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Implementation of Recommendations on Gender-Based Violence against Women and Trafficking in Persons (paras. 23–26)
Since the adoption of the CEDAW Concluding Observations in 2023, Albania has undertaken several legislative and policy initiatives aimed at strengthening gender equality, preventing and addressing violence against women and girls, and combating trafficking in persons. Key developments include the adoption and implementation of the National Action Plan against Trafficking in Persons 2024–2025, ongoing legislative reforms on gender equality and violence against women, the strengthening of anti-trafficking coordination mechanisms, and efforts to align the national legal framework, including the draft Criminal Code, with European Union standards.
VATRA also notes positively the continued state financing of specialized services provided by members of the National Coalition of Anti-Trafficking Shelters. Since 2015, state budget allocations have contributed to the provision of protection, rehabilitation and reintegration services for victims and survivors of trafficking, representing an important example of cooperation between public institutions and civil society organizations.
Another positive development concerns the implementation of the legal aid framework, which has enabled civil society organizations to become authorized providers of primary legal aid services. This has contributed to improving access to justice for women and vulnerable groups, including survivors of gender-based violence and trafficking. At the same time, VATRA notes that further efforts are needed to ensure adequate, sustainable and long-term financing for these services in order to meet existing needs and guarantee nationwide accessibility.
While these developments demonstrate continued commitment towards fulfilling international obligations, VATRA's experience in providing direct services to survivors of gender-based violence and trafficking indicates that significant implementation challenges remain, particularly with regard to victim protection, access to specialized services, long-term reintegration and sustainable financing of support mechanisms.
Gender-Based Violence against Women
During 2025, VATRA provided support services to 230 victims of domestic and gender-based violence, of whom 88% were women and girls. During 2024, VATRA provided support services to 200 victims of domestic and gender-based violence. Through its direct work with survivors, VATRA has observed that significant challenges remain in the effective implementation of the existing legal framework, particularly regarding the practical application of protection measures and access to long-term support services.
Gender-Based Violence against Women – Challenges
Legal challenges
The ongoing justice reform and vetting process have contributed to delays in judicial proceedings involving survivors of domestic and gender-based violence. The dismissal and replacement of judges and prosecutors have affected the timely handling of cases, resulting in prolonged proceedings and delays in access to justice for survivors. VATRA also notes challenges in the implementation of preventive protection measures foreseen by domestic violence legislation. Although the legal framework provides for Emergency Preliminary Protection Measures in high-risk situations, information gathered through cooperation with local police structures indicates that these measures have rarely, if ever, been applied in practice. Risk assessments are conducted, but cases are generally classified as low- or medium-risk, resulting in the non-application of this protection mechanism.
Psychosocial support challenges
Many survivors demonstrate difficulties in engaging consistently with counselling and psychological support services due to the impact of trauma, emotional dependency on perpetrators, social vulnerability and stigma. These factors often affect survivors' ability to maintain long-term therapeutic engagement. VATRA has also observed an increase in the number of survivors experiencing mental health conditions requiring specialized support. The lack of specialized residential and mental health services creates significant challenges in case management, particularly when survivors require accommodation combined with specialized psychosocial care.
Long-term reintegration challenges
One of the most significant challenges remains access to sustainable employment and housing. Limited labour market opportunities, low wages, inadequate working conditions, lack of childcare support, stigma and discrimination continue to undermine survivors' economic independence and long-term social inclusion. Furthermore, bureaucratic procedures related to social housing programmes, limited information and insufficient municipal capacities often prevent survivors of violence, trafficking and other vulnerable groups from accessing sustainable housing and reintegration support.
Trafficking in Persons
VATRA welcomes the adoption and implementation of the National Action Plan against Trafficking in Persons 2024–2025, as well as ongoing efforts to strengthen the national response to trafficking and organized crime.
During 2024 Vatra provided support and services for the first time for 76 victims/potential victims of human trafficking from whom 72% were girls and women. During 2025, VATRA provided support services to 102 victims of trafficking for the first time from whom 75% were women and girls. 70% of these beneficiaries were foreign victims of trafficking, reflecting a significant increase in the number of non-Albanian victims identified and referred for assistance.
