Strategic Extrication or Sovereign
Capture? An Exhaustive Geopolitical,
Legal, and Risk Analysis of the Sazan
Island Development Project

1. Executive Summary and Strategic Premise

The proposed redevelopment of Sazan Island and the adjacent Vjosa-Narta delta in Albania
represents an unprecedented convergence of transnational private equity, sovereign wealth
deployment, domestic institutional collapse, and strategic military realignment. Initiated by
Affinity Partners—a private investment firm founded by Jared Kushner and capitalized almost
entirely by the sovereign wealth funds of Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab
Emirates—the project seeks to transform a highly sensitive Cold War military exclusion zone
into an ultra-luxury Mediterranean tourist destination. The financial scale of the endeavor is
massive, with initial estimates of $1.6 billion allocated for the island itself, expanding into a
broader $4 billion to $6 billion regional investment footprint encompassing the adjacent Zvérnec
peninsula.

However, the rapid facilitation of this mega-development has catalyzed a severe domestic and
international backlash, fundamentally destabilizing the political landscape of the Western
Balkans. The Albanian government, operating under the administration of Prime Minister Edi
Rama, has actively engineered the project by systematically dismantling long-standing
environmental protections, fast-tracking state asset transfers, and granting extraordinary tax
concessions. This overt state facilitation has sparked an unprecedented sociopolitical uprising
dubbed the "Flamingo Revolution," drawing hundreds of thousands of Albanian citizens into the
streets to protest what they perceive as the oligarchic privatization of their national heritage.
Concurrently, the Albanian Special Prosecution Office Against Corruption and Organized Crime
(SPAK) has launched a formal, wide-ranging investigation into the legislative amendments,
opaque land acquisitions, and offshore corporate structures underwriting the development,
introducing profound legal vulnerabilities to the project.

Beyond the immediate environmental degradation and legal controversies, the Sazan Island
project carries profound macro-geopolitical implications. Situated squarely within the Strait of
Otranto, Sazan Island commands a critical NATO naval chokepoint bridging the Adriatic and
lonian Seas. The effective privatization of this strategic military asset via a US-political-linked
entity entirely backed by Middle Eastern sovereign capital introduces novel vulnerabilities to the
regional security architecture, particularly in the context of broader Mediterranean defense
postures. This report provides an exhaustive, multi-disciplinary analysis of the financial
architecture, environmental destruction, legal opacity, domestic upheaval, and strategic risks
inherent in the Sazan Island development.

2. Historical Trajectory and Geopolitical Significance



of Sazan Island

To accurately assess the strategic implications of the Affinity Partners development, it is
necessary to establish the historical and geographical primacy of Sazan Island. Covering a
mere 5.7 square kilometers (approximately 1,400 acres), Sazan is an uninhabited, rocky spit of
land positioned at the entrance of the Bay of Vloré. Its location within the Strait of Otranto—a
narrow, 72-kilometer maritime channel separating Italy’s Salento Peninsula from the Albanian
coast—makes it the definitive gatekeeper to the Adriatic Sea.

A Millennia-Long Legacy of Military Hegemony

Historically, hegemony over Sazan Island translated directly to commercial and military
dominance over the Adriatic Basin and its critical maritime arteries. The island has been
occupied, fortified, and contested by successive empires seeking to project power across the
Mediterranean theater.

e Antiquity and the Roman Era: In antiquity, the Roman Empire utilized the sheltered
waters of the Bay of Vloré as a crucial place of naval respite, leveraging the island's
position during key engagements of the Roman Civil War to monitor maritime supply lines.

e Venetian and Ottoman Control: As maritime trade expanded, the Venetian Republic
recognized Sazan as an essential observation post to protect its lucrative trade routes
extending to the Levant. The Ottoman Empire subsequently seized the island to
consolidate its Balkan conquests and threaten the Italian peninsula.

e The World Wars and Italian Occupation: During the early 20th century, the island
became a heavily contested asset. Following World War |, it was formally ceded to Italy,
which recognized its disproportionate strategic value. During the fascist regime of Benito
Mussolini in the 1930s, the Italians constructed villas and fortified the island, integrating it
into their broader Mediterranean naval strategy.

e The Communist Fortress (1946—1991): Following the conclusion of World War Il and the
establishment of the communist regime under Enver Hoxha, Albania evolved into one of
the most rigidly isolated states on the planet, frequently characterized by historians as the
"North Korea of Europe". Hoxha, driven by intense paranoia regarding potential invasions
from both the NATO alliance and the Warsaw Pact, transformed Sazan into a symbol of
extreme isolation and military fortification.

