Belgrade,  2 November  2007

SANDŽAK: CONSEQUENCES OF REPRESSIVE STATE POLICY 
Panel Discussion
Sonja Biserko:
We think that it is very important to discuss the situation in Sandzak at this moment of time, for Sandzak seems one of the potentially most vulnerable spots, in view of a continuing, deep political and social crisis in Serbia. This is primarily due to the fact that  Sandžak made part of  Bosnia-related war progam. Such a thesis is confirmed by the state terror campaign in and its stranglehold on Sandzak in the early 90’s, and especially, during the war in Bosnia.
Absence of  political capacity of the incumbent Serb state leadership to face up to the genuine problems of this society, including the state wrongdoing in Sandžak, has motivated us to raise the gist of issue of Sandžak, as a very specific region in Serbia. Unfortunately, democratic authorities also worked in a very organized way on thwarting a more solid constituting of the Bosniak community. Hence a perpetual crisis in Sandžak in recent years. 
Let me remind you that Bosniaks are a new minority in Serbia. They have emerged in the post-SFRY disintegration, and have very little capacity to build/constitute their own infrastructure, that is, identity. On the other hand,  Belgrade deftly used that shortcoming of theirs to break-up the Sandžak political and social scene. Though religion was the only cohesive element among the Bosniaks, Belgrade also managedt to divide them along those religious lines, thanks to the aforementioned weaknesses. 
The Wahabi phenomenon served to renew the thesis of a dire danger of the Islamic fundamentalism, which, according to recent reiteration of Milorad Ekmecic, had caused the break-up of Yugoslavia. Hyping and spinning of the Wahabi danger has gotten out of proportion. Such vilification campaign peaked by the filing of indictment against 15 Wahabis to face trial soon. In view of the foregoing a resurgence of the anti-Muslim articles, like the one penned by Ljiljana Bulatović, “Muslims, Islam, Jihad, Mujaheddins in the Balkans” is not surprising. 
Security services in Sandžak were and are still tasked with a continued destabilizing of the region. That task is carried out through generating strife between Bosniak leaders, while during the war in Bosnia, it was actively engaged in ethnic-cleansing of the region in line with the thesis of a “Green Transversal”. After ouster of Milosevic, the new, democratic governments did very little to neutralize the effects of work of those services. 
And finally there is also the issue of Europe’s treatment of Islam, which in our view should be on an equal footing with other religions. Historically Islam was perceived as a political foe, and on that view Europe also built its political identity. Europe’s position on Muslims in general (and on the European Muslims in particular) shall  have a major impact on the position of the Balkans Muslims. 
Pavel Domonji: 
Sandžak: Consequences of repressive policy
Repressive policy is by definition a policy with a strong reliance on non-political means, which as such leaves in its wake terrible consequences, notably devastation, casualties, fear and uncertainty. Let me remind you that Sandzak Bosniaks during the period of disintegration of Yugoslavia were exposed to a veritable terror campaign: abductions, liquidations, various forms of violence, intimidation, harassment and destruction of their property were commonplace. When speaking about consequences of that repressive policy we must have in mind several facts, notably that a forcible break-up of Yugoslavia led to the change of status of Muslims, who from the people, morphed into an unrecognized and disenfranchised national minority, with all the problems stemming from such a status; secondly, ethnically motivated violence deepened ethnic-cultural fissures in Sandžak and provoked inter-ethnic tensions, and thirdly, elimination-minded policy on the one hand, and brutal denials of their identity on the other hand, made Bosniaks strive to emphasize strongly distinct features of their identity. In consequence the issue of integration of the Bosniak community proper emerged. 
Aside from those there are other note-wothy problems, notably the economic lagging-behind of  Sandžak, the media vilification of the region as «a legal wilderness» in which all criminal and illegal activities are rife, and the problem of political criminalization of the demand that Sandzak be arranged as a distinct territorial-political unit. As regards this last problem, one should underscore that no serious and open discussion with political authorities has been initiated on this issue, and that no consensus on that issue was reached among Sanžak inhabitants.  

The post-5 October period brought significant psychological relief and strengthened the Bosniak conviction that participation in building of democratic order would help them attain  in an easier way their fundamental interests. The foregoing primarily concerned the process of nation-bulding and meeting of demands that justice be dispensed, that is, that masterminds and organizers of crimes against Bosniaks be punished. In talks which members of the Helsinki Committee had some time ago with Bosniak representatives, the latter underscored that they would measure the Serb society's readiness to fully clarify crimes- and thus make a clean break with Milosevic era policy- by the extent to which Bosniak claims for justice were met. I think it would be only right to conclude that Bosniaks in trials held so far did not see the Serb political readiness to try all those involved in crimes. They also did not see a manifest and resolute will on part of Serbia or its politicians to condemn the state policy of ethnic-cleansing,  as it was called by the late Šefko Alomerović. 

