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INTRO: Media Observatory Report (MORE)

The 2" issue of MORE is published in a period of
renewed bilateral tensions following the arrest
and detention of the ethnic Greek Mayor elect
of Himare, Freddy Beleris, last May. This new cri-
sis, which remains unresolved and threatens to
derail the improving bilateral relations, will be
analysed in the 3“issue of MORE.

The present issue is a testament to the volatility
of bilateral relations. That is because the period
covered (December 2022 - February 2023), the
visits to Albania undertaken in that period by
Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis and
Foreign Minister Nikos Dendias, and the media
work we monitored, all demonstrate the wil-
lingness of the two governments to turn a page
in their bilateral relations. At the time, the two
governments seemed to be on the same wa-
velength, with only the media, with their often
stereotypical or prejudicial reporting, remaining
as obstacles to rapid improvements in bilateral
relations. A few months later, the political clima-
te seems less favourable.

There will be more on how things turned sour in
the next issue of MORE. For now, let us focus on
the high-level visits to Albania and how the me-
dia on both sides failed to understand the politi-
cal atmosphere between the two governments.
As we will see in this issue, in contrast to the
attitudes of the political leaderships, the Greek
media tended to rely on stereotypes to discredit
Albania’s leadership, rather than attempting to
understand the complex sociopolitical trends in
the neighbouring nation. For their part, the Al-
banian media often published unsubstantiated
analyses of the ‘real intentions’ of the other side,
depicting Greece as a “blackmailer” with total
control over Albania’s EU perspectives and sub-
sequent prosperity.

Our analysis aims once again to provide food
for thought about how media in both countries,
unable still to see the wood for the trees, recycle
misconceptions and ultimately fail to reflect the
new realities, both in bilateral relations and in the
wider context of the Balkan region and the EU.
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Inside the stories

The second issue of MORE is the fruit of media
monitoring which took place between Decem-
ber 2022 and February 2023. We have selected
three key stories to analyse from this period.

For each story, the Media Observatory Report
provides:

a. ashort background;

b. a short qualitative analysis of certain media
stories (striking examples, news headlines,
narratives);

c. the description of the actual events which
were reported on incorrectly;

d. an assessment of the political significance
of the media choices made, their impact on
public perceptions, and primarily the oppor-
tunities the media missed to play a construc-
tive role in creating a more healthy political
discourse;

e. key takeaways about the political impact of
the media coverage.
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Mitsotakis’ first visit
to Albania:

Unfortunate statements, apologies, B
and the bad weather
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1.1. SHORT BACKGROUND

It was the first visit undertaken by a Greek prime minister to Tirana in 13 years, and
took place within the framework of a European Union — Western Balkans Summit,
the first such event held in a candidate country. Coincidentally, the last visit by a
Greek premier to the Albanian capital was in 2009, the day before Albania submit-
ted its application for EU membership. The presence of Kyriakos Mitsotakis in Tirana

was intended to serve a twofold purpose: encouraging Albania’s European perspec-

tives, and promoting a further improvement in bilateral relations.

However, the visit was “overshadowed” by an interview published in Euractiv on the
same day in which the Albanian premier, Edi Rama, appeared to say that Greece had
“cheated the EU” for many years both before and after it joined the Union. Rama
apologized to his counterpart for his comment during their bilateral meeting. Bad
weather prevented Kyriakos Mitsotakis from visiting villages where members of the
Greek minority live.

These issues gave rise to SYRIZA, the main Greek opposition party, accusing the
government of "dangerous communicative management" in Greek foreign policy.

Family Photo: Tirana, Albania Dec.6, 2022

EU-Western Balkans Summit - 2022.
©European Union Credit link


https://www.eliamep.gr/en/project/see-more-the-media-observatory-reports/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_7448
https://www.in.gr/2009/04/27/greece/stin-albania-o-prwthypoyrgos-kwstas-karamanlis-gia-episimi-episkepsi/
https://gr.euronews.com/2022/12/06/mhtsotakhs-tirana-proodos-gia-oriothethsh-aoz-me-thn-albania
https://www.euractiv.com/section/enlargement/interview/rama-eu-accession-not-an-exam-you-can-cheat-on-more-work-needed/
https://www.primeminister.gr/2022/12/06/30814
https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/permalink/p152506
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1.2. GRMEDIA

A “foggy” visit: The visit of the Greek PM to Tirana
and his presence at the EU-Western Balkans Sum-
mit may have received good coverage in the me-
dia for three consecutive days, but the approach
differed depending on the editorial line of the in-
dividual outlet.