During the communist era, Sazan Island was engineered into an impenetrable, self-sustaining
military fortress designed to withstand conventional, chemical, and nuclear warfare. The regime
constructed approximately 3,600 mushroom-shaped concrete bunkers and an intricate network
of over 10 miles of subterranean tunnels. By the 1970s, the island functioned as a permanent
garrison for over 3,000 military personnel, including specialized naval and artillery units,
alongside roughly 150 military families who resided in absolute isolation from the mainland,
complete with living quarters, a school, a hospital, and a theater.

The Post-Communist Collapse and the 1997 Looting

The collapse of the communist regime in 1991 precipitated a period of intense instability in
Albania, which severely impacted Sazan Island. The island's fortified infrastructure fell into
disrepair as the newly democratic state struggled to maintain its sprawling military assets. This
degradation culminated during the catastrophic Albanian civil unrest of 1997, sparked by the



collapse of massive nationwide Ponzi schemes. During the rebellion, the island was overrun by
local criminal syndicates and desperate citizens who systematically looted its vast weapons and
ammunition depots, scattering unexploded ordnance across the terrain and surrounding
waters—a legacy that continues to plague the island's viability today.

3. The Strait of Otranto as a Critical NATO Naval
Chokepoint

In the contemporary geopolitical and security environment, the Strait of Otranto remains a
premier maritime chokepoint, intrinsically linking the security of the Adriatic Sea to the broader
strategic theater of the Mediterranean and the Indo-Pacific.

Following the 1947 ltalian Peace Treaty, which formalized ltaly's renunciation of claims to the
island (formerly known as Saseno), the strait emerged as a highly tense maritime frontier
dividing NATO-aligned Italy from Soviet-influenced Albania. The strait's relatively shallow
continental shelves extending from the Apulian coast, combined with its narrow 72-kilometer
width, render it an essential geographic bottleneck. Any naval vessel transitioning between the
Eastern Mediterranean and the ports of Venice, Trieste, or Dubrovnik must navigate this
confined corridor.

Integration into the NATO Security Architecture

Following Albania’s formal accession to the NATO alliance in 2009, Sazan Island and the
surrounding territorial waters were fully integrated into allied defense strategies. The island has
frequently served as a staging ground for joint military exercises, functioning as a critical
observation post for monitoring maritime traffic and potential adversarial naval movements.
Control, or even significant commercial and infrastructure influence, over the Strait of Otranto
provides the capability to monitor, restrict, or complicate shipping and naval activity in the
Adriatic. Security analysts emphasize that re-establishing a footprint in this region has long been
a strategic objective for the Russian Federation. Russia already maintains deep economic and
political ties to land-locked Serbia, a non-NATO member bordering Albania to the north. If
hostile or non-aligned actors were to gain a foothold near the strait, it could threaten NATO by
choking off overland supply routes into central and eastern Europe—routes that are heavily
dependent on secure Adriatic ports.

Furthermore, as outlined in the NATO 2022 Strategic Concept, the alliance is increasingly
focused on the rapid redistribution of maritime assets to counter expansionism not just from
Russia, but from the People's Republic of China (PRC). The Strait of Otranto significantly
reduces transit times for warships traveling from the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean into
the European theater. Given these dynamics, the decision by the Albanian government to
declassify Sazan Island for civilian use, and specifically to lease it to a foreign-funded private
equity firm, fundamentally alters the security posture of NATO's southern flank. The effective
transfer of this chokepoint into private, sovereign-backed hands introduces profound geopolitical
complexities that transcend localized real estate development.

4. The Financial Architecture of Affinity Partners and
Sovereign Wealth Deployment



The driving force behind the Sazan Island development is Affinity Partners, an American private
equity firm headquartered in Miami, Florida. Established in July 2021 by Jared Kushner—the
son-in-law of former US President Donald Trump and a former senior White House advisor who
wielded immense influence over Middle Eastern foreign policy—the firm’s financial architecture
warrants intense scrutiny. An exhaustive analysis of Affinity Partners' capitalization reveals that
the firm operates less as a traditional risk-bearing private equity venture and more as a highly
specialized conduit for the deployment of Middle Eastern sovereign wealth.

The Saudi Public Investment Fund (PIF) as the Anchor Capitalist

Affinity Partners was launched with an initial capitalization exceeding $3 billion, the
overwhelming maijority of which originated directly from the sovereign wealth funds of Arab
petrostates that Kushner engaged with diplomatically during his tenure in the executive branch.
The anchor investor for the firm is the Saudi Arabian Public Investment Fund (PIF), a massive
sovereign wealth vehicle with an estimated $900 billion in assets under management, chaired
by Saudi Arabia's de facto ruler, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS). In 2021, shortly
after Kushner vacated his White House role, the PIF committed $2 billion to Affinity Partners.
Documentary evidence and investigative reporting reveal that the PIF's internal investment
advisory panel formally objected to the allocation. The panel's analysts raised serious concerns
regarding Kushner's lack of a quantifiable private equity track record, noting that his firm lacked
the operational infrastructure to manage such a massive capital injection, and explicitly
characterized the proposed management fee structure as "excessive".

