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Abstract. Circular economy principles remain relatively new tendencies in Alba-
nian economy sectors, with some attempts throughout recent years, and until now,
little research has been done in this aspect, especially in the construction sector.
As the construction sector is connected with other sectors of the economy, its
development or slowdown affects the indicators of other sectors. Moreover, this
sector possesses numerous challenges, as special attention is needed on the impact
that the momentum of construction and the expansion of the real estate market can
have on the stability of the financial sector. Integrating the circular economy into
the construction sector means understanding the role of stakeholders, their inter-
actions, and the influences they can exert on the process itself, by adding value in
each step of this chain process. By categorizing different groups of stakeholders
and analyzing their activity regarding the circular economy approach in the con-
struction sector in Albania, this paper presents a clear overview of what has been
done until now, the consequences and benefits of these attempts, and also what can
be improved in the future. The stakeholders’ theoretical analysis has shown that
the relation between different stakeholders presents difficulties in cooperation,
although these groups aim towards mutual objectives and goals. In this context,
Albanian economy presents difficulties, as this approach is widely influenced not
only by political decisions, but also by cultural and financial matters, making it
more challenging to make progress.
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1 Introduction

Circular economy (CE) is a system where materials never become waste and nature is
regenerated [1]. Furthermore, circular economy can be defined as a system operating
at micro-meso-macro levels, focusing on the 4R of reducing, reusing, recycling, and
recovering materials in production consumption activities, aiming to achieve sustainable
development, enabled by business model innovation and responsible consumers, and
supported by the quadruple helix collaboration [2]. In this context, CE has its fundaments
in sustainability effectiveness and long-life products by creating a closed loop, while
linear economy is based on the concept take-use-dispose. The circular approach changes
the way in which value is created and preserved, how production is made more sustainable
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and which business models are used. Another difference on these two types of economy
is sustainability. Within a linear economy, the focus is on eco-efficiency, which means
trying to minimize the ecological impact to get the same output [3]. Within a circular
economy, sustainability is sought in increasing the eco-effectiveness of the system, where
not only the ecological impact is minimized, but that the ecological, economic, and social
impact is even positive [4].

The transition from linear economy towards circular economy possess numerous
challenges starting from the possible lack of information that the involved parties may
have, up to technological costs needed for circular approach implementing. In Albania,
methods of recycling and reusing products or certain inputs were present since the ‘60s
[5]. After the ‘80s, the first circular approach attempts were seen because of the economic
difficulties that the country was experiencing. When researching the related literature, it
is concluded that the circular approach is used on some specific businesses/sectors such
as recycling, waste management, olive oil producing, etc. [5].

Special focus has been given to environmental protection nowadays, due to the
inherited problems with environmental pollution. Being part of the European Union (EU)
is an early aspiration of Albania, starting from Thessaloniki European Council summit in
June 2003, when Albania, together with other Western Balkan countries, was identified as
apotential candidate for EU membership. Since then, numerous and continuous attempts
have been made to achieve the requirements for improvement grouped in six clusters
by the European Commission. Each negotiation cluster contains different policy fields
called chapters. Cluster 4 “The Green Agenda and Sustainable Connectivity” covers
transport (Chapter 14); energy (Chapter 15); trans-European networks (Chapter 21); and
environment and climate change (Chapter 27). While Albania has made some progress in
the areas of transport and energy, limited progress was made in the areas of environment
and climate change [6].

Construction is an industry that contributes negatively to the environment and ecosys-
tem as according to previous studies construction and demolition waste accounts for
30% of total waste produced globally [7] with an estimated average of more than 35%
of all construction and demolition waste disposed in landfills annually [8]. During 2022,
Albania shifted gradually away from agriculture towards construction, manufacturing
and services. In 2022, the construction sector’s share in gross value added increased
to 11.2% in 2022, approximately 1 pp higher than its average in 2015-2019 [6]. In
this context, the construction industry is contributing towards the economic growth of
Albania as one of the most influencing sectors, even though the population is shrinking
according to the data of Institute of Statistics [9].