As regards «nation-building», members of the Bosniak minority face a host of problems , by the way, typical of all the newly-emerged minorities. The most salient problem is shortage of institutions necessary for preservation and development of culture and national identity. This deficit may be explained by a tragical experience of Bosniaks, for in circumstances of full-blown nationalism, chauvinism and ethnic-cleansing, the survival issue suppressed all the other issues, even those relating to the building of the Bosniak community.  

Cultural and political elites play a key role in «nation-building». Both elites articulate position of members of their own group on issues encroaching on the vital national interests. My limited assessment is that the cultural elite of Sandžak Bosniaks is weak and sidelines, devoid of stable and firm institutional strongholds. In Sandžak. For example, there are no independent magazines, through which both the local cultural elite and intelligentsia would critically reflect develoments within the local community in  Sandžak, but also in Serbia proper.  

Public arena is totally dominated by the political elite. But the problem with that elite lies in the fact that it is totally antagonized, divided, burdened by conflicts, vanities and ambitions of leaders, who speak as the only and genuine representatives of their nation. And in places in which parties and their leaders see themselves as the only authentic representatives and advocates of national interests, in places in which parties and their leaders cannot resist the lure and call of authoritarianism, in such places there is no will, room or possibility for constituting of  parties as  liberal, and tolerant actors, above all averse to the use of non-political means.  
So the wish of political actors to maximalize their influence and power produces some negative spin-offs. Deepening and radicalization of conflicts opens the door to the use of violence in politics. In other ethnic communities there are also conflicts between political actors, but what marks out the conflicts within the Bosniak political body is their-brutality. In view of the use of  tools characteristic of another kind of conflict by those parties, it is not surprising that some civil organizations suggest banning for ten years the work of Bosniak political parties, because „ of their use of violence and hate speech.“ Secondly, the local political conflict is slowly being spilled out into other spheres of life, and we are increasingly witnessing that phenomenon. Emergence of Wahabis only compounds those problems, for it leads to escalation of clashes between already-antagonized options. And finally intra-Bosniak conflicts enable their protagonists both in and outside Sandzak to get involved to a lesser or greater degree in those conflicts, and channel, re-direct and dose them in line with their own, particular interests. For example,  the confronted sides very frequently try to discredit each other by launching smear campaigns, that is, by labelling each other as exponents of secret, informal structures, power centres, the Security-Informative Agency, and various cabinets. However, those remarks are to a certain extent grounded, for the state security and information agencies are not neutral in conflicts taking place elsewhere. Let me remind you of accusations of similar kind which Bunjevci and Croats hurl at each other in Vojvodina. 
Conflicts and brutalization thereof produce a host of detrimental consequences:

1. they make more difficult the process of internal and external –in the global society- integration of Bosniak community; 2. they make more difficult the constituting of the Bosniak community as a mature nation; 3. they slow down  modernization process; 4. they strengthen prejudices about Sandžak as a radicalization-prone and democracy-negating region. 

Conflicts do not favour ordinary Bosniaks and the poor in the labour market, but they are useful for the party oligarchies and political class in Belgrade, for conflicts decrease the local pressure for an accelerated decentralization, more efficient implementation of reforms, swifter European integrations, facing up to the past, a more resolute co-operation with the Hague Tribunal, etc.  

If the state earlier generated repression, who should then give democratization incentives in this moment of time? In the post-communist times civilian society has taken on  that task. In Serbia civilian society played that role well by ousting Milosevic. However, it now faces a long, painstaking work on democracy-building, and also in education of the general populace for democracy. But on this point it bears stressing that civilian society in Sandžak is weak, repressed, faced with chronic shortage of funds, burdened by numerous problems, and misunderstanding of the state bodies. But even such civilian society in Sandzak  is still better than the political society and hence  deserving of all kinds of  support.  
Samiha Kačar, Sandžak Committee for Human Rights:
Sandžak, which is currently located in the two independent states, played a special role in the history of disintegration of Yugoslavia. Having in mind recent past, and all developments in that neuralgic area, notably in 1991-1995 period, and even later, one may say that murders, robberies, thefts, abductions of innocent citizens, armed seiges of towns, mass emigration of locals, various forms of discrimination, political trials, numerous  “informative talks”, preventive repression, etc, were overshadowed by the simultaneous developments in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo. Protection of human rights and liberties by the system institutions to date was so lacking that there  is no ground for any future optimism in that regard. Numerous  complaints  filed by victims of the police torture due to the judicial inefficiency, procrastrination, and numerous obstruction, have become cold cases. Emigration from Sandžak continues. The Hague Tribunal has filed indictments relating to crimes committed in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo and Vojvodina, while many crimes committed in Sandžaku have simply sunk into oblivion, though they should have been dealt with by the state and its judicial bodies. Sandžak is also entitled to truth and its institutional recognition. Numerous publications of the Sandzak Committee for Protection of Human Rights and Liberties and of other NGOs  (the Humanitarian Law Fund, the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia) in a well-documented way testify to the aforementioned crimes. 
Results of the 2006 Montenegrin referendum marked the end of the state union of Serbia and Montenegro, of the remainder of former Yugoslavia, and consequently brought about division of the Bosniak community in Sandzak, which now lives in two, separate, independent states. Referendum in Montenegro showed a wide rift between representatives of the Bosniak community in the «Serb» and «Montenegrin« part of  Sandžak. Novi Pazar, after introduction of multi-party system, did not live up to its reputation, as a Bosniak centre. In fact it ceased to be a Bosniak «centre» from which some political representative intended to co-ordinate the work of Bosniak institutions and parties in Sandzak, regardless of the republican borders. Bosniak political representatives moreover manisfested a great degree of political inexperience and immaturity. Their political goals were articulated clumsily, out of sync with the times and broader environment. Under the term Sandžak is increasingly understood the part thereof which is located in the Republic of Serbia and within its borders, while the other part of Sandzak, which lies in the Republic of Montenegro is rarely mentioned. And in fact that larger part in Serbia may be reduced to only three municipalities: Novi Pazar, Sjenica and Tutin. Sandžak may be discussed from various angles, and therein lies the difference between politicians and representatives of NGOs. We should have a very cautious tack to all Sandzak problems. 
In the present-day Serbia Bosniaks make up less of 2% of population. Their emigration continues both from the „Serb,“ and the „Montenegrin“ part of Sandžak. Regardless of separation of Montenegro many problems have remained unresolved. Added to that concerted efforts should be made to affirm the Bosniak spirituality, national self-awareness. Unless that objective is seriously pursued, there are concerns that Bosniaks may be reduced to a minor religious community, without developed national institutions.  