Despite these rigorous institutional warnings, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman personally
intervened to overrule the advisory board, forcing the $2 billion investment through. MBS
subsequently defended the transaction in international media, dismissing allegations of a "tit for
tat" arrangement for Kushner's favorable policies toward the Kingdom, framing it instead as a
standard global investment. Following the Saudi lead, additional hundreds of millions were
subsequently committed by the sovereign wealth funds of Qatar (the Qatar Investment
Authority) and the United Arab Emirates (Mubadala).

The lllusion of Private Equity: FARA Circumvention and the EA
Precedent

The mechanics of how Affinity Partners utilizes this sovereign capital have generated profound
controversy, most notably regarding its participation in corporate acquisitions where it provides
political cover rather than substantive capital. This dynamic was vividly illustrated in the
proposed buyout of Electronic Arts (EA), the global video game conglomerate.

In a consortium designed to take EA private for approximately $55 billion (the largest leveraged
buyout in history), Affinity Partners partnered with Silver Lake and the Saudi PIF. The Saudi PIF,
which already held a 9.9% insider stake in EA through its Savvy Gaming Group, provided the
overwhelming majority of the capital. Affinity Partners, despite its prominent billing in the
transaction, held a minimal 5% equity position. Financial analysts concluded that Kushner's firm
was primarily utilized to serve as a crucial political intermediary, providing a Western,
US-connected face to a transaction that might otherwise trigger intense national security and
regulatory scrutiny regarding a foreign autocracy's takeover of a major American cultural and
technological asset.

This mechanism—where Kushner collects millions in fees for providing political access and



mitigating regulatory friction—operates identically in the Balkans. Affinity Partners moves across
international borders, acquiring highly sensitive land and political influence, financed almost
entirely by the governments of the region Kushner helped shape as a senior American official.
As ethics experts have noted, this structure allows foreign governments to bypass the strictures
of the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA), compensating a highly connected political family
under the legally protected guise of private equity management fees.

Asymmetrical Fee Structures and the US Senate Investigation

The financial mechanics of Affinity Partners have drawn severe scrutiny from the US legislative
branch, culminating in an ongoing investigation by the Senate Finance Committee, chaired by

Senator Ron Wyden. The committee's inquiries have revealed that Affinity Partners enforces a
highly lucrative and asymmetrical fee structure that guarantees massive payouts regardless of
the fund's actual investment performance or successful capital deployment.

Sovereign Investor Capital Committed Annual Management |Estimated Fees

Entity Fee Rate Collected (2021-2024)
Saudi Public $2.0 Billion 1.25% $87 Million
Investment Fund (PIF)

Qatar, UAE, & $1.0 Billion 2.00% $70 Million
Taiwanese Billionaire

Terry Gou

Total Affinity Partners ($3.0 Billion Blended Average $157 Million

Capital

Table 1: Financial
architecture and
imanagement fee
lextraction of Affinity
Partners, based on US
Senate Finance
Committee disclosures.

According to congressional disclosures derived from briefings provided by Affinity to the
committee in July 2024, Kushner's firm collected approximately $157.5 million in guaranteed
management fees from these foreign investors between June 2021 and August 2024. This
includes an astounding $87 million directly from the Saudi government. Furthermore, Affinity is
contractually guaranteed to collect an additional $90 million in fees from these entities between
2024 and August 2026.

Senator Wyden explicitly noted that during this period, Affinity generated virtually no return on
investment for its clients and failed to deploy capital in a timely fashion. In official
correspondence, Wyden stated that these dynamics "reinforced my view that Affinity is likely
part of a compensation scheme involving U.S. political figures designed to circumvent the
Foreign Agents Registration Act" and that the investors "may not be motivated by commercial
considerations, but rather the opportunity to funnel foreign government money to members of
President Trump’s family".

5. The "Sovereign Extortion Clause" and US Policy



Vulnerability

Perhaps the most structurally dangerous element of the Affinity Partners contracts is the
strategic leverage explicitly granted to foreign autocracies. According to the Senate Finance
Committee's findings, the investment agreements stipulate a mandatory five-year lock-up period
for the initial capital, which commenced in June 2021 and strictly expires in August 2026.

