MONTENEGRO AND ALBANIA

These notes were prepared by CA member Andrew Smyth, who cruised these waters with family and friends during Summer 2000 in Calypso, a Moody Eclipse 43. She was based in Dubrovnik and notes on the trip further down through the Ionian have been prepared separately.

General Introduction

In the Ionian we met a number of people who would not go further north because they considered Croatia to be dangerous. "We'll wait until it settles down," was the remark echoed by several boats we met. For those who try, the accepted wisdom is to cross from Corfu to Brindisi in Italy and then go back across to Dubrovnik. This is what we did when we went to Croatia in 1999. Others - some even based in Croatia - consider even this is too risky and recommend going even further north and then crossing to one of the Croatian islands such as Vis.

This year we decided to cruise down to the Ionian from our base in Dubrovnik. Having found nothing remotely threatening the previous year (once free of the monstrous ferries streaming through the Corfu channel) our thoughts turned to Albania. Instead of the long passage to Corfu via Italy - a minimum of 300mls, why didn't we just go straight down? After all Albania was now supposed to be an ally and it would cut the journey down to just 200mls. Not only that, but if we stopped on the way we could avoid night passages altogether while visiting the country during stop-overs. It would be interesting to see places that had been closed to the rest of the world almost since the last World War.

The problem was that although we could find lots of information from various sources, we couldn't actually find anyone who had visited by boat. In addition the Admiralty chart marks the entire Albania coastline in red letters "Former Mined Area" - exactly how former did that mean? There was another problem. What about Montenegro? Weren't we still technically at war with them? There is no embassy to help if we were arrested.

In the event, we needn't have worried, we found everything very easy and people very welcoming. Once you have the proper papers, Albanian officials have no further interest and although we were challenged upon our return by a Yugoslav warship, they were entirely polite and proper and gave us no problems, wishing us a "good trip". At the time of writing Serbia has just had its "peaceful revolution" but the situation in Montenegro remains uncertain and at some point their argument with Serbia will have to be resolved. For the time being, however, our experience - limited though that was - suggests that apart from the significant cost of the permits, there is no reason not to visit either country as long as simple precautions are observed.

For more details of our passage, a copy of our log should be found in the relevant section of the library.

Montenegro
 Montenegro had been an established cruising destination before the break-up of Yugoslavia and is well covered by the Thompson's Adriatic Guide as well as the Croatian "Mali Carte" which extend to the Albanian border. In many ways it resembles Croatia, while Montenegrins are trying to distance themselves from Serbia. At the time of writing the political situation remains fluid. For the moment, however, the Montenegrins welcome tourists, especially westerners, and perhaps the only potential problem at the moment is that most tourists are from Serbia, notably Belgrade. However those that we spoke to seemed more bemused than antagonistic, but afterwards it occurred to us that they have no means of knowing where you are from unless you tell them. Flying the Red Ensign - even if they recognise it, means nothing in the Mediterranean - there could be anyone on board. We spoke to many people and didn't talk about politics, even though most of them did.

Unlike Serbia, Montenegro no longer requires a visa - and although the situation described in these notes could, and almost certainly will, change at some point, in the meantime the local officials, police and customs are Montenegrin and welcomed us. The Navy which patrols the coats is predominantly Serbian and has a reputation for being difficult, however when we were challenged at night by a Yugoslav warship, when we told them we had a valid Yugoslav cruising permit, they wished us a good trip. I think it might have been different without the permit. We were told (hearsay again) that two Italians yachts were arrested without permits. This might not be as bad as it sounds, since the Navy can only hand the yacht over to the local police who are likely to take the money for a permit and then make the boat welcome to stay as long as they liked. The Montenegrin police at our port of entry advised us that if we had any problems with the navy to stay calm and polite, and report it to the police as soon as possible afterwards.

To obtain the cruising permit in the N, the port of clearance is at Melijne, just a couple of miles east of Hercegnovi in the Bay of Kotor. In the south, Bar is the country's main port and accordingly has a large customs office (as well as the navy's main base). The cost is $US65 for the permit plus a further 70DM for "light dues". Over £60 might seem a lot, but the permit lasts a year and the money is sorely needed. As a courtesy flag, even local people seem to have the same idea as us, and flew the Dutch flag upside down. (I think officially the blue is slightly different.)

