





SUCCESS STORIES

Women
Entrepreneu
IN KOSOVO

uccessful women

entrepreneurs in Kosovo

are no longer a surprise or
isolated cases. Those who know
Kosovo and its progress in the recent
years will confirm this. The four great
success stories brought to you in this
newsletter are not only inspiring but
also a proof of progress and great
investment opportunities.

The Kosovar legislation is modern
and EU-compatible in this regard.
It guarantees equal opportunities
in all areas of the society, including
political decision-making, public
institutions and government
structures. Today, women constitute
about 13 per cent of the Kosovo
Police Forces while 30 per cent of
the seats in the Kosovo Parliament
are reserved for women.

Contributing to establish equal
opportunities for women and
men, with particular regard to
employment, professional and
management positions remains
one of key issues for the Vienna

January 2011

Office of the Investment Promotion
Agency of Kosovo (IPAK-Vienna).
The success stories in this newsletter
will hopefully contribute to this by
inspiring other Kosovar women to
establish their own businesses and
by stimulating foreign investors to
pursue gender equality principles.

In addition, IPAK strongly supports
women entrepreneurs in Kosovo.
Women'’s Business Association of
Kosovo, an organization that gathers
and supports women in business,
was recently the host of the 1
International Conference of Women
Entrepreneurs (held in Kosovo
on 28-29 October, 2010). The
conference was supported by IPAK
and has brought together more than
170 participants from the business
community, state agencies, and
financial institutions, International
and National Organizations,
prominent businesswomen as well
as representatives from national
businesswomen associations from 13
countries.

IPAK

Investment Promotion Agency of Kosovo
Office in Vienna - Implemented by

eCiKS

Economic Initiative for Kosovo
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KOHA - An investment
IN free speech has
priceless returns

en years after the war in
I Kosovo, 2011 finds the newly
independent state facing an
assortment of challenges. While the
business environment is a whole
new world for many entrepreneurs
in Kosovo, the Surroi family and
KOHA's roots date back as early as
the 1990%s. It all began as a weekly
magazine — Koha Javore- a survival
method after the massive layoffs
undertaken by the Serb regime.

Today, KOHA is considered to be one
of the most prominent companies
in Kosovo, shaping public opinion
through its multi-media dimension:
a national television station, a daily
newspaper, a web portal, and a
publishing house.

The owner of this media giant,
Flaka Surroi, retells the behind-the-
scene story of feeding this colossal
undertaking with soul, sweat and
energy, refusing to settle for anything
less than true success for what once
was her brother’s dream.

“Initially, my engagement in KOHA
was that of a secondary nature. I was
compelled to offer my assistance
incognito, as my employer considered
my involvement to be a conflict of
interest. When the daily newspaper
was established to existence, I was
working for UNICEF. I didn't really
have time to get involved, until the
war broke out. In March 1998, we
launched the webpage ARTA, a news
portal in English. The very second
day, the editor in chief resigned and I
had to step in,” she explains, reflecting
back.

The war brought about
difficulties to the people of Kosovo.
Many, fearing for their lives, fled the

many

country in search of a safer future.
Others, amongst those Flaka and her
family, saw it as their civic duty to
continue their work, even throughout
the tough times. The hard work and
determination built KOHA into the
most reliable source of information.
After the war, brighter days were in
sight for KOHA.In 2000, the national
television KTV was launched on air.

“T returned to KOHA, to be more
exact to KTV, in 2003 as the Head
of the Programming and Managing
Board, with the intention to bring
about order to the television, which
was going through a not very healthy
period. Together with Leke Zherka,
we worked hard to lift it to where
it stands today. I took control over
KOHA in December 2004, when
my brother Veton decided to run
for office, and it seemed more than

logical for me to take over to preserve
the neutrality and impartiality of the
media group,” says Flaka.

Running a successful business and
taking it to an even higher level
of success is never an easy job, and
especially in Kosovo. Being a woman
is often considered to be the cherry
on top of the obstacle pie. However,
Flaka’s story proves the extreme
opposite of how a woman can lead
a company towards the peaks of
success overcoming all impediments
by combining managerial skills and a
dream team.

