fascinat-
ing way. And Albanian’s combination
of weather, natural features, and hos-
pitable multi-lingual population have
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Clearly the hope

is that a trained
populace and a

thriving ICT sector
will lead to fewer
leaving Albania
seeking greener grass
elsewhere.
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made Albania a surprising beneficiary
of job migration. People who can do
their work from anywhere are drawn
to Albania’s high quotient on ‘livabil-
ity. The country benefits from their
spending and VAT tax contributions.
While cross-pollinating with them, by
working alongside them, will expand
our access to key tech skills and start-
up experiences. This group includes
the young, mobile Digital Nomads. But
the remote work category is broader
than that. Relocating families. Re-
gional headquarters that can have
their executives anywhere but tend to
focus on ‘livability.

GOVERNMENT AS LEADER, NOT
LAGGARD

The government is aware of all of
this and has placed a serious priority
on the space. They launched a Minis-
try of Entrepreneursip which recently
added Business Climate to it's name,
and a Startup Albania branch. And it
was given funds to invest directly into
startups. The Ministry of Youth and
Children is providing scholarships
for students at many of the new top-
notch tech training programs. Innova-
tion within the government has been
added to the Ministry of Economy’s
portfolios in the new MEKI. The Mu-
nicipality of Tirana added the TEDA
zone. The new Ministry of Local Gov-
ernance is bringing work done by the
new Minister, in his prior role as Depu-
ty Mayor in Tirana, to a broader part of
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the country. The Council of Ministers
approving legislation for Teknoparks
allowing the recent launch of Durana,
and is looking now at Crowdfunding
legislation which will make it easier
to invest in startups. The Prime Minis-
ter and Tirana Mayor regularly speak
with conviction on all of these matter.

Regardless of one’s pollical leaning,
one can affirm that real moves have
been made in the tech and innovation
direction which will hopefully bear
dividends for us all.

While applauding the governmen-
tal and institutional (e.g. EU for Inno-
vation, AADF) efforts this direction,
we need to remember that it will really
depend on us as the private sector to
grab hold of us and bring it front and
center into the emerging economy.
Are we digitizing our own products
and services? Are we upskilling our
own staff? Are we promoting ‘intra-
preneurship’ with out our companies,
allowing new innovating initiatives to
germinate in our soil? Are we partner-
ing with outside groups that can invest
in a leapfrog strategy?

My personal part in that is technol-
ogy training (Co-founding Shkolla Dig-
jitale and Holberton in Tirana), angel
investing (via Keiretsu Forum South-
East Europe), and active stakes in tech
companies (like Alphatechs). And I am
‘paying it forward’ through coaching
startups, advising the government on
legislation, judging pitch competi-
tions, etc.

That may sound like a lot but I see it
asjust the beginning. I expect more in-
vesting opportunities to evolve. More
ways to pave the way for this revolu-
tion through tech infrastructure. And
then more opportunities to promote
the Albania story more broadly, which
should lead to increased FDI from
technology companies. I hope you’ll
join me in seeking more ways to come
alongside this exciting trend.

The views and opinions expressed in this
article are those of the author and do not
necessarily reflect the official policy or
position of the American Chamber

2 https://www.brookings.edu/articles/multiplier-effects-connecting-the-innovation-and-opportunity-agendas/ or https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/insights/enrico-moretti-geography-jobs
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THE SHIFT IN EDUCATIONAL ATTITUDES
TOWARDS TECHNOLOGY IN ALBANIA

Admir Malaj
Beta Plan

i‘ he wheel

should not be

invented” is

the most dan-

gerous expres-

sion, which may suffocate

innovation. In fact, the wheel

was round and has remained

how it is, but on the other

hand, we cannot use the same

wheel for every terrain, there-

fore it must be invented and
reinvented.

For this very reason, we (at beta-
Plan Coding Bootcamps) are sup-
ported by an American partner, Cod-
ing Dojo, to offer some of the best
programming courses in the World,
and work every day with them to con-
textualize them based on the specific
needs of Albania and the Region, as
our mandate extends throughout the
Western Balkans.

The EdTech market remains chal-
lenging in Albania for mainly five
reasons: (i) There is no culture of
pay-to-learn; (ii) there is inflation of
certifications and titles; (iii) business
still does not see educational institu-
tions as the same level partners; (iv)
the market is distorted by donors;
(v) there is no strong will to embrace
Western solutions and a comfort with
those coming from the East.

For all these reasons, Western for-
mats, especially those that come as
American partnerships, are not yet

r .

We definitely
have an interest
inembracing
innovation and
what’'s more, Os
AMCham members
we dre expected to
embrace US-related
InNnovation as well.

