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1. INTRODUCTION 

The transformation of RTSH1 from a state 
into a public service broadcaster (PSB) 
has been considered one of the most 
challenging reforms of the media system 
in Albania. The transformation officially 
started with the approval of Law No. 8410 
on Public and Private Radio and Televi-
sion in 1998. In the following fifteen years, 
media legislation and policy have changed 
several times, lacking clear vision, inno-
vation and strategy and only addressing 
issues such as commercial media and digi-
talization. The primary drivers have been 
vested political and economic interests 
rather than the public interest. 

RTSH is still far from achieving its mission 
as a public service media although it is 
funded by taxpayers’ money. Despite 
positive developments and on-going pres-
sure and assistance from the international 
community,2 numerous challenges remain 
– including financial sustainability and 
transparency, professionalism and integ-
rity, editorial independence, impasse of 
governing bodies and management, digi-
talization, programme update and audi-
ence reach – essentially hindering its 
public remit.

The transformation of RTSH into a public 
service media that is responsive to 
contemporary developments in Albania 
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The transformation of RTSH (Albanian Radio and Television) from a state-owned 
media to a public service broadcaster (PSB) has been challenging for many 
reasons, such as the internal organization of RTSH and the current trends of 
media convergence and digitalization. It is naïve at best to assume that RTSH 
can be detached from politics in a country like Albania, with its high level of 
politicization and continued confrontation between political parties. It is also 
not realistic to expect journalists to adhere to the normative standards of 
journalistic professionalism in isolation from the conditions in which they 
work. For RTSH to fulfil its remit of serving the public interest and to survive 
in a fiercely competitive media market, its transformation into a public service 
media (PSM) is a viable option, but it calls for remodelling its relationship with 
audiences and embracing the opportunities offered by media convergence in 
the digital area. This will enable more transparency and accountability; quality 
of programming; extended audiences and an increase in the overall profile and 
performance of RTSH.  
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is dependent not only on RTSH’s internal 
issues as a media organisation, but also on 
the media landscape and political context 
in Albania. The process is additionally 
impacted by the redefinition of PSM at 
the European level.3 Furthermore, a thor-
ough and constructive debate regarding 
the role, relevance and future develop-
ment of RTSH has been missing.

Amidst the complexity and elusiveness 
of the transformation of RTSH, this policy 
brief zooms in on the option of moving 
towards a public service media model. The 
brief first focuses on the contingencies of 
the transformation of RTSH into PSM – its 
political dimension and funding model. 
It then explores the application of multi-
media strategies in the digital area and a 
remodelling of RTSH’s relationship with 
its audiences. Finally, the brief provides 
recommendations for RTSH’s online multi-
media expansion and a remodelled rela-
tionship with audiences in the pursuit of 
becoming a genuine PSM.

2. CONTEXTUALIZING RTSH IN THE 
ALBANIAN MEDIA LANDSCAPE 

The media market in Albania is weak, 
small and fragmented (Table 1), and is far 

from being consolidated. There is a dual 
broadcasting system, with RTSH as the 
public service broadcaster and a thriving 
private media sector. 

The major challenge of the Albanian 
media landscape is clientelism – “a system 
of direct exchange between individuals 
or small groups where personal loyalty to 
a patron prevails over democratic deci-
sion-making, professional duties and 
ethical behaviour.”4 In this regard, some 
of the pressing issues include media 
ownership and transparency, its relation 
to politics, allegations of politically allo-
cated state advertising, and the influ-
ence of big commercial advertisers.5 This 
ultimately puts restraints on the media’s 
integrity, professionalism, independence 
and quality of information. This symbi-
otic interrelation between media, poli-
tics and business is also reflected in delays 
and deadlock in media policy as well as in 
floating laws – frequent changes in legisla-
tion due to short-term political and other 
interests, resulting in legal uncertainty.6 

The dynamics of the online media market 
and digital processes in Albania are diffi-
cult to evaluate due to the lack of cred-
ible and systematic data and research. 
However, the growth in Internet access 

Table 1: Type and number of media operators in Albania 

Type of media in Albania
Number of media 

operators

National Daily Newspapers 29

Monthly Magazines 36

Quarterly Publications 69

Public Service Broadcaster 1

Commercial Audio-visual Operations with National License 5

Local TV Channels 56

Public Service Radio 1

National Commercial Radio 1

Local Radio 62

Commercial Multiplex 2

*Source: Audio-visual Media Authority, AMA Report 2017
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and ICTs in Albania, at least in urban areas, 
is omnipresent and there is a flourishing 
online media landscape with a variety of 
platforms.7 Although the opportunities 
for participation and diversity offered by 
online media are obvious, the concern 
about quality of information and impact 
persists. 