“When I took over KOHA, I owned
the most read Kosovar paper, the most
alternative television, and a silent
printing house kept alive with old
machinery. The company employed
around 230 with an average salary of
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KOHA - An investment in free speech has priceless returns

350 Euros. Six years later, I still own
the most read Kosovar newspaper, still
own the most alternative television
station, and a printing house with a
more advanced machinery and an
increased volume of work, but I also
own a publishing house with over 70
titles published in the past five years.
In addition, I own cable television
ARTA, the web portal koha.net
with over 50,000 visitors a day, the
company employs 300 people and
their salaries amount to an average of
450 Euros,” she sums up modestly.

The many hindrances that she faces
are quite often not gender-bound.
Apart from the daily hassle of running
a business with 300 employees, Flaka
has been a witness of what challenges
one faces with being a direct investor
in freedom of speech.

“I feel very comfortable as the head
of this company — I can proudly say
that it is quite a big deal to lead a
media house that is free from any
political pressures and influences.
It is a tremendous experience to be
threatened, and you dont give in
simply because you firmly believe in
what you do; and that is not your close
personal interest. It is a tough and a
tiring job. It requires responsibility
to make sure that you have salaries in
place for 300 people, without a single
pay-day delay and to pay all duties
towards the state. At the end of the
day, when you see that you manage
some of the very few balanced and
independent sources of information,
it makes every bit of energy invested
really worth it. And yes there are
times when I feel that my head will
burst, that my heart will fail or that
my stomach will explode but it is
exactly this stress, this adrenaline that

is the generating force that makes me
move forward,” she says.

An uncommon woman in a powerful
media  house, operating under
uncommon circumstances leads us to
believe that she is in the business for
an uncommon investment. Flaka is
determined to continue investing in
free speech, because, as she puts it, it
has priceless returns.

“The beauty of it all is possessing
the most precious wealth in your
hands — the power of speech, which
is an extraordinary privilege for me.
To me it is important to preserve our
integrity and editorial independence,
which is the most valuable asset that
we own,” concludes Flaka.

Kosovo is quickly developing towards
a stable business environment,
the media being crucial to the
development of both the economic
and social sphere of this newborn
country. Flaka and KOHA Group
are a model of how success can be
achieved when a visionary manager
takes charge of an organic entity. B
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In KOSovo,
fashion is economically
fashionable!

osovo has moved past its
Kpost-conﬂict—country status.

This is mostly true for the
business environment.  Bearing
in mind the importance of small
businesses that generate employment
opportunities, the  government
is advancing its regulations and

procedures for business registration.

While high unemployment affects
all Kosovars, there are considerable
differences in the that
women and men have to economic
opportunities. Out of 47,401 private
businesses registered in Kosovo, it
is estimated that only around 6%
of these are owned by women and
as such, private business is arguably
falling short of its role in terms of
social inclusion and equality.

aCCess

Nevertheless, the situation is not
as hopeless as it seems. The story
of Xheraldina Rexhepi, one of the
most prominent fashion designers in
Kosovo, is the example of how when
the going gets tough, the tough get
going. She is the proud owner of
Atelier Xheraldina that serves as a
source of inspiration and fashion
to the many Kosovar women who
seek originality and quality. Atelier
Xheraldina is the result of a lot of hard
work, perseverance and the courage
to dream past the harsh reality.

“When I was young, designing was
just a hobby to me. I was a medical
student back in the 90%s, and I would
design in my free time. I was about
to graduate when the serb regime
back then decided to lay off most of
the Albanians working in Kosovo.
Amongst the many Kosovars who
lost their jobs were my parents. This
was a financial challenge we had to
overcome in order to survive. So, I

was forced to make a very difficult
decision: I paused my studies so that
I could design and create fashion to
earn my living,” recalls Xheraldina,
looking back to more than 20 years
from now.

She continues to explain that together
with her friend Linda, they opened a
small workshop and since this was a
new kind of business in Kosovo, their
fame grew fast and the quality of the
dresses soon became the talk of the
town.
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In Kosovo, fashion is economically fashionable!

“Our dresses were so well-received
that the market soon grew beyond the
borders of Kosovo. To our surprise we
were soon exporting to Switzerland,
and other Western European
countries where the Albanian
Diaspora resides. Then came the war,
and we lost everything. Everything
but our right to dream, and that has
kept me going,” she smiles with pride.