The Montenegrin coast is very attractive and not overdeveloped. There are few other local boats, and practically no visiting boats (I think we saw a couple of Serbian-owned motor boats, but no yachts at all.) GSM phones worked almost everywhere and it was easy to stay in touch. Costs are generally in line with those of Croatia, as are the restaurants, and all prices are based on DM which are accepted everywhere. After visiting the Ionian, we returned to Montenegro and spent several more days there. Until/unless the situation changes, I can see no reason not to do it again.

Hercegnovi

We only moored here for an hour or so, in search of a customs post. It is quite a substantial, if dilapidated tourist resort with a harbour busy with tour boats. No-one objected to us mooring next to them. Numerous restaurants and cafés.

Melinje
The northern base for the Yugoslav Navy and exclusively a clearance quay - use lots of fenders against the rubber buffers.

Kotor
A truly dramatic setting at the head of the huge and twisting Bay of Kotor. The long quay was designed to take several cruise ships at a time. A young Port official was amazed that we had a cruising permit and said he was embarrassed to charge us - he took just 12DM. Most of the restoration following the 1979 earthquake is now complete and the city is a busy tourist area - especially in the evening when everyone comes out to walk around. In spite of attractive old cobbled streets and old churches, we found it slightly disappointing. Something seemed to be missing.

Bigova
We didn't actually go to this bay, but were recommended to by a local yachtsman who said it was very sheltered and the water was very clear and warm for swimming.

Budva
Now completely restored after the earthquake, it has quite a substantial marina-style port. Unfortunately we were told that the harbour master had never been seen here after lunchtime and we couldn't find anywhere to go. Most of the pontoons were full of little boats, and the main quay running outside the town walls were reserved. We did manage to spend one night here, but the berth-holder arrived and demanded 200DM for the night. We left early to avoid him and never found out if it was a joke or not.

The tourist beach is several miles long with funfairs and discos. The old town, by contrast, had a surprisingly prosperous air with many sophisticated shops and was most attractive. I can imagine it could be noisy at night, but it rained heavily, dousing potential carousers. Drinking water on the quay and a diesel pontoon fuel about the same price as Croatia.

Hawaii beach is a popular sandy beach on the small island opposite, where the anchorage is sheltered. The causeway shown on the chart and described by the Thompsons still exists with depths of only 1m or so across it.

Sveti Stefan

This charming little island hotel development used to feature on many of the old Yugoslav tourist brochures. An old fishing settlement, the inhabitants were "relocated" and the island, which is joined to the mainland by just a small causeway, was turned into an expensive international luxury hotel. Although still well-maintained following Yugoslavia's collapse, the prices have crashed and if there were anywhere to leave the boat, it would have been a good idea to spoil oneself there for a night or so. (Although I question how good the food is.) As it is, the water off the beach is roped off, leaving nowhere to anchor, unless the sea is calm. Even in a moderate swell it was untenable and we had to leave for

Petrovac
An attractive little tourist resort with just a small quay to moor alongside. It is just tenable in a moderate sea and wind as long as they have W in them. The quay was crowded with people fishing, but all things considered, they moved with quite a good grace. We found ourselves an instant tourist attraction and that evening the normal family promenade route was diverted to include us. We left the boat unattended for much of the next day and had no problems. It would be possible to anchor in the bay, but only in settled weather.

Uvala Pecin
This bay gives excellent protection against the sea caused by a Bora. One arrived in the small hours, without warning, when we were anchored close to the beach. Although the sea was negligible, the wind was very strong, eventually gusting up to 50 knots which was too much for our anchor. Even so, the wind was pushing the boat directly out to sea, so no harm would have resulted. We might have had better holding if we had spent more time laying the anchor, but when we arrived there had only been a very gentle wind.

Although the bay is uninhabited, there is a small café on the beach which is served by water taxis. A couple who run the café appear to live there during the season, and their generator was quite noisy until drowned by the wind

Bar
Bar was the most southerly of former Yugoslavia's chain of marinas. There are now just a few yachts based there, most belonging to Montenegrin expatriates, the rest of the concrete pontoons are empty. Unless looking for shelter (as we were) or requiring clearance, it's not worth visiting. The town was another victim of the '79 earthquake and has been rebuilt in a style of limited - if any - appeal. The harbourmaster is helpful and runs a small chandlery. He told us it was not necessary to see the customs to clear out of the country, so we didn't. Drinking water on the quay, although food shops scarce.

Ulcinje
The most magnificent location. A classic horseshoe-shaped bay with pines covering one of the promontory and the remains of an old walled town on the other. To the E, towards the Albanian border, several miles of rocky, indented shore which even the two hotels haven't manage to spoil. Unfortunately there are plans to build a third right on the promontory which would be criminal.