For instance, pro-government papers emphasi-
zed the pending issue of the maritime borders
along with Rama'’s apology to Mitsotakis for his
statements to Euractiv. Nationalistic media talked
about the insult made by Rama and highlighted
his close relationship with the Turkish president.
Media affiliated with SYRIZA (Avgi) claimed the
visitwasa” " and even questio-
ned whether bad weather conditions really were
the reason Mitsotakis postponed his visit to the
villages of the ethnic Greek minority.

For example, Ta Nea's front-page headline read:
“ and the road to The Hague”.
Other indicative headlines include: “The Albani-
ans are " (Dimokratia), “
" (Estia),

“Rama blocks Mitsotakis:

relations between Athens and Tirana
in every possible way” (Kontra).

Kathimerini (center-right) revealed that: “Despi-
te the political agreement (...), it would seem that
the compromis [i.e. the legal document that will
refer the issue to the ICJ] is still some way from
being approved by Albania. Athens asked Wa-
shington and Berlin to mediate to Tirana in re-
cent months, to progress the issue. However, the
results have been less than spectacular, with no
meetings taking place at a technical level.”

Dimokratia (right-wing) pointed out in its edito-
rial that: “Mr. Rama is seeking to humiliate both
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Mitsotakis’ first visit to Albania
Dec. 2022

“,..diplomatic fiasco”

AGVI, DAILY

“The Turks are attempting to
torpedo relations
between Athens and Tirana
in every possible way”

KONTRA, DAILY

“The Albanians are
mocking us”

DIMOKRATIA, DAILY

“The Albanians Spit on us

and we say it’s raining”

ESTIA, DAILY

Prime Minister Mitsotakis and our country, and
he commits this hubris because he is convinced
that he will not suffer any consequences for what
he said”, adding that “it is not possible to seri-
ously consider Albania’s EU candidacy. This is a
bad joke. Albania is a country that systematically
violates human rights and brutally oppresses the
Greek national minority.”

Background Photo IDP9DDK7A ©sergign -Envato Elements (adaptation)


https://www.eliamep.gr/en/project/see-more-the-media-observatory-reports/
https://www.avgi.gr/protoselido/432694_i-aygi-tis-pemptis-8-dekembrioy
https://www.kathimerini.gr/politics/562173547/aoz-nea-prospatheia-gia-synyposchetiko-me-tin-alvania/
https://www.dimokratia.gr/i-thesi-mas/554085/otan-oi-alvanoi-mas-chleyazoyn/
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Mitsotakis’ first visit to Albania
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1.3. AL MEDIA

Optimism over the delimitation of the ma-
ritime zones: The presence of the Greek PM in
Tirana received extensive media coverage, but
the primary focus was on the maritime zones is-
sue. The overall reporting was positive, allowing
room for the ‘optimism’ expressed by the Greek
PM that a solution would be found to the issue.
However, there was no consensus on which side
is responsible for moving the process forward.

[Sheiptarja.com]
o |

Kryeministri grek né Tirané: Optimist se me
geveriné shqgiptare do té gjejmé zgjidhjen pér
céshtjen e detit

Kr

iri grek, Kiriakos Mitsotagis, tha se Shqipéna ahe Gregia do ta gyejne rjé zgiidhje pér

—
[ReporT
B Youlube I3
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Shqiptarja.com (pro-government) wrote: "The
Greek PM in Tirana: Optimistic that, together
with the Albanian government, we will find a
solution to the sea issue." Syri.net (pro-oppo-
sition), while still speaking of 'optimism’, focuses
primarily on the responsibilities on the Albanian
side.

AL Media

Mitsotakis’ first visit to Albania
Dec. 2022

Shirinimi g ma in
Ahmeta) me arrating

Marréveshja e detit me Greqiné,
1 Mitsotakis: Optimisté se Shqipéria
do té béjé pjesén e saj

Background Photo IDP9DDK7A ©sergign -Envato Elements (adaptation)


https://www.eliamep.gr/en/project/see-more-the-media-observatory-reports/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZMBTTh3Uggw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZMBTTh3Uggw
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https://shqiptarja.com/lajm/kryeministri-grek-ne-tirane-optimist-se-me-qeverine-shqiptare-do-te-gjejme-zgjidhjen-per-ceshtjen-e-detit
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1.4. SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT

a. Rama’s interview with Euractiv

What was actually said: The interview in Euractiv
was published on the day of the Summit. In the
English version of his interview, Rama spoke
about “the need to push ahead with reforms
to ensure the authenticity of the enlargement
process.” He specifically said: “We should
not forget that the integration process is an
individual-based, merit-based process. We have
to fulfil homework criteria standards, and it’s not
an exam to be cheated (...).” He added that it is
crucial to have working institutions and not to
“cheat a lot as some neighbouring countries did
in the past. When asked to name names, Rama
said, “Greece.”