After the war, she decided to pursue
fashion only part-time in order
to regain the financial stability to
continue with the business. She
worked  for international
organizations, while still remaining
an influential figure in the fashion
industry of Kosovo and being up to
date with the trends.

several

“I worked full-time, I was a full-time
mother, I pursued an MA degree in
Journalism and I designed. When
I felt I could stand on my own feet,
Atelier Xheraldina was born. Today,
I have two young ladies working
for me and I am fully committed
to my fashion passion. It is not easy
to be a businesswoman in Kosovo,
especially because of the mentality —
but, I am very fortunate to be living
and actively influencing the time of

change,” explains Xheraldina.

Xheraldina’s experience has served as
an inspiring and motivational story to
many young women. She explained
that often times her atelier becomes a
counseling room where young women
seek advice to start up a business.

It has been calculated that over 90%
of women in Kosovo, who have
finished high school, are unemployed.
Hence, they are unable to achieve
economic independence or secure
financial credit to start businesses.

Unfortunately, only about 10% of
women in Kosovo live on their own
income. This means that majority of
them are dependent on others for
their livelihood. Experts believe that
this trend is changing.

“Making a big investment is usually
problematic for women in Kosovo.
The startup is done with a modest
amount of money, usually. This is
the reason why a lot of work, sweat
and tears are required to ensure
a stable business. For me it is the
most rewarding investment of my
life: T create beauty for the beauties.
I consider Kosovar women to be
beautiful from the inside and the
outside, and I know that they are
a pillar of this society that will
overcome all obstacles to shape this
beautiful society and direct it towards
western values. I consider women to
be a powerful force that have changed
the course of history in Kosovo and
they will continue to do so even
more now that opportunities are
increasing for the beautiful gender,”

says Xheraldina.

Regardless of the difficulties, women
in Kosovo are determined to prove
that they are equally important in
shaping the business environment.
Xheraldina’s story serves as the
perfect example to prove that creating
fashion is economically fashionable
in Kosovo. B
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When in Kosovo,
speak Chocolate!

home of many expatriates. After

an extremely difficult period of
conflict, finally, life began to change
gradually in Kosovo; the economy
began to develop, the cultural sphere
began to come back to life, Kosovo
began to take the shape of a normal
country. Nevertheless, for many
years to come, some goods remained
luxuries that could only be bought in
the neighboring countries as many
investors considered the
environment in Kosovo still to be too
fragile and not secure to invest.

In 1999, Kosovo became the

business

Bleta Zegiri was one of the many
Kosovars that drove down to Skopje,
Macedonia, almost every week to
enjoy the taste of fresh Belgian
chocolates. Slowly, she developed
a passion for genuine chocolate,
and this passion led her to search
for possibilities to open a Leonidas
branch in Prishtina, Kosovo.

“I was enchanted by the taste, by
the beauty of Leonidas chocolates.
Every time I came back from Skopje,
I shared the chocolates with family
and friends and caught myself
describing every single ingredient in
each of the small pieces. And it did
not take me long before I went to
Skopje and met with the owners of
the Leonidas shop there to discuss a
possible cooperation. To my surprise
every step was twice as difficult as I
had thought it to be. Kosovo was not
an independent country back then
and obtaining the right to operate
as an independent branch was not
possible,” says Bleta, reflecting back
to her struggles in 2006.

She continues to explain the months
ahead were a period of almost daily
trips to Skopje, serious negotiations

and many sleepless nights. Finally,
there was a light at the end of the
tunnel — the Slovenian branch of

Leonidas was willing to serve as an
mediator for importing the chocolates
into Kosovo since we were not an EU
country nor an independent state.

“I was given the telephone number
and an e-mail address to my contact
person in Slovenia. At that point,I was
desperate and any sign of hope was
more than welcome. So, I sat down
and typed a long e-mail, explaining
my situation and seeking suggestions
for a possible cooperation. I was
committed to sweeten Kosovo and to
get my people to speak the universal
language of chocolate, and this gave
me the courage to keep going until
I had reached my goal. And yes, my
perseverance paid off — I received a
positive e-mail from Slovenia. This
was the start of a beautiful journey
full of sweetness,” says Bleta, with a
huge smile on her face, as if this was
the very minute when she received
the good news.

With help from her family, she
found a small shop. While her father
himself constructed all the cupboards
and shelves needed, Bleta flew to
Brussels to attend trainings from the
official Leonidas Belgian Chocolate

corporation.