Currently Albania is undergoing the digital 
switchover process,8 which, despite 
the expressed political consensus, has 
become a delicate and contested issue. 
RTSH has been assigned the leading role 
in the digitalization process, a demanding 
and controversial task. Its progress has 
the potential to profoundly transform 
RTSH, but, simultaneously, the digitaliza-
tion process exposes the constraints on 
RTSH and presents various challenges. 

3. GOVERNANCE: POLITICAL 
RELATIONS AND TRANSPARENCY 

The current Law on Audio-visual Media9 
establishes the legal ground for the gover-
nance of RTSH. It is defined as a public 
provider of media services that offers 
audio-visual broadcasting, free and easily 
accessible for the entire population. 
The law stipulates three main governing 
bodies of RTSH: the Steering Council – 
the highest governing body; the General 
Director – in charge of the daily manage-
ment; and the Administration Board – 
with an advisory role on financial and 
administration issues. The Audio-visual 
Media Authority (AMA) ensures that the 
public broadcaster complies with its legal 
requirements. However, in practice the 
transformation and reform of RTSH remain 
work in progress while its relations with 
political actors hinders its independence 
and overall performance. This is evident 
in the deadlock regarding the selection of 
the management bodies of RTSH (Steering 
Council and Director General), politically 
biased content that corresponds to the 

interest of the incumbent government 
and relatively limited transparency and 
accountability to the public.10 

For instance, the OSCE Office in Albania 
considered the ballots in Parliament 
for the election of the RTSH Steering 
Council in May 2015 as “politically moti-
vated” and that “after initial attempts 
to elect the top management, the new 
Council has again become stalemated 
along party lines.”11 Furthermore, polit-
ical clashes in the Parliament led to delays 
in electing the General Director for about 
two years. Consequently, in April 2016 the 
government amended the Law12 and the 
Steering Council elected a new General 
Director by a simple majority. Controver-
sies followed regarding the new Director, 
who had previously served as Chief Editor 
of the official ruling party newspaper and 
with alleged close ties to the family of the 
incumbent prime minister.13 

In addition, the governing bodies’ rela-
tions and lack of transparency affects the 
performance of RTSH. RTSH media profes-
sionals argue that “the uncertainty in 
legislation over the years, the delays in 
approval of laws and bylaws as well as the 
overlapping of competencies between 
the governing bodies of RTSH create 
bewilderment in the daily work of RTSH 
staff and thus hamper its normal func-
tioning.”14 For instance, the Administration 
Board, which is supposed to be a consul-
tative body on financial and manage-
ment affairs, has also served in practice 
as a decision-making body, particularly 
during the absence of an elected Director 
General. What is more, RSTH operations 
have been disrupted by high profile court 
cases whereby managers and a former 
Director General have also been accused 
of alleged corruption and mismanage-
ment of funds.15

Moreover the audit of RTSH performance 
by the High State Control Office in 2015 
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found that the governing bodies’ deci-
sions are made available neither to RTSH 
staff nor to the public.16 To date, RTSH has 
published financial report overviews for 
2014 and 2015 only, and the Parliamentary 
Committee on Education and Mediums of 
Public Information has published reports 
of hearings with RTSH governing bodies 
in 2016 and 2017.17 Moreover, the audit 
also found scattered and uncoordinated 
communication between the governing 
bodies and internal departments at RTSH, 
relying on verbal communication and 
limited institutionalised practices.18 The 
Union of RTSH employees is rarely active 
and the Council of Viewers and Listeners 
does not have the capabilities to hold 
RTSH accountable. While the law may 
envisage for the accountability of RTSH to 
the public, in practice the mechanisms do 
not achieve their aim. 