However, the Greek version read: “Albanian
PM Edi Rama... gave an exclusive interview to
Euractiv which contained innuendos against
Athens. He more or less stated that Greece
‘cheated’ to join the EU.” Specifically, the Greek
version has translated the sticking point of his
statements as: "And because it's for our own
good," he said, "we need to have functioning
institutions." "Not like some countries did in the
past, like a neighbouring country, Greece for
example, that cheated a lot. It took money from
Europe, went through a period of opulence and
then ended up very badly," the Albanian Prime
Minister stressed.

Distortion of reality: So, it seems the contro-
versy was provoked by the clearly misleading
translation into Greek of the original text. The
original verbatim text of Rama’s full interview
is not available on Euractiv’s website. However,
it seems clear that, somewhere between the
two versions, the published text was given a
particular twist that was certainly unfriendly
towards Greece.
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That does not mean that Edi Rama’s statements
were not unfortunate, but the misleading
translation led to a number of stories, op-eds
and headlines in the Greek media focusing on
the purported insult.

Greek media therefore stressed that Greece
had good cause to be suspicious of Rama
and especially of his role in the maritime
borders issue; these analyses suggested, as a
consequence, that Greece could block Tirana's
EU accession.

Behind closed doors: Reading the public
statements of the two PMs during their bilateral
meeting, it seems that Mr. Rama’s interview was
discussed, but it appears that his apology (he
reportedly said: “ It was never meant to be about
contemporary Greece”) was well received by the
Greek delegation and did not overshadow the
substance of the talks.


https://www.euractiv.com/section/enlargement/interview/rama-eu-accession-not-an-exam-you-can-cheat-on-more-work-needed/
https://www.euractiv.gr/section/dievrinsi/interview/rama-sti-euractiv-i-ellada-exapatise-gia-na-entachthei-stin-ee/?utm_source=piano&amp;utm_medium=email&amp;utm_campaign=13877&amp;pnespid=srljEShMKaAEwOHZ_SvvSYyHsBO3Vpl1MbSl3fprqRpmvcLvh4I7dh8wvTBaMFQBVgW
https://www.primeminister.gr/2022/12/06/30814
https://www.primeminister.gr/2022/12/06/30814
https://www.primeminister.gr/en/2022/12/06/30818
https://www.primeminister.gr/en/2022/12/06/30818
https://www.eliamep.gr/en/project/see-more-the-media-observatory-reports/
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1.4. SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT

b. The postponing of Mitsotakis’ visit
to Greek minority villages

What actually happened: Kyriakos Mitsotakis
was originally scheduled to visit Himare, Livadhe
and Dervican on December 8, after his visit to
Tirana, but the visit was postponed due to bad
weather. According to government sources, his
office had been informed the morning before
by Greek authorities that fog was predicted in
Himare for the early hours of December 8. The
opinion was that the helicopter that was to have
taken on the visit would be unable to do so. The
same sources said Mitsotakis was scheduled to
attend a New Democracy party meeting that
evening in Athens, and had chosen to travel by
helicopter as a result.

Political controversy: It seems that both Rama'’s
interview and the postponing of Mitsotakis’
visit to villages of the Greek minority allowed
SYRIZA to downplay the political significance
of the Greek PM’s visit to Albania, even before
it had taken place. On December 6, the day
before Mitsotakis visited Tirana Avgi, the
SYRIZA newspaper, wrote about “Mitsotakis’
pre-elections acrobatics with the minority”,
accusing him of trying to gain more votes from
the right of the political spectrum ahead of the
parliamentary elections.

Fiction vs reality: On December 7, Estia (right-
wing) wrote: “Mr. Rama, you don't guarantee
the PM'’s safety and yet dream about the EU?”,
while Ta Nea questioned whether there had
been “a warning of a planned provocation by
Albanian ultra-nationalists? A potential incident
with Chams could be an explanation,” it said.
The Greek PM’s subsequent visit to the Albanian
South revealed such reporting to be pure
speculation which served only to reinforce
existing stereotypes about Albania.
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In the Albanian media, the historian Arben Llalla
said on Euronews Albania that the Greek PM’s
visit to Himara had been postponed following
the request by the Albanian PM, since Mitsotakis
would be accompanied from the Kakavije border
crossing by representatives of the far right who
were unwelcome in Albania. Again, there was no
evidence of any such plan by the Greek PM, and
the reporting served only to reinforce existing
stereotypes in the Albanian media.

Overall, despite rumours and misinformation
to the contrary, it was bad weather conditions
that prevented the Greek premier from visiting
villages where ethnic Greeks live. Afterall, the
rescheduled visit was undertaken by Mitsotakis
and Rama just a few days later, on December 22.