“Belgian chocolates are an art on
their own. In order to be successful
you have to have passion, treat the
chocolates with care, and wrap them
as if every day is a special occasion
of your own, not of the client only.”

explains Ms. Zeqiri.

In February 2007, Leonidas Belgian
Chocolates opened in Prishtina and
it soon became the common language
of both local inhabitants and the
internationals working in Kosovo. Ms.
Zeqiri continued to work with a lot of
love and commitment, overcoming all
obstacles that arose in the meantime.
Soon enough everybody in Prishtina
learned to speak chocolate.
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When in Kosovo, speak Chocolate!

A year later, Kosovo declared its
independence and this was a very
positive move for Bleta’s chocolates.
She now could import her goods
directly to Kosovo and did not have
to go through Slovenia anymore.

“This was certainly an easier
procedure. Not only was it easier, it
was also cheaper. This helped me save
money. Business was going well and
it kept growing. My investment has
paid off — I am running a business
that I love, and I am making Kosovo
a sweeter place. After all, no one has
ever met a chocolate they did not
like,” she smiles while rapping the
next gift on the counter.

Bleta Zeqiri’s business has grown
rapidly. In 2009 she opened a second
chocolate shop in Prishtinas city
center, “The Chocolate Corner” and
only a month ago, she expanded
Leonidas with another shop at
Prishtina’s exclusive shopping mall
ALBI. Her confession has led us
to believe that when passion and
perseverance exceed the obstacles,
nothing is impossible in Kosovo. B
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The spark that
changed the accounting
business in Kosovo

ince the end of the war in
S 1999, Kosovo is developing in

all the areas and amounting
to the level of other neighboring
countries with regard to business
development. The
procedures for operating a business in
Kosovo are proving to be fruitful to
many creative women.

more relaxed

Women today compete with men in
all professions. Melita Ymeraga was
raised among numbers. Her father,
being an accountant, engaged her in
his occupation at a very young age.
She built up on that experience and
decided to become an accountant
herself. Nonetheless, she decided
to add a little more flavor to the
traditional concept of an accountant.
She searched for a modernized version
of accounting, a blend of tradition
and technology. After many sleepless
nights, visits abroad and hundreds
of phone calls and e-mails later, she
has become the sole representative of
Quickbooks, accounting software, for
Kosovo.

“My father was one of the very first
accountants in the city of Gjakova.
I was raised amidst numbers and
calculations. Soon enough, I realized
I felt pretty comfortable in this
occupation and decided to pursue
an academic degree in accounting. I
helped my father with his clients and
the experience has served me well in
my career. Even back then, we used a
software that was developed locally. I
came to see that accounting was my
future, my life. With the arrival of
the international community chances
for employment were higher. I have
served as a Financial Manager for
many projects in Kosovo,” she says
recalling the beginning of her career.

From

international organizations,
Melita soon moved to the
governmental institutions serving
the Kosovo Treasury Department,
within the Ministry of Economy and
Finance. After gaining experience
in various institutions, Melita knew
she was eager to take her career to
another level.

“As they say — Be careful what you
wish for because you might get it.
This is exactly what happened to me.
I wanted change, I wanted a business
of my own. In 2007, I received an
invitation for a Quickbooks Financial
System training. This was the moment
where I felt that spark that changed
everything. As of that day, like a
mother expecting a child, I started to
nurture this idea, this desire. I need a
partner in this, a person that would
be reliable. And fortunately enough,
I got the support of my husband. It
seems that my marriage resulted to
be a good deal in many aspects,” says
Melita teasingly.

She rolled up her sleeves, went
through all the necessary trainings,
obtained all necessary licenses and
finally her dream was materialized.
The dream did encompass many
obstacles, some of which she had
expected to occur and others of which

she did not think.

“Although registering a business
is not a complicated procedure in
Kosovo, there are other impediments
one faces. Since I had to travel quite
often to the UK, it meant I needed to
undergo all the necessary procedures
to obtain visas. On the other hand,
it is not very easy to obtain a loan
for a startup business of this kind in
Kosovo. But, I was determined not to
give up,” says Melita.