Bosniak movement in Sandžak has not managed to adequately and genuinely morph into an institutional movement. Due to their narrow-mindedness Bosniak political leaders have not managed in the last 16 years to genuinely articulate the needs of the Bosniak community, to realistically position them. Instead they simply engaged in numerous demagogical diatribes and claimed their committments to various «memoranda». In the fields of culture-strengthening, development of various projects contributing to the national awareness-strengthening, research of Bosniak culture, language, history and tradition, very modest results have been achieved. No spiritual, educational, cultural  linkage was made between Bosniaks living in the two republics. Much-used propagande phrases failed to solve genuine problems, and by extension only masked a genuinely distressing state of affairs. Internal strife and multiplication of bureaucratic institutions only showed that Bosniaks lacked a genuine political and intellectual potential to find solutions for the near future. One-nation claims for autonomy of Sandžaka made in 1991, from the very outset were problematic, both  because of resistance and resentment of the Serb and Montenegrin population in Sandzak, and political centers in Belgrade and Podgorica. Those maximalist claims were totally contrary to the genuine, intellectual, economic, and cultural potential of Sandzak Bosniaks. Thus Belgrade and Podgorica, aware of numerous weaknesses of and strife in the fold of Bosniak political parties, did not show any readiness for such-themed serious talks, let alone willingness to respect the Bosniak claims. And Belgrade and Podgorica persist in that stance even now. Hence the division of Bosniaks is a logical result of the failed policy of Bosniak political parties since 1990. 

