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•
Localisation of the cities of 
Berat and Gjrokastra, Albania

Location, landforms and territorial structure

The historic centres of Berat and Gjirokastra, located in central and southern Albania, were added to 

the UNESCO World Heritage List in 2005, thanks to the valuable presence of several remarkable ex-

amples of Ottoman-styled houses, and to the integrity of their vernacular urban landscape.

Gjirokastra was founded on the slopes of the Drino valley, in a strategic position that satisfied the strong 

need for defence, but imposed some important limitations to the builders (Mezini, Pojani, 2015). The 

main structure of Gjirokastra consists of two ridges standing out from the massif: the Rruga Pazari i 

Vjeter Pllake runs on the first ridge (in the South), dominated by the Castle, and the Rruga Alqi Kondi 

runs on the second ridge further north. Towards the mountain, at the junction point of the two ridges, 

just where the valley that separates them is not so wide, we find the Bazaar district, the true nodal point 

of old Gjirokastra, with its characteristic crossroads. From the bazaar, the Rruga Ismail Kadare follows 

the slope of the ground and becomes part of a sort of chessboard located on the wide slope overlooking 

the valley and lying to the limit of the old centre, a ravine at which the extension towards the valley of 

the Bulevardi 18 Shtatori arrives: an important road, perpendicular to the river, marked the expansion 

of the modern city on the valley.

Berat is located approximately 120 km south of Tirana and has stood for more than 2,400 years. The 

city is situated in an overview location between the mountains Tomorri and Shpiragu. It arises on 

sloping and rocky ground and its urban layout is structured on two hills facing each other, and sep-

arated by the river Osum. The citadel is located on the northern hill on the Osum River. In front of 

the citadel there is a smaller fortification (Gorica Castle), which is now in ruins. This urban mor-

phology, consisting of two fortified sites on two hills facing each other, has been effective for the de-

fence of the valley around the river, and it was the base for all the following developments of the city 

(Pashako, 2015).

Methodologies of analysis

The activities carried out in Gjirokastra and Berat were aimed to analyse the local building through 

the use of the instruments of the survey and digital representation, with the collaboration of students 

and local experts. Two scientific seminars, aimed to share knowledge on the vernacular architecture of 

Gjirokastra, were held in Florence, with the participation of Albanian scholars and students. Two work-

Berat

Gjirokastra

Gjirokastra

Berat
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Ottoman detached tower-
houses and terraced gardens in 
Gjirokastra 
(© E. La Macchia, Dar Med Lab, 
DIDA, UNIFI, 2018)

shops were held in the framework of 3DPAST project: in Gjirokastra from the 17th to the 21st Decem-

ber 2018, in which 28 Albanian students from the University of the Our Lady of Good Counsel based 

in Tirana, 12 students and researchers from the University of Florence, and local experts in architec-

ture and traditional construction attended. In Berat, the workshop took place from the 2nd to the 8th 

February 2020, with the participation of 3 tutors and 15 students from the Architecture Course at the 

UNIZKM, Tirana, with the local support of Eugen Kallfani, Director of the Regional Directorate of 

Cultural Heritage in the Berat region. This workshop took the digital survey of various architectures 

from Berati: a part of the castle walls, three churches from the upper citadel, some well-preserved hous-

es maintaining the original organisational structure, two extended fronts along with the town and the 

waterfront on the river.

In Gjirokastra the investigation adopted an interdisciplinary approach, using both traditional and ad-

vanced data gathering techniques. The first level of investigation has the bases on range-based and im-

age-based survey tools and instruments, used for the documentation of the three buildings chosen as 

case studies. The data, acquired through 3D laser scanners, topographic total stations, photographic 

and photogrammetric instruments, allowed to obtain 2D representations and 3D models. The second 

level of analysis, concerning the building elements and their structural behaviour, required the use of  

survey data, direct observation, interviews and the compilation of analysis sheets. The third level of in-

vestigation concerned the urban scale and meant to reconstruct the evolution of the urban settlement. 

The field research was based on direct observation, photography and analysis sheet that allowed the 

drafting of interpretative maps at different scales.

In Gjirokastra, three buildings have been identified as case studies. They are located in the Palorto dis-

trict and they differ in their period of construction, state of conservation and current usage.