4. THE FUNDING MODEL: 
FROM MISMANAGEMENT TO 
SUBSTANTIAL REFORMATION 

RTSH is not only funded by the license 
fee,19 although that is the biggest share 
(approximately 70%), but also from public 
funding from the government, which 
reached a total of 25% of the overall 
budget of RTSH in 2014 and 2015. Other 
funding is secured from private sources 
such as advertising, but at a lower level, 
not more than 5%.20 The current funding 
model is deemed adequate in gener-
ating resources for the RTSH operations. 
However, the main concern relates to 
practices of mismanagement of the RTSH 
budget and RTSH efficiency.21 In 2015 the 
High State Control audit of RTSH found 
that the lack of an internal budget plan 
and framework for the implementation of 
the Digital Switchover strategy and digital 
age have led RTSH to mismanagement of 
both funds and projects, with higher costs 
and curtailed efficiency, thus hindering 
the return on investments.22 

Furthermore, the same report high-
lights mismanagement of the human 
resources budget, which constitutes 
the second largest share of expendi-
ture (35%), following the investments 
in digital networks in 2016. Some of 
the reported issues are: the enlarged 
(“swollen”) administration with duplicate 
departments and personnel, frequent 
unjustified changes in the organisational 
structure and remuneration scheme and 
an overcrowded workforce.23 In conse-
quence, RTSH approved new internal 
regulations for its organisational struc-
ture and human resource management in 
early 2017 following the approval of the 
new Statute in December 2016.24 While 
the approval of these fundamental docu-
ments marks progress for RTSH perfor-
mance, the rapid implementation of the 
digitalisation process requires an essen-
tial reformation of the overall operations 
of RTSH, coupled with a business model 
that addresses the challenges ahead in 
the digital area. 

5. REMIT IN THE DIGITAL AGE: 
TOWARDS INNOVATIVE DIGITAL 
PRESENCE AND AUDIENCE 
RELATIONS  

The digital age, characterized by the ubiq-
uitous proliferation of ICTs, a plethora of 
media platforms, programmes, services 
and an abundance of information and 
digital networks, puts into question the 
relevance of public service media. If PSMs 
are to sustain their role and legitimacy in 
contemporary society, surely they need 
to handle the challenges and opportuni-
ties represented by the rapid rise of digital 
media.25 Two key issues can be outlined 
here: (i) expansion to multimedia to effec-
tively deliver public service media content 
online across multiple platforms; and (ii) 
remodelled relationships with audiences, 
allowing for audience participation in and 
through the media, and prompt respon-
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siveness to ever-changing audience needs 
and preferences. 

The Government of Albania adopted the 
National Strategy on the Transition from 
Analogue to Digital Broadcasting in 2012, 
according to which RTSH has a leading 
role in the digitalization process. As the 
Strategy outlines, “the public broadcaster 
– RTSH - creates, exploits and operates 
the national digital network based on 
the contract stipulated with AMA.”26 The 
digital switchover process was delayed 
and the first deadline of 17 June 2015 
was not met, with detrimental conse-
quences. This was due to legal chal-
lenges to the public broadcaster’s tender 
and AMA’s procedures to license private 
broadcasters. The construction of the two 
digital networks started in July 2015 and 
to date the total digital switchover has not 
yet been not completed. 

Nonetheless, the process has enabled 
RTSH to invest substantially in digital tech-
nology for media production, manage-
ment and broadcasting. RTSH now has 
an online presence through its offi-
cial website, broadcasts in high defini-
tion as well, and some of its channels are 
also streamed online.27 The strain in the 
RTSH digital presence is related in part to 
delays in updates of more than 24 hours, 
few followers on Facebook, Twitter and 
YouTube accounts, and no possibility for 
user-generated content. Moreover, this 
expansion has not been carried out in 
synchrony with the Digital Switchover 
Strategy, and RTSH still lacks an integrated 
strategic plan for the digital area.28 In 
2015 the High State Control reported that 
RTSH had not developed the fundamental 
documents and processes for the digital 
era, such as: Strategy for the Manage-
ment of Technological Transformation/
Digitalisation 2015-2020; a working 
group for drafting the RTSH Develop-
ment Strategy; an action plan regarding 
digitalisation phases; a corresponding 

budget plan framework; and a marketing 
plan for digital switchover.29 The basic 
approach has been one of ad hoc actions, 
approaching digitalisation merely as a 
technological upgrade. A positive step 
was taken in early 2017 with the initiation 
of the drafting of the RTSH Development 
Strategy.30 This process needs to be open 
and transparent with proper consultations 
with the Council of Viewers and Listeners, 
regulatory bodies, the respective parlia-
mentary committee, civil society, experts 
and the public at large.