+

naturally absorbed by the market. It
seems strange to many people that
youmay notbe certified in a program-
ming course if you do not regularly at-
tend the lectures, or if you do not pass
the tests, or if you are refused reg-
istration for objective reasons. The
only perceived drawback is the abil-

ity to pay for the course, which
should then bring a near-au-
tomatic certification. Unfortu-
nately, this approach is widely
spread in our country.

We have to admit that do-
nors have distorted the market
with interventions that have
created in many cases partial
or complete monopolies, as
well as certification inflation,
i.e. numbers without real val-
ue. In most cases, donors and
businesses themselves feel more
comfortable cooperating with opera-
tors from Eastern Europe, and this is
not related much to costs, rather than
to other factors that can hardly be de-
termined by common sense.

Unfortunately, these shortcomings
are also reflected by the membership
of our Chamber. We definitely have
an interest in embracing innovation
and what's more, as AmCham mem-
bers we are expected to embrace
US-related innovation as well. Be-
ing members, we are not only in the
Chamber to maintain the partner-
ships we currently have, but to cre-
ate and strengthen others, more and
more. The field of education offers a
good opportunity to achieve this goal.
At AmCham there are already several
EdTech companies offering training
and education in partnership with
American programming academies.
But, beyond the good words, con-



crete and economic cooperation with
other AmCham members has been
almost impossible. The opposite hap-
pens with other chambers, such as
the Italian, German or French ones,
where internal cooperation is also
expressed in commercial contracting
and economic cooperation between
members.

Meanwhile, we can see a differ-
ent approach in the region, where
companies that cooperate or have
partnerships with the US are con-
stantly looking for expansion and
networking with businesses that
have the same approach. It is not a
coincidence that the first successful
contract was with one of the most in-
novative companies in Kosovo.

It is not only education that faces
obstacles, the Albanian market is one
of the last in the region for openness
to the European and American in-
novation and tech ecosystem. Other
countries in the region are already
heavily involved in the European
and American market of software
development, gaming, artificial intel-
ligence, technological financial ser-
vices. Today, Romania, Bulgaria and
Croatia have their own unicorns. (A
unicorn is usually a technology com-
pany that has reached an evaluation
of 1 hillion dollars, such as the case
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Meanwhile, we
can see adifferent
approachin the
region, where
companies that
cooperate or have
partnerships with the
US are constantly
looking for expansion
and networking with
businesses that have
the same approach.
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of One Equity Partners, Payhawk,
UiPath). While in Serbia or Kosovo
we have examples like Frame or Gji-
rafa that have collected tens of mil-
lions of dollars in investments from
American or European funds.
Usually unicorns are taken as an
objective example of a successful
ecosystem, but it should not be for-
gotten that zebras are important for
an ecosystem as well. These are tech-
nology companies that may not reach
the magic valuation of 1 Bln USD, but
that are successful in bringing inno-
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vation and that find capital in alter-
native ways, other than VC, or grow
organically. Even here we can say
that countries like Serbia or North
Macedonia are ahead of us.

However, this delay should not be
seen as an insurmountable problem,
but as a historical consequence of the
delayed exposure of our market to for-
eign markets. It should not be forgot-
ten that the ecosystem of technology
and talent in other countries of the
region is a legacy of the before-90s.
The Albanian ecosystem has signifi-
cantly increased its vitality during
the transition. Now we are seeing
the first results, starting from one or
two successful start-ups, some large
outsourcing comparies, or some
other large companies that provide
services to institutions or in support
of local businesses, then continuing
to the individual talent of our pro-
grammers that is being recognized
worldwide. The future looks bright,
if we face with courage the obstacles
that we often put on ourselves, or our
friends put on us as a result of a lack
of faith and courage. So, let’s dare!

The views and opinions expressed in this
article are those of the author and do not
necessarily reflect the official policy or
position of the American Chamber
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BANKING IN ALBANIA: WHAT
HAPPENED AFTER JUNE 30?

Linda Shomo
Easy Pay
Chair of the Digital
Business Committee

he Western Balkans

region, encompass-

ing countries such

as Albania, Bosnia

and Herzegovina,
Croatia, Kosovo, Montenegro,
North Macedonia, and Serbia,
has shown growing interest in
Fintech solutions due to their
potential to tackle financial in-
clusion challenges and drive
economic growth. In Albania
particularly, FinTech compa-
nies have made significant strides,
leading to an increase in the number of
electronic money institutions licensed
by the Bank of Albania to 10. This de-
velopment is not coincidental but
stems from several factors, including
regulatory changes, rising technology
adoption, the demand for innovative
payment solutions and financial ser-
vices, and a focus on financial educa-
tion.