At this precise juncture, the sovereign wealth funds of Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE
possess the unilateral legal right to renegotiate their fee structures, demand immediate liquidity,
or withdraw their capital entirely. Because August 2026 falls squarely in the middle of a potential
second Trump presidential administration, this contractual clause operates as a "financial sword
of Damocles" dangling over the US executive branch.

If Kushner continues to wield influence over US foreign policy—such as his recent
re-emergence as a central player brokering post-war redevelopment plans in Gaza on behalf of
the administration—the ability of Saudi Arabia and Qatar to instantaneously implode his primary
financial enterprise grants these nations unprecedented, coercive leverage over American
geopolitical decision-making. They possess the power to decimate Kushner's standing and
financial solvency with a single administrative decision.

This vulnerability is not isolated to Albania. Affinity Partners is simultaneously pursuing another
highly controversial real estate venture in Belgrade, Serbia. This parallel project involves the
construction of a luxury complex on the site of the former Yugoslav General Staff buildings,
which were destroyed during the 1999 NATO bombing campaign. In a move that aligns perfectly
with Serbian nationalist narratives and Russian geopolitical objectives, Kushner's firm agreed to
include a museum on the site dedicated to the "victims of NATO aggression". The Belgrade
project—which also faces criminal indictments regarding the illegal removal of cultural heritage
status—demonstrates a consistent pattern wherein Affinity Partners leverages sovereign wealth
to exploit geopolitically sensitive Balkan infrastructure, subordinating Western institutional norms
to the demands of lucrative real estate transactions.

Consequently, the Sazan Island project is not merely a localized hospitality endeavor; it is a
mechanism through which Gulf states project financial and political power into the
Mediterranean, establishing physical footprints on NATO territory while concurrently binding the
US political elite to their strategic and financial interests.

6. Legislative Deconstruction and State Capture in
Albania

The operational execution of the Sazan Island development plan, orchestrated by Kushner and
Ivanka Trump under the corporate vehicle Atlantic Incubation Partners LLC, envisions a
staggering transformation. The architectural master plan, spearheaded by the global design firm
Arup, aims to create a "jewel on the Mediterranean". It details the construction of up to 10,000
hotel rooms, ultra-luxury villas, residential apartments, a golf course, a casino, and an
expansive marina built over the rusty communist-era docks of the Gulf of San Nicolo, all
purportedly designed to be "sculpted or even scalloped by nature" to blend into the island's
typography. However, actualizing a project of this magnitude in one of Europe's most sensitive
ecological and military zones required the systematic dismantling of Albania's legal and
environmental frameworks. Recognizing that Sazan Island and the Vjosa-Narta delta were
heavily protected national assets, Prime Minister Edi Rama's government engaged in a



multi-step legislative bypass, illustrating a textbook case of state capture.

The 2024 Protected Areas Law Amendments

The primary regulatory obstacle to the Affinity Partners project was Albania's stringent network
of environmental protections. In February 2024, the Albanian Parliament, wholly controlled by
Rama's Socialist Party, rapidly drafted and passed highly controversial amendments to the
nation's Law on Protected Areas.

These legislative changes were explicitly tailored to weaken environmental safeguards,
effectively stripping crucial habitats of their protected status and legally permitting large-scale
tourism, real estate development, and infrastructure expansion inside previously inviolable
conservation zones. The maneuvering was executed with minimal public consultation,
bypassing standard ecological oversight mechanisms, specifically to clear the regulatory hurdles
for Kushner's impending investment.

The "Strategic Investor" Designation and Tax Concessions

Following the environmental deregulation, the Albanian government utilized its bespoke
economic frameworks to elevate the project above standard bureaucratic scrutiny. In late 2024,
the state officially designated Atlantic Incubation Partners LLC—the entity serving as a front for
Kushner's firm—as a "strategic investor".

This coveted designation granted the developers access to a fast-tracked administrative
framework, allowing them to bypass standard environmental impact assessments and public
bidding mandates. Crucially, the strategic investor status agreement bestowed massive financial
concessions upon the developers. Kushner's company was granted a complete exemption from
corporate taxes for a period of ten years during the construction and initial operational phase.
As a result, the Albanian treasury will not receive any tax revenue from the exploitation of its
premier national asset for nearly a generation. Furthermore, under the terms of the deal, the
Albanian state committed to financing and constructing all necessary supporting
infrastructure—including water pipelines, electricity grids, and sewage systems linking the
mainland to the island—at the exclusive expense of the Albanian taxpayer.

The Secret Transfer of Military Assets

The final phase of state facilitation involved the transfer of the land itself. Sazan Island is public
property, administered for decades by the Ministry of Defense. In June 2026, investigative
journalists obtained a draft decision of the Council of Ministers, proposed by Economy Minister
Delina Ibrahimaj, outlining the planned transfer of the island.