Asin every other industry, different groups show interest on the construction industry,
its development and its impact. These groups, defined as stakeholders, are affected or
can affect the achievement of construction businesses’ objectives [10]. Regarding the
construction industry importance in the Albanian economy, and on environment and
pollution, this paper gives an overview of different groups of stakeholders and their
activity by presenting what has been done until now, the consequences and benefits of
these attempts, and also what can be improved in the future.
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2 Literature Review

A review of the existing foreign and Albanian literature has revealed that most publi-
cations related to CE in the built environment together with its components are from
European and Asian countries [11, 12], and to the best of the authors’ knowledge, no
studies are concerned to the state of practice of circular construction in the built environ-
ment in Albania. Thus, this study will provide new information regarding stakeholders
and circular approach on the construction industry in Albania.

A detailed overview of previous studies has revealed that research interest in stake-
holder management has turned to the descriptive approach. Through a critical qualitative
review of stakeholder management process defined in the existing literature, three main
problems of previous studies are identified: very few methods and tools are available to
identify all stakeholders and their interests; limited studies involve the change manage-
ment about the stakeholders’ influence and relationship; and few studies are capable of
reflecting the influence of the entire relationship network in practice [13].

Previous studies group stakeholders in different categories: internal - which directly
influence the project, and external stakeholders - which indirectly influence the project
[14]; primary stakeholders — which interact on daily basis over major activities, and
secondary stakeholders — which interact with the project unexpectedly depending on
the project’s stage [15]; according to their engagement: senior management, project
core team and project recipient stakeholder groups [16]. The project’s dependence on
internal or external stakeholder need not be ignored, as project manager, client and
consultants were found to have maximum influence on project spheres [15]. Therefore,
they can be grouped during strategic planning early on Project Life Cycle.

Moreover, during the qualitative review of existing literature, was observed that
Project Management Consultancy is identified as the key stakeholder which makes the
project successfully completed [14]. An empirical study conducted that if other stake-
holders are managed adequately, the quality of the project improves, costs can be con-
trolled and the timeline factor can be assessed and improved, leading to a successful
completion of the construction project [14].

Other studies demonstrate that the application of circular strategies is dependent
on external factors, collaboration, and synergy between stakeholders [17, 18], while the
collaboration throughout the whole value chain process is essential for developing a fully
circular built environment [ 19]. To drive towards sustainable development, implementing
circular principles in construction projects by connecting stakeholders has become a
priority [20]. As per above, the existing literature concludes that stakeholders play an
important role on the construction sector, especially in construction projects, whilst their
impact is meaningful for these projects.

3 Methodology

In this paper, primary data was gathered using face to face interviews conducted with
different groups of stakeholders of the construction industry. A total of 40 internal
and external stakeholders were contacted, while 30 interviews were conducted. The
interviews consisted in four main parts: introduction with the interviewed stakeholder in
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order to know them better; questions regarding the best practices known by them on the
circular approach in the construction industry; questions regarding present challenges in
terms of better cooperation between stakeholders; and open discussion on any key point
that the interviewed stakeholder may want to highlight.

Moreover, strategic documents and policies, along with previous studies in this field,
were analyzed, as second data. In this context, the theoretical qualitative analysis of
interview responses gathered and also the reviewed literature and strategic documents,
have served as basis of concluding in the last section of this paper.

4 Results and Discussion

4.1 Inherited Problems of Construction Sector in Albania Related to the Circular
Approach

Albania has a long history of land ownership problems, carried over from the transition
period after the fall of communism in the ‘90s [21]. This transitional period has resulted in
uncontrolled constructing, where buildings were constructed without legal permission
[22] and potentially not complying with any criteria or requirement for constructing.
Consequently, these buildings do not possess circular qualities, making it much more
difficult to adapt them in the circular approach, and also on the other hand it increases
the number of non-circular buildings in Albania. Such an uncontrolled growth of these
building premises has also induced a large number of legalizations requests, with an
impact on today and the near future referring to the long process of legalization. Albanian
institutions do not possess any data regarding the number of these buildings that have
been constructed without legal permission, but only the number of legalizations permits,
which makes it difficult to assess their impact on the circularity approach that has been
absent during the construction.

