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ACPD is a strong NGO in Albania established in 1993, an accredited member of the International Planned Parenthood Federation since 1996, and an implementing partner of the United Nations Population Fund in Albania. 
Overview of Progress 
Acknowledging certain progress made by Albania in implementing Article 12 of CEDAW concerning women's access to health care services, including those related to family planning, there are several crucial considerations:
1. Reproductive Health Law
In 2020, the Albanian Center for Population and Development (ACPD) with the support of the United Nations Population Fund in Albania (UNFPA)[footnoteRef:1] and the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF)[footnoteRef:2] actively advocated for the comprehensive revision of the existing Reproductive Health Law in Albania.  [1:  https://albania.unfpa.org/en ]  [2:  https://europe.ippf.org/ ] 

In 2022, ACPD continued its relentless commitment to advancing the cause of the Reproductive Health Law, offering a series of pivotal recommendations[footnoteRef:3] designed to expedite the process of law approval. These expertly crafted recommendations were formally presented by ACPD during a meeting with members of the Health Committee, where ACPD contributes as a member of the committee.  [3:  Review of the Reproductive Health Law, ACPD https://acpd.org.al/?p=392 ] 

It is noteworthy that the existing Reproductive Health Law, enacted in 2002, has remained unaltered since its inception, thus emphasizing the pressing need for its revision and modernization. The Reproductive Health Law is expected to be finalized by the end of the year 2023. 
2. Public spending on health
With economic growth, Albania is trying to increase expenditure on health but is spending less than the average for Europe and central Asia, which is 7%.[footnoteRef:4] Government expenditure on health as a proportion of total government expenditure is steady at around 9–10% but is still lower than the average share in the WHO European Region and that for upper-middle-income countries (12%, as estimated by the World Bank Group).  [4:  World Development Indicators [online database]. New York: World Bank; 2019 (https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators/preview/on ] 

As it regards the public spending on health as of 2023 there are no dedicated funds to Sexual and reproductive health (SRH). To accelerate the pace of equitable growth, Albania needs to implement structural reforms that will raise productivity and competitiveness in the economy, create more jobs and improve governance and public service delivery. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Assessment of sexual, reproductive, maternal, newborn, child and adolescent health in the context of universal health coverage in Albania, WHO https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/330457/9789289054706-eng.pdf ] 

3. Cervical cancer prevention, screening and diagnosis
The Albanian Government has made good progress in raising the awareness about the cervical cancer prevention and screening, through national awareness campaigns and testing. Also, now part of the national vaccination program is the HPV vaccine for young girls aged 13 years old.[footnoteRef:6] In a conservative estimate, cervical cancer has costed Albanian society at least 5 000 000 US dollars yearly, because of productivity loss and health system related costs. Additionally, treatment to cervical cancer in Albania is estimated to cost, around 1 300 000 USD per year.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Human Papillomavirus and Related Diseases Report, https://hpvcentre.net/statistics/reports/ALB.pdf ]  [7:  Albanian national cervical cancer program, Evaluation report of the first year, Public Health Institute of Albania, https://www.ishp.gov.al/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/2report-evaluation-screening-program-final-2020.pdf ] 

An order of Minister of the Ministry of Health and Social Protection (MoHSP) was released on 17.10.2022 on additions and changes on the National Vaccination Calendar. The order was released after several years of joint action of ACPD, partner state institutions and other local organizations to prevent infection from HPV.  On preventive measures, there is a national cancer control plan. The Ministry of Health and Social Protection endorsed a national plan for both cervical cancer and breast cancer screening, but lack of integration through the healthcare system limits effectiveness. 
ACPD participated in the consultation phases for Action Plan for Health Promotion and provided concrete input on gender-based violence and SRHR issues. A special attention in the Action Plan is given to vulnerable groups of the population in Albania. Nonetheless, there remains a critical imperative for the seamless integration of screening and colposcopy data registries in order to mitigate the risk of data loss and enhance the identification of positive cases.
In 2022, the Albanian Center for Population and Development (ACPD) with the support of IPPF and UNFPA diligently extended its efforts within the ambit of the cervical cancer program. These endeavors were firmly anchored in the preceding year's action plan, which was aimed at reinvigorating the program's outreach to target women and healthcare professionals. Moreover, the plan sought to enhance the coordination mechanisms and dissemination of information pertaining to women testing positive for HPV and their subsequent follow-up.
As part of these initiatives, ACPD orchestrated a workshop centered around the theme of "The Significance of Establishing a National Registry for Cervical Cancer Screening." At the end of the workshop important recommendations came up to push forward the process on the integration of the screening and colposcopy registry: 
· Strengthening of cooperation with the regional hospitals and private clinics on reporting the colposcopy findings to the national registry and appointing of some regional hospitals as focal points on offering colposcopy services by capacity assessment.
· Implementation of a national protocol or guideline on the medical management of HPV + women and raising awareness in HPV + women.
· Cooperation with MoHaSP on the possibility that not insured women can also undergo the colposcopy procedures as an integral part of the cervical cancer screening program according to the reference of family doctor. 
· Implementation of a quality assessment network on the screening program.
At the end of the workshop a Policy Brief was prepared by the experts that will be used as a tool to advocate to the decision-makers. 