The old walled town is considerably more extensive than it looks, while the new town in the bay is the usual resort mixture of good and bad. Unfortunately it's very noisy - by night with the discos and bars, by day from the loudspeakers of the tour boats touting for customers.

Holding is excellent, but it's quite rolly - too much to spend the night alongside, even though there's plenty of room to do so. The setting of Ulcinje is quite marvellous, but it teeters on the edge of being ruined in the face of proposals for a new hotel on the eastern promontory. We can but hope.

ALBANIA

Many people (if not most of them) will not find Albania their cup of tea. To be fair, it is still struggling against the most appallingly cruel history. After forty years of internationally isolated dictatorship, its fledgling democracy was almost destroyed following the collapse of a nation-wide pyramid selling scheme which brought ruin to many tens of thousands of families and caused mobs to take to the streets, smashing and burning public buildings. In Saranda, in the S, we were helped by Spiro, a travel agent, who showed us the burnt out police station and the ruins of hotels owned by people thought to be involved. He told us that his own sister-in-law's family, formerly prospering in the growing economy, had lost all their money and she was now working as a domestic maid in Athens. With a background like that, it is impossible not to feel great sympathy.

That does not explain, however, why everywhere is so filthy. Even poor people can keep their houses and villages clean, but the Albanians appear to be quite blind to it. The beaches are piled high with rubbish - ice cream cartons, plastic bottles, flotsam and jetsam. On the street just about every type of human artefact - fridges, bicycles, cars, TV sets - can be found jettisoned without thought, while rubbish bins overflow into what would be the gutter if they had bothered to finish it. I'm afraid I do not exaggerate. In Durres, several new high-rise apartment blocks are being built close to the promontory - near King Zog's former residence and considered "the best part of town". But in the rutted streets around these apparently sought-after residences, there is complete chaos. I can't imagine what it's like when it rains it must resemble the battlefields of the Somme. I just felt like screaming "Why doesn't someone clean this place UP!" Instead we just looked on with disbelief.

Having said that, we found the people friendly and welcoming and the officials straightforward. There seems to be a tendency to treat yachts like ships and use wholly unnecessary shipping agents. In both Spile (Himala) and Saranda, the local agents both pounced to get their commission. In Saranda the overnight charge was US$30 - $10 for the port and $20 for the agent, even though our friend Spiro had had to find the port clearance himself because the port agent was still sleeping off his lunch.

The main problem is the entry tax. They operate a system of "reciprocity" under which they say that Albanians visiting the UK get charge US$57, so that's what they charge us. (If you're Norwegian, it's only US$5 and I think they're confusing it with the airport tax.) If, however, you are admitted as crew, then there is no charge. If clearing through Saranda then Spiro, who runs the travel agent opposite the port, says he can negotiate this for you. Spiro Angjeli speaks excellent English - telephone him in advance on 00 355 732 4398. Fax 3380. Home 4238. In Durres we were cleared through by the brother of a friend - he just happened to be a local shipping agent and kindly did it at no charge. Otherwise I understand if the Harbourmaster is feeling well disposed he'll sort it out for you. In addition to the entry permit there are dues of about US$40 which makes it all quite expensive.

It is necessary to obtain port clearance before leaving. This is then handed on to the next port who subsequently issue their own clearance - and so on. The Durres Harbour Master fortunately wrote on the back of ours that no further payment was due for entry, at least that's what he told me he had written and it seemed to satisfy the Police further S in Spile.

Money is based upon US$ and is easily (and legally) changeable. GSM phones worked in Durres, but no-where else, although Saranda is within range of Greece. There is a 1996 edition of the Blue Guide of Albania which is quite useful, although hardly covers the coast.

The main danger in Albania is not from officials, but from crime. Certain parts of the country are still no-go areas. One such, we were told, was the area around Vlora, since the thriving business in illegal immigrants is based here. Most recent reports are that crime has now dropped significantly and that even Vlora is now safe. Allegedly this part of the Adriatic is patrolled by the Italian Navy who now control security for Durres port. However, having seen the security there, I wouldn't necessarily rely on it. Advice about the current situation can be obtained from the British Embassy in Tirana 00 355 42 34973/4/5.

The mines would seem to be cleared. We were told this was done by the Italians and freight and ferry services operate everywhere. In any event the warning on the Admiralty chart is for mines on the seabed.

Provisions are easily obtainable, the Albanians are reputed to be keen gardeners and certainly their shops were better stocked than most in Croatia. There is usually someone around who speaks some English, although Italian can help. There are restaurants serving typical Balkan food at reasonable prices.

