Heavy fine on the biggest Albanian media group

On 13 July 2007 Albanian tax authorities charged Top Media, the largest media group in Albania, with a huge fine of EUR 13 million for fiscal fraud. According to chief tax inspector Gerta Picari the various companies that are part of Top Media had not been audited for several years their payments had been minimal and were not in accordance to the company’s known revenues. Moreover according to her Top Media has not been fully cooperative during the inspections because the company has withheld documents and refused to give access to the tax police to their offices. 
This is the first fine of this dimensions given in Albania ever and it is particularly grave due to the fact that company had to pay right away a great proportion of it right away before even appealing against the fine. In fact a recently government-approved change in fiscal law allows the tax authorities to collect part of the fine without giving the company the opportunity to appeal it first and according to this law; Top Media is obliged to pay about 7 million euros. 
Ever since the coming to power of the Democratic Party, Top Media group has shown continuous criticism on the government and the prime minister has on many occasions accused the owner of Top Media as a criminal. In a round table with stakeholders and opinion makers, the company declared that the fine is tendentious, saying the move was aimed at silencing the criticism against the government and the Prime Minister Sali Berisha. They also denied the claims, arguing that due access was given to the tax authorities.
Members of the Albanian Union of Electronic Broadcasters, The Union of Journalist and the League of Professional Journalists reacted immediately after the news about the fine was made public and signed a petition against the fine. The fine was heavily condemned not only by the political opposition which accused this government action as an attack against free speech, but also by some of the allies of the government. In a protest against the heavy fine most TV stations in Albania went blank in a synchronized manner for 15 minutes, apart from broadcasting a message on the need to protect free speech. 
In addition, hundreds of Albanian journalists and citizens protested on 16 July in front of the office of the prime minister, blowing horns and whistles, accusing this fine imposed by the government as an attempt to gag free speech at the country’s principal and most popular television station. The fine was condemned also by numerous Albanian non governmental organizations and several international institutions and organizations. The news about this fine received extensive coverage not only in the national media, but also in the international media.  Due to the substantial opposition that the fine has encountered the government seems to have reconsidered the position and to have currently withdrawn from forcing the fine.  