With the support of her husband
and family, she moved step by step
towards the creation of what soon
came to be “Melita & Partners”.
With the investments she made and
a bit of marketing, she soon became
known amongst the many businesses
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that truly appreciated a trustworthy
system that would facilitate their
financing hassles.

“Every beginning is difficult. One
needs to be courageous to establish
a private company. I work more than
12 hours a day, I chase clients, and
try to do all this at a minimal cost.
I believe that the only thing that
multiplies when shared with others
is knowledge. So, that is what I do, I
train others so that we can together
develop a sustainable network. The
dynamics of this business rewards
you with an incomparable experience.
I believe that the true formula
lies behind creating a strategy
and business tactics is a long term
approach and vision. This was my
opportunity to merge talent, courage
and the continuous will to learn new
things. It is certainly worth every
second of my energy,” continues

Melita.

Being a woman has certainly not
presented a problem for Melita in her
efforts to create the company. She, as
many other women in Kosovo, believe
that the battle of sexes has seriously
diminished in the past decade,
especially in the business sphere.

“The role of women in today’s Kosovo
is much more different than what it
used to be. If one manages to balance
family life and career, I do not see
being a businesswoman as a mission
impossible. On the contrary, I believe
women excel in businesses because
of their nature-given skills such as
the ability to network, the ability to
negotiate and to budget. The true
source to success is determination.
If you do have the courage and
determination to keep  going
regardless of what comes up during

Entrepreneurs in Kosovo

the way, you have won half the battle,”
claims Melita.

Melita & Partners has given the
accounting business in Kosovo a new
meaning. It is the concrete result of
hard work and insistence that can
help one overcome all obstacles that
arise on the path to success. B
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RROTA - Designing a brighter future for Kosovo

“The company currently has 30 employees.

Opver the last 3 years it had a constant
average growth of 25 per cent annually

in turnover and has had a an average 40
per cent raise in the profitability margin.
Until now this growth was above the
expectations. We do not expect this year

to continue with the same pace due to a
difficult economic environment. As target
we have set to further raise our profitability
margin through gains in productivity and
efficiency and to further diversify our
client group through investment and focus
on outsourcing services,” explains Astrit,
while listing some of the achievements and

expectations.

Achieving this satisfactory level of doing
business in Kosovo was not as easy as one
might expect. Regardless of the fact that the
founders of Rrota are native Kosovars, and
one might believe this should facilitate the
process, just like any other investor, Astrit
and Shkumbin have come to face quite
some difficulties. Above all, along the way
they admit that things became easier with
the support of his Austrian partners.

“The challenges faced were manifold,
starting from the lack of liquidity and

investment capital on behalf of the company

to the difficulties of braking through

in a new and unknown market which
itself was still partially underdeveloped,
especially in the services sector. The lack
of the properly developed SME sector,
and the high dependency on the public
sector were also one of the challenges

that had to be overcome. As far as the
cooperation with ADA and the software
project itself was concerned, the biggest
challenge was to assure the client itself that
a Kosovar company has the knowledge
and the capabilities to implement a highly

specialized and qualitative service in Kosovo.

The involvement of ADA and ECIKS was
crucial on this part, they gave the project the
credibility needed for the Austrian company
to go ahead,” says Shkumbin.

Together they managed to build the
foundations of what now has come to

be a respectable company in Kosovo.

'This inspiring journey makes Astrit and
Shkumbin the proud architects of a dream
come true and they believe that when there

is a will, in Kosovo you will find the way.

They both proudly speak about the
values of Kosovo’s business environment:
“Opportunities, Opportunities,

Opportunities. The business environment

is very dynamic with a large pool of
possibilities for companies that have focus

on professional services,” says Astrit.

Astrit and Shkumbin together with their
Austrian partner might have had to put
some sweat and tears on top of the financial
investment that they made, but the result
has made them proud owners of Rrota and
they seem to have left behind the more
uncomfortable memories of their passage.
Their position today in the Kosovo business
market, they say, was worth their energy

and time.

“Although the economic environment is
still fluid and in transition the company has
established itself as one of the key players
in the market. The economic growth is still
too slow for a major breakthrough, but
form today’s perspective we are confident
that the future will be bright,” says Astrit
optimistically.

And what once seemed to have been a
rough draft in the visual memory of two
young Albanian students in Vienna, Rrota
is now one of the most indispensable tools
for designing a brighter future for Europe’s

youngest country.
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