After the 2000 changeover,  whose true character has been the subject-matter of polemics for quite some time now, a sense of relief has settled in. Added to that there is more breathing space. Status of human and minority rights in Serbia has improved with respect to the previous period, but discrimination against minority national communities remains the most frequent form of violation of human rights. Minority communities are no longer exposed to systematic pressures, but are still exposed to various forms of discrimination and intolerance. On legislative plane a certain progress has also been made thanks to adoption of the Act on Rights of National Minorities,  and ratification of the Framework Convention of Council of Europe on Respect of Rights of Minority National Communities. However, in implementation of both the Act on Minorities and the Framework Convention numerous problems were noted. In some Sandzak municipalities-Priboj, Prijepolje- some provisions of the  Convention on the Official Use of Language, are yet to be implemented, though it was both an international and domestic law binding committment. In fact Acts on Rights of Minority Communities are passed more because of committments taken on before the international community than because of desire to implement them. Much-hyped and much-publicized Federal Act on Minorities, was thought to be able to genuinely promote human rights, but the reality proved otherwise on several grounds (political problems, relations between the two countries). Special attention should be paid to the cadres structure, and national balance in Sandžak. 
In the aforementioned and in other municipalities little progress was made with respect to full implementation of the Framework Convention. There are indications that participation of Bosniak representatives in local administrative bodies is still conditioned by a series of compromises to which they must agree. 
According to the findings of a survey by the Sandzak Committee for Human Rights, national structure in some municipalities is extremely unfavourable, and non-corresponding to the population structure. Sandžak Committee for Human Rights researched the structure of cadres in municipalities of  Novi Pazar, Sjenica, Tutin, Priboj i Prijepolje, and its conclusion was that national representation is totally upset in the state institutions (the police, courts of law, prosecution offices, the army) at the expense of Bosniaks. A departure from the last-decade practice is yet to be made. For example, municipal prosecution office in Sjenica doesn’t employ a single Bosniak. 
Concerns in Sandžak and about Sandžak are quite justified, having in mind the general state of affairs, that is, forcibly reduced needs, a deepening  economic crisis manifest in all areas of life, and the area's obvious lagging behind the rest of the country. Novi Pazar, the city which aspires to be the Bosniak political and national seat, shows little interest in Bosniaks in Nova Varoš, Priboj or Prijepolju. Due to their small size they seem to be forgotten. On the other hand they are most frequently mentioned in NGO resports, notably those of the Sandzak Committee for Human Rights. Bosniak migrations towards Bosnia, notably towards Sarajevo, continue. That seemingly never- ending process of emigration from Priboj, Prijepolje, Sjenica and Tutin commenced long time ago.  Serbs are also leaving Novi Pazar, Sjenica, Tutin. These complex topics should not be glossed over. Many problems are of common nature, but some frequently assume a national character. Population census poses numerous questions, notably does the Republic of Serbia want an end to Bosniak emigration. Many generations of Bosniaks face that dilemma. If the answer is affirmative, then a different policy line should be toed towards Sandzak, a more pro-active, sincere, concrete policy. That policy should assume a transparent and institutional form. Today, on several grounds, more investments are made in the three municipalities in South Serbia  (Preševo, Bujanovac...), than in Sandzak, though the latter deserves the state’s care and all kinds of aid. 
Even before disintegration of the socialist Yugoslavia  Sandžak was considered as one of the most undeveloped areas in that state. Investments are stubbornly bypassing that area. Because of that thousands of people have emigrated, and they continue to do so. Diaspora  Sandžak is much more populous than the geographical one. Political and marketing rhetoric cover up and sideline essential problems of the area: lack of prospects, underdevelopment, a series of deviant phenomena (criminal, corruption, prostitution, drug-smuggling and trafficking). Sandžak is in a deep social and economic crisis felt in all areas of life. Grey economy, drugs, prostitution, thefts, murders, political conflicts are almost a daily fact of life.  

On the other hand in Sandzak we are witnessing a host of problems which may affect the total state of affairs in the area: omnipresent «hate speech» in the media, incidents in sport competitions and matches, writing of nationalistic slogans and grafitti, excessive statements by politicians, frequent clashes between members and loyalists of different parties, potentially dangerous strife within the framework of the Islamic community. What we need to do is to explain the above phenomena, place them in realistic framework, instead of simply condemning them.  
Sandzak is still presented in very black-and-white terms, which only clouds its complex reality. The Serb media, in line with political needs, continue to support the image of Islam as a hostile and very dangerous religion.  Majority of the print media resumed using propaganda terms and allegations from the early 90’s, such as, the Islamic danger, Islamic terrorists, etc. Stereotypes and prejudices show a great vitality. Articles about the „Green Transversal“, „Islamic danger“, „White al-Qaeda“ are commonplace. Occasionally they are supplemented with other “dangers.” The size of Bosniak population is either inflated or decreased, according to political needs. As regards the issue of human rights Bosniaks are depicted as a small minority, but as regards the Bosniak faith, Bosniaks are sometimes treated as a danger for the Balkans and the whole region. The truth is however known only by journalists and politicians. Stories about “Islamic danger” are produced by journalists, in total disregard of numerous facts to the contrary. Some incidents do not belong to the category of general, widespread phenomena threatening the stability and peace in this area, and wider, in the region. In some sensationalistic articles the print media even go as far as to portray Sandžak as a new potential flashpoint, and the breeding ground of terrorists. Thus the media spread Islamophobia and try to instill fear of the Bosniaks in the whole region and in Europe.  

Novi Pazar is omnipresent on criminal pages. Journalists seem to be interested only in such news. But it bears saying that Novi Pazar, like other municipalities, is weighted by other, long-standing problems. Little is said about the fact that Novi Pazar infrastructure lags behind the one in place in Kraljevo or  Čačak. Locals in Sandzak want to enjoy living conditions similar to those in other cities. As regards appalling living conditions in Sandzak village, I’d rather not touch on that issue on this occasion.  But I must underscore the need for a more careful balancing act in state institutions on local level (courts of law, police, prosecution offices.) In other words, they should employ more Bosniaks, in view of their size. The issue of underrepresentation and passivity of Bosniaks in the republican institutions should be also raised.  

