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Mountain activities and cross-border trekking

A key element in the B3P project is to promote sustainable visitor activities in the mountains and valleys, so that people living in the region can benefit from the income generated by visitors, enabling traditional life styles to continue, albeit with some modern facilities. For active mountain tourists, the Prokletije/Bjeshket e Nemuna range of Albania, Montenegro and Kosovo is a landscape of wild beauty, almost unique in Europe, relatively unspoilt by modern development. There is great hospitality in the farmhouses in the valleys, where home-made raki flows freely. Many of the peaks are for the serious rock climber only, but several can be climbed by experienced mountain walkers. Above all, this is a magnificent area for multi-day trekking through the mountains. B3P and the German partner organization, GIZ, are working to establish a straightforward procedure for obtaining police permission so that walkers, trekkers, climbers, cavers, cyclists, etc. can cross between the countries in the mountains, far from official road crossing points.
Since 2002, UK members of B3P have been active in the mountains. They have had great help from local organizations, such as HRID mountaineering club in Plav and ERA (Environmentally Responsible Action) in Peja, and from many individuals in Albania. This list of activities since 2003 will give an idea of the kind of experiences available.

2003 ‘Inaugural trek’. 36 people from 8 countries did mountain walks in Kosovo, Montenegro and Albania, finishing with a conference for 80 people in Shkodër, organized by Blendi Dibra of IRSH. Transport was used between countries because border crossings were not open. The walks included the wonderful mountain walk from Lepushë near Vermosh to Thethi via Qafa Koprishtit and Qafa e Pejës, said to be the first time this route had been walked for 15 years.
2004 Cycle ride by 8 people from 5 countries. 550km.  Podgorica – Kolashin – Andrijevica – Cakor Pass – Drelaj – Peja – (Transport to Berane) – Plav – Gusinje – Vermosh – Koplik – Thethi – Shkodër – round Lake Skadar – Virpazar – Podgorica. Trucks had to be hired for parts of the route, especially in Albania where the gravel mountain roads defeated those not on mountain bikes.  Great help provided by Branko Hajdukovic, President of the Yugoslav Cycling Federation.
2005 ‘Long Walk for Peace’, sponsored by the Kosovar Ministry of Youth, Culture and Sport, for 21 people, mostly from Kosovo but with two from the UK and three Albanians.  The group did mountain walks in each country, finally walking from Thethi to Valbona, confirming that Valbona should be included in the B3P area. It concluded with an international conference in Mitrovica.

2006 No cross-border trek this year, but two UK members trekked from Thethi to the deserted ‘eco village’ Curraj Eperm and on to Lekbibaj for the ferry down the Drin reservoir to Koman. The big event this year was the conference in Pristina in November at which mayors or leaders from 6 municipalities serving the B3P region, Peja, Decan, Rozaj, Plav, Shkodër and Bajram Curraj, signed a Letter of Good Intent to support the concept of the Balkans Peace Park. This was all organized by a Coalition of local environmentalists from Kosovo, Montenegro and Albania.
2007 a) March. International winter climb of Jezerca 2690m, the highest peak entirely in Albania, climbed from Zastan Kabila, near Vusanje in Montenegro.
b) July. ‘Multi-activity, borders-crossing trip’ from Plav: 4 day trek on foot into Albania from Ropojana valley (Vusanje), Qafa e Pejës, Thethi, Valbona, Kukaj, Qafa Valbona, Zastan Kabila, Plav.  5 day mountain bike tour to Kosovo: Cakor Pass, Drelaj,  Peja, Decan, Qafa Bogicevica, Babino Polje, Plav. The group climbed a peak in each country: Maja Arapit (Albania),Ochnyak from Grbaje (Montenegro), Hajla Peak (Kosovo/ Montenegro border) and also raised a B3P banner on Trimedra, c.2365m, the mountain point where Albania, Kosovo and Montenegro meet.
c) A group of 15 did the two day trek from Okol (above Thethi) in Albania to Zastan Kabila above Vusanje (Montenegro) and back.

      2008   Another international winter ascent of Jezerca.  In March, a group of mountain ski tourers from UK skied up the Ropojana Valley and from a 
                 camp at the Runic meadows above the Albania/Montenegro border skied extensively in Prokletije. June/July; UK and Albanian members

                 visited each country and trekked across Qafa e Pejës to Thethi and on to Valbona. They also visited the first of the Summer Programmes in

                 action in Thethi.
2009/ 2010  A third international winter ascent of Jezerca.  Rock climbing developments: Polish climbers made a new route and possible first 
          ascent of Mt. Lagojvet in Prokletije, which they named ‘Balkans Peace Park route’.  John Ely from US and climbers from Germany and
          Albania made a major new route up the 1000m face of Maja Arapit. They also visited the Summer Programme in Thethi and collected names
           for a petition to promote B3P at their base camp by the spring at the start of the Qafa e Pejës path.   

2011 a) June.  German organization GIZ arranged for 30 - 40 members of mountain walking clubs in the three countries to trek from Rugova to Plav then Vusanje to Thethi, Valbona and Cerem.  This is a significant development, a cross-border trek route which has now been mostly
                 waymarked.  Some information can be seen on Facebook as ‘Peaks of the Balkans’.
                b)   The Polish climbers returned to make a route ‘Peacehammer’ up Maja Shkurt in Prokletije and a party of UK climbers enjoyed

                 what they called ‘adventure climbing’ from a camp between Qafa e Pejës and Runic meadows in Albania.  

c) Todd Walters (US), who coordinated the first Summer Programme in Thethi in 2008, brought a group of 7 students from the US on a trip 
     which combined academic study with cross-border trekking from Thethi to Peja via Plav.  With a colleague he has set up an academic programme IPPE (International Peace Park Expeditions)  www.peaceparkexpeditions.org 
These, of course, are only the activities that we know of. Naturally, many other individuals and groups have been enjoying these superb mountains and valleys in their own way. 

Future activities
Working with GIZ, local NGOs and organizations in each country, B3P aims to develop accommodation, information centres, waymarking, map production, training of local guides and procedures for obtaining police permission for crossing borders in the mountains on foot or on mountain bikes. When this infrastructure is in place it should be possible for individuals, private groups and groups from trekking companies to enjoy the challenge of multi-day journeys through these mountains, bringing money and employment to families living in the valleys.
Peja to Thethi/Valbona 2012

An idea being worked on for Summer 2012 is a through trek on foot from Peja in Kosovo, to Plav in Montenegro, and on to Thethi and Valbona in Albania. This would be about 110 miles, taking 10 – 12 days, including rest days.
Links:

For information and fine photos of climbing in Prokletije, by Kamil Weinberg (Poland)

www.summitpost.org/mountain/rock/553225/maja-lagojvet.html
www.summitpost.org/maja-shkurt-and-maja-lagojvet-from-south-east/553366/c-553225
06-07-2007 Borders-Crossing Trip - Richard Hargreaves' report on the 2007 two week multi-activity, borders-crossing trip

06-07-2006 Theth to Curraj Eperm - Richard Hargreaves’ report on trekking from Theth to Curraj Eperm, Albania, 2006

