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Two years since the overthrow of the regime of Slobodan Milosevic, Serbia is yet to solve some crucial dilemmas in order to accelerate the process of transition. One of them requires the ruling Democratic Opposition of Serbia (DOS) coalition and the Democratic Party of Serbia (DSS) taking a clear position on the country’s frontiers (i.e. a position on Republika Srpska, Montenegro, and Kosovo). This is closely related to the promotion of human rights, above all to the question of minorities and their repatriation, i.e. the integration of the refugees and displaced persons. The Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia considers that the issue of human rights continues being exploited for political ends in Serbia and that the present state of affairs if anything contributes to the radicalization of these problems. Unless the key political actors in Serbia stop making contradictory statements and take a firm position on frontiers, the question of refugees and minorities will remain a potential source of crisis with unforeseeable consequences.

In this context, the question of the final status of Kosovo must be addressed as part of a public debate as soon as possible, with the Serbian authorities putting forward a clear position and proposals. The matter will in all probability not be resolved at once, such as at an international conference: it will be dealt with in a process ending in an arrangement between the Kosovo and Serbian authorities. Such a process is unthinkable without the active participation of the international community and its explicit position on every issue bearing on the final status of Kosovo. Setting up and consolidating Kosovo institutions will be a part of that process, an activity in which substantial progress has been made since the arrival of KFOR.

By addressing the final status of Kosovo and initiating a meaningful discussion thereon, Belgrade would manifest its goodwill and readiness to solve the issue; this would be favourably received by Albanian political leaders, among others, ease the position of the Serb community in Kosovo, and enable the return of displaced persons. There will be no return of displaced persons to Kosovo as long as politicians keep juggling the number of Serbs intending to go back for their own political ends.
 The latest events in connection with the return drive officially sponsored by the Return Committee, affiliated to the Association for the Return of Expelled Serbs from Kosovo and Metohija headed by Miroslav Solevic,
 bears witness to the fact that at this moment a mass return of Serbs to Kosovo has no backing of the international community.

The first positive signals in favour of opening a dialogue with Belgrade with a view to determining the final status of Kosovo have already been sent by Pristina: the Kosovo Prime Minister, Bajram Rexhepi, considers that the newly-established provincial authorities must consult with their Belgrade counterparts on the matter.
 In an interview with the news agency Beta, Rexhepi said he was sure that direct talks with the Serbian authorities would be established soon.

At this moment, stability in the Balkans hinges on this issue more than on any other. The radicalization of the situation in Macedonia, as well as the still insufficiently stable situation in southern Serbia (Presevo and Bujanovac), should be regarded in this context. 

At present eight options for settling Kosovo’s status are in circulation.
 According to the United States Institute for Peace they are: 1. Kosovo remains a protectorate Indefinetely;  2. Cantonization/decentralization; 3. Loose Federation (Belgrade retains nominal sovereignty, but Kosovo functions as an independent state within current borders although without separate UN membership; 4. Commonwealth (Belgrade retains nominal sovereignty, but   Kosovo functions as an independent state within current borders and with separate UN membership (like Canada or Australia); 5. Decesion by an international panel by a date certain, i.e. three years (there would be no guarantee of eventual independence. The outcome would be conditional on the performance of Serbs and Albanians with respect to specific criteria including democratic self-government, Serb participation in Kosovo’s institutions, respect for human rights, return of refugees and displaced persons, and responsibility for regional behavior); 6. Conditional independence (With unchanged borders, Kosovo would progress toward independence, contingent on demonstrated democratic self governance, respect for minority rights, and responsible behaviour in the region . The guarantee that Kosovo will not return to Belgrade rule would match a commitment that Kosovo willnot seek to expand its boundaries or de-stabilize neighbors. The international community would provide security guarantees for minoritiesand refugee return… The UN special representative would retain veto power over issues relating to protect of minority rights and external borders during the transition period. An international forces would still be needed indefinitely for external security.); 7. Independence within the existing borders after at a date certain (after an agreed period of increasing self-rule under international supervision, Kosovo would become an independent state within its current borders. The international community would guarantee the Kosovo Serbs their rights and a wide local autonomy. Before becoming independent, Kosovo would establish trans-border cooperation with the neighbouring countries. International monitoring of Kosovo would continue for a limited time after its independence); 8. independence with Partition (the municipalities of Zvecan, Zubin Potok, and Leposavic, as well as the northern part of the town of Kosovska Mitrovica, would go to Serbia, while  the rest would be incorporated in a Kosovo state. On the other hand, the Albanian-predominated municipalities in southern Serbia would be attached to Kosovo. Serbs and members of other minorities wishing to move would be helped to do so. Those Serbs who wish to stay would be guaranteed dual citizenship).