The document detailed the transfer of administration of Sazan Island from the Ministry of
Defense to the Ministry of Economy and Innovation, specifically placing it into the "Real Estate
Fund for the Support of Strategic Investments". The state allocated approximately 5.2 million
square meters of land and existing buildings in cadastral zone 3269—representing over 90
percent of the island’s total surface area—directly for the "Tourist Resort — Sazan Island"
project. Concurrently, President Bajram Begaj hastily signed a decree formally removing the
military training area from the Armed Forces Deployment Plan, a necessary precursor for the
commercial handover. The rapidity, secrecy, and breadth of these state concessions indicate a
transactional development model wherein domestic legal institutions are entirely subordinated to



the requirements of highly connected foreign capital.

7. Environmental Degradation and the Collision with
EU Accession

The environmental implications of the $4 billion resort complex are catastrophic. The
development footprint encompasses the Sazan-Karaburun Marine Park and the Vjosa-Narta
Protected Landscape, representing some of the most pristine and biodiverse ecosystems
remaining in the Mediterranean basin.

A Subtropical Anomaly and Avian Sanctuary

Despite its location in the lonian Sea, Sazan Island possesses a unique subtropical
microclimate characterized by rampant, high-density vegetation. The island's rainforest-covered
mountains are blanketed in colossal ash trees, hornbeams, holm oaks, giant lavender, and
maritime pines, supporting a deeply complex web of terrestrial biodiversity. The surrounding
maritime park protects waters within two kilometers of the shore, functioning as one of the last
crucial refuges for the highly endangered Mediterranean monk seal (Monachus monachus).

On the mainland, the project extends into the Zvérnec peninsula and the Vjosa-Narta delta. This
coastal protected area is a massive wetland system featuring ancient sand dunes, salt pans,
and an inland lagoon that serves as a vital migratory chokepoint along the Adriatic flyway. The
delta ecosystem shelters over 200 species of birds, including massive breeding populations of
pink flamingos and the endangered Dalmatian pelican (Pelecanus crispus), alongside crucial
nesting sites for loggerhead sea turtles (Caretta caretta).

The lllusion of Eco-Tourism and Immediate Habitat Destruction

While Kushner and his representatives consistently promote a narrative of "environmental
stewardship" and architecture that will "rise from" the land, the reality of constructing a
10,000-room luxury resort, a casino, and a major yachting marina is fundamentally incompatible
with ecological preservation.

This incompatibility manifested immediately. In May 2026, even before final feasibility studies
were ostensibly completed, heavy excavators and bulldozers moved into the protected zones.
Environmental organizations, including the Protection and Preservation of the Natural
Environment in Albania (PPNEA), reported that preparatory groundwork resulted in the
immediate destruction of ancient coastal dunes, the felling of Mediterranean pine forests, and
the construction of a 7-kilometer gravel road carving directly through the protected wetlands to
facilitate construction traffic. The developers erected razor-wire fencing across vast sections of
the site, physically blocking local citizens from accessing miles of previously public beaches.

The Geopolitical Backlash: EU Accession at Risk

This brazen environmental degradation has triggered severe diplomatic repercussions, colliding
directly with Albania's primary geopolitical objective: accession into the European Union. The
European Commission has publicly and repeatedly warned Albania that its 2024 legislative
amendments and the facilitation of the Kushner project explicitly violate the EU's Natura 2000
framework—the cornerstone of European biodiversity policy and a mandatory prerequisite for



integration into the bloc.

In June 2026, the diplomatic pressure escalated significantly. European Commissioner for
Enlargement Marta Kos formally urged Albania to refrain from actions that could jeopardize its
path toward EU membership, demanding rigorous, independent environmental impact
assessments. In a separate report, the European Parliament issued an urgent call for an
immediate moratorium on all development in the Vjosé-Narté region, explicitly demanding that
the Albanian government repeal the 2024 amendments that stripped away environmental
oversight mechanisms. The visiting European parliamentarians emphasized that the works
already carried out on the Zvérnec peninsula caused considerable, irreversible damage in clear
violation of EU directives. The Rama administration's willingness to risk its EU accession
timeline underscores the overwhelming, potentially coercive political weight of the Affinity
Partners deal.

8. The SPAK Investigation: Unmasking the Oligarchic
Nexus

The opaque nature of the Sazan Island concessions has not gone unchallenged within Albania’s
institutional framework. In June 2026, the Special Prosecution Office Against Corruption and
Organized Crime (SPAK) formally launched an exhaustive, multi-jurisdictional investigation into
the project.

