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Sehr geehrte Damen und Herren, Te dashur zonja dhe zoterinj, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Thank you for having me and for the opportunity to give you a short overview over the 

development of Swiss-Albanian diplomatic relations from a Swiss perspective. Special thanks 

goes to Ambassador Maître, Bled Hodobashi and Samasntha Guzman. 

Although, the major European powers of the time like Russia, Austria-Hungary, Italy, 

the German Empire and Great Britain recognised Albania’s separation from the Ottoman 

Empire in 1912, Switzerland denied its recognition. It was only several years after the 

conclusion of the First World War on 3 March 1922 that the Swiss government decided to 

recognise the newly formed Albanian state. Benedikt (Benoît) Blinishti, who represented 

Albania in the League of Nations, addressed Federal Councillor Giuseppe Motta with these 

enthusiastic words, “Je suis convaincu, que le Gouvernement Albanais, qui a pour unique but 

le prompt développement du pays, emploiera tous ses efforts pour affermir et developer les 

bonnes relations entre la Suisse et l’Albanie”. As a result, two Albanian consuls in Bern and 

Geneva began their work in the interwar period. 

After 1924, Albanian foreign policy under King Ahmed Zogu, who was self-appointed 

in 1928, showed a clear and growing dependence on Italy. On 7 April 1939, Benito Mussolini 

and his troops occupied Albania. Although the outbreak of resistance and protests in Albania, 

the Swiss government immediately recognised the new status quo. Finally, fascist Italy 

capitulated in September 1943. This did not mean the end of the war for Albania however, 

because it was subsequently occupied by the German Wehrmacht until November 1944. 

After the War 

Only a few months after the end of the Second World War, the Albanian delegation 

during a congress of the Red Cross Societies submitted a request on 9 November 1945 to the 

Swiss representation for contact and exchange. Although the Swiss representation was still 

waiting for socialist Albania to be recognized as a state, there was already great interest in 

economic exchange from official representatives as early as 1946. 

Diplomatic records show that the Yugoslav diplomatic mission was in fact representing 

the interests of Albanian citizens in Switzerland during this period and thus acted as a link 

between the two states. However, in autumn 1948, Hoxha broke with Tito’s Yugoslavia and, 

after the closure of the Albanian legation in Belgrade, the Swiss legation in Belgrade was no 

longer able to fulfil its obligations towards Albania. 

A 1961 report by the Swiss legation in Belgrade discussed the deteriorating relations 

between Albania and Yugoslavia. Due to rising tensions between Russia and China, 

Switzerland decided in 1962 to continue waiting for official recognition of the Albanian state. 
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Through this approach, Switzerland hoped to avoid the possible accusation of taking sides from 

any of the involved states. However, a trick was to be used in everyday diplomatic life, as you 

can see in the following document: Swiss outposts should act under the façade that Switzerland 

had long since recognised Albania. The declaration was as follows: Switzerland would 

indirectly recognize Albania by approving the two Albanian consulates in Bern and Geneva in 

the interwar period. 

In May 1970, the Swiss Ambassador to Belgrade, Hans Keller, wrote a letter to the Federal 

Political Department encouraging the establishment of diplomatic relations with Albania. 

Keller's suggestion came as no surprise since the Albanian mission had already expressed the 

same desire to him during his term of office in Beijing in 1966. China’s patronage of Albania 

lasted until 1978 and it was a great advantage towards the development of permanent Swiss-

Albanian diplomatic relations that the first Swiss ambassador for Albania, Hans Keller, had 

already been appointed ambassador to Beijing from 1963 to 1966, where he also met former 

diplomat Nesti Nase, who was appointed in 1969 as the Albanian Foreign Minister. 

In the spring of 1970, the establishment of diplomatic relations with Albania was discussed 

within the Swiss government. On 1 July 1970, the Federal Council finally took an affirmative 

decision: Hans Keller was appointed the first Swiss ambassador to Albania. Franz Blankart, 

secretary to the head of the Federal Department of Political Affairs congratulated Keller. “Once 

again you are called upon to perform a pioneering diplomatic feat. […] A step whose negative 

consequences I believe has always been overestimated has now become possible and has been 

accepted without criticism by the public and also by Moscow. This is essentially your merit and 

shows that – contrary to the often-held opinion – an ambassador has the possibility of feedback, 

i.e. of influencing the decisions of headquarters, by all means is given.” 