According to the data of State Cadaster Agency [22], as described in Fig. 1, the
number of legalization permits had its peak on 2016. The significant decrease in the
number of legalizations in 2019 was a consequence of the approval in January 2019
of a change in the Law on local taxes, which conditioned legalization on the prior
payment of the infrastructure impact tax [22]. This was corrected only in August 2020
and immediately had the effect of almost doubling the number of legalizations.
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Fig. 1. Legalizations permits in Albania 2009-2020 [22].
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Another impact on the construction sector and not only, was that of the catastrophic
earthquake that Albania experienced on November 26", 2019, resulting in human fatal-
ities and collateral damage of building residences. In order to recover, Albanian Gov-
ernment drafted different decrees and action plans to help the communities that were
most affected [23]. Partners, civil society organizations, and donators contributed finan-
cially to provide help. At the International Donors’ Conference, the EU pledged €115
million from its budget to rapidly reconstruct and rehabilitate key public buildings [24].
The program EU4Schools came to life with a budget of EUR 75 million from the EU
and United Nations Development Program (UNDP) own contribution of EUR 765,000
to target 63 educational facilities in the 11 affected municipalities [24]. While con-
ducting the program, two key principles were taken in consideration: #BuildBackBetter
and #BuildBackTogether, implying sustainable stronger structures bearing the highest
international standards of quality and safety, with renewable energy sources, and fully
accessible. This sustainable and circular approach until now is finalized in 34 education
institutions [24].

Although these projects had a circular and sustainable approach during rebuilding
and reconstruction, many buildings were renovated by citizens themselves and thus not
offering certainty on the sustainable approach. According to the Durrés Municipality
[25], for over 80% of the damaged apartments that were evaluated for a DS1-DS3 damage
level (from light to medium-severe damage) [26] the repair was done by the residents
themselves and was not certified by any institution. Furthermore, in these conditions, a
financial evaluation of the repairs made by the residents is impossible to be carried out.

4.2 Stakeholders in the Construction Sector in Albania and Their Engagement
Regarding CE Approach

According to the reviewed literature, different categorizations of stakeholders are known
[14—-16]. In order to analyze better the impact of different stakeholders in the circular
approach on the construction industry in Albania, throughout this paper, stakeholders
are grouped as internal and external stakeholders. Internal stakeholders are made of indi-
viduals who are team associates of the construction project or are supplying with funds;
whilst external stakeholders are individuals who were directly impacted or influenced
from the project, but are not directly concerned in construction businesses [27]. In these
terms internal stakeholders can be: construction business employees, project manage-
ment team, contractors/subcontractors, suppliers, project owners, costumers, banks; and
external stakeholders can be: government, media, civil society organizations (CSOs) gen-
eral public, environmentalists, social services, political organizations, and every interest
group that believes it has a stake on the project.

Apart from analyzing certain policies and documents regarding these stakeholders’
involvement in CE methods in built environment in Albania, interviews were made with
groups of stakeholders that authors considered to be more representative and impactful
on construction industry, based on the literature review and the actual economical reality
in Albania, such as: construction businesses owners, costumers and bank managers (as
internal stakeholders), and governmental employees, environmentalists and researchers
(as external stakeholders).
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From the interviews conducted, a qualitative analysis was done for both internal
and external stakeholders. As provided from these groups’ answers, CE approach in
the construction industry in Albania is a rather new approach, quite challenging and
innovative. During recent years, in internal stakeholders, different levels of engagement
and involvement is seen regarding these practices. When referring to banking system — as
an important factor in the economy because of its traditional functions— according to our
interviews and certain policy documents, it is concluded that especially the largest banks
have undertaken policies oriented towards sustainability and Sustainable Development
Goals accomplishment which need to be highlighted as new tendencies [28, 29].

Banks in Albania are now offering also supportive services regarding circular app-
roach in the construction sector. Moreover they offer environmental, social, and gover-
nance (ESG) housing loans for living premises equipped with energy efficiency certifi-
cate and business loans from the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development,
combined with a 15% grant financed by the Instrument for Pre—accession Assistance
(IPA) funds of the EU, while also offering technical assistance that enables Small and
Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) to optimize their investment needs to achieve com-
pliance with EU Priority Directives. Also financing and supporting agreements between
investors and companies that are increasingly taking ESG into account by financing the
production of solar panels with a payback period of up to 5 years in Euro and 7 years in
Albanian Lek [28] are offered. Banks have drafted action plans, policies, public commit-
ments, and company goals on environmental protection by offering green loans which
are energy efficiency loans for individuals that want to use the loan for improvements
that will lead to energy savings and CO;, emission reduction for their living premises.
A new project is being implemented by National Commercial Bank in its headquarters
consisting in solar power and energy saving [29], being a major step in investing towards
circular buildings from the banking sector.

