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Tirana 22 May, 2010-   Young people in Albania face many challenges as their country undergoes a long and difficult transition towards eventual EU integration.   Economic progress has not benefitted all families while social services are not yet adequate to form reliable social safety nets.  Children in conflict with the law find their situation improving but much more needs to be done.  A visit by well known Albanian footballer, Lorik Cana, highlighted the important of providing hope for boys in conflict with the law.

Many of the young people who are arrested for petty crimes are held in detention for long periods.  Around 70 per cent of juveniles detained fulfill their court sentence while in pre-trial detention facilities. This constitutes a violation of the use of detention as measure of last resort.
In the last 4 years Albania has made significant progress to implement alternative measures to detention for juvenile offenders.   In 2009, up to 42 per cent of all juvenile sentences were referred to alternatives to detention and mediation.  This has reduced the number of children in penitentiary, the number of cases that go to court, and the number of children who end up in the prison. For juveniles in prison, a new institute for juveniles opened in Kavaja in October 2009 with support of the European Commission and Swedish International Development Agency offering a more rehabilitative approach with state of the art facilities and specially trained staff.
The development of young people’s social and emotional skills, and restorative practices are at the heart of the effort.  Thanks to this intervention a comprehensive policy has been put in place, which includes having a specially trained police juvenile officer on duty; young people have increased pro-social behaviors, and participation in education programmes.  This reform process has led to significant changes in the way children and young people are treated when they come into contact with the law.
Speaking to 30 young detainees at the new Kavaja reintegration centre, the international football player, Lorik Cana, voiced strong support for alternative measures and improved self esteem for young people in conflict with the law.  
“I am here to encourage these young people to leave behind their past and try hard for a better life.  For most of you, a mistake done in difficult circumstances cannot hold you hostage. You all need to look to the future with enthusiasm.  Education and hard work will help you achieve your goals in life. No one is born a good citizen; this is process that continues to evolve over a lifetime”- concluded Lorik while inviting them to kick the ball for a friendly football match.   
The Director the Kavaja Institute, Mr Emin Cami, explained the improvements that have been made and the challenges that lie ahead.  He ensured on the commitment of his staff to the purpose of reintegration for juveniles and the respect of child rights. 
UNICEF Deputy Representative Mr Robert Carr said : “Like a football player, some of these boys have had  "red cards".  But they should not be punished their whole lives for such mistakes. We also want to thank the EU taxpayers for the facility and the Government of Albania  for the Kavaja staff commitment.  This is a strong partnership.”
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