VATRA has observed changes in patterns of exploitation. While sexual exploitation remains one of the most frequently identified forms of trafficking, there has been a notable increase in the number of victims subjected to labour exploitation. This trend highlights the need to strengthen identification efforts and institutional responses beyond traditional indicators associated with sexual exploitation.
VATRA further underlines the importance of the effective implementation of the newly adopted Standard Operating Procedures for the Identification and Referral of Victims and Potential Victims of Trafficking. Their implementation is essential to strengthen proactive identification efforts, particularly in relation to labour exploitation and online forms of exploitation, which remain underidentified despite increasing evidence of their occurrence.
VATRA notes an increase in the number of victims identified by the State Police. However, Mobile Units operating in different regions of Albania continue to represent the primary source of victim identification. VATRA currently supports the operation of five Mobile Units in the regions of Vlora, Fier, Berat, Durrës, Dibër and Gjirokastër. Through their outreach and field-based work, these units identified and referred more than 62% of trafficking cases in 2024 and 42% of cases in 2025. Despite continuous advocacy efforts by VATRA and other members of the National Coalition of Anti-Trafficking Shelters, state financing for Mobile Units has not yet been secured. Ensuring sustainable funding for these services remains critical for maintaining outreach activities and strengthening early identification of victims and potential victims of trafficking.
Based on its direct service provision experience, VATRA considers that stronger implementation of existing legal and policy frameworks, sustainable financing of specialized support services, enhanced identification mechanisms and increased investment in long-term reintegration programmes remain essential for ensuring effective protection and recovery of both Albanian and foreign victims of trafficking.
Trafficking in Persons – Additional legal challenges
Nevertheless, victims of trafficking continue to face significant barriers in accessing protection when they are unable or unwilling to cooperate with law enforcement authorities and participate in criminal proceedings. In practice, trafficked persons may still be detained, prosecuted or punished for unlawful acts that they were compelled to commit as a direct consequence of their trafficking situation. This demonstrates continuing challenges in the application of the principle of non-punishment, as provided for under the United Nations Palermo Protocol, the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, and relevant European Union standards.
VATRA notes that despite improvements in victim identification and referral mechanisms, trafficked persons continue to face limited access to protection when they are unable or unwilling to cooperate with criminal investigations and prosecutions. In practice, victims may still face detention, criminal proceedings or punishment for unlawful acts committed as a direct consequence of their trafficking situation, contrary to the principle of non-punishment established under international standards.
VATRA has identified several challenges affecting the protection of victims of trafficking:
· Misclassification of criminal offences: In practice, cases involving trafficking indicators are sometimes investigated under offences such as exploitation of prostitution, unlawful deprivation of liberty or maintaining premises for prostitution rather than trafficking in persons. This may result in victims being treated as offenders or accomplices, reducing their access to protection and limiting the investigation of organized criminal networks. 
· Limited information on victims' rights: Many victims are not adequately informed about their procedural rights, the progress of investigations or decisions taken by prosecutorial authorities, limiting their effective participation in criminal proceedings. 
· Residence permits for foreign victims: The growing number of foreign victims has created additional challenges related to access to residence permits, legal protection, interpretation and translation services, social integration and access to long-term support programmes. These challenges often affect victims’ ability to effectively exercise their rights and benefit from available protection mechanisms. Without valid residence documentation, victims face difficulties accessing employment, education, healthcare and social services, increasing their vulnerability to re-trafficking. 
· Compensation for victims: Access to compensation remains limited. VATRA has observed cases where compensation claims were separated from criminal proceedings, placing an additional burden on victims to initiate separate legal procedures and prove damages independently. 
· Interpretation and translation services: The shortage of qualified court-certified interpreters, combined with delays in payment and the lack of interpreters for certain languages, continues to affect investigations and court proceedings. These challenges are particularly significant given the growing number of foreign victims identified in Albania.
Prevention
During 2024–2025, VATRA conducted prevention and awareness-raising activities reaching 2,975 students from lower and upper secondary schools in the regions of Vlora, Fier, Berat, Durrës, Gjirokastër and Dibër on issues related to trafficking in persons and violence against women and girls.
In addition, more than 3,000 community members in Vlora, Berat and Dibër were reached through public awareness activities and the distribution of information materials on trafficking and gender-based violence.
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