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Albania’s south rises in rebellion against a state on the brink of chaos

By JAMES WALSH

IX YEARS AGO. AS ITS LAST REMNANTS

of communist authority were crum- |

bling. Albania seemed to be the
pesthouse of Europe. a country in
the grip of a moral black plague
The world's sense of what 1t was like to be
Albanian was captured by images of tens of
thousands of refugees streaming into
Greece and by boatloads across the Adriat-
ic to Italy. Many of those tubs that crossed
the Strait of Otranto left from Vlora. a
southern port with the honor of having
been the site of Albania’s declaration of in-
dependence from Turkey 1n 1912, Last
weck. with Albania again in turmoil. most
citizens of Vlora were not flecing but em-
barking on a more dangerous course
Along with a few sister cities of the south,
the people of Vora rose in armed rebellion
proclaiming their independence from the
Albanian state and a government they be-
lieved had robhed them hlind
1t was an explosion that had sizzled on
a long fusc for more than a month. Several
weeks of nationwide fury over the collapse
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| ofa dozen high-profile pyramid schemes.
which together swallowed the life savings
of most of the population, found its break-
ing point in Albama’s cleavage between
north and south, with their somewhat
different accents and folkways. President
Sali Berisha, a northermer. had no friends
last week in Vlora, which also happens to be
a capital of criminal rings that smuggle
drugs, cigarettes and emigrants by speed-
boat to the heel of Italy, just 80 km away
Benisha's dispatch of troop convoys south
following his declaration of a state of emer-
gency only inflamed Vlora's dcfiance. Said
Mark Nyberg, 42. an American who runs a
local orphanage for 65 children: “You have
the criminals and the average people. but
when it comes to the authorities this whole
city is united—criminals. regular civilians
old people. young people. whatever.”
Albama’s crisis gave Western govern-
ments some had moments. if not quite
seizures of panic. The specter of full-dress
civil war threatened not just stampedes of
refugees but. in the direst scenario. a
spreading conflagration engulfing Mace-
donia and Serbia. both with substantial Al-
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banian minonties. By week’s end, howev-
er, a 48-hour truce put the showdown on
hold. Berisha consented to meet with lead-
ers of the opposition bloc Forum for
Democracy, and the two sides agreed. un-
der pressure from Western Europe and the
U.S., to offer the southern centers of revolt
a face-saving way out. Berisha promised to
suspend military operations and grant
amnesty to arms-surrendering rebels who
“had not committed crimes.” He also of-
fered to establish a multiparty commission
to investigate the pyramid scams. in which
something like 81 billion to $3 billion van-
ished—no one knows where, since the pri-
vate funds were utterly unregulated

The Demacratic Party boss did not ap-
pear to be winning anyonc over. though
He ruled out new eclections. and whateve
credibihty he had retained suffered
crushing blow when he proceeded. in the
midst of the crisis, to have himself ac-
claimed as President for another five years
by his loyalists in parliament. Southerners
upheld a nearly unanimous demand that
he step down in favor of a neutral. techno-
cratic regime Ingenuously. they also in-
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sisted that the government refund their
lost savings in full. In Vlora, 1dris Nimet
voiced the common suspicion that Berisha
colluded with the money-making funds
that promised astronomical payoffs. Nimet
was among the estimated 20,000 Albani-
ans who fled in 1991 to Italy, where he
saved about 810,000 in five years of work as
a carpenter. He lost 1t all in the pyramid
nipoffs The President, he declared, “is a
thief who stole our money.” He boasted,
“Berisha will never get to Vlora. The peo-
ple are with us, the soldiers are afraid, and
everyone has guns.”