In October 1970, Keller travelled to Tirana for his inaugural visit.1 The fact that Keller was 

simultaneously serving as ambassador to Belgrade and also accredited as ambassador to 

Albania was not out of the ordinary due to the fact that such side-by-side accreditations still 

exist today in the Swiss diplomatic service. What was particularly extraordinary about Keller’s 

dual role was that he was deployed between two countries that had a tense relationship with 

each other. He reported his first official visit in Albania with the following words: 

“After this overture, the President brought the conversation back to relations with Switzerland. 

Both he and Vice President Moissi and Vice Foreign Minister Malile expressed their 

                                                
1 Keller an Bundesrat Pierre Graber zu seinem Antrittsbeuch in Albanien, 13 October 1970, BAR, 
E2001E#1980/83#907*, dodis.ch/34485.  
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satisfaction that the Federal Council had accepted Tirana's offer to establish diplomatic relations 

,after long preparatory work on both sides‘ (reference to our Bernese pace!).” 

Today, the cultural, scientific and social cooperation is in the foreground, however, at that time 

economic aspects seemed to be of the most interest as Keller wrote in 1971: “Economically, 

Albania is still a humble economic partner. But even so, this market, as small as it is, should 

not be neglected. The urge for better living conditions grows stronger year after year. Like 

everywhere else, Albania will not be stopped. The sooner you put down business roots there, 

the more likely you will be to make your mark in later years. Therefore, it should be worthwhile 

for the further development of this country to closely follow the expansion of bilateral economic 

relations and not to grow tired despite the difficulties.” 

1970s/1980s 

In the late 1970s and early 1980s for many Swiss, Albania was still “the Land of the Skipetars”. 

It was a country far removed from the Swiss way of life, somewhere on the Adriatic Sea, and 

whose head of state, Enver Hoxha, was only known to have allowed a very select few 

compatriots to leave the country and was not interested in letting tourists enter. Therefore, the 

Tages-Anzeiger proudly announced an exclusive reader's trip planned for autumn 1979, for it 

was precisely this secrecy that had aroused the interest of Swiss investigative journalists. 

Ultimately, even for admirers and interested persons, the journey to Hoxha's realm was 

paired with certain personal restrictions, as the newspaper warned: Quote “Bearded people must 

go home. Journey to communist Albania - probably the most closed country in Europe”. 

Foreign journalists immediately noticed that a two-tier society was a part of normal everyday 

life in Albania. And as early as 1979, Amnesty International reported an estimated the number 

of forced labour camps to be around 31. In 1984, another report by Amnesty International 

enlightened the Swiss people for the first time of the situation through facts and figures about 

the threats faced by Albanians who disagreed with Hoxha’s government.  

However, Albania had long been a big step ahead of Switzerland in one essential way: 

women's equality was well advanced in the public sector. For example, women worked as 

mechanical engineers and did military service long before this was made possible in 

Switzerland. 

1990s 

Since the end of the 1980’s, Albania’s foreign policy has opened up slowly, the first 

visible sign of this being its participation in the first Balkan Conference in Belgrade in February 

1988, and its willingness to establish relations with the European Community, known today as 

the European Union, has now been officially expressed. Nevertheless, people abroad, including 
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those in Switzerland, were aware that the domestic political transition in particular would 

continue for a long time to come. 

In September 1991, a Swiss delegation travelled to Albania in order to ascertain on the 

spot which aid was most urgently needed. It classified the food supply as insufficient and the 

medical care as critical. The opening of a Swiss embassy in Tirana was a further important 

signal. 

2000s 

In an interview on the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the opening of the Swiss Embassy in 

Tirana in 2017, Christoph Graf, then Swiss Ambassador to Tirana, said: “Since the 1990s, 

Switzerland has invested CHF 330 million in development funds in Albania. Due to the good 

results of the projects and the will to reform, the funds have been increased in recent years”. 

Until today, Switzerland and Albania are still engaged in political, social and economic 

exchanges. A significant example is the recent Swiss participation with the Trans Adriatic 

Pipeline (TAP) project on an 870 km long natural gas pipeline. 

Albania is also a priority country for the Swiss Agency for Development and 

Cooperation and the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs. In this context, a comprehensive 

cooperation programme was set up, which also made it possible for Switzerland to help provide 

support for the victims of the November 2019 earthquake. Concerning relations between the 

two countries, great importance is attached to cooperation not only at the economic level but 

also at the social, educational and humanitarian levels. 

In this sense: All the best, Albania-Switzerland, - for another 50 years of successful 

diplomatic relations! 

Thank you for your attention! 
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