Established in 2019 with extensive operational and financial backing from the United States and
the European Union as part of a sweeping justice reform mandate, SPAK operates
independently of the national judiciary. It is currently the most trusted institution in Albania,
having successfully prosecuted numerous high-level officials, including Rama's Deputy Prime
Minister Belinda Balluku, political fugitive Arben Ahmetaj, and Tirana's Mayor Erion Veliaj, for
money laundering and abuse of office.

Scope of the Anti-Corruption Probe

The SPAK probe is designed to untangle the legally dubious mechanisms that facilitated the
resort's approval. Specifically, anti-corruption prosecutors are investigating:

1. The 2024 Legislative Amendments: Analyzing whether the sudden alteration of the
Protected Areas Law was the result of political corruption, bribery, or illegal lobbying
designed exclusively to benefit Atlantic Incubation Partners and its sovereign backers.

2. Land Acquisition and Forgery Anomalies: Investigating the transfer of state-owned
properties and the acquisition of highly contested private land in the Zvérnec region
without transparent, regular public tenders.

3. Corporate Obfuscation: Tracing the ultimate beneficial owners behind the complex web
of shell companies and offshore trusts established to execute the project.

Entity / Individual Role in the Development Investigated Controversies &
Criminal Links

Atlantic Incubation Partners [Lead Development Vehicle Granted "Strategic Investor"

LLC (Sazan) status without public tender or
feasibility study.

Zvérnec South Adriatic Lead Development Vehicle Purposefully registered as an

Development (Mainland) offshore trust in the




Entity / Individual Role in the Development Investigated Controversies &
Criminal Links

Netherlands (via Dutch Trust
Management B.V.) to obscure
ultimate beneficiary identities.

Kastrati Group (Shefqget & Domestic Oligarchic Partner  |Direct ties to the highest levels
Musa Kastrati) of the Rama administration.
Musa Kastrati toured the site
with lvanka Trump; implicated
in facilitating opaque local land

deals.
Artur Shehu & Péllumb Local Land Brokers (Vloré) Linked to 2.5 million sqm (251
Petritaj hectares) of targeted land in

Zvérnec. Shehu is accused of
ties to the Italian mafia. Petritaj
is appealing a conviction for
forging documents to illegally
claim ownership of the exact
coastal land designated for
Kushner’s project.

Table 2: Corporate Matrix and
Investigated Entities in the
Sazan-Zvérnec Development.

The Network of lllicit Facilitators

Investigative reporting by the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN) and subsequent
SPAK inquiries have revealed that beneath the polished veneer of Affinity Partners lies a
labyrinthine network of "shady individuals and companies”. Opponents of the project have long
claimed that the true investors remain a mystery, concealed behind multi-layered shell
companies.

On the ground in Albania, the land acquisition strategy has heavily relied on deeply
compromised domestic actors. Court rulings and official documents demonstrate that over 2.5
million square meters of land earmarked for the resort is directly linked to Artur Shehu, a
US-based businessman with alleged ties to the Italian mafia, and his former lawyer, P&llumb
Petritaj. The involvement of Petritai—who is actively fighting a criminal conviction for property
forgery related to the specific land Kushner intends to develop—indicates that the project is
entangled in severe title disputes.

Furthermore, the involvement of the Kastrati Group—Iled by Shefqet Kastrati, widely considered
one of Albania's most powerful oligarchs—highlights the cronyism underpinning the
development. In June 2026, SPAK prosecutors escalated their probe by officially freezing the
bank accounts of Albania Land Development as part of the investigation into fraudulent property
titles connected to the resort. The SPAK investigation strongly indicates that the Sazan Island
deal serves as a mechanism to launder contested, illegally obtained land titles into legitimate,
sovereign-backed luxury real estate, raising severe legal liabilities for Affinity Partners and its
Gulf investors.

9. The UXO Paradox: The Logistical Impossibility of



Demilitarization

Beyond the legal and environmental hurdles, a severe operational oversight in the Affinity
Partners development plan is the immense physical danger posed by Sazan Island's legacy as
a fortified military bastion. The island and its surrounding seabed constitute a massive, highly
unstable minefield. While President Bajram Begaj hastily signed a decree to remove the island
from the Armed Forces deployment plan, legislative declassification does not neutralize
high-explosive artillery.

The General Staff of the Albanian Armed Forces, in response to Freedom of Information
requests, has officially identified four highly contaminated danger zones that render the island
largely incompatible with civilian hospitality.