The first case study is the Zeko family’s house, a building included in the national list of first-class mon-

uments, actually used as a museum house. It started to be built in 1811, it underwent the first restora-

tion from 1968 to 1975 (Riza, 2015), and a second one in 2004. The conservative restorations did not 

historic centres of berat and gjirokastra, albania • l. dipasquale, m. carta, a. merlo, g. verdiani • l. dipasquale, m. carta, a. merlo, g. verdiani 163

alter the planimetry and the construction systems. The house is located in a dominant position towards 

the south-western part of Gjirokastra. The two-wing planimetric scheme is composed of two rectangu-

lar blocks and a central connection element, with two large arches (kemer) on the facade, which sup-

port the top floor terrace with a pergola (çardak), a privileged point of view towards the city and valley 

of the Drino.

The Fico House, built in 1902, represents a late development to the two-wing planimetric scheme and 

allows to understand the changes of the Gjirokastra dwelling, when they lost their defensive charac-

ter. In the 20th century, the new buildings, while maintaining traditional planimetric and structural as-

pects, showed a stylistic evolution towards more western models. The house, which is easily identified 

because of its golden yellow facade, is included in the national list of first-class monuments.

The third building, the Dalipi House, whose construction dates back to the beginning of the 20th cen-

tury, is currently in a state of abandonment with a process of increasing degradation, and continuous 

loss of wall portions. The reading of the morphological components and construction features allows to 

trace the history of the building, which has undergone numerous functional and technical transforma-

tions, and to understand some recurrent problems in the buildings of Gjirokastra.

In Berat, the students were brought to learn lasergrammetry with hands-on activities coordinated by 

the tutors. The scanner unit used for all the surveys was a Zoller+Fröhlich Imager 5016, a phase-shift 

3D laser scanner (Verdiani, 2012) capable of taking accurate measurements up to a distance of 180 

metres and colourise the point clouds with a good quality camera, capable of autonomous lighting 

and high dynamic range imaging (HDR) processing. These features turned out to be very useful for 

documenting all the various aspects of the interiors of the historical houses. The high speed and the 

long-range of the scanner allowed the adaptation of the survey campaign for mostly interior and urban 

situations, allowing an easy connection of the interior architecture with the urban (and landscape) 

scenario. At the same time, the photogrammetry session was aimed at pushing the students to use their 

cameras as the base tool for creating 3D digital models based on pictures. In case of need a couple 

•
View of Berat, Albania
(© G. Verdiani, 2020)



from vernacular to world heritage • l. dipasquale, s. mecca, m. correia• l. dipasquale, s. mecca, m. correia164

of professional, high-resolution cameras were available for their operations1. After a proper briefing, 

all of them were able to operate on their subjects with autonomy. In some cases, a UAV/Drone unit 

owned by the students, a DJI Phantom 42, was used in close range, short flights, for integrating the 

documentation of the roofs and the most inaccessible areas (Rodriguez-Navarro, 2012). Later on, the 

groups of students started working on the treatment of the data, extracting shareable contents out of 

the point clouds and the textured polygonal models produced by the digital survey. Almost all the data 

processing was done using Autodesk Recap Pro (lasergrammetry data alignment and treatment) and 

Agisoft Photoscan/Metashape (photogrammetry processing), the final drawings were all developed 

using Autodesk Autocad. The students were guided in the production of both technical and accurate 

drawing but also in the creation of multimedia and versatile contents, quickly usable in presentations 

and social media environments.

In Berat, the main subjects of the interventions were planned to have various samples from the local 

architectures. In this way, a part of the walls around the main access gate; the Churches of St. Mary 

1 The cameras thet have been used are a Nikon D800e and a Nikon D850 (both with an FX sensor and a resolution of 36.3 
and 47.3 Megapixels), equipped with a 24-120mm F4 and a 16-35mm F4 Nikkor Zooms, two very versatile lenses for any 
urban environment
2 The UAV/Drone was equipped with a 13Mp standard camera

•
Digital survey in Gjirokastra: 
lasergrammetry of two interiors
(© CHM Lab, DIDA, UNIFI, 2018)

•
Berat, 3D Laser Scanner 
digital survey of Berat, 
lasergrammetry of the Holy 
Trinity Church and the 
Ethnographic Museum 
(© G.Verdiani, F. Tioli, UNIZKM, 
DIDA, 2020)
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Blachernae and St. Nicholas, the Church of the Holy Trinity (all from the inside area of the castle); two 

well preserved traditional houses and a full urban front from the Gorica neighbourhood and the Eth-

nographic Museum (which venue has recovered a large traditional house in the downtown area), have 

focused the efforts of the whole workshop creating the first complete digital documentation of these 

outstanding buildings.