In addition to its technology upgrade, 
RTSH has also introduced new channels 
and programmes. RTSH has increased its 
coverage of education, entertainment, 
sports and culture, and socio-economic 
and international affairs, rather than 
political and current affairs. RTSH is the 
only mainstream media that produces 
programmes for ethnic-national and 
linguistic minorities in Albania. However, 
the introduction of all the channels 
as envisaged in the Digital Switchover 
Strategy is not complete and the regulatory 
framework requires public consultations, 
which have not yet been completed.31 
Moreover no funds were spent on inde-
pendent production in 2014 and 2015, 
but an open call for competition for inde-
pendent production in science education 
was introduced at the beginning of 2017. 
This would allow for various groups to 
participate in RTSH media production and 
thus positively impact RTSH relations with 
audiences by helping to overcome low 
levels of social trust in RTSH.32 Advance-
ments in programming, both in quality 
and quantity, call for improvements in the 
processes of content production. 

RTSH production, particularly news, is 
currently structured primarily around 
broadcasting, i.e. the format is suitable 
for television and radio. Its online news 
production is largely seen as separate, 
albeit with some degree of  cooperation. 
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For instance, there is limited integra-
tion and internal coordination among the 
various media production departments at 
RTSH – the Department of Digital Program-
ming was established in 2015, but its coor-
dination and communication with the 
Department of Structural Programming 
and Current Affairs is ineffective.33 The 
Department of WEB was introduced in 
late 2015 with a primary obligation to set 
up a suitable platform for online media 
and publish content in various formats - 
audio, text, photo, and video – provided by 
other departments. Currently the logistics 
of producing media content for multiple 
online media platforms are yet to be devel-
oped. Reporting to a hearing with Parlia-
ment, the Committee on Education and 
Mediums of Public Information, the RTSH 
Director General confirmed efforts towards 
reforming current media production prac-
tices and moving towards the incorpora-
tion of digital media working practices. 

6. CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Despite noticeable progress, RTSH is 
adjusting its remit, operations and perfor-
mance with a reluctant pace. One of 
the underlying factors might be that 
the speed of RTSH’s transformation is 
slower than the changes in the land-
scape in which it operates and the publics 
it serves. Furthermore, its transforma-
tion is affected by contingency factors 
such as the political, economic and socio-
cultural context in Albania. Although RTSH 
has lately carried out important organ-
isational reforms – digitalisation, a new 
statute, editorial principles and code of 
ethics – it is clear that internal organisa-
tional barriers constrain RTSH’s ability to 
seize the opportunities and tackle the 
challenges of the digital media. 

RTSH should overcome current practices 
of perceiving digitalisation as merely a 

technological upgrade, and engage in a 
substantial reformative process encom-
passing its governance and operations, 
content production, human capital and 
overall performance and status in the 
Albanian media landscape and society. 
This transformation largely depends on 
the success of its expansion to online 
multimedia and the transformation of 
RTSH’s relationship with audiences. 
Therefore, RTSH as PSM needs to re-posi-
tion itself in a way that confirms its legiti-
macy and role in society, but at the same 
time reconnects with audiences. 

This then leads to the personaliza-
tion of services for a fragmented and 
complex society through diverse and 
quality programming and embracing 
media convergence – multimedia plat-
forms, integrated news rooms, creativity 
and innovation in programming, media 
production and workflow. This strategy 
will then attract talent and contribute to 
quality programming and thus more audi-
ences. The tasks are highly demanding 
and require substantial reforms of the 
RTSH organizational structure and culture 
in order to shift from traditional media 
production for broadcasting to innovative 
production processes for integrated multi-
media platforms. Ultimately RTSH should 
become a learning media organization 
with the ability to set directions of change 
and innovation in the media market, by 
initiating or shaping media trends.