Bosniaks must attain in an institutional way all the rights to which they are entitled, and they must overcome numerous divisions, and improvisations on many levels, if they want to ensure prosperous future for Sandzak. If the foregoing does not come to pass, what is left of Sandzak shall continue its partition, and will be totally sidelined. One should also bear in mind that the Belgrade authorities in settling of intra Bosniak disputes are guided primarily by their own interests.  
Meho Omerović, Member of  Parliament of Serbia 
I would like to express my gratitude to the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia and to Ms. Sonja Biserko for having raised at the right moment and in the right way the issue of Sandzak, for complexity of that issue necessitates continued tackling of causes and consequences of everyday life in that specific territory. In my very brief expose I shall point out only one aspect, which is not only the consequence, but rather the gist of a kind of perfidious policy, which part of the state, unfortunately embodied in its high representatives, pursues vis a vis part of the country, Sandžaku, its people, or minority community,  Bosniaks and their religious community, the Islamic religious community. At yesterday's parliamentary session of the Security and Defence Committee, Director of Security-Information Agency, Mr. Rade Bulatović, stated, I quote:» Tensions within the framework of the Islamic commnity are one of the factors threatening the stability of Serbia.»! In the case of intra -Islamic community strife the state of Serbia showed how a responsible state should not behave.  

What compels me to make such an assertion? My answer-which should serve also as a warning- is very simple and well-known to public at large: Competent minister, Minister for Religions in the government of Serbia, Mr. Naumov, breached the law. Namely he sided with one of the protagonists of intra-Islamic community strife, which, in my mind, and you shall agree, is –impermissible. Mr. Naumov even indulged in an implausible explanation, to the effect that the state recognizes both Islamic communities, the one in Belgrade and the one in Novi Pazar. According to him «there is room for both Meshihat and Riaset...»! He added that the state recognized «various forms of one  Islamic community!». However what Mr. Naumov failed to say- is why a lower organizational form, in this case Muftihood, that is, only part thereof, bypassed the authority of the superior form, the one above it, and formed the highest authority, namely Riaset. Mr, Naumov is yet to provide us with an answer to that question. It shall be interesting to watch Mr. Naumov's position on another, similar problem. Several days ago the Montenegrin Orthodox Church submitted an application for the entry in the register of church, or religious organizations. So will Mr. Naumov now have an identical stand, that is, approve of the existence of the two Christian Orthodox Churches in Serbia?  

By all appearances, the foregoing may help us to draw the conclusion that some politicians in Serbia would like to see the formation of a kind of the  «Serb Islamic Community». For the thesis that Bosniaks are invented people, that they are in fact Serbs of Muslim faith, is of late much hyped. Such a stance of the state and its highest body amply indicates the existence of today's topic, namely, a repressive state policy towards a whole reigon. Explanation of the reasons for that may be thus summed up: at play is obviously return of favours to the coalition partner.  It seems that the state, or at least, its part co-participates in the attempt of creating a private or party-based Islamic community. The foregoing is confirmed by the fact that the highest representatives of the newly-formed Islamic community are in fact MPs and officials of the Democratic Action Party, a coalition partner of the party to which Minister for Religions, Mr. Naumov belongs. I would like to remind you that last year the party to which Mr. Naumov belongs in Novi Pazar, introduced in an unlawful way provisional measures and sided with one party involved in the conflict between the two leading Bosniak parties. In the case of the intra-Islamic religious community strife that party also sided with one protagonist thereof. All the evidence points to the fact that the said side, was the one spearheaded by Mr. Sulejman Ugljanin.

It seems that the biggest problem for all of us in Serbia is the fact that the said party, party of Prime Minister of Serbia, which has the greatest coalition capacity, or «potential» in Serbia, as  they like to say, unfortunately has only disturbance-prone partners. In Montenegro it is the Democratic Serb Party, and Popular Party, in Republika Srpska it is the Serb Democratic Party with which they have a coalition agreement in place, and we can see that in Sandžak, it is a party at whose helm is Mr. Sulejman Ugljanin