4. No dedicated budget for NGOs operating in the field
In Albania, the absence of a dedicated budget allocation for non-governmental organizations (NGOs) is a multifaceted challenge that has far-reaching implications for the nonprofit sector. Without a dedicated budget, NGOs in Albania in the field of reproductive health often struggle to secure the necessary financial resources to execute their missions effectively. They must rely on sporadic funding from various sources, including international donors, grants, and project-specific funds. This inconsistent funding model can hinder long-term planning and sustainability.
There has been a noticeable increase in the number of NGOs operating at the national level in Albania. This proliferation has intensified competition for limited financial resources, grants, and opportunities. NGOs must invest more time and effort in proposal writing and networking to secure funding, which diverts resources away from their core activities. 
ACPD centers in South (Aulona Center) and North (Trokitja Center) have been supported by Partners Albania with European Union funds to function as a National Resource Center to strengthen and support other local civil society organizations.
5. Global Fund phasing out 
The phase-out of the Global Fund and its direct impact on marginalized groups, with which ACDP has been working since 2007 particularly the Roma community and sex workers, highlights several significant challenges and consequences. 
As the Global Fund phases out its support, there is a risk of reduced or discontinued services that were previously provided to marginalized groups. These services may include healthcare access, HIV prevention and treatment, education, and support for these communities. Marginalized groups, such as the Roma community and sex workers, often face significant health disparities compared to the general population. The Global Fund's support played a crucial role in addressing these disparities by providing access to healthcare services, awareness campaigns, and prevention programs. The phase-out may exacerbate these disparities.
The Roma community and sex workers are often among the most vulnerable populations in many countries, facing discrimination, social stigma, and economic challenges. The reduction in support can further marginalize these communities, making them more vulnerable to health risks and economic hardships. NGOs like ACPD that have received support from the Global Fund have developed expertise in working with marginalized groups. The phase-out of funding may lead to a loss of this expertise, which could hinder future efforts to address the specific needs of these communities effectively.
6. Gender-based Violence
The National Sex Offender Registry Act[footnoteRef:8] was passed on July 2022 after a unanimous vote. A new Action Plan 2021-2023 for the fight against trafficking in human beings was adopted in November 2021. New referrals for trafficking in human beings and money laundering remained at similar levels in 2021, compared with 2020. According to the Institute of Statistics, no girl under the age of 18 was married during 2022[footnoteRef:9] in Albania for the first time since records began. [8:  CRCA, https://www.crca.al/en/albania-approves-national-register-of-sex-offenders/ ]  [9:  INSTAT, https://www.instat.gov.al/en/themes/demography-and-social-indicators/births-deaths-and-marriages/  ] 


Recommendations: 
● Adopt pending implementing legislation on minority rights and increase the capacities of the state Committee on National Minorities.
● Implement the national strategy for gender equality, the law on gender equality and ensure gender mainstreaming and gender-responsive budgeting for sectoral strategies.