Although this report has been accessible to the public in Serbia, admittedly through various interpretations, Serbian politicians have not reacted to it publicly. Their sole discernible position on the future of Kosovo postulates its division.

Kosovska Mitrovica dominates all utterances of Belgrade politicians in connection with Kosovo.
 During the recent UN Assembly session in New York, the talks the Yugoslav President, Vojislav Kostunica, had there also centred on Kosovo, ‘especially Kosovska Mitrovica’. According to the weekly Nacional,
 Kostunica pointed out that singling out Kosovska Mitrovica as the greatest problem in Kosovo and Metohija was a dangerous illusion because, unlike Gnjilane, Pristina and Prizren, which had almost completely been ethnically cleansed, the multi-ethnic composition of Kosovska Mitrovica had largely been preserved.

There is no denying the fact that a great many Serbs have left the above-mentioned towns. However, Kosovska Mitrovica cannot be considered a multi-ethnic town, its present division being the consequence of violence. According to the 1991 Census, the population of Kosovska Mitrovica consisted of 70 per cent Albanians and 10.2 per cent Serbs, the Albanians constituting a majority on both sides of the Ibar. The northern part of the town, currently under Serb control, had a population of 11,000 Albanians and 7-8,000 Serbs.
 The Albanians are being prevented from returning to the northern part of the town by the Belgrade-backed ‘bridge guardians’.

Yugoslav President Vojislav Kostunica is also committed to preserving the status quo in Kosovo. In an interview with the news agency Fonet, Kostunica said that 'it would not do good to rush the solution of the final status of Kosovo', adding that 'the fight for Kosovo must continue and will not soon be over'.
Nebojsa Covic, the Serbian Deputy Prime Minister and President of the Co-ordination Centre for Kosovo and Metohija who is practically in sole charge in Belgrade of the question of Kosovo, told Nacional that Serbia and Yugoslavia will favour the partition of Kosovo ‘in proportion as the international factor favours its independence’.
 He said that ‘there will be no lasting and sustainable solution in the region if Kosovo is allowed to become independent’, such a solution being, in his view, an ‘ethnic division of Kosovo’.

Some time previously, at the international conference in Belgrade in May 2001 discussing security in south-east Europe at the threshold of the twenty-first century, Covic had tabled a plan to partition Kosovo into two entities: a Serb entity which would comprise most Serb historical and cultural monuments and an Albanian one where most Albanians live. The Serb entity would be protected by the Yugoslav army and police and the Albanian entity, which would enjoy a high or the highest degree of autonomy, would remain under the protection of an international force, with Yugoslav and KFOR border troops focusing on the prevention of raids from one entity into the other. According to Covic, the proposal ‘presupposes renunciation of the maximum demands, both the Albanian and the Serbian side giving up the illusion that the whole of Kosovo belongs to them’.

Miroslav Solevic for his part declared that the main condition to be presented to the international community would be to apply the model of Kosovska Mitrovica, i.e. that all the towns be divided along ethnic lines ‘considering that Serbs remain only in that town’.

Serbia’s political circles and elite (above all those in the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts) have entertained the idea of partitioning Kosovo for quite some time.
 The academician Dusan Batakovic says, for instance, that when the cantonization plan providing, among other things, the preservation of special ties of Serb zones with the Serbian state was expounded to the Kosovo Serbs following the entry of KFOR, it was ‘greeted with stormy approbation’. He says that Kosovo was spontaneously cantonized in a very short time largely according to cantonization maps embraced by the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Serb Resistance Movement from Kosovo far earlier than the outbreak of hostilities. Of the five cantons envisaged, four remain: the largest and most significant Serb canton in northern Kosovo encompasses the largest Serb enclave spreading from Kosovska Mitrovica through Zvecan and Leposavic to Zubin Potok. It was thanks to the French contingent of KFOR that the ‘reunification of Kosovska Mitrovica’ has not been effected.

Belgrade’s espousal of a partition of Kosovo along ethnic lines is also testified to by Belgrade’s open support of parallel institutions as a major obstacle to the creation of a multi-ethnic Kosovo and the final settlement of its status. The president of the Co-ordinating Centre for Kosovo, Nebojsa Samardzic, has told Beta that as far as the Belgrade government was concerned ‘the institutions being set up in Kosovo by the Serbs are not parallel in nature because their object is to endure’.

Such an attitude towards Kosovo on the part of Belgrade can only generate crisis in view of the fact that the Albanian side is unanimous in wanting independence. For this reason one must give serious thought to the question of whether Serbia could exist as a stable country with 10 per cent of its population opposed to the arrangement.

The idea of an ethnic division of Kosovo has no support among the mainstream Albanian political parties. The Serb politicians advocating the establishment of mono-ethnic structures can find partners only among the most radical elements in Kosovo.