Sonja Biserko:    Now it is Mr.Vukomanovic's turn. In view of your expertise I hope that you shall tell us something about Wahabis. In any case Wahabism is a legal and legitimate religious movement which cannot be banned under Constitution, the Act on Churches and Religious Communities, and other international documents. However, at the same time I would like to quote the following statement of Mufti Zukorlić: «I consider them a group of militants, of extremists, and they gain prominence only if someone misuses them. In Sandzak they absolutely don't have a foothold among people, hence they don't constitute a long-term danger. We have information about them, but we don't want to divulge them. That is the task of investigating bodies!»! I would like to ask you to touch on that phenomenon in the Balkans, since their presence has evidently caused such an uproar.
Milan  Vukomanović, professor of sociology
Just a brief explanation... I have already spoken about Wahabis, and my words on that phenomenon have been covered by our press. So, to put it briefly, it is an essentially marginal phenomenon within the fold of Islam, marginal, because it has never taken root in the Balkans. It has not taken root either in Bosnia, in Kosovo, and in Sandzak. Yes, there were some incidents, for that is a phenomenon which may be misused. At any rate Wahabism as such represents a kind of abuse of Islam. To sum it up, it is above all a movement with strong missionary ambitions, perhaps even global ambitions, but contrary to its design it remains the leading political ideology, the religious ideology only in Saudi Arabia. Historically speaking, in fact  Saudi Arabia is its domicile country, for Wahabism  was spawned there as a kind of ideology. As much I have monitored that phenomen I can say that in the Balkans Wahabism did not have a fertile soil for indoctrination, simply because here we are traditionally used to one Imam, a much more moderate and liberal religous dignitary in terms of the preaching of his religious-legal school. Added to that the local Islam is much more under influence of the Sufi tradition, spiritual Islamic tradition. Therefore that kind of  «import» could not have a major impact, could not transform the domestic Islam. 
But independently of this islamological debate, and of those possibilities for misuse of various movements in the area, I would like to touch on something which is perhaps less related to Islam proper, but is definitely related to the behaviour of our state towards the two serious, broader problems, concerning the three branches of power in Serbia, mostly the executive one. I am primarily referring to the threat to freedom of religious expression, of both faithfulls and atheists in our country. Jeopardized are both the freedom of religious expression, and freedom from religion. In fact both elements are threatened.  Thus at play is an attack on religious freedoms, to paraphrase the title of the book of a colleague of mine, who put that issue in the context of  Protestant communities. Secondly, a serious  problem are periodic waves of anti-Muslim and anti-Islamic conduct and actions to which the state does not respond adequatelly. In both cases therefore at play is not an intra-Muslim split in Sandzak, but rather something which should concern also non-Muslims. Total status of inter-religious relations, and also relations between church and state, has worsened during the two mandates of Kostunica-led government. We are also witnessing another phenomenon,  an enhanced status of the Serb Orthodox Church, but, small or minority  religious communities are by extension experiencing a veritable state-engineered stranglehod. Though, unlike in the Milosevic era, we now have a pertinent Act, the state, that is the government of the Republic of Serbia threatens religious freedoms of all its citizens. The same hold true of the ruling parties, notably those tasked with dealing with religious communities, or in the case in point, the one which supervises the Ministry for Religion- Democratic Party of Serbia. Let me just list  some generally known facts, for if we percive them in their continuity we shall grasp the gist of the problem: former Minister for Education tried to suppress Darwinism and affirm creationism in public schools curricula, former Minister for Religions, Mr. Radulovic submitted a scandalous first draft of the Act on Religious Freedoms, legal provisions on immunity of clerics were also suggested-that indicated cleary the Ministry's siding with the majority religious community in our country-, the eruption of moral indignation or uproar vis a vis some alleged actions of smaller religious communities, the most notorious being the linkage made by the Interior Secretary between a Novi Banovic heinous murder and a smaller sect. In consequence of such attacks on smaller religious communities, their priests are vilified and their property is oft confiscated. These communities are discriminated against by the very Act, for it envisages a different procedure for their registration as compared to the one required by so-called traditional religious communities. All the aforementioned is compounded by racism in the Serb parliament, and some more recent problems, notably rulings of our courts of law relating to the Serb Orthodox Church clerics, rulings which even requred an intervention by the Justice Ministry.  Frequent constitutional breaches are also noteworthy. In other words, the state violates its own laws, the ones proposed by the government and the Ministry for Religions. In this Sandzak case there was a blatant breach of Article 7 of the Act on Churches and Religious Communities spellling out «... the state cannot obstruct enoforcement of autonomous provisions of churches and religious communities». Therefore if the Islamic community in Serbia held an unification-minded conference and passed a corresponding constitution, then the state bodies should not have contested both events by openly marking out their favourite in that dispute, for that was tantamount to violation of the state law proper. Sandzak mufti rightfully and publicly cautioned against the foregoing. And that is a serious objection if the leader of a traditional religious community pinpoints violations by the state proper. The whole situation, in my mind, is a kind of throwback to claims laid by the Russian religious dissidents during the Soviet,  Brezhnev era. It is a similar level of communication. 
 
A local politician, president of municipality, Mr. Ugljanin,  was harshly criticized for suggesting that the Islamic Community be abolished and that  the Bosniak National Council be placed under firm control.  Therefore we face a direct political interfering into religious structures affairs, and this government, though a non-Muslim one, seems to be cultivating a kind of political Islam by forcibly imposing politics on those religious structures.  And finally, as the Sandzak Mufti oft indicated, we should seriously consider allegations about collusion between some priests and imams with the intelligence services in this country. I would not underestimate such statements. Recently in  Bosnia and Herzegovina books with names of priests, imams and representatives of other churches and religious communities-so-called «blue», «green» and «red» books- known to have been collaborators  of such services in the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, were published. Therefore the state should show more concern for such accusations by looking seriously into them. 
First the executive authorities, notably the Ministry for Religions, muddy the waters, and then they decide to sit on the fence, while the crisis-left to us to handle-  continues to simmer; I would like to know the feelings and opinions of other religious communities in Serbia on such inter-religious relations, on the induced split in the Islamic Community, indicative of  the state protection of its favourites. I wonder about the consequences thereof vis a vis the Christian Orthodox, vis a vis the Roman Catholic Church? What shall they do if invited to an event or reception organized by the newly-emerged Islamic Community? How shall NGOs organize schools, for example schools in Sandžak? Are they to expect attendance of the official representatives of the Serb Orthodox Church, of the Roman-Catholic Church, when there is much division, and fear of people that such an attendance would be highly politicized? How can we at all work in such circumstances? Has anyone in muddying the situation thought about the secondary consequences of his action? 

