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TALKING – TREKKING – PRACTICAL ACTION
The UK Committee for the BPPP was formed in York in June 2001. Its purpose was to support individuals and NGOs in the region who were already dreaming of a truly cooperative, trans-national, cross-border environmentally protected area for the mountains and valleys of Prokletije – Bjeskët e Namuna in Albania, Kosova and Montenegro. Its philosophy has always been that this is a ‘bottom-up’ project, building on the enthusiasm and initiatives of people and organizations in the region and responding to the agreed needs of the people who live and work in the valleys, villages and towns of the area. It was hoped that local authorities and governments  of the three countries and big international agencies would gradually become involved and respond to this grass-roots movement with funding, political support and legal frameworks.  So what progress has there been in the last 7½ years? It can be seen as a development, with overlapping strands, from  TALKING to TREKKING to PRACTICAL ACTION.
THE  TALKING
This has meant networking, making links and building associations and friendships between individuals in the Balkans, between UK enthusiasts and Balkan friends and contacts in international agencies.

· It has meant international conferences galore: in Shkodra in 2003, Mitrovica in 2005, Podgorica 2006, Prishtina 2006, Plav and Shkodra 2007, and a ‘Stakeholders Conference’ in Shkodra in March 2008.
· This ‘talking’ has included the formation of the BPP Coalition of six NGOs, two from each country, which led to the Prishtina conference of November 2006, when the mayors or community leaders from six major towns in or around the proposed BPP area came together to sign ‘a letter of good intent’ to support the concept and reality of the BPP.

· It has brought people from the Balkans for study visits to the Yorkshire Dales National Park in the UK and a reciprocal visit to Valbona and Thethi in Albania  by two YDNP rangers in July 2008.

· The networking and contact making with international environmental organizations has led to the BPP becoming an integral part of the IUCN’s (World Conservation Union) European Green Belt along the line of the Cold War Iron Curtain, an ecological network running from the Barents to the Black Sea (and the Adriatic), a global symbol for trans-boundary cooperation, nature conservation and sustainable development.

· The Stakeholders Conference, hosted by the Shkodra Regional Council in March 2008, was a forum for major NGOs from the Netherlands, Germany, Austria and Canada, for UNEP and BPPP representatives from the UK and each of the three countries. It eventually produced a major proposal with international funding for “rural development and nature conservation in South East Europe’s hidden treasure, the Prokletije – Bjeskët e Namuna mountains”. Alas, the excitement of this ambitious proposal has been tempered a bit by political change in some countries and the current world economic upheaval.
THE  TREKKING

Promoting ‘sustainable visitor activities’ in the mountains and valleys is a fundamental aim of the BPPP.  Mountain climbing and walking, cycling and mountain biking, horse riding, caving, nature observation for botany, bird watching, geology, etc., archaeology and anthropology, all provide healthy and stimulating physical activity in these spectacular surroundings, without damaging the environment (if done properly!) and, above all, they put money into the local economy. Income from visitors, who pay for accommodation in farm houses or hotels, for drinks, refreshments and food supplies from local shops, for local guides and hire of horses, could well enable families to stay in their homes and preserve their lifestyle in the valleys instead of joining the migration to the cities.
Multi-day treks

These mountains lend themselves magnificently to multi-day treks through them, as well as the occasional climb to the top. And this has become an increasingly popular activity since the first inaugural cross-border trek in 2003 from Kosova through Montenegro to Albania. BPPP members have taken part in a 550km cycle tour through all three countries in 2004, in the 2005 ‘Long Walk for Peace’, sponsored by the Kosovan Ministry of Youth, Culture and Sport, in a multinational winter ascent of Jezerca in 2006, in a cross-border trekking and cycling trip to all three countries in 2007. An Austrian led tourist agency in Podgorica, 3etravel, now organizes several four day treks each year over the marvellous cross-border route from Vusanje in Montenegro to Valbona and then Thethi in Albania before crossing back to Vusanje via Qafa e Pejës and the Ropojana valley. 
Unofficial border crossings

The most interesting, even exciting places to cross the borders between Albania, Montenegro and Kosova are all well away from official crossing points on the road system. However, to enjoy walking over spectacular crossings such as Qafa e Pejës and Qafa Valbona between Albania and Montenegro or biking over the Čakor Pass and Qafa Bogiquës between Kosova and Montenegro you need police permission in advance, especially if you are in a group. Getting this police permission is possible but it is still a worryingly uncertain procedure. A priority for the BPPP is to work towards getting agreement between the border police forces of the three countries for a straightforward, standardised system of getting permission for bona fide cross-border trekkers or cyclists to use unofficial border crossings.
PRACTICAL  ACTION

“All talk and no action” is an accusation that has been made against the BPPP. Is that fair?!  It is good to be able to report here on practical projects which are under way in each country which will make life better for people living there and widen the environmental experience of young people in particular.

Waterfall Trail (Kosova) – Eco Village (Montenegro)

ERA (Environmentally Responsible Action) based in Peja, Kosova, led by Fatos Lajci with logistic support from Ellen Frank, is an energetic, innovative organization involved in many environmental activities in or near the Rugova valley aimed at young people in particular. The one we know about is the Waterfall Trail. When complete, this trail will take you up the stream bed and past dramatic waterfalls in a steep, narrow, forested ravine, from the floor of the Rugova valley, west of Peja, up to summer villages and open pastures above the treeline, some 700 or 800 metres higher. Volunteer labour has built stone paths, wooden walkways, bridges and ladders up through steep terrain which would be impassable otherwise. It will be both exciting fun to do the trail and a lesson in environmental awareness, quite challenging for some people too!
Like the Waterfall Trail, construction of the Eco-village began in 2007, in the valley of Babina Polje, some 10km outside Plav, in Montenegro. It is the inspiration of Mirza Markišic and Enko of HRID Mountaineering Club in Plav and Mensur Markišic, TRITON NGO, Plav. In a beautiful forest clearing beside the river on the valley floor they have built a number of small wooden chalets for sleeping in and communal areas for cooking, eating, meeting and recreation, all built from local timber. The eco-village will provide a base for outdoor activities and environmental education for young people from a wide area of Montenegro, but also for young people to come together from Kosova and Albania.