Even the representatives of moderate currents in Kosovo have by now become opposed to the prospect of Kosovo reverting to Belgrade’s jurisdiction. Proceeding from this reality, the ‘independent Kosovo option’ and the prospects for its realization would have to be tabled as an option in any Serb-Albanian talks on the final status of Kosovo. This position does not seek to prejudice the final status of Kosovo.

Kosovo analysts dismiss the position that Albanians are incapable of running an independent Kosovo as racist logic. They believe that the relations between Serbia and Kosovo would improve significantly if Kosovo were to become independent.
 In the view of some of them, a major international conference ending in an agreement on the final status of Kosovo would be unrealistic. The crucial issue is not whether or not Kosovo will become an independent state, but whether it can survive as an independent state if it adopts an autarkic policy. For Veton Suroi, the question of what is to be done the next day (following independence) and how to join the European Union and integrate regionally is the key issue.

Drawing parallels between the status of Kosovo and that of Republika Srpska, as well as the threats by certain political circles in Serbia of annexing Republika Srpska to Serbia in the event of Kosovo being granted independence, are inadmissible. Unlike Republika Srpska, which came into being as the result of ethnic cleansing, Kosovo existed as an entity both within the former Yugoslavia and within Serbia.

The international community would have to take a position on the final status of Kosovo because it is already deeply involved in Balkan affairs and because the talks on Kosovo’s status would in all probability take place with its participation.

One notices two recent attitudes within the international community towards Kosovo’s future status: according to one, certain standards (such as establishing a democratic society, incorporating minority representatives in political structures, embarking on privatization, fighting corruption) must first be achieved in Kosovo before discussing its final status; according to the other, the time for discussing the final status of Kosovo is now.

Unless the debate along these lines leading towards a clear international strategy on Kosovo continues, future talks between Belgrade and Pristina will be as arduous and time-consuming as those between Serbia and Montenegro on redefining their relationship. There is all the more reason to deal with the final status of Kosovo promptly in view of the prospect of a US troop pullout from Kosovo, in which case the whole burden and responsibility for Kosovo’s stability would be shouldered by the European Union.

In this context, it is especially worrying that the European Union has no unanimous position on Kosovo's status either. Morton Abramowiz, member of the Executive Committee of the International Crisis Group, and Hether Hurlburt, until recently deputy director of the ICG, point out: "...Brussles has apparently decided that the Balkans' future lies with a strong Serbia and fewer statelets – meaning that Serbia must be joined to Montenegro, and, apparently to Kosovo as well. Certanily no one who has spent any time in the region believes that Kosovo can again be ruled from Belgrade. This camp includes reformist Serbian leaders, who say that holding on to Kosovo will slow down, not speed up, their progress toward EU membership. Yet France, Italy, and Greece, among others, have signaled that the province must remain part of Serbia, with no protest  from other EU goverments. Thus, the EU now refuses  even to open a discassion on final status for Kosovo"
. Thus, the want of harmony in the positions of EU members merely provides the Yugoslav and Serbian authorities with leeway to manipulate the issue of Kosovo's status. The need for pressure from the international community in order to make progress in the Balkans is, unfortunately, not a thing of the past.

The question of Kosovo has only sporadically been raised during the Serbian presidential election campaign, and that almost exclusively with a view to gaining voter support.

Addressing the question of Kosovo’s final status, as well as reaching agreement primarily between Serbs and Albanians, would not only enhance regional stability by preventing a radicalization of the situation in southern Serbia and Macedonia, but also solve numerous questions of international concern. One of these questions involves cross-border cooperation in fighting terrorism and organized crime as a condition of economic advancement throughout the region. An early start on settling Kosovo’s final status will lead to an early establishment of cooperation between Belgrade and Pristina; once the borders are defined and a legal framework for the development of all relations in the region established, the road to economic prosperity of Balkan states will be open.

Conclusions and recommendations: 

· A dialogue between the Serbian and Kosovo authorities in the presence of US and EU representatives must be launched immediately. Any delay of such dialogue will slow the transition and economic development of the region and will affect Balkan stability. 

· Any further support for the parallel (Serb) institutions in Kosovo, the Belgrade authorities’ manipulation of the number of displaced persons who would want to go back, and demands for a partition of Kosovo radicalize the situation and render the final solution ever more improbable. It is of exceptional importance that the Kosovo Serbs should take part in campaigning for local elections due in Kosovo in October on time, which is one of the conditions for opening a dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina.

· A unanimous position of EU members on Kosovo’s final status, as well as further cooperation between the US and the EU, are still essential. If there is no such position, and if the US pulls out of Kosovo, local partners in Belgrade will have ample room for speculation and manipulation, which will not contribute to the opening of a Serb-Albanian dialogue.
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