Simultaneously, traditional banks
are increasingly leveraging technolo-
gy to enhance customer experiences
and introduce new, more sophisticat-
ed services. They have rolled out mo-
bile apps, online platforms, and other
digital services to streamline transac-
tions and offer innovative solutions
to their clients. The Albanian bank-
ing market plays a crucial role in the
country’s financial system, fostering
economic development and improv-
ing financial inclusion. Following a

period of transitional challenges and
transformations, the Albanian bank-
ing sector is now undergoing signifi-

cant changes.
WHAT IS OPEN BANKING?
Open Banking represents a

straightforward and secure approach
to assist citizens in transferring and
managing their finances within banks
more effectively, potentially leading to
increased financial gains.

Whether it involves savings or in-
vestments, budgeting or donations,
loans or payments, Open Banking
enables consumers and businesses
to access a wide array of innovative
financial services. These services are
built on secure systems provided by
regulated and licensed providers.
BENEFITS OF OPEN BANKING:

+ Access to a wider range of financial
services.

+ Enhanced, personalized banking
experiences.

« Improved control and securi-
ty of financial data.
* Encouragement of innova-
tion and competition within the
banking and fintech sectors.
» Enhanced account manage-
ment capabilities.
* Better budgeting and finan-
cial analysis tools for business-
es.
+ Simplified and expedited pay-
ment and transfer processes.

EasyPay, a non-bank finan-
cial institution licensed by the
Bank of Albania since 2010,
currently leads in piloting the
Open Banking process with
second-tier banks in Alba-
nia. This approach strength-
ens EasyPay’s collaboration with
banks, aligning with global trends in
bank-fintech relationships.
CURRENT CHALLENGES OF OPEN
BANKING IN ALBANIA AND
THE OUTCOME BY THE JUNE 30
DEADLINE

Albania, along with several other
Western Balkan nations, is currently
navigating a pivotal moment in finan-
cial innovation, particularly concern-
ing Open Banking, which presents
both promising opportunities and
significant challenges. In the Alba-
nian market, the enactment of Law
No. 55/2020 “On payment services,”
effective from January 2, 2021, marked
a crucial milestone in enhancing elec-
tronic payment usage and completing
the National Strategy for Small Value
Payments (2018-2023). This strategy
focuses on promoting financial inclu-
sion and expanding electronic pay-
ment adoption. The law aligns with
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the EUs Second Payment Services
Directive (PSD2) for Open Banking,
aiming to foster greater competition
and deeper development in the Fin-
Tech sector. The expected implemen-
tation deadline was June 30, 2024, as
per current legal requirements, which
unfortunately were not met on time.

However, despite its promising po-
tential, the journey for Albanian finan-
cial institutions and payment service
providers has been fraught with chal-
lenges that demand extensive effort
and strategic collaboration among all
ecosystem stakeholders.

To facilitate Open Banking, finan-
cial institutions need to establish se-
cure communications between their
systems, adhering to technical regu-
lations set forth by regulatory author-
ities. Only recently, in early 2024, the
banking market published its first
APIs, enabling the commencement of
system integration among Payment
Institutions and the testing of commu-
nication channels. However, there are
still banks that have not yet published
their APIs, hindering the full imple-
mentation of Open Banking.

A significant current challenge for
this nationally significant project re-
volves around PSD2 security certifi-
cates (QWAC and QSEAL). Payment
service providers must rely on qual-
ified certificates for electronic seals
or qualified certificates for website
authentication, as specified in legis-
lation governing electronic identifica-
tion and trusted services, to facilitate
seamless communication between
systems.

Presently, in Albania, under amend-
ed Law No. 9880/2008 “On electronic
signatures” and Law No. 107/2015 “On
electronic identification and trusted
services,” the National Authority for
Electronic Certification and Cyberse-
curity (AKCESK) registers Qualified
Trusted Service Providers (QTSPs)
operating within the country.

ECONOMIC SPECIAL

Innovation & Digitization

In facilitating Open
Banking, financial
institutions must
establish secure
communications
between their
systems, adhering
to regulatory
technical standards.

+

The National Information Society
Agency (AKSHI) is the sole institution
registered with AKCESK as a QTSP
authorized to issue qualified certif-
icates for electronic signatures and
seals. However, recent communica-
tions indicate that obtaining these cer-
tificates for Open Banking purposes
has not yet been possible, despite the
legal deadline for live implementation
being June 30, 2024. According to the
latest information, many financial in-
stitutions have already found security
solutions through QTSPs based on
European models within the EU. Yet, it
remains uncertain whether these solu-
tions will be accepted by AKCESK.