Durres
The principal reason for visiting Durres must be to get an entry permit as described above. Berthing is alongside the quay which are busy with commercial traffic and no concessions are made to pleasure craft. When entering the harbour, call the Harbour Master on Ch 15 - this was monitored by a German who met us as we arrived. If we had not had our own contacts, I got the impression that he was there to help us - he was talking about trying to establish a marina and although I tried, I couldn't find him later. The port is controlled by the Italian Navy who have instituted a curfew in the Port of 22:30. Security, however, is very poor and if leaving the boat unattended during the evening, it is probably best to ask the Harbourmaster for a guard. This was not considered necessary during the day.

The centre of town is just outside the port's gates, with a main street leading up to the square, off which is the Roman amphitheatre which is certainly worth seeing, but whose neglect is rather sad. One civilised custom of the city, is that from 7:00 pm on the centre is closed to traffic and families come out for an evening promenade.

Another reason for staying in Durres is to visit Tirana which was nothing like as bad as we had feared. We were taken there, but a taxi will do the round trip I'm told for about US$40-50.

Vlora
Albanians talk of places being "calm". We felt it would be foolish to ignore the strong recommendations of everyone we spoke to who said it was dangerous. So we passed it by. We were told afterwards, however, that it is now "calm" so perhaps others will be braver - most people have a tendency to exaggerate (sometimes almost take pride in) warning strangers of the dangers of their native land. I understand that just before the port there is a small harbour called Triport where it is safe to leave the boat. I would imagine that the principal reason for going there is not to see Vlora itself, but to visit Appollonia - the ruins of a Greek city founded in 6th Century BC 35km outside Vlora.

Sazan Island, at the entrance to the bay of Vlora, is still supposed to be the base for the Albanian Navy, but there was little going on as we passed. A rather rusty old patrol boat passed us, but showed little interest.

Spile/Himara
Spile is the name given to the relatively pretty resort which has grown up on the beach below the hilltown of Himara. It is a relatively well protected bay with a dilapidated old concrete quay tucked away o one side. We anchored in sand off the beach and went in by dinghy the next day. It's a dusty old place but there are a few old fisherman's houses left - I suspect not for long. The shop was better stocked than we had expected. In retrospect we probably should have tried to visit the old town up above.

Just as we were leaving a police boat came out to check our papers. From what we could understand, they had been called out by the local shipping agent who was very disappointed to see that the Durres Harbourmaster had written on our port clearance that no further payment was due. In spite of this he appeared to keep arguing with the police to try a different approach, but fortunately they were having none of it and left with good wishes and without asking for money.

From Spile to the Greek Border is the most attractive part of the Albania coastline. Immediately to the SE is a large bay with a 14th Fort of Palerno. It is said to be a restricted area, but I saw no reason why it should be. The small cluster of military buildings had obviously been abandoned some time previously. It is an indication of the remoteness of Albania that the bay is marked on the Admiralty chart as having a significant town along its shore, whereas in fact there is nothing there at all. We anchored in a bay just to the W of Saranda and a police boat came over to look but didn't ask for our papers and left us alone.

Saranda
A significant, if down-at-heel resort, with a beach and numerous restaurants. Worth visiting to see Butrint. The site of the remains of this city, established during the 7th Century BC and in occupation until Ottoman times, is quite beautiful. It is being maintain and excavated by a London-based foundation financed by Lords Rothschild and Sainsbury, and we thought it was a must-see. Even the countryside around the lagoons was not without interest. If you're based in Corfu, it's well worth visiting (although it's probably easier to do it with one of the local tour boats) although I would ring Spiro Angjeli (number above) to arrange a longer stay at the ruins (and lunch, there's a new an attractive restaurant just outside) than the normal tour allows.

I saw no reason why Butrint shouldn't be visited by boat. Anchor at the entrance of the river and take the dinghy in as far as the ferry - there are low overhead lines. On the way there is a most attractive little inlet called the "Seven Islands" (I think it was seven). 

If travelling this water by boat, however, beware of the Greek Coastguard. There were extremely aggressive to us while we still in Albania waters. I think they just assumed we were there illegally and ordered us to leave. We stood our ground, however, only to have them stop us as soon as we actually moved into Greek waters, when they immediately boarded us. Seeing that we actually had port clearance papers from Saranda, they modified their tone and explained about all the smuggling and violence there had been in the region, which I suppose is a fair point, but it was strange to meet such agression after our welcome both in Albania and Montenegro.
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