UXO Danger Zone Location & Scale Contamination Profile &
Clearance Feasibility
Zones 1 & 2 Terrestrial / Coastal Partially cleared between

(Thousands of sq. meters) 2013-2015. Highly susceptible
to re-contamination as shifting
sands and erosion continually
expose ordnance previously
buried under seabed

sediments.
Zone 3 Northeast Coast (7,000 sq. Historically the most
meters) contaminated sector. Over 30

tons of active munitions of
various calibers and loose
gunpowder were extracted and
destroyed between 2013-2015.

Zone 4 ("Hell's Throat") Western Underwater Cliffs Massive open underwater
(5,000 sq. meters, up to 30m  weapons depot. Contains
depth) VWWil-era Italian 200mm

artillery shells, active
anti-submarine mines, and tons
of explosives. Zero clearance
operations have ever been
conducted.

Interior Land Inland Subtropical Jungle Plagued by infantry munitions.
Overgrown vegetation, deep
valleys, and complex
topography make
comprehensive detection nearly|
impossible.

Table 3: Unexploded Ordnance
Danger Zones and
Contamination Profiles on
Sazan Island.

The Myth of Safe Tourism in a Shifting Minefield

The assumption that the island can be rapidly cleared to accommodate a $1.4 billion luxury



hotel by August 2026 is fundamentally flawed. Maritime expert Artur Mecollari and biologist
Simo Ribaj emphasize that underwater Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) is exponentially
more complex than land-based demining.

In the unpredictable currents of the Adriatic, shifting sands frequently re-bury and expose
munitions, meaning an area declared clean one month can become a deadly hazard the next.
The most acute danger lies in "Hell's Throat" (Fyti i Ferrit), a 5,000-square-meter underwater
expanse at a depth of 30 meters, heavily populated with active anti-submarine mines and
200-millimeter artillery shells. While the detonation mechanisms of these legacy weapons may
have degraded over decades of saltwater exposure, their explosive cores remain highly volatile.
Any disturbance by commercial yacht anchors, recreational scuba divers, or marine construction
equipment could trigger catastrophic detonations.

Furthermore, the Albanian state bears the contractual obligation and financial burden for
clearing these munitions, an obligation it is wholly ill-equipped to fulfill. The Albanian Armed
Forces currently lack the specialized deep-water divers and technical infrastructure required for
an operation of this magnitude. As a historical baseline, Mecollari noted that a previous
clearance operation spanning from 1999 to 2002 required 60 dedicated personnel and a full
month simply to clear 37 tons of munitions from relatively shallow waters (10 meters). Clearing
the deeper, larger, and uncleared areas like Hell's Throat will require hundreds of millions of
dollars and years of sustained, highly specialized effort. Experts conclude that the presence of
active artillery scattered across the island's perimeter is fundamentally incompatible with the
hospitality industry, presenting insurmountable long-term liability risks for the developers and
fatal threats to future tourists.

10. The "Flamingo Revolution": Domestic Upheaval
and Sociopolitical Contagion

The convergence of environmental destruction, opaque land grabs, systemic corruption, and the
arrogant deployment of foreign capital has ignited a profound domestic crisis in Albania.
Beginning in May 2026, the arrival of bulldozers and the erection of razor-wire fencing across
public beaches in the Vjosa-Narta delta catalyzed the largest public demonstrations since the
collapse of the communist regime in 1991.

The Anatomy of a Grassroots Uprising

Dubbed the "Flamingo Revolution"—adopting the pink flamingo as a symbol of the fragile
wetlands targeted for destruction—the protests have paralyzed the capital city of Tirana and the
coastal hub of Vloré for over 21 consecutive days. Unlike traditional Albanian political rallies
orchestrated by entrenched opposition parties, this movement is heavily decentralized. It is
driven by Gen Z activists, urban planners, conservationists, and ordinary citizens furious over
the systemic corruption that prioritizes oligarchs over the public interest.

The visual catalyst for the escalation occurred when private security guards were filmed violently
dragging an environmental activist across the ground away from the development site. This
footage went viral, amplifying public rage and prompting the government to frantically revoke the
licenses of two private security firms, arrest one guard, and strip the local police chief of his
duties. Over 40 environmental NGOs coalesced to demand an immediate halt to construction,
insisting that developers remove the bulldozers and restore the destroyed dunes before any
dialogue could commence.



The scale of the unrest is staggering. Protesters marching nightly on the Prime Minister's office
chant slogans such as "Albania is not for sale," "Where will they live now?", and "Rama,
resign!". Weekend rallies have reportedly attracted up to 200,000 supporters—representing
nearly a tenth of the country's population. For the Albanian public, the Sazan Island deal
epitomizes a profoundly broken social contract: a nation with a GDP of merely $33 billion,
suffering from massive youth outmigration (over 50,000 young adults migrating annually due to
a lack of economic opportunity), is transferring its most valuable public assets to global
billionaires without generating local tax revenue for a decade.

