
Tirana pleads for aid as 
hunger takes rising toll

Novice ministers 
put faith in people

Jo h n  S w ee ne y in Elbasan  
and Helena Sm ith In Brindisi

M IJNGER is gaining a 
grip in Albania as 
food r e s e rv e s  a re  
lo o ted  by a rm e d  

gangs and attem pts to flee 
abroad are rebuffed by local 
authorities in southern Italy, 
who say they can no longer 
absorb the wave of refugees.

The Albanian government 
yesterday appealed to a v isit
ing European Union mission 
for urgent financial aid, say
ing it was facing a serious 
food crisis after government 
grain stocks were ransacked.

In the central city of Elba
san, the children’s hospital is 
filling up with young victims 
of m alnutrition. In one of five 
tiny cots, crammed into a 
small ward warmed by the 
m o rn in g  su n , lay  A r tu r  
Vrapi. Aged 18 months, he 
weighs 101b -  a quarter of the 
weight of a healthy child of 
his age. His big brown eyes 
are set in a tiny face, the 
blanched skin taut over his 
cheekbones.

To the sound of gunfire 
from nearby hills, Dr Erm ira 
Karajpini said m alnutrition 
was an increasing problem. 
“We already have 20 cases in 
the hospital, and the troubles 
will only make it worse.”

Last Friday armed gang
sters raided the hospital's 
central food store and stole 
three m onths’ supply, includ
ing the milk powder and high- 
energy foods needed for the 
m alnourished. The hospital 
will run out in 10 days.

Dr Karajpini said: “A rtu r’s 
parents are out of work. They 
have no money to buy food.” 

Elbasan’s industry has col
lapsed. The town’s vast, dead 
steel works, imported from 
China in the early 1970s, lies 
q u ie t. N o th in g  w as bein g  
made, no money was being

e a rn e d  in  th is  b a c k w a rd  
region, even before the an ti
government riots of the past 
w eek  sm a sh e d  A lb a n ia ’s 
eco n o m y  an d  tr ig g e re d  a 
wave of looting and gun-law.

“For three days it was a 
nightm are for us. It was war 
here,” the doctor said.

“We moved all the children 
into the corridor, away from 
the windows. The children 
were very scared and so were 
we. All of the staff stayed here 
all of the time, so at least we 
can be proud of that. But 
these are terrib le tim es.”

About 9.000 Albanians have 
so far tried to escape the 
worsening situation by clam
bering on ferries and fishing 
boats to cross the narrow  
stra it to the southern Italian 
town of Brindisi. Another 
1,500 destitute Albanians a r 
rived on B rindisi’s shores 
yesterday morning.

“ I t ’s im po ssib le  to cope 
with such num bers,” com
plained Bruno Mitrugno, the 
d i r e c to r  o f th e  B r in d is i  
branch of Caritas, the Catho
lic aid organisation. “The 
state is not the least bit pre
pared. We have to s ta rt send
ing these people back and dis 
tributing  aid over there.”

With the mayors of Italy’s 
southern Puglia region, C ari
tas has urged the government 
to stop the Albanians. “ It’s 
t im e  th e  a rm y  an d  n av y  
began turning them back in 
the middle of the sea,” said 
M r M itrugno . “ U nem ploy
ment is 15 per cent here ajid 
people have problems of their 
own.”

Responding to the discon
tent, the Italian prime m inis
te r ,  R om ano  P ro d i,  h a s  
pledged that the refugees will 
be repatriated once order is 
re s to re d  in A lb a n ia . B ut 
many question the govern
m ent’s ability to round up the 
A lb a n ia n s  w hen th e  tim e 
comes.

Jo a n n a  R o b e rts o n  in Tira n a

THE m in is te r  o f  defence 
w as d r in k in g  a g lass o f 
Coca-Cola su rro u n d ed  

by m ilita ry  tro p h ie s  e n 
graved  w ith  th e  nam e of his 
predecessor.

“T here  is no tim e fo r 
a n a ly s is  r ig h t  n o w ,”  lie 
sa id . “ We m ust w ork  to 
calm  th e  s i tu a tio n .”

S haqu in  V ukaj is a m em 
b e r  o f th e  S ocia list P a rty , 
an d  m in is te r  o f defence in 
the  in te r im  G o vernm en t o f 
R econcilia tion .

M r V ukaj. an  eng in eer, 
does not yet know  if  he  s till 
h as  an  a rm y . “ I am  n o t an 
e x p e r t,” he sa id .

A lb an ia ’s m in is te r ie s  a re  
frag m en tin g  u n d e r  a d an 
g erous r iv a lry . M in is te rs  of 
th e  in te r im  go v ern m en t a re  
not sp ec ia lis ts , an d  seem  
f r i g h t e n e d  by  th e  
resp o n s ib ility .

The old g u ard  has no t 
tru ly  stood dow n. Sali Beri- 
sh a  s till ho lds th e  p re s i
dency, a lb e it behind locked 
gates an d  w atched  over by 
th e  p re s id e n tia l g uard .

The c h ie f  o f  th e  Shik 
se cre t police, G en e ra l Gazi- 
dede, has resigned , though  
no rep lacem en t has been 
an n o u n ced  and  Shik  con 
tin u es  its  co n tro l by fear.

Yet M r V ukaj believes the  
people w ill h an d  over th e ir  
w eapons. “ We a re  re ly in g  
on th e  h u m an  conscience. 
They sh o u ld n ’t keep  th e ir  
a rm s . . . w ho a re  th ey  go
ing  to figh t?”

A lthough  M r V ukaj has

not m et lead ers  in th e  sou th  
— som e of whom  a re  fo r
m e r  a r m y  o f f i c e r s  w h o  
have challenged  B erish a  — 
he says he h as te lephoned  
them . He believes th a t  a 
c o m p r o m is e  w il l  be  
reach ed  once people rea lise  
th e ir  m istakes.

Lush P e rp a li, an  econo
m ist w ho w as recen tly  in 
s ta lled  as se c re ta ry  o f s ta te  
fo r the  in te r io r , w orks nex t 
to a D em ocratic P arty  in te 
r io r  m in is te r . U nder th e  in 
te rim  g overnm en t, the  in te 
r io r , defence and  fo reign  
m in is tr ie s  each have two 
leaders, w ho m u st co-sign 
every  d irec tive .

M r P erp a li believes th a t 
p a r a l l e l  m i n i s t r i e s  a r e  
being  es tab lished .

“ P henom ena like th is  can  
be seen  and  a re  very  d an 
g e ro u s ,”  he sa id . “T here  
a re  c e r ta in ly  signs o f a rm 
ing p a r ty  m em b ers.”

T he in te r io r  m in is try  is 
responsib le  fo r oversee ing  
the  new  g en era l e lec tions 
w h ich  w ill be v ita l to A lba
n ia ’s recovery . M r P erp a li 
is in fa v o u r o f sw ift elec
tions. bu t is no t confident 
o f the  m in is try ’s con tro l.

M r P erp a li ad m itted  he 
h a d  l i t t l e  k n o w le d g e  o f  
Shik , w hich  rem a in s  o u t
side th e  s tru c tu re  o f  the 
g overnm en t.

“ B erish a  know s th is  be t
te r  th a n  m e,” he sa id . “ I do 
not know' th e  exact figure 
o f  Shik , bu t it is a  very  
la rg e  ra tio  o f o u r p opu la
tion . I am  an  econom ist and 
k n o w  n o t h i n g  o f  th e s e  
th in g s .”