He was not far off the mark. When Vlo-
ra’s uprising started the previous Friday
night, the demoralized armed forces took to
their heels, stood by or joined the insur-
gents. Left hehind were arsenals of Kalash-
nikov assault rifles, heavy machine guns.
rifle-propelled grenades, tanks and other
armored vehicles. Rebels in Vlora and in
Saranda and Delvina, further to the south,
looted thousands of weapons from these
stockpiles. In Saranda, some demonstra-
tors appeared on a television video disport-
ing themselves in masks and finng into the
air atop a captured minesweeper

Bensha's ragtag convoys of regular sol-
diers and civilian conscripts seemed ex-
tremely loath to take on such firepower
They also did not appear ready to confront
such strength of popular will, despite
Berisha's description of the revolt as “a
communist rebellion backed by foreign in-
telligence agencies.” In one skirmish ahout
10 km east of Saranda. a unit of some 60
government troops simply drove away after
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a brief engagement with villagers. accord- |

ing to witnesses. Four of the villagers were
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shot, but half the wounds last week seemed
to be the result of sheer reckless gunplay
When TiME Correspondent Massimo Cal-
abresi arnved in Vlora following a road
journey south past a series of increasingly
menacing checkpoints. he found a city go-
ing about its regular business in a state of
anarchy. Every few minutes, some mo-
torist would stop, stick his AK-47 out the
window and fire a burst skyward. The uni-
versal battle cry: “Down with Berisha!”

The President was not always so re-
viled. When he won election in 1992, his
ventures in more open

NORTH-SOUTH STANDOFF: Facing
page, rebels on point duty outside
heavily armed “independent” Viora;
at left, President Berisha in Tirana,
trom which he sent convoys of
troops south to confront the revolt
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rived at the offices of Koha Jone.
the country’s leading indepen-
dent newspaper, in Tirana. the
capital. The attackers, widely
assumed to be agents of the se-
cret police called Shik, sprayed
the building with assault rifies,
then returned later to torch the
place. A journalist inside at the
time, Zamir Dule, was beaten
The newsroom of Koha June last
week was a scene of bullet
holes, charred archives and
computer terminals melted
down like black butter.

“For the past two or three
months, the secret services have
been exactly like the communist
ones,” said Nikoll Lesi, the pa-
per’s owner. Editor Ben Blushi
argued that terror tactics were
not at all beyond Berisha, a for-
mer cardiologist. “He's always
been like this,” said Blushi. “But
now he’s reacting emotonally and not
even trying to hide his real face.” The Pres-
ident last week also conducted a purge of
his cabinet, sacking Prime Minister Alek-
sander Meksi. Later, after the southern ar-
senals were looted, he fired the army chief
of staff. General Sheme Kosova, who was
rumored to be under house arrest

The regime’s heavy hand seems to be at
fault for igniting the crisis. As Fatos Lubon-
ja vouched, when the pyramid schemes
collapsed the public response, after an ini-
tial outbreak of random violence, was fair-
ly quiet. Lubonja. one of the

democracy and market eco- H Forum for Democracy lead-
nomics gave Albania its first “When it F?mes to ers and a dissident who
taste of liberty after decades the authonnes, spent 18 years in jail under

of isolation under dictator
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were denounced by West-
ern observers as rife with fraud Still. what-
ever squawks came his way from diplomats
were fairly muted since Benisha's main op-
ponents belonged to the Socialist Party, re-
named communists who still draw most of
their strength from Hoxha's birthplace in
the south

Critics of the President believe that
Berisha. who had been steadily clamping
down on press frecdoms. showed his true
colors as the state of siege was being de-
clared. Early on Monday moming. a gang
of about a dozen men in civilian clothes ar-
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stop. in the process alleged-
ly stabbing one of the students That was
apparently the spark that brought out Vlo-
ra citizens by the thousands
How Vlora could hope to win its strug-
gle was the big question. The truce offered
by Benisha gave both sides a narrow op-
portunity for fecling out whatever conceiv-
able avenues of reconciliation remained
But as the Balkans continued to shake and
shatter, a new bloodbath in a mounting se-
ries of disaster cases was beginning to look
no more impossible than any other
—Reportied by Massima Calabresi/Viora