On the other hand, other internal stakeholders as construction businesses, have made
steps forward in using CE principles in their projects. From the interviews is concluded
that the largest construction companies such as “Kontakt”, “Balfin Group”, “Orion Con-
struction”, which have a big share of the Albanian market are orienting their projects
towards circularity in terms of maximizing green spaces and protecting the environment
during constructions by using ecological materials and reducing inert waste. Also, they
offer residency buildings with solar energy panels, so residents can use renewable energy
and be more efficient on energy usage. Furthermore, the adoption of ISO standards in
the design and implementation of construction projects is another way of contributing
towards circular buildings. If the construction businesses handle properly the whole pro-
cess of integrating circular principles in their projects, added value can be created on
each of the project phases.

Costumers, another group of stakeholder interviewed, claim to be more oriented
towards circular buildings rather than old and traditional buildings, as they assess that
is more convenient and efficient in terms of well-being, comfort and monthly expenses
for energy and water consumption. Although, costumers claim in general to be less
informed on the circular design of buildings as this information is not gathered and
published; orienting the whole system towards the need of raising awareness on CE
principles and their implementation. Costumers, which are ready to buy these innovative
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residences, are supported by green loans that different banks in Albania offer nowadays.
The cooperation between these costumers and banks results in a positive output of the
buying process, and also positively influences all involved parties: banks, costumers,
construction businesses, and other influenced parties.

As per the external stakeholders, from the interviews conducted with governmen-
tal employees combined with revision of policies and strategic documents, a new era of
adopting circular principles is distinguished. Strategic policy documents such as National
Strategy for European Development and Integration 2030 [30], which is the main strate-
gic document that gives directions and priorities for the development of economic and
social stability of the country on the path of its integration into the European Union,
including the interconnection with the 2030 Agenda [31]. The three main pillars of this
strategic policy document are: Democracy and strengthening of institutions and good
governance, Agenda for sustainable economic development, green approach, as well as
social cohesion. Also, referring to the improvement of the legislation, the main planning
document in the field of municipal, non-municipal and hazardous waste management in
Albania has been approved and covers the time period 2020-2035, namely the Strategic
Policy Document and the National Sectoral Waste Management Plan [32]. This docu-
ment refers to the concept of “zero waste” as a method of using the principles of the
circular economy in relation to the generated waste. The National Energy Strategy for
Albania 2018-2030 [33] is an essential strategic document for the national energy sector,
in coherence with the objectives of the European Green Deal [34] such as construction
and renovation, accelerating the transition to sustainable and intelligent mobility, and
eliminating pollution. As mentioned, no document regarding specifically circular app-
roach in the construction sector has been drafted, concluding in a gap of governmental
incentives offered for the construction businesses and other parties, taking into consid-
eration that efforts of the construction businesses are interconnected with the support
offered by government.

Environmentalists and researchers appear to be oriented towards spreading the infor-
mation of circular principles and their proper use, by using certain campaigns and studies
[2, 5] to raise awareness even though their tentative remains not widely noticed. More
media coverage is needed in this context, in order to spread the information. As exter-
nal stakeholders, environmentalists and researchers appear to be quite involved in the
environmental impact of new constructions in Albania. Once again, the lack of commu-
nication channels affects their contribution towards a more circular economy in the built
environment.

5 Conclusions

As construction sector is related to other economy sectors, any changes in the economy
may affect also other sectors, including the construction sector, and vice versa. In this
context, having a circular construction sector would contribute for the better to the whole
economy of the country. Integrating the circular economy into the construction sector
means understanding the role of stakeholders, their interactions, and the influence they
can exert on the process itself, by adding value in each step of this chain process.

In Albania, the relation between different stakeholders regarding CE presents diffi-
culties in cooperation, although these groups aim towards mutual objectives and goals
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and operate within the same environment. As such their efforts are intertwined with
each other, resulting in the need of coordination. Unlike the banking systems which
uses an internal system to communicate, such a way of communicating is not present
in the construction industry. From the analysis of interviews’ answers, it is concluded
that communication between different stakeholders is not properly done due to improper
channels and in the worst cases, the lack of them.

The efforts of different stakeholders have resulted in better legislative framework,
new banking products and services, governmental support for waste management, more
coverage by environmentalists and also new circular approach implemented by construc-
tion businesses. However, stakeholders’ theoretical analysis has shown that the relation
between different stakeholders presents difficulties in cooperation, although these groups
aim towards mutual objectives and goals. In this context, Albanian economy presents
difficulties as the circular approach is widely influenced not only by political decisions,
but also by cultural and financial matters, making it more challenging to make progress.
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