Independently from those divisions in the Islamic community, I would like to bring to your attention a mindless, but not accidental,  article of the Act on Churches and Religious Communities, and that is the Article 19, which spells out:  «...into the register cannot be entered any religious organization whose name or part thereof expressing the identity of a church, religious community or religious organization, has been already entered into that register or whose registration application has already been  submmited». Of course that article shall be activated in case of registration application of the Montenegrin Orthodox Church. That article was probably devised to prevent registration of both the Macedonian and Montenegrin Orthodox Church. But I must explain the lack of sense of that article: in our political life we are all witnessing the emergence of new parties whose names have prefixes or adjectives, or bear hallmarks,  like  democratic, liberal, Social-Democratic. And such an occurence is simply inevitable,  for those prefixes or adjectives or hallmarks are symbols of  identity, political leanings or ideology of such parties. And the foregoing is even more important in a sensitive religious life, which is characterized by frequent emergence of new religious communities, denominations, as well as by fragmentations of the existing ones, notably in the Protestant Church realm. For example,  you have the Christian Adventist Church, the 7th Day Adventist Church, various Baptist churches, etc. The above article in fact prevents the free choice of name and free actions of religious communities. From such a principled standpoint, such a legal article is totally mindless and useless, but it obviously makes sense in the current political context characterized by strong wish to control all inter-religious, inter-church relations.  And precisely those inter-religious, inter-church relations directly impact and mar inter-state relations. Due to the case of the Macedonian Orthodox Church, Monetenegrin Orthodox Church, and the most recent one of the Islamic Community, our relations with Macedonia, Montenegro and now with Bosnia and Herzegovina have worsened. It is paradoxical that the said souring of relations happened with the two majority Christian orthodox societies, that is, societies in which Christian Orthodoxy is a dominant religious community. 
Secondly, I would like to indicate that the ongoing anti-Islamic and anti-Muslim campaigns and actions in Serbia  were mounted by the higest state institutions notably the army and police, since 2004.  Consequently one wonders if at play is a tacit, and peaceful  continuity of the 90's ethnic conflicts, for sometimes that anti-Islamism is latent, and sometimes it is very pronounced. Symbolically I could place it in the timeframe starting with the mosque-torching in Belgrade, Nis and Novi Sad, destruction of valuable exhibits in the Kalemegdan Military Museum in Belgrade to recent police raids on the Sjenica mosque. That is the framework of anti-Muslim, anti-Islamic actions which I would like to underscore on this occasion. We remember lenient sentences handed down in the case of Nis perpetrators. It was a farce, and not a genuine trial. They scheduled hearings so many times, and the response to the ruling...such a  shameful conduct of those convicted of minor offences. Or, by extension, the parliamentary statement of the then official of Democratic Party of Serbia, Obren Joksimović about  «Mujaheddin party« in the Serb National Assembly, and his fear that, as he put it then, «we may face al-Qaeda and Hommeini in our parliament as transmitters of the Muslim fundamentalist idea...»! Of course those, so-called mujaheddins enabled the political survival of Vojislav Kostunica as Prime Minister, and later the government introduced an emergency rule in municipality of Novi Pazar and thus saved Ugljanin from referendum related to his most probable resignation. 
We face anew, like in Milosevic era, the crisis-production. By such behaviour the state just keep generating new problems both on the domestic and international plane. We may also wonder if during the late March meeting between President Tadic with Reis Ceric, in presence of Rasim Ljajic and Mufti Zukorlic, the topmost topic was the historical and moral right of the Islamic community in Serbia to maintain its spiritual links and alliance with the Islamic community in Bosnia and Herzegovina? As much as I recall they also discussed the launching of a new Serb-Bosniak dialogue, a much-needed after the 90's  crimes and conflicts?! And what shall this state do now? Shall it quarrel with Lajchak in Bosnia, shall it push us into new crises and problems? Let me remind you that in the meantime instead of Milosevic pictures Putin's pictures and posters are carried at various rallies in this region.  