Historical background

Gjirokastra was a meeting place for Greek, Roman, Byzantine and Ottoman cultures, stretching 

South-East/North-West and enhancing its defensive potential thanks to the position of control between 

the Ionian Sea and the Balkans. Until the end of the 19th century, the perimeter of the city centre was 

drawn by the lines leading to the Castle, corresponding to the ridges perpendicular to the Mali i Gjerë 

massif (around 1800 metres above sea level). From the 1900, and especially after the end of the Sec-

ond World War, a progressive expansion of the town could be identified in the valley (Torresi, 2006). 

Also Berat features a castle (locally known as the Kala) mainly built in the 13th century, which origins 

date back to the 4th century BC. The city was taken under Roman control in the IInd century B.C. 

During the middle ages, Berat was able to stay relatively unscathed due to the natural and human-built 

defences. The city walls, which formed a triangular shape, were also built during this medieval peri-

od (Pashako, 2015). In the XVth century, under Ottoman domination, Berat lived a period of  urban 

and demographic development, through the migration of the rural population and the creation of new 

districts (Pashako, 2015). 

During the 18th century, Gjirokastra and Berat lived a prosperous period as demonstrated by the build-

ings with  larger and better quality dwellings (which were required by the feudal class), and by the con-

solidation of the urban and mobility structures (Pashako, 2015).

 

Main Urban features

The fortress-houses were organised in ‘neighbourhood units’, based on parental or ‘clan’ principles.

Gjirokastra has a low urban density, with irregular blocks, an articulated road hierarchy, and a large 

amount of green open spaces inside the blocks, among the buildings and in the spaces between the prop-

erties, with extensions of various shapes and densities. The ancient presence of small parks, orchards, gar-

dens is still legible where now there are some uncultivated areas that cover the slope below the Castle. 

The urban configuration is comparable to an open hand, where the palm is the city core and the fingers 

are the city extensions. Between the ‘fingers’, gaps where watercourses run, some impassable on foot: veg-

etation areas free of construction, through which in the past paths crept up to the city core.

The urban structure mirrors a relatively horizontal society, with strong individualities competing with 

each other. The town, in fact, is not divided into zones according to hierarchical principles, and the 

main building organisms (the tower-houses) with their reference area are organised in blocks or neigh-
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bourhoods. The buildings were connected indirectly to the street through a gradual system of filters, 

made up of courtyards, gardens and private and semi-public spaces.

This horizontality of the social and urban structure in Gjirokastra returns a city that did not have urban 

squares as meeting grounds for the population, nor did it have a city hall for their representation. The 

only building embodying rule and administration was the castle, and the only social spaces were the re-

ligious complexes. The only public space of certain importance and structure is the crossroad of the 

bazaar, from where the residential areas were strictly separated (Mezini, Pojani, 2015).

Traditional cobblestone streets in Gjirokastra are paved with a mix of black shale and pink and white 

limestone. The problem of different slopes sometimes made stairways necessary.

Berat houses have a more horizontal development and most of the time have a better connection to 

the outdoor spaces. Many houses are built in rows along the main streets, with predominantly horizon-

tal layouts. These differences are partly explained by natural features: Berat has a smaller amount of 

rocky terrain, which builders sought to use as efficiently as possible by bunching houses together. Un-

like Gjirokastra, which was ruled by major landowners often involved in  reciprocus conflicts, the main 

occupations in Berat were trade and handicrafts, which are necessarily linked to a more open life- and 

building style (Mezini, Pojani, 2015).

Functional organisation of the buildings and main architectural typologies 

The urban vernacular landscape of Gjirokastra is marked by the Ottoman detached tower-hous-

es (kullë). The building served a living and defensive purpose, being at the same time a symbol of 

power and wealth. The interiors reflect the hospitable character of Gjirokastra people, as well as their 

propensity to display their status through opulent furnishings. The basic unit of the house is the resi-

dential room (oda), which maintains the same dimensions but presents different decorative elements 

in accordance with the people, family members or guests who used it.