1.5. POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE

Further “poisoning” relations: Most stories
and op-eds in the Greek press chose to high-
light the unfortunate statements made by the
Albanian PM, rather than the friendly atmo-
sphere the two officials maintained throughout
the visit. For example, a commentary in Ta Nea,
though stressing that Rama’s statement has
been wrongly interpreted, still noted that: “the
very word "cheat" is insulting and reveals the


https://www.tanea.gr/2022/12/09/politics/ta-mystiria-tis-xeimarras/
https://euronews.al/gazetari-zbulon-levizjen-e-rames-pse-nuk-shkoi-kryeministri-grek-ne-himare/
https://www.eliamep.gr/en/project/see-more-the-media-observatory-reports/
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rudeness of the Albanian PM, especially as the
host of the Western Balkans - EU Summit.”

Another op-ed in Kathimerini under the title:
Seeking Albanian trust (using the Albanian word
‘besa’) said Greece should not trust the Albani-
an leadership, because “thirty years' experience
has taught us that problems with Albania (...)
generally appear at the moment of implemen-
tation (of agreements). Our experience with cer-
tain politicians teaches us they forget their com-
mitments. They seek pretexts to cancel them, or
at best postpone them.”

Such opinions not only failed to highlight the
positive outcome of the Greek PM's visit to Tira-
na, they actually added to the stereotyping and
mistrust of Albania, especially through the pejo-
rative comments and language used in relation
to its leader.

Unable to see the wood for the trees: With the
exception of one story in Kathimerini, which
highlighted the importance of the Tirana Sum-
mit in providing a new boost for the enlarge-
ment process, both Albanian and Greek media
once again focused obsessively on the delimit-
ing of the two countries’ Exclusive Economic
Zones. As a result, they failed to discuss the be-
nefits Albania’s accession to the EU could bring,
both to bilateral relations and the wider Balkan
region.

It is also clear, especially following the start of
Albania’s EU accession talks in July 2022, that the
political leaderships in Athens and Tirana have
been keen to get bilateral relations on a new
track. This positive attitude has largely been ab-
sent from the media analyses on both sides.
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1.6. KEY TAKEAWAYS

D Once Tirana's EU negotiations began, the

political leaderships in both countries
intensified their efforts to improve
bilateral relations and to gradually settle
bilateral issues. Mitsotakis’ visit to Tirana
in early December, the first by a Greek
PM to Albania in 13 years, was part of
these efforts.

Edi Rama made unfortunate statements,
which were wrongly interpreted by

the Greek media and opposition

parties, and for which he apologized.
The Greek political leadership stayed

on script, stressing its strategic choice

of supporting Albania’s EU accession
process.

However, oversimplified and derogatory
analyses in the Greek press continue to
fuel distrust of the Albanian side and
ignore the progress made by Albanian
society and politics.

Media on both sides continue to focus
with near obsession on the delimiting

of the maritime zones. While the issue
clearly has to be resolved—and before
the conclusion of Albania’s EU accession
talks, to prevent it being exploited
politically by factors on both sides—, the
legal route agreed by both sides is the
most appropriate way to do so.


https://www.kathimerini.gr/world/562172419/anazitontas-tin-alvaniki-mpesa/
https://www.kathimerini.gr/politics/562173541/strofi-sta-dytika-valkania-apo-tin-e-e/
https://www.eliamep.gr/en/project/see-more-the-media-observatory-reports/
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Dendias in Tirana once again:

Turkey as a third factor in Greece - Albania relations

2.1. SHORT BACKGROUND

Greek Foreign Minister Nikos Dendias visited Tirana in mid-December as part of a
mini-tour of the Western Balkans. It was the third time Dendias had visited Tirana
and he met with both his counterpart, Olta Xhacka, and PM Edi Rama. Public state-
ments by both FMs reflected a very positive atmosphere and their press conference
concluded without incident—unlike their press conference of May 2022, which was
overshadowed by a statement about the Chams made by Xhacka.

According to the Greek media, the only fly in the ointment was Albania’s purchase
of three Turkish Bayraktar drones a day before Dendias’ arrival in Tirana and two
before the Greek PM'’s visit to the South of Albania (see below for more on this). In-
terviewed for Euractiv on the same day, Albania’s former PM Sali Berisha reinforced
the dominant belief in Greece that Ankara was behind the annulment of the 2009
maritime sea borders agreement between Athens and Tirana.