Edi Rama's Defensive Entrenchment and Escalation

Prime Minister Edi Rama has responded to the crisis with unwavering support for the Kushner
project, combining political defiance with conspiratorial paranoia. Facing demands for his
resignation and a new constitution, Rama has adamantly declared, "There is absolutely no
chance that the investment will stop as long as | am here," bizarrely claiming the project is a
"no-brainer" for the economy.

In a stark escalation of rhetoric aimed at delegitimizing the grassroots environmental movement,
the Prime Minister has framed the Flamingo Revolution as a "hybrid war against Albania, armed
by the enemies of Albania and Israel". During interviews with CNN and the Financial Times, an
angry and defensive Rama blamed social media algorithms, foreign agents (specifically pointing
to Iran), and alleged antisemitic provocateurs for fueling the unrest, attempting to shift the
narrative away from domestic corruption toward international victimhood.

However, the protesters have categorically rejected these labels. When isolated incidents of
anti-Israeli provocations occurred (such as tearing down an embassy flag), organizers forcefully
condemned them as state-sponsored "witch hunts" designed to taint the movement. As urban
planner Doriana Musai articulated, the movement is purely anti-corruption and anti-oligarchic,
stating, "Even if Jared Kushner weren’t Jewish, the same thing would happen. Albanians don’t
want to be treated as outsiders in their own country". Art curator Andi Tepelena echoed this
sentiment, asserting, "We're focused only on Albania's problems. This has nothing to do with
Israel or Palestine or the USA. And this isn't about Kushner. It could be anyone".

The political survival of the Rama administration is now inextricably tethered to the success or
failure of the Sazan Island project. By aligning himself so thoroughly with Affinity Partners and
its sovereign backers, Rama has alienated his domestic youth base, antagonized the European
Union, provoked unprecedented civil unrest, and staked his political legacy on a highly volatile
real estate venture that remains mired in criminal investigations.

11. Strategic Conclusions and Risk Forecast

The proposed development of Sazan Island and the Vjosa-Narta delta is not a conventional
luxury tourism project; it is a masterclass in transnational elite bartering that subordinates
environmental integrity, democratic governance, and regional security to the deployment of
sovereign-backed private equity.

The evidence suggests a highly coordinated state capture operation, wherein Prime Minister Edi
Rama's administration systematically dismantled Albania's environmental laws, bypassed public
procurement standards, and fast-tracked the transfer of military assets to accommodate Jared
Kushner's Affinity Partners. The resulting domestic explosion—the Flamingo
Revolution—demonstrates that the Albanian public is no longer willing to tolerate an oligarchic



economic model that privatizes public wealth while socializing the environmental and economic
costs. Concurrently, the rigorous investigation launched by the independent SPAK into the
project's offshore corporate structures, forged land titles, and mafia links poses a lethal,
existential threat to the project's legal viability.

From a geopolitical and risk perspective, the project is profoundly destabilizing on multiple
fronts:

1. NATO Security Vulnerabilities: The project facilitates the transfer of a Cold War military
exclusion zone, situated precisely on a critical NATO naval chokepoint (the Strait of
Otranto), into the commercial control of an entity funded almost exclusively by Middle
Eastern autocracies. This establishes a blueprint whereby foreign sovereign wealth funds
can bypass traditional diplomatic and military channels to secure commercial control over
vital maritime bottlenecks, leveraging the private financial vehicles of Western political
elites to build intelligence gathering and strategic monitoring outposts within NATO
territory.

2. US Policy Coercion: By utilizing the "Sovereign Extortion Clause"—which allows Saudi
Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE to implode Kushner's fund exactly in August 2026—Gulf
states are effectively purchasing immense leverage over a prominent US political family.
This dynamic circumvents the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) and holds
American foreign policy hostage to the commercial viability of a private equity fund.

3. EU Integration Jeopardy: The project forces Albania into a perilous choice between
immediate transactional capital from Gulf autocracies and its long-term strategic objective
of European Union accession. The European Commission has made it explicitly clear that
the destruction of the Natura 2000 habitats at Vjosé-Narté will derail Albania's integration
timelines.

Ultimately, the logistical impossibility of rapidly clearing decades of highly volatile, unexploded
ordnance from the island's shifting seabed, combined with the extreme volatility of Albanian
domestic politics and the looming threat of criminal indictments from the SPAK investigation,
suggests that the Sazan Island project carries an exceptionally high probability of failure. Should
the project collapse under the weight of its own contradictions, it will leave behind a degraded
Mediterranean ecosystem, a deeply fractured Albanian political landscape, and a glaring
vulnerability in NATO’s southern security architecture.
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