Three variations of the kullë can be identified considering the planimetric and volume composition 

as the basic criterion for its classification: the perpendicular type, the one-wing type, and the two-wing 

type. The perpendicular variation, dating back to the late eighteenth century, is the simplest one: it 

•
Gjirokastra, 3D Laser Scanner - 
digital survey and localisation 
of Zekate and Fico House
(© CHM Lab, DIDA, UNIFI, 2020)

 
3D view of Zekate house
(©CHM Lab, DIDA, UNIFI, 2020)
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consists of a prismatic block with a rectangular basis, with two or three storeys, linked by outer stairs. 

The one-wing variation, consisting of two blocks perpendicular to each other, is the most common 

kind of the Gjirokastra house. The two-wing variation, dating from the nineteenth century, has two par-

allelepiped blocks connected together by a central distribution volume.

The functional organisation follows a vertical hierarchy. The ground floor, always built in stone, 

housed the service spaces: livestock (katoi), a space to store food reserves (qilari), big water cisterns 

to collect rainwater from the roof for the dry months of summer (stera), sometimes a mill and cereals 

(kube). The upper floors, more protected and safe, accommodated the living areas: the living room, 

called ‘fire room’ (oda e zjarrit), and the ‘guest room’, named ‘good room’ (oda e miqve or oda e mirë). 

The main rooms (oda) have low couches (sofa) and small ornate niches around three sides, while the 

fourth side is occupied by the musandra, a large cupboard, which stored mattresses and other bedding 

during the day. A short staircase concealed inside the musandra led to a small gallery (dhipato), where 

women and children used to retire during the meetings reserved to the men of the house and to the 

guests (Doempke et al., 2012). Generally, the guest room is richly decorated, with floral paintings on 

the walls, ceilings, and on the fireplace, wardrobes with mouldings and notches.

The two residential floors usually have different uses depending on the seasons. The second floor, with 

small windows and thick stone walls, was used in winter (it is called dimerore, which means the wintry 

floor). The third and last floor (generally higher than the first), was used in summer (it is called beharo-

re, which means Summer floor). It presents larger windows on the façades and thin walls with timber 

structure. The presence of the porch under the roof (cardak) provides climate benefits in winter, mak-

ing the most sunny interior rooms; and also in summer, creating a more airy space, used for leisure, 

contemplation or for family festivities (Çuedari, 2014).

•
Gjirokastra: urban evolution 
and open spaces

mainly permeable 
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(© L. Giannone, E. Lamacchia, 
Dar Med Lab, DIDA, UNIFI, 2019)
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In Berat there are two main types of dwellings, which can be divided into some subcategories or vari-

ants (Çuedari, 2014; Pashako, 2015): the isolated unit (or house with çardak), and the aggregate one. 

The common compositional characters of both types consist of two levels building. The ground floor 

(basement) is in masonry. The upper floors may be in load-bearing masonry with the addition of light 

structures using timber walls. The large wooden roof is one of the most characteristic elements of the 

house, distinguished by the numerous folds and the large overhang of the eaves.

The isolated house gets its name from the central porch on the first floor called çardak, which held 

several functions, being at the same time a corridor, a living room during the hot months, or even the 

place for the treatment of agricultural products.

A variant of the isolated house, influenced by the land features, is the house with ‘half floor’. In fact, 

the definition ‘half floor’ means a section jagged, with a greater extension of the surface of the first floor 

than the ground floor. The first floor has a greater surface area, both in the back of the house, thanks to 

the excavation of the soil, and in the front, with projecting wooden facades and typical bow windows, 

spread throughout the Ottoman cultural area, here called erkeri.

The aggregated type of dwelling has a lower extension than the one with the çardak. Its users are middle 

class people, employed in agriculture and handicrafts, without resources to own a house with çardak. 

This type has an aggregation scheme called ‘string’. It has undergone transformations of the 19th cen-

tury with the  addition of erkeri. The houses have a functional scheme very similar to the house with 

çardak: the ground floor was used for storage (katoi), while the first floor was for family life. Here the 

rooms are fewer and smaller than the house with çardak (Pashako, 2012; 2015).

Traditional building techniques

Building techniques used in Berat and Gjirokastra have been influenced both by the Albanian and the 

Ottoman tradition. The heavy stone construction of the lower floors has its roots in the rural Albanian 

tower house (kullë). The uppermost floors, with a timber structure (çatma), a wooden lath and plaster, 

a row of windows and terraces follow urban Ottoman building tradition.