11
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Dec 21, 2022. flickr.com,
Credit link

FM Dendias meets his Albanian counterpart

(CCBY-SA 2.0) License.
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2.2. GR MEDIA

Discomfort over the Bayraktar drones: The visit
received good coverage by the press. However,
with the exception of some references to what
the two FMs actually said, most stories highl-
ighted Dendias’ discontent with Rama having
contracted to buy three Bayraktar drones from
a Turkish company. Concluding his visit, Dendias
said that Albania had made a key choice to join
the EU, and that Greece enthusiastically supports
that course. However, he continued, this means
the country has to decide on “a series of parame-
ters” that serve the basic EU narrative.

/
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Avgi (left-wing) saw in Den-
dias’ statement: “Albania (needs to choose to be)
either with the EU or with Turkey”, while Elefthe-
ros Typos (right-wing) wrote: “Dendias’ pointed
to Tirana about the Turkish drones.”
Kathimerini said that: Dendias “has sent a very
discreet but regarding Albania's
European perspectives and the impact of the un-
dermining role played in the Western Balkans by
with a revisionist agenda,

GR Media

Dendias in Tirana once again
Dec. 2022

Background Photo IDP9DDK7A ©sergign -Envato Elements (adaptation)
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2.3. AL MEDIA

Delimitation of EEZ remains priority: Media
prioritized the delimitation of maritime zones.
Gazeta Panorama (pro-opposition) noted Xha-
cka addressing the Greek FM in a friendly manner.
"Dear Niko"- The Foreign Minister talks about the di-
scussions on the maritime agreement with Greece:
We are looking for a compromise for the referral to
the International Court of Justice", it wrote. Voice
of America (neutral) gave space to the maritime
zones issue, with a focus on Dendias emphasizing
the importance of respect for International Laws
as the basis for resolving bilateral disputes.

"Bayraktar" agreement ‘bothers’ Greece: Me-
dia also reported Dendias’ discontent over Alba-
nia’s purchase of the "Bayraktars". Liberale.al
(pro-opposition) reports that "the arming of Al-
bania with drones from Turkey infuriates Greece,
Dendias: Revisionist forces have appeared". For
its part, ABC News (pro-government) reported:
"Greek media: Dendias ‘nailed’ Turkey for pene-
trating Albania, this contradicts the ‘European

2

acquis’.
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Dendias in Tirana once again
Dec. 2022
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2.4. SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT

On Berisha’s statement: Dendias’ visit to Tirana
coincided with a statement made to EURACTIV
by former PM Sali Berisha, who reportedly said
Turkey had “intervened” to cancel the 2009
Greece-Albania maritime deal. His statement
was quoted by a number of stories in the Greek
press. Political (right-wing) wrote: “Edi Rama’s
role and Berisha’s ‘bomb’”, while Estia (right-
wing) in an op-ed entitled “The new romantic
nationalism” stressed that Berisha was speaking
half-truths when he left out his own relations
with Turkey; the newspaper concluded that
Albania’s EU path went through Athens, not
Ankara.

What has been actually said: In his interview,
Berisha referred to the bilateral agreement
reached in 2009 for the delimitation of maritime
zones. He said that Albania’s then opposition
Socialist Party, led by current PM Rama,
appealed to the Constitutional Court before
the agreement was ratified by both countries.
Then he said this: “Greece signed it with six
nautical miles of territorial waters for itself. Edi
Rama was the one who brought the agreement
to the Constitutional Court. Turkey was never
interested in that agreement and made a strong
intervention.”

Open to interpretations: It is noteworthy that no
video recording was provided for the interview
and Euractiv did not provide a text in Albanian,
either. Berisha’s statement, as translated into
English and Greek by Euractiv, seems open
to different interpretations. Another point is
that the interviewer did not ask Berisha what
he meant by “made a strong intervention”,
especially since he reportedly said “Turkey was
never interested.”
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It was not the first time that Euractiv’'s Greek-
language reporting had effectively spoilt an
official Greek visit to Tirana; the same thing
happened with the misleading translation of
Rama'’s interview on the day of Mitsotakis’ visit.
However, the Greek media never questioned the
ambiguous statement and decided to re-publish
it, simply to reinforce a common narrative in
Greece that Ankara was behind the annulment
of the 2009 maritime agreement (for more, see
MORE no. 1). It was also not the first time Berisha
had made this claim. In fact, he had also blamed
a third party for the annulment of the 2009
agreement in 2016, though he did not name the
party on that occasion. No media went to the
trouble to search for or reference any previous
statements, or to verify its truthfulness on either
occasion.


https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/berisha-turkey-intervened-in-2009-greece-albania-maritime-deal/
https://www.euractiv.gr/section/all/interview/vomva-mperisa-i-toyrkia-parenevi-sti-thalassia-symfonia-elladas-alvanias-to-2009/?utm_source=piano&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=13877&pnespid=taB5DH9APf0fhuvNqDCmD4uWoAz2WpxxcrS.0_Zz.xBmadyBvZLnMXjvpxQoMUsTgqT
https://www.eliamep.gr/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/230303_1stMORE_ENG_v14_opt.pdf 
https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/212866/berisha-sees-third-player-in-unmaking-of-continental-shelf-pact-between-albania-greece/
https://www.eliamep.gr/en/project/see-more-the-media-observatory-reports/
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2.5. POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE

Kicking the dog and meaning the master: The
Greek media stories on the Greek FM’s third vi-
sit to Tirana focused more on Dendias’ indirect
messages to Turkey regarding Ankara’s role in
the Balkans. It was the main point Dendias was
seeking to make at the press conference with
his counterpart, when he emphasized the pre-
sence of revisionist forces in the region. It was
also his choice to express his discontent with
Albania’s purchase of the Turkish drones in a
separate statement. He even subtly warned Ti-
rana that it has to choose its allies and friends
when he stressed that Albania has to decide on
“a series of parameters” that serve the basic EU
narrative.

Subsequently, the Greek media gave greater
emphasis to relations between Albania and Tur-
key, linking their stories to Berisha’s interview
and thus reinforcing a commonly-held belief in
Greece that a special relationship between An-
kara and Tirana is targeted at Athens.

However, an op-ed by Mero Baze for Tema no-
ted that with his interview, Berisha was essential-
ly seeking to “exploit” this perception in Greece
politically. According to Baze, Berisha believed
his argument might encourage the ICJ to look
at the annulment as the result of a Turkish in-
tervention, thereby leaving his agreement with
Greece intact. And secondly, Berisha was trying
to present himself as Greece’s man in Albania by
identifying Rama with Erdogan. Baze concluded
that, fortunately, Albanian-Greek relations are
on the way to permanent consolidation.
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The two Foreign Ministers stressed this in their
joint statement, saying that were ready to com-
promise on the delimitation of maritime borders
and talking about the “bridges between our
two peoples”, referring to the Greek minority in
Albania and the Albanian community in Gree-
ce. With the exception of sporadic references
in some media (Avgi, Ta Nea), the majority of
headlines and stories missed the important
messages both Ministers wanted to send out
about the future of bilateral relations and Alba-
nia’s European future.


https://www.gazetatema.net/editorial/perse-berisha-perpiqet-te-duket-si-zografi-biss-ose-fred-bejleri-i369964
https://www.eliamep.gr/en/project/see-more-the-media-observatory-reports/
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2.6. KEY TAKEAWAYS

> Albania and Turkey have longstanding relations and are NATO

allies. Tirana has every right to pursue military agreements with any
country that serves its own national interests. Of course, its European
perspective will also be judged on its alignment with relevant EU
decisions in foreign and defense affairs. In this respect, unlike other
Western Balkan countries whose leaderships habitually cultivate anti
- western sentiment, Albania remains fully aligned with its NATO / EU
rights and obligations.

Greece has made a strategic choice, also in accordance to its own
national interest, to support Albania’s European perspective.
Consequently, in its public statements, Greece’s political leadership
needs to highlight the benefits of this perspective for its relations
with Tirana and the Western Balkans. Good and honest relations with
Albania do not require Tirana to choose between allies and partners.
Greek officials should not undermine the progress made in bilateral
relations by insinuating that Albania’s relations with Turkey are aimed
against Greece.

Media in both countries need to be more cautious when reporting
on statements by officials and take care not to unquestioningly
reproduce narratives that undermine bilateral relations. Instead of
focusing on pending issues alone, the media could highlight issues
that are paving the way towards stronger bilateral relations; issues
of this sort relating to the environment, energy, economy or tourism
are typically raised by officials in both countries, but rarely feature in
media stories.
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Mitsotakis’ historic visit
to the Greek minority

in Albania:
The minority as a “bridge of friendship”

3.1. SHORT BACKGROUND

Just a few days after his visit to Tirana, Kyriakos Mitsotakis visited Himare, Livad-

hja and Dervican, where many ethnic Greeks live, on December 22. The visit was
originally scheduled to take place on December 7, but had to be postponed due
to bad weather. It was the first visit by a Greek premier to Albania’s ethnic Greek
minority areas since his late father, Konstantinos Mitsotakis, traveled there as PM
31 years ago. In Himare, Mitsotakis was accompanied by Olympic gold medallist
Pyrros Dimas, a native of the town, while in Dervican he was joined by Edi Rama.
Both PMs declared the Greek minority to be “an irreplaceable bridge in the inex-
tricable connection between our two countries.” Rama announced that he would
renovate the square in Dervican and rename it after Mitsotakis’ father, a gesture
that was highlighted in the media.