This complex situation poses a
critical dilemma for companies like
EasyPay, eager to advance swiftly but
currently constrained until a definitive
resolution is reached by AKSHI and
AKCESK. Additionally, there is ongo-
ing uncertainty regarding whether
AKSHI will offer both required types
of security certificates, QWAC and
OSEAL, as mandated by the new Pay-
ment law, or only one of them.
SECURITY AND SCA (STRONG
CUSTOMER AUTHENTICATION)
IN OPEN BANKING

July 2024
www.amcham.com.al

In the context of providing Open
Banking services, security stands out
as one of the fundamental elements.
To bolster the security of end custom-
ers and enhance their post-pandem-
ic experience, a pivotal innovation
is Strong Customer Authentication
(SCA). The Bank of Albania has en-
dorsed the regulation “On strong cus-
tomer authentication and common,
open, and secure communication
standards.” This regulation aims to
establish uniform standards and com-
munication protocols among various
payment service providers, payers,
and payees concerning the delivery
and utilization of payment services. It
also emphasizes protecting the con-
fidentiality and integrity of personal-
ized security credentials for users of
payment services.

Strong Customer Authentication
involves meeting stringent security
criteria for customers to access their
online accounts at financial institu-
tions. The regulation mandates that
payment service providers implement
transaction monitoring mechanisms
to detect or identify unauthorized or
fraudulent payment transactions.

Despite the challenges, the success-
ful path towards Open Banking and
comprehensive digitalization of the
financial system demands dedication
and collaboration among all stake-
holders to achieve shared objectives
for sustainable economic develop-
ment. This includes fostering innova-
tion in the financial sector, enhancing
financial inclusion and literacy, and
significantly improving the end cus-
tomer experience with financial ser-
vices in Albania.

The views and opinions expressed in this
article are those of the author and do not
necessarily reflect the official policy or
position of the American Chamber
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THE IMPACT OF ERP PLATFORMS ON
INNOVATION IN ALBANIA

Gentian Likaj
Communication
Progress

igitization in Alba-

nia is an ongoing

process that has

become a major fo-

cus over the past de-
cade, significantly improving
work processes for institutions
and businesses. With 25 years
of experience leading one of
Albania’s key innovation com-
panies, Communication Prog-
ress, our vision for digitization
was established and developed
early on. The extensive client
base and continuous updates on Alba-
nia’s ICT ecosystem have allowed us
to analyze the real market needs and
take concrete steps to appropriately
address local clients.

We won’t delve into the pre-digitiza-
tion market situation with its evident
shortcomings, where software plat-
forms were nearly non-existent. The
true challenge was developing a mar-
ket that was fragmented and in dire
need of systems capable of automat-
ing work processes. Many public and
private institutions, SMEs, and orga-
nizations struggled with the inability
to centralize vast amounts of manual
or partially digitized information. En-
suring systems complied with current
legal frameworks was another urgent
market need.

In 2012, together with a dedicat-
ed team of developers, analysts, and
specialists, Communication Progress
created IMPRO, an authentic software
product that is part of ERP (Enter-
prise Resource Planning) solutions.
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system integrates easily with
the active directory, allowing
users to log in with the same
credentials they use for their
computers. Another feature of
the system is centralized com-
munication with the platform,
w native compatibility with end
devices, terminals, and mobile
applications. IMPRO supports
configurable approval levels
based on content and roles, and
includes an integrated email/
notification

module for relevant activities/
“l  processes. In any work envi-
ronment, documents can be at-

e tached and stored in a file as an

The true challenge
was developing a
market that was
fragmented ond

in dire need of

systems capable

of automating work

processes.
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IMPRO is designed to manage all op-
erations and resources of a company
or institution from a single interface.
The system automates work process-
es, centralizes information, ensures
accuracy, and significantly enhances
communication speed at all business
levels.

IMPRO fully complies with national
accounting standards, International
Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS),
fiscal laws, and the Labor Code. The

electronic archive. The solution

can be natively integrated with
maps, supporting the use of processes
on them.

IMPRO aids management struc-
tures by creating customized dash-
board reports, enabling real-time
monitoring, evaluation, and analysis
of the situation in every sector. The
platform operates in compliance with
the directives of the General Director-
ate of Taxes, integrating and facilitat-
ing real-time online invoice declara-
tion (the fiscalization process).

We view future challenges in
the digital ecosystem as protecting
against cyber-attacks, an increasingly
prevalent issue. In the solutions pack-
age offered by Communication Prog-
ress, ensuring a secure and high-per-
formance infrastructure for platforms
remains our priority.

The views and opinions expressed in this
article are those of the author and do not
necessarily reflect the official policy or
position of the American Chamber