•
Gjirokastra: musandra and 
dhipato in Zekate house

(© L. Dipasquale, 2018)

Berat: interior of a well 
preserved traditional house in 
the Gorica neighbourhood
(© G. Verdiani, F. Tioli, UNIZKM, 
DIDA, 2020)
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•
Typology of the tower-house 
(kulla) in Argirocastro and 
their variants 

water cistern
‘oda’

1. Perpendicular type
2a. One-wing type - variant a 
2b. One-wing type - variant b
3. Two-wing type
4. Irregular Plan

(© E. La Macchia, Dar Med Lab, 
DIDA, UNIFI, 2019)
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Fico house survey
(© E. Bardhi, F. Bregaji, J. 
Demiraj, G. Koli, J. Myftaraj. 
Graphic reworking: E. 
Lamacchia, 2020)

First floor

Rooftop plan

Ground floor

0 1 2 5m

Second floor
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Zekate house survey
(© G. Cara, K. Kumi, M. Gega, 
F. Shillaku, J. Tuci. Graphic 
reworking: E. Lamacchia, 2020)

First floor

Ground floor

Second floor

Third floor0 1 2 5m



from vernacular to world heritage • l. dipasquale, s. mecca, m. correia• l. dipasquale, s. mecca, m. correia172

Local stone is the main building material of the town: the walls, the roofs, the paving of the streets and 

the courtyards are made of blocks or slabs of local limestone and slate. Wood is used  for the masonry re-

inforcement elements, the structures of the floors, the roofs and the uppermost walls.

Bearing walls, up to one meter thick at their base, are built with local limestone hewn blocks and 

bound with a mortar composed of lime and river sand. In general, the foundations, up to 130 cm thick, 

are dry-walled, in order to allow the drainage of groundwater and prevent capillary rise.

Horizontal timber ties, made of oak or chestnut wood, are embedded along load bearing masonry. 

These wooden elements, two or three according to the thickness of the wall, are placed every 80-120 

cm on both sides of the wall, connected by transverse wooden pieces; at the corner, they are ensured 

by a diagonal tie element. The horizontal timber ties, generally squared, are often visible on the interi-

or side of the wall, while in the external side of the wall they are protected by a stone course, in order to 

protect them from the rain. This system allows to connect the external faces of the masonry and create 

horizontal planes to lay the successive layers of stone blocks, ensuring the longitudinal and transversal 

stability, and improving the anti-seismic building performance.

The thickness of the walls decreases by 10-20 cm for each floor. In the oldest walls, dating back to the 

XVII and XIX centuries, there are not always wood elements of reinforcement, but the connection of  

the two faces of the wall was ensured by large stone blocks, which occupy all or almost all the thickness 

of the wall. Sometimes, masonries are covered with a first layer of earthen mortar, then a layer of lime 

and sand covering plaster.

The walls of the upper floors and the internal partitions are built using the technique called çatma. This 

traditional technique consists of a frame made by vertical posts and horizontal battens, on which wood-

en boards are nailed. The frame is filled with waste material and stones. The plaster is composed of a first 

layer, 2 cm thick, of straw and earth, and a second 5 cm straightening coat of lime, sand and wool. The 

•
Axonometric view of Zekate 
house (© E. Lamacchia, Dar 
Med Lab - UNIFI, 2020)
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wood and lime plaster is laid on the first layer with a trowel, and then it is floated for three or four days. A 

coat of lime milk paint is applied on it. The facades of the most notable houses (Zekate is an example) 

present tall arches (kemer), which often support an open roofed space or terrace (kameriye).

Barrel vaults are used to cover mainly entrances and tanks, which are located at the ground floor. They 

consist of blocks of accurately dressed stone, walled with lime mortar. The vault is generally 35 cm 

thick, above construction debris and small stones are laid and levelled.

The floors consist of wooden joists – with a cross section of 8 ÷12 x 8 ÷12 cm – placed each 35÷50 cm 

and nailed at either end on the horizontal timber beams embedded in the walls. Planking consists of 

pine wooden boards – with a cross section of 2 x 20 cm – which are directly nailed to the joist. Pine 

wood is also used for the windows; chestnut or beech wood are used to make shutters and doors; stairs 

are generally made of beech, oak or walnut wood (Mamani, Merxhani, 2012).