The purpose of the Greek PM’s visit was twofold: to speak with representatives
of the Greek minority, to listen to their problems and declare Greece’s support,
as well as to send the message that Albania’s European perspective will only be
possible as long as Tirana respects the rights of Albania’s ethnic Greek minority.
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PM Rama and his Greek counterpart Mitsotakis
meet in Dervican, Albania. Dec 22, 2022.

Photo copyright: AP. Source: Lapsi.al


https://liberale.al/foto-rama-prezanton-mitsotakis-para-banoreve-te-dervicanit-ju-kisha-premtuar-qe-do-ta-sillja-ketu-ja-ku-e-keni/
https://www.primeminister.gr/2022/12/22/30943
https://www.primeminister.gr/2022/12/22/30943
https://www.primeminister.gr/2022/12/22/30946
https://www.tovima.gr/2022/12/26/opinions/ta-dora-tou-rama-ston-mitsotaki/
https://www.eliamep.gr/en/project/see-more-the-media-observatory-reports/
https://lapsi.al/2022/12/22/incidenti-ne-dropull-a-e-ka-pare-edi-rama-kete-pamje-mbi-koken-e-tij/
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3.2. GRMEDIA

Greek flags and Orthodox Hellenism: The visit
received good coverage for almost eight days in
the press. Most stories described the visit as his-
toric and of symbolic importance and included
photographs of Mitsotakis meeting members of
the Greek minority who are holding Greek flags
and chanting “Hellas, Hellas!”

Intheir headlines, Kathimerini (center right) and
Ta Nea (center) chose to highlight the premiers’
reference to the Greek minority as a “bridge of
friendship”, and Mitsotakis’ statement that the
Greeks of Albania “sustained the flame of Helle-
nism and Orthodoxy”. A few, mostly right-wing
papers (Eleftheros Typos and Dimokratia)
chose to use the term ‘Northern Epirus’, a term
often considered offensive in Albania, in their
stories and headlines.

But typical nationalist sentiments of the sort
more dominant in Greek media in the past, were
still repeated. For example, an op-ed published
in the left-wing pro-SYRIZA Efsyn newspaper
spoke of “repressive policies” against the Greek
minority in Albania as a “national catastrophe
[for the ethnic Greek community] that has been
ongoing since the early 1990s.” The op-ed re-
peated many standard nationalist, anti-Albanian
and irredentist tropes. Such fiercely anti-Albani-
an media content can still be found in the Greek
press, but is far less popular than in the past.
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Mitsotakis’ historic visit
to the Greek minority in Albania
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https://www.kathimerini.gr/politics/562198723/mitsotakis-gefyra-filias-i-meionotita-thermi-ypodochi-apo-toys-ellines-stin-alvania/
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https://www.kathimerini.gr/politics/562198723/mitsotakis-gefyra-filias-i-meionotita-thermi-ypodochi-apo-toys-ellines-stin-alvania/
https://www.tanea.gr/2022/12/22/politics/mitsotakis-sti-xeimarra-gefyra-filias-kai-synergasias-me-alvania-i-elliniki-ethniki-meionotita/
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3.3. AL MEDIA

A positive tone, but some irritation: The visit
of the Greek PM received good coverage with
an overall positive tone. Stories emphasized his
two distinct messages: respect for the rights of
the Greek minority and support for Albania's EU
accession. It did not, however, go unnoticed by
some Albanian media that ethnic Greeks turned
up to listen to the Greek PM carrying Greek flags,
while others chanted nationalist slogans.

Shgiptarja.com (pro-gov) chose to run with
the headline: "Mitsotakis visits the Greek mino-
rity in Albania: Albania must respect your rights!
Rama: National minority is a connecting bridge in
relations between our two countries." Ora News
(pro-opposition) also reported positively on the
visit in Himara; its headline: "Greek flags in Hima-
ra for PM Mitsotakis". A2CNN (neutral) highlight-
ed the Greek PM'’s statement on minority rights
in: "Mitsotakis from Himare: We will see property
rights and all minority rights implemented" and
reported that the Greek PM has been given an
enthusiastic welcome by the inhabitants of Hi-
mare with traditional music and clothing from
Northern Epirus and Greek flags.

In Himara and Dervican, although both flags
were flying on the public buildings, the Greek
flag was far bigger. Probably because no official
complaint was made, only a few media close to
the Opposition reported it. Like Lapsi.al, they li-
mited their reporting to a ‘protocol’ incident and
did not elaborate on the content of the chants.

Having said that, it is more than certain that the
Greek media would have condemned any inci-
dent in which members of the Muslim minority
in Greece waved Turkish flags during the visit of
a Turkish official visit to their villages, or chan-
ted slogans with similar content, as disrespect of
Greek sovereignty.
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3.4. SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT

Association of Greek municipalities

What was actually said: In an article in Gazeta
Dita (pro-gov) in early December, former
diplomat Shaban Murati claimed that the Greek
PM'’s visit to the Greek minority was intended
to inaugurate and formalize the creation of the
"Association of Greek Municipalities" in Albania.