7. Migration is a concerning issue 
Migration is a concerning issue that Albania is facing lately. More and more young people are leaving the country to work and study abroad, leading to fewer students frequenting Albanian schools. The emigration of young people has led to a decline in the number of students attending Albanian schools. The high migration of doctors and nurses towards Germany through regular work puts pressure and creates difficulties in the existing health structure. 
Given the challenges posed by migration, it becomes even more critical to provide young people with the tools they need to navigate these issues, regardless of their geographical location. With fewer students in Albanian schools, there is a risk that comprehensive sexuality education may receive less attention and funding. Despite the inclusion of comprehensive sexuality education in the curriculum, there may be gaps in its delivery and content. Emphasis on taboo topics or inadequate teacher training can hinder effective instruction in this area. The persistence of taboos, particularly among teachers, can be a significant barrier to providing comprehensive sexuality education. 
To address taboos and improve the delivery of comprehensive sexuality education, it's essential to invest in teacher training and support. Teachers should receive training that equips them to handle sensitive topics with confidence and professionalism. Creating a supportive environment where teachers can openly discuss challenges and share best practices can also be beneficial.
8. Population Aging and Residencial Centers
Albania, like many other countries around the world, is experiencing the significant challenge of population aging. The aging population in Albania can be attributed to factors such as low fertility rates, increased life expectancy, and emigration of younger individuals in search of better economic opportunities abroad. This demographic shift has led to a growing demand for residential care and support services for the elderly. Residential centers have become increasingly important in providing specialized care and accommodation for the elderly population in Albania.  
ACPD with the support of UNFPA established ‘Social Care Day Center for Elderly’ with the decision of the Vlora Municipal Council no. 93, dated 24.12.2020 for "Establishment of the Social Care Day Center for the elderly in Vlora". The center provides older adults with an opportunity to get out of the house and receive the mental and social stimulation and ongoing care they need; gives elderly caregivers an opportunity to work, take care of personal needs, or simply rest and relax. Also, the elderly are provided with social and health services. 
9. Parliamentary Group on Population in Albania 
The Parliament of Albania has been open towards civil society through open hearing sessions (addressing the concerns of marginalized groups such as Roma and Egyptian community, as well as LGBTI) and contributing through legal changes of recommendations coming from civil society.  With the request of ACPD, support of UNFPA and IPPF a new Parliamentary Group on Population has been formed and the set of documents for the organization and functioning of the group are developed. ACPD has been serving as a secretariat of EPF since 2012. 
The formation of the Parliamentary Group on Population is a significant development with far-reaching implications for addressing population issues and sustainable development in the country. This group can play a pivotal role in advocating for policies that address population challenges, including issues related to fertility rates, migration, aging populations, and their impact on various aspects of society.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Meeting on the situation of contraception in Albania, ACPD, https://acpd.org.al/?p=413 ] 

10. Youth-friendly services 
The adequacy of youth-friendly services remains a pertinent concern, notwithstanding the substantial efforts undertaken by ACPD in this domain.
On this matter, a roundtable discussion centered on the theme of "Enhancing Youth-Friendly Services" was conducted, bringing together a diverse array of stakeholders. Participants included obstetrician-gynecologists, family physicians, maternal care nurses, midwives, public health experts, as well as representatives from the Ministry of Health and Social Protection (MoHSP) and the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) Albania.  Key recommendations resulted such as:
· A memo proposition to MoHaSP on starting a pilot project in a community health center about a dedicated room for youth friendly services with information, promotion, education and addressing duties, run by a nurse or psychologist with the collaboration of center’s doctors, respecting patients’ privacy and confidentiality.
· A one-stop shop website with all the educative information in Albanian regarding where to address, non-communicable diseases (Cervical cancer for example) and communicable diseases (STD for example) prevention, and safe sexual behavior education

11. Improvements in health care facilities infrastructure which led to the improvement of the quality of services. 
In 2021, The World Bank’s Board of Executive Directors approved $29.5 million in Additional Financing for the Health Sector Improvement Project in Albania. [footnoteRef:11] The improvement of healthcare facilities infrastructure is a critical factor in enhancing the quality of healthcare services.  [11:  Albania’s Health Sector to Benefit From Additional World Bank Financing, World Bank, https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/12/01/albania-s-health-sector-to-benefit-from-additional-world-bank-financing ] 

UNOPS has procured and delivered essential hospital equipment, including 20 ambulances, computed tomography (CT) scanners at the hospitals of Shefqet Ndroqi, Korca and Trauma in Tirana, as well as installed X-ray rooms in hospitals in Lac, Vore and Paskuqan. A further 13 hospitals across the country were provided with new, advanced diagnostics equipment – including digital X-ray systems, CT scanners and all-purpose ultrasound machines – among others.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Enhancing medical care in Albania, UNOPS https://reliefweb.int/report/albania/enhancing-medical-care-albania ] 

12. The Albanian government has made improvements regarding the eHealth. 
The Albanian Government has made progress regarding digital health, especially in times of Covid-19. ACPD has played a crucial role in the process, however, more advancements are needed especially regarding the SRH.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  E-Health in Albania, European Commission, https://health.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2018-04/ev_20161206_co12_en_0.pdf ] 