The grey limestone slab roofs are an essential characteristic of  the Gjjirokastra’s urban landscape. The 

number of chimneys on the roof was a symbol of the wealth of the homeowner. The internal wooden 

false ceilings hide the structure of the roof, so it has been possible to observe only a portion of the roof 

of the Zekate house, partially rebuilt following the last restoration. The supporting structure of the roof 

is made of oak beams nailed together, which take on a rather complex hyper-static three-dimension-

al configuration, where all elements cooperate to support the heavy stone covering of the roof (Merx-

hani, Pompejano, 2015). A system of ceiling joists, with a cross section of 14÷18x15÷20 cm, the princi-

pal rafters who support the ridge beam, are connected to the edge beams (taban) through riveted joints. 

Ridge beam and principal rafters are also supported by vertical posts (called baballëk), which rest on 

horizontal beams (Merxhani, Pompejano, 2015). The principal rafters can also be supported by radi-

al timber elements working as struts, which converge in the horizontal edge beams resting on a cen-

tral wall or placed at 90 degrees on the ceiling joists. The common rafters, placed at a narrow distance, 

have a cross section of 5÷12 x 5÷12 cm. Wooden boards are fixed on them, at a distance of 5-8 cm from 

each other. The grey slate stone slabs of the roof are approximately 1.5 cm thick and are placed on the 

•
Axonometric view of the çatma 
component in Fico House
1.Schist overlapped tiles; 
2.Gutter; 3.Finishing plaster 
layer; 4.Plaster layer made 
with lime and wool; 5.Plaster 
layer made with straw and 
clay; 6.External wood boards; 
7.Structural beams; 8.Interior 
wood boards; 9.Beam; 
10.Decorated corbels; 11.Stone 
masonry; 12.Common rafter 
(mahi); 13.Wooden plank; 
14.Support beams; 15.Extension 
of common rafter; 16.Wooden 
ceiling; 17.Ceiling longitudinal 
beam; 18.Joists; 19.Vertical 
beam; 20.Wooden floor; 
21.Beams; 22.Internal plaster 
(© G. Koli, University of Our Lady 
of Good Counsel of Tirana, 2019)
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•
Rehabilitation of a roof, 
Gjirokastra;

Abandoned building in the 
historical centre, Gjirokastra

(© L. Dipasquale, 2018)

Back of Fico house, Gjirokastra
(© M. Carta, 2018)

boards, without mortar or connections through metal hooks. The larger slabs are placed in the lower 

part of the roof, which is to be the most stable, while the smaller ones are arranged in the upper part so 

as not to overload the structure and to reduce the thrust towards the lower layers. The eaves of the roof 

protrude 50-60 cm; the rafters that bear them (called testek) are supported by timber elements con-

nected to the wall, at the height of the lower floor. The slope of the roofs is between 25-30 %. Constant 

maintenance, especially before and after the storms and torrential rains of the winter, is needed to avoid 

the movement of the slabs and the infiltration of water.

Values and risks of the site

During the last decades, both Gjirokastra and Berat are benefiting from a growing number of tourists, 

which are contributing to boosting the economy and raising awareness to an endangered Albanian her-

itage.

The historic town of Gjirokastra is legally protected by the Decree on the Museum City (1961, 2007) 

and its status as a World Heritage Site (2005). The Law on Cultural Heritage (2003) places, in addition, 

more than 600 individual buildings under protection as cultural monuments of 1st or 2nd categories. 

Since 1959, Berat has been declared a “museum city”, and 444 buildings have been classified as pro-

tected, and divided  into two categories: “first class” (64), with particular historical and artistic values, 

and “second class” (380), distinguished by the environmental value. Furthermore, the protection in-

cludes all houses and green spaces that are free, following the indications of the general plan of the city. 

Despite the strict legal protection, a great part of the built heritage is at great risk of neglect, abandon-

ment, or subject to interventions disregarding the integrity of the building (Lamprakos, 2010). The risk 

analysis report of the historic center of Gjirokastra (Scalet et al., 2014) highlighted serious risks, caused 

by  natural (seismic threat, wildland fires, erosion, landslides, rock falls) and human factors, which can 

compromise the integrity of the site.