What was meant: The former diplomat took a
controversial notion used in the Kosovo-Serbia
dialogue out of context. Such a reference would
understandably generate suspicion among
readers about Mitsotakis’ visit and the aims of
the Greek government.

Distortion of reality: There is no public sta-
tement or official document detailing any
intention on the part of any Greek government
to create an Association of Greek municipalities
in Albania. Moreover, according to diplomatic
sources in Athens, Greek officials have never in
recent years requested in private the formation
of such an Association from Albania, nor do they
have any intention of doing so in the future.
Once again, unsubstantiated claims in influential
media seem to have worked to undermine the
conciliatory efforts of the two governments.
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3.5. POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE

A new “chapter”: The Greek PM made two visits
of a high symbolic nature to Albania within the
space of two weeks, but only one story (Ta Nea)
pointed out the two governments’ will to turn a
new page in their relations. No big news came
out of this visit, but that Rama was present for
most of it cannot be overlooked. Stories in the
Greek press did, however, miss the opportunity
to highlight the importance of the PMs’ joint
appearance and the visit itself, which reflected
above all Greece’s strong will to support
Albania’s European course.

The Greek press usually talks about the problems
of the Greek minority—in fact, it tends to call it
“forgotten”, implying that the Greek state does
not do enough—when reporting on bilateral
relations. Rarely if ever do Greek media report
move beyond its narrow focus on the complaints
and grievances of the Greek minority to report
the progress achieved in Albania and to reflect
on the future of bilateral relations when the
country is well on course to join the EU. This has
been yet another missed opportunity.
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But many challenges remain: In an op-ed
published in Gazeta Panorama (opposition),
former Albanian FM Ditmir Bushati stressed
that, despite what Mitsotakis said during his
visit to Himare, the city “is not a municipality
of the Greek minority” and that the Greek PM'’s
declarations about the Greek minority do not
reflect reality. He reminded readers that Albania
has developed a legal framework to ensure
respect for and the protection of the rights
of national minorities, and that Greece has
historically denied the existence of an Albanian
minority in Greece. However, reading Mitsotakis'’
statements, it seems that he did not in fact call
Himare a municipality of the Greek minority.
In addition, he said that, within the framework
of a European Albania and “in the spirit of
cooperation and friendship with the Albanian
government, all issues could be resolved”.

On the other hand, it is a fair assessment that no
Greek government would ever have allowed a
similar visit by an Albanian PM to border areas in
Greece, as Bushati says.


https://www.in.gr/2022/12/30/politics/politiki-grammateia/anoigma-stin-alvania-kai-megalo-stoixima/
http://www.panorama.com.al/bushati-kritik-ndaj-mitsotakis-deklaratat-e-tij-nga-himara-per-minoritetin-ne-vendin-e-gabuar-nuk-pasqyrojne-realitetin/
https://www.primeminister.gr/2022/12/22/30943?fbclid=IwAR1TMsN9idkE4je7TosdmON6_vZsShaLXADN5kul4SsCrUupc_k62xXkwFM
https://www.eliamep.gr/en/project/see-more-the-media-observatory-reports/
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3.6. KEY TAKEAWAYS

> The Greek PM made two symbolically important visits to Albania in the

space of two weeks. The main message was that Greece and Albania
show a genuine will to move forward and begin writing a new page in
the history of their relations. Athens sees Tirana as a gateway to Greece
consolidating a more active role in the Balkans as well as seeking to
counterbalance Turkey's relations with Albania.

> To achieve both goals, Athens has made a strong commitment to

Albania’s EU accession. It helps that its neighbour is a NATO member
and fully aligned with the West, while both the Greek minority in
Albania and the Albanian community in Greece enhance strong
bilateral ties and common interests still further. The joint appearance
of the Albanian and Greek PMs in the villages of the Greek minority
sends this precise message.

However, once again, the media in both countries missed the
opportunity to highlight this reality and to provide a balanced account
of the real problems facing both the Greek minority and the Albanian
community in Greece. It also failed to make a forward-looking
assessment about the future of relations in the context of European
integration.

It is high time both countries finally overcame the problems inherited
from the past which stand in the way of the further consolidation of
bilateral relations and the final reconciliation of their two peoples.
Media could play a constructive role in such efforts by giving more
space to new generations of academics and to moderate voices who
could explain the current realities in bilateral relations, the reasons
why certain issues continue to exist, and what fair solutions could be
adopted.
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