The value and relevance of RTSH in Albania 
needs to be discussed in a thorough 
public debate with the public interest at 
its centre. The legitimacy of RTSH needs 
to be confirmed in the digital era and 
RTSH needs to strengthen its profile as 
a representative of public interest. The 
concept of public interest as the under-
pinning principle of RTSH needs to be 
unpacked and mechanisms developed to 
put it centre stage in media policy and 
RTSH performance. This is interlinked to 
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the enhancement of the public interest in 
RTSH and more broadly in media integrity, 
freedom and independence as corner-
stones of democratization. Furthermore, 
civil society, academia, and media associ-
ations should play a more proactive role in 
advocating for public interest in the media 
and in holding AMA, RTSH and relevant 
public bodies accountable.

Recommendations - Envisioning RTSH As 
A Public Service Media 

Expanding to online multimedia

Recommendation 1 – Integration of news-
room provision

1.1 The newsroom provision should be 
integrated across platforms and chan-
nels drawing from the principle that 
news production should be story 
driven and not format driven so as to 
be suitable across platforms.  

1.2 RTSH needs to develop integrated 
content management systems to 
manage media organisational pro-
cesses (employee records, payrolls, 
expenditure, management of infor-
mation and knowledge across the 
organisation and its partners); to 
store and manage content, program-
ming and other media production 
assets; to streamline communica-
tion and coordination across depart-
ments. 

1.3 RTSH archives should be digital and 
serve not only for historical and leg-
acy purposes but also for Video on 
Demand and educative purposes and 
research. 

1.4 Content for digital platforms should 
be made the first priority for all 
breaking news.  

1.5 There should be constant evolution 
of programming, platforms and chan-
nels as the digital media changes rap-
idly with a clear focus on live, social, 
and mobile news. 

1.6 Dedicated teams should be created to 
specifically develop new approaches 
and ideas for digital news and cre-
ative programming to cater for audi-
ences’ preferences.  

Recommendation 2 – Approaches to mo-
bile news and programming

It is necessary to keep up the pace with 
the developments of mobile web, which 
is growing very fast. Thus RTSH as PSM 
needs to adapt its digital news provision 
for mobile through the following: 

2.1 The website needs to switch to respon-
sive design to ensure it works across 
personal computers, tablets, and 
smartphones, with a cleaner design, 
faster load times, and a greater empha-
sis on video and audience input. 

2.2 Similarly, a news app should be 
launched to include a broader range 
of content, to integrate more video, 
and offer more ways to discover con-
tent by supplementing the edited 
front page with ‘most read’ and ‘most 
viewed’ sections and the ability to fol-
low topics and stories with the option 
of a personalized ‘My News’ section, 
achieving the balance between per-
sonalization, general news, and the 
occasional. 

Remodelling relations with audiences 

One of the challenges of RTSH is to 
connect with diverse publics in an ever-
changing socio-cultural environment. 

Recommendations 3 – Participation in and 
through the media

3.1 Enhancement of the role of the Coun-
cil of Viewers and Listeners through 
a more inclusive approach to mem-
ber selection, regular meetings and 
the publication of reports, in order to 
hold RTSH accountable to the public.
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3.2 Participation in programming – for 
example for marginalised communi-
ties and/or ethnic minorities through 
increased independent production 
with open and fair competition.

3.3 Development of a roadmap and 
detailed guidelines on how to incor-
porate user generated content. 

Recommendation 4 – A commitment to 
quality journalism and media integrity

4.1 Increased accountability of RTSH to 
the public through transparency of 
the financial management of funds 
and the publication of decisions 
made by governing bodies.

4.2 Elimination of the practices of 
employment of staff by political affil-
iation and interference in order to 
improve the quality and integrity of 
human resources at RTSH.

4.3 Establishment and improvement of 
self-regulating mechanisms and self-
organization bodies.

Recommendation 5 – Approaches to so-
cial media distribution

5.1 Develop a strategy / roadmap on 
how to approach social media dis-
tribution and think about their rela-
tions with the increasingly important 
digital intermediaries such as search 
engines, video-hosting sites, mes-
saging apps, and – when it comes to 
news, perhaps most importantly – 
social media sites. 

5.2 Maximise public service reach and 
diverse audiences through social 
media, but balance it with the prin-
ciples and remit of RTSH - potential 
risks in the tension between the pub-
lic service obligation to provide infor-
mation across the full range of rel-
evant issues and the ways in which 
social media operate in practice. 

5.3 Ensure that users who encounter 
RTSH content on social media plat-
forms recognize the brand and credit 
RTSH for the content they use. 
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