2008 Pilot Summer Programme in Thethi, Albania
16th June to 9th August

The 2008 Balkans Peace Park Summer Programme in Thethi, Albania, was a pilot programme on the local community level for the B3P.  It was coordinated by Mark Rupa in Shkodra and Todd Walters in Thethi. Mark was born in Thethi and now lives and works in Shkodra as a cartographer and environmentalist. He has recently begun to work for the Shkodra office of SNV, the Dutch Government Development Organization.  Todd is from the United States, Director of Experiential Peacebuilding in the Centre for Peacebuilding International. The aims of the programme were to help revitalize life in Thethi; to educate the children of Thethi concerning their environment and giving them basic English communication skills; and to increase the desire of people to return to Thethi and re-establish their families and homes.  
Basic English and Environmental Education classes for children
For the 8 weeks that the programme ran, the 19 international volunteers and 3 Albanian teachers taught 40 hours of English classes and 40 hours of Environmental Education classes to 83 registered students, with 55 of them receiving certificates during the graduation ceremony and festival on August 9th 2008.  This programme was free for all students to participate in, and grew in the number of registered students throughout the course of the summer.  The international volunteers paid all their own expenses, including travel to Albania. The Albanian teachers received payment. The classes ran for two hours each morning. Most children then returned to work on their farms for the rest of the day.

Group workshops for adults
In addition to the school, each Saturday, the Balkans Peace Park Summer Programme facilitated group meetings with the men in the morning and the women in the afternoon. Gender segregation was by the villagers’ choice and was beneficial in establishing an atmosphere where honest dialogue and discussion could be held.  Through this format, issues such as infrastructure development and repair, waste management, eco-tourism, marketing, and national park management were discussed – sometimes with an international “expert” guiding the discussion and answering questions after a presentation on a particular topic.  All sessions were facilitated by our Albanian facilitator, Arian Gjura, a qualified specialist in sustainable tourism.
Summer Programme in Valbona, Albania
Sokol Bushgjokaj  and Aferdita Prroni of the Environmental Centre Valbona  and their team began the development of their own summer programme in the Tropoja region of Albania. This project was not supported financially by any donor but was conducted by ECV on a voluntarily basis. During its work with schools, ECV had noticed that teachers and youngsters lacked experience of environmental education. Although they live in a national protected area they were unaware of the natural and cultural resources of the Valbona National Park and how to preserve and use the natural resources in a sustainable way. Environmental Centre Valbona arranged short training courses in environmental awareness for children and adults in different centres in Bajram Curri and the Valbona region. They also arranged a week’s basic English language teaching at the elementary school building in the village of Rrogam/Valbona. The teachers were two international volunteers from the Thethi programme, who trekked over from Thethi to stay in a farmhouse in Rrogam and teach in the school where 72 children turned up on the first day.  ECV developed this programme on a voluntarily basis and on their own initiative, and they believe that this successful experience will serve as a good baseline for the implementation of another project in the near future. 
Infrastructure development
Finally, the Balkans Peace Park Summer Programme managed a grant from the German Embassy in Kosova that allowed for some small scale infrastructure development and trail maintenance projects to be identified and completed with local involvement.  Our local partner in Kosovo, ERA, was given funds towards the continuing work on their waterfall trail in Rugova. Two important bridges in Thethi  were repaired, four double-barrel trash bins were installed, two trail signposts were installed, GPS data was gathered on several local trails, and a summary was developed of future infrastructure development and trail maintenance projects within the Balkans Peace Park proposed area.   
Great significance
Like any pilot programme the Balkans Peace Park Summer Programme 2008 was not without its challenges and unforeseen circumstances but it was hugely appreciated in Thethi. “The best thing to have happened in Thethi in 10 years,” was just one comment made in one of the weekend workshops. With Mark Rupa’s work behind the scenes in Shkodra, linking in all the people he knows as a native of the valley, and Todd’s upfront vitality, people skills and total commitment in Thethi, this pilot programme made a big impact in Thethi and beyond. It showed that the BPPP means business, does things based on people’s expressed needs, not on what an outside NGO or agency thinks it should do for them. It enables people to do more for themselves and their community.  Huge thanks are owed to Mark and Todd, to all the volunteer teachers and helpers, to the Albanian teachers and supporters, and to Antonia Young and her team in the UK who inspired the idea of the programme in the first place and raised funds to enable it to happen, though that’s another story to be told later, along with information on other developments and future plans.
STOP PRESS!

Planning is well under way for the Summer Programme in Thethi, Albania

between 22nd June and 22nd August 2009.

This is a joint project between the BPPP UK Committee 

and friends and associates in Shkodra, Albania,

BUT  IT ALL DEPENDS ON FUNDRAISING,
 GETTING ENOUGH MONEY 

TO RUN THE PROGRAMME!

Ann Kennard, chair of UK BPPP Committee, will warmly welcome any donations or offers of funding – ann.kennard@waitrose.com
Newsletter Editor:  Richard Hargreaves Strand House, Hawkswick, Skipton, North Yorks BD23 5QA    strand@hawkswick.net
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