Among the human factors, the abandonment of the site from the inhabitants, certainly contributed 

to the general degradation of the building and the potential fire risk. The process of degradation 

and abandonment began with the fall of the regime and the economy in 1992, when the municipal 

offices and merchants moved to the ‘new towns’ in the valley, and many skilled builders and craftsmen 
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emigrated to Greece and elsewhere. Anti-government violence and fires in 1997 destroyed part of 

the bazaar, houses, and much documentation on historic buildings. During 1997-1998, due to the 

unstable political and economic situation in the country, most of the intellectual elite of Gjirokastra 

and homeowners had emigrated. Since then, many buildings have been abandoned and are now 

owned by many heirs, who do not reside in town. The current inhabitants are often unable to pay 

the costs of restoration. In addition, sometimes the house owners do not recognise the value of the 

authenticity and integrity of the building, and do not understand that incompatible changes can be a 

problem. For example, replacing an entire slate roof represents a great financial burden, much more 

expensive than installing one of clay tile, and is not considered a priority by most of the inhabitants. 

Roofs maintenance and restoration are hampered by the costs, but also by a shortage of skilled 

craftsmen (Lamprakos, 2010).

  

Strategies for conservation and development

The most relevant initiatives addressed to a sustainable conservation and development of the sites are 

those carried out by two local NGOs: Gjirokastra Conservation and Development Organisation (GC-

DO) and Cultural Heritage without Borders (CHwB). For more than ten years, both NGOs have been 

carrying out activities aiming to save the ruined heritage of the towns, and to rebuild interest and ca-

pacities, through actions of dissemination, training, restoration and active involvement of the inhabit-

ants (Doempke et al., 2012). Regarding the dissemination of knowledge on cultural heritage, they pro-

duced books and brochures, aimed at promoting educational activities, which often involve kids.

Since 2004, Gjirokastra Foundation has undertaken numerous restoration projects, with an approach 

focused on reuse and sustainability, integrating training, business development, and community out-

reach. These include the rehabilitation of: Zekate house (2004-2005), the bazaar (2007), the fountains 

and the square of a 17th century bathhouse (2004), and Babameto House (2010-2013). 

The Gjirokastra Experiential Tours project is another interesting action aimed at the involvement of 

the local communities in the management of cultural heritage. The goal of this project is promoting 

the local and natural resources of the area, through their inclusion in tourist experiences based on local 

traditions such as cooking, dancing or singing.

In terms of training, since 2007, CHwB has implemented 38 Regional Restoration Camps, during 

which young people and students collaborate with local workers to restore  parts of protected build-

ings. The value of the Restoration camps as a powerful educational and vocational training-ground has 

been internationally endorsed  by the recognition in 2014 of the European Union Prize Europa Nostra 

Award in the category of “Education, Training and Awareness-Raising” (Briganti, 2016). 

From 2015, CHBwB has launched the Window to Albania marketing campaign, promoting cultural 

and sustainable tourism – in contrast with the global mass coastal tourism – and the discovery of local 

traditional craft in the building construction field (Briganti, 2016).
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CHwB also conducted a Disaster Risk Management plan in Gjirokastra and Berat, determining a 

building’s level of risk based on structural integrity and occupancy, level of historical content, and pri-

ority category. In addition to CHwB’s work, UNESCO held a workshop in 2011, focused on natural 

disasters that Berat faces, such as flooding, fire, and earthquakes, and considering what risks they pose 

to both people and the historical sites. It went on to lay out guidelines on what can be done to respond 

to these risks, as well as how to best prevent them.

Digital Survey as a strategic tool for protecting built heritage

The intervention on built heritage should be based on knowledge, correct comprehension of the build-

ing techniques, of the place, and of the mix of specific characteristics. The respect of historical values 

and the definition of sustainable interventions are fundamental. All of these elements need to be coor-

dinated around a clear documentation of each building and its surroundings. The digital survey oper-

ations in Gjirokastra and Berat were aimed to create such a base, with the creation of a first digital twin 

of various architectures, chosen on the base of their relevance and their specific values. It considered 

the history of the city and to the building traditions, thus creating the original building aspects of the 

place. The survey strategies were the base of the two specific workshop sessions, bringing the groups of 

students from the UNIZKM Architecture courses to take part in lasergrammetry and photogrammetry 

activities and following data processing. The set of selected buildings became the subject of an accu-

rate documentation, aimed to represent correctly the features and pathology of these built heritage ele-

ments. The base data were shared with the local cultural heritage institutions, giving them a valuable 

tool for applying their future interventions. Most of all, the learning experience from the students pro-

duced a positive influence on their professional development, now a little more in line with the value 

of the historical building, and driving them a step further to the full understanding of the value of cul-

tural heritage in any context of development and urban evolution.
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