ACPD has advocated with Ministry of Health and Social Protection (MoHSP) and carried out policy dialogue workshops to ensure their engagement towards digital health and telemedicine to enable sexual reproductive health (SRH) care during period of crises, especially for women and girls from rural areas. 
Due to advocacy work and other joint initiatives from partners, an order released by the Ministry of Health and Social Protection (MoHSP) relates to the provision of telemedicine and digital health services only for chronicle diseases in public hospitals. This has shown a sensitization of MoHSP towards digital technology but due to the situation of COVID – 19 progress has been done in the chronic disease field and SRH is being integrated in the future agenda of MoHSP.  
13. Pre-eclampsia trainings 
There is evidence that medical doctors such as ob-gyn, midwifes, etc don’t do regular training regarding bleeding after birth/pre-eclampsia. ACPD with the support of UNFPA and LDS Charities coordinated two national trainings with gynecologists and midwifes on "Bleeding after birth, Pre-Eclampsia/Eclampsia". 
Fertility and population aging 
A declining fertility rate as witnessed in Albania will lead to a demographic shift characterized by a larger elderly population compared to the younger working-age population. Fast forward to 2022, the median age of the population reached 38.2 years.[footnoteRef:14] This can strain social welfare systems and impact the labor force. The decreasing number of people and the simultaneously aging society will force the government to make changes in public finances and to allocate larger sums of money to the health care system and pensions.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Albania social briefing: Albania’s decline in birth rates and its implications, https://china-cee.eu/2023/03/03/albania-social-briefing-albanias-decline-in-birth-rates-and-its-implications/ ]  [15:  Albania: The Demographic Crisis and Its Consequences, https://ies.lublin.pl/en/comments/albania-the-demographic-crisis-and-its-consequences/ ] 

There are in place government incentives for couples[footnoteRef:16] to have more children can help mitigate the negative effects of declining fertility rates. These incentives include financial support, parental leave, and access to affordable childcare.  [16:  State Social Services, Baby Bonus https://www.sherbimisocial.gov.al/informacion-mbi-bonusin-e-bebes/ ] 

The Community centers for young people managed by ACPD offer educational and skills development programs to enhance employability and economic prospects, encouraging young adults to start families when they feel financially secure. These centers also provide family planning services, sexual health education, and counseling to help young couples make informed decisions about starting a family. Also, the centers for the elderly serve as hubs for social engagement, reducing isolation and loneliness among older adults. Social activities and support networks can contribute to improved mental and emotional well-being.

14. Recommendations:
· Push forward the comprehensive revision and modernization of the existing Reproductive Health Law in Albania to ensure it aligns with international standards and safeguards the reproductive rights of individuals and couples. There should be a swift approval of the new Reproductive Health Law with necessary improvements.
· Allocate dedicated funds to Sexual and Reproductive Health (SRH) within the public health budget to ensure equitable access to essential SRH services. Implement structural reforms to enhance productivity and governance in the healthcare system.
· Strengthen the integration of screening and colposcopy data registries to prevent data loss and improve the identification of positive cases. Implement national protocols for the medical management of HPV-positive women and assess the cost-effective prospects of a digital registry.
· Recognize the critical role played by NGOs in reproductive health and allocate dedicated funding streams for NGOs operating in the field. Establish grant programs, legal frameworks for nonprofit sustainability, and promote transparency and accountability within the sector.
· Implement pending implementing legislation on minority rights, increase the capacities of the state Committee on National Minorities, and enforce the national strategy for gender equality. Ensure gender mainstreaming and gender-responsive budgeting in sectoral strategies.
· Develop policies and initiatives to address the challenges posed by youth migration, which has led to a decline in the number of students in Albanian schools. 
· Support the newly formed Parliamentary Group on Population in Albania and ensure its effective functioning. Advocate for policies that address population challenges and promote sustainable development in the country.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Invest in teacher training and support to address taboos and improve the delivery of comprehensive sexuality education in schools. Adapt the curriculum and explore online or distance learning options to reach young people who may be abroad.
· Maintain and expand efforts to modernize healthcare facilities, enhance patient experiences, improve infection control, optimize workflow, and ensure safety and security. Invest in healthcare infrastructure to deliver high-quality services effectively.

*This report was submitted by Albanian Center for Population and Development (ACPD). For more information the ACPD official website is www.acpd.org.al or contact via email info@acpd.org.al 
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