Mirko Đorđević, publicist: 
State and religious communities have poor communication 
On another occasion  – when a broader discussion on the current state policy on churches and religious communities is organized -it would be wortwhile to explain in detail relations between the church and state in Serbia on the one hand and religious communities on the other hand. Problems are either covered up or intentionally bypassed. Only when incidents happen we get a chance to glimpse the true nature of those relations. Such incidents and misunderstandings, which we in this country  euphemistically call «poor communication lines» generate the new ones and reveal a high inconsistency of the state policy. In other words the state moves depend on certain political moments, and as such are haphazard and oft mismanaged. The best example of the latter were developments surrounding   the split among the ranks of the Islamic Community in Serbia. Now we have two Islamic communities and those tensions are reflected elsehwere. It is obvious that the fissure was generated by some politicians. The foregoing is best explained by the Belgrade Islamic Community Mufti, Efendi Jusufspahić: «Boris Tadić and Democratic Party, Vojislav Koštunica and Democratic Party of  Serbia, Tomislav Nikolić and the Serb Radical Party, and all other parties back the concept of the Islamic Community of Serbia because it is state-forming. No evidence of the Islamic Community's disloyalty to the state of Serbia was produced. ». This problem is rather of organizational and not of dogmatic nature: all religious communities are equal and the state, under the Act on Churches and Religious Communities, recognizes only one, unified Islamic Community, organized in line with the spirit of the Islamic tradition. This time around the state sided with one community, which was contrary to the aforementioned Act and Constitution of the Republic of Serbia. Added to that it is a well-known fact that a modern state-a legal state-is not entitled to found any church or religious community. The state has only the prerogative to protect the autonomy of churches and religious communities and to provide for their freedom of actions. The current situation indicates that due to bad state policy on religious comunities in general those faithful to half-moon in Serbia are now in a deep political shadow. The state also toes a bad line on churches, for the principle that some may be specifically recognized and others sidelined-or manipulated, is built into the aforementioned Act. This is the right occasion to show that we rightly had warned  that the aforementioned Act was contrary to the Serb Constitution and therefore would be difficult to enforce. 
All other issues in the dispute- though much hyped by the mass media-notably the true spiritual centre of churches and religious communities- are indeed inconsequential. 
I would like to mention a much-hyped allegation, that all the aforementioned developments were also engineered by the state security services. That could be discussed only if one had enough hard  evidence, but, alas, we have only verbal allegations. But as the saying  goes, there's no fire without smoke. As early as in April 2007, Mufti   Zukorlić repeatedly warned of the foregoing
 and wrote such-themed letter to Tadic and Kostunica: - «Of special concern are numerous information relating to anti-Islamic Community activities carried out by the security and intelligence services of Serbia.» That is all we know about those developments, and the general public still waits for a broader and transparent explanation thereof by the highest state officials. There's another-oft overlooked- document originating from the cabinet of the very head of secret police, the Security-Informative Agency, Mr. Rade Bulatovic, which, inter alia, included  the following stance
, -and such stances are not usually publicly espoused by heads of secret services-: -« To put i concretely, we are now searching for three files of high church clerics, which had disappeared in the post-2000 period. We have assumptions with respect to the reason behind that theft and the end-recipient of those files. ».

We cannot go into detail now, but the aforementioned indicates that the state deals with churches and religious communities, and vice versa, in a bad way and that it interferes into affairs which should not be its concern. It would be possible to explain developments related to the Islamic Community turmoil and to other churches-and they are inter-related- only through some researches, and they are currently lacking. 
I would say that some conclusions impose themselves, firstly an undisputable accountability of the Minister for Religions in Kostunica-led government. Even if we lived in a legal state-and we don't-that minister should resign. Is it possible to have in this  state several Christian Orthodox Churches, and only one Roman Catholic? Is it possible to have in this state the two Islamic communities-the answer is –yes it is. Every church or religious community organizes itself in keeping with its tradition, and the state in that respect should maintain a neutral stand. But things stand differently in Serbia. The room for political manipulations has been created, as the Wahabi case amply indicated. In order to learn more about that case we shall have to wait for the end of judicial proceedings. The media responses should be also taken into account. Majority of them are tightly controlled by power centres, some are prone to side-taking, and some feign total  ignorance. The other side of the coin are relations within the fold of the Islamic Community proper, often saturated by the leaders' rivalry. That smacks of the Eastern parabole  on the biggest and most beautiful carpet in the mosque, which is often too small to accommodate the two Imams. At play are also material interests. But the most dangerous aspect of the rift in the midst of the Islamic community proper is its potential to pave the way to violence, which in the Balkans is always a viable option. Moreover, the said rift coincides with the final stages of  settlement of the Kosovo issue and a strong turmoil in the neighbouring Bosnia  and Herzegovina,  which should serve as a warning that the repeat of mistakes is always possible and-dangerous for all. In a nutshell the trouble is non-existance of a  developed model or relations between the state and church and religious communities in general,  in keeping with the rich European experience.  The ruling parties instead  apply random solutions, in line with  their needs. 
Sonja Biserko:  You have recently stated that  «... national revolutions frequently break out at the time when old injustices stop, and internal unity of the rebelled parties, dissappears. It seems that  Sandžak, in that respect, is not an exception!» Could you explicate that view of yours ?!

Čedomir Antić, historian 
The fact is, and history is replete with such examples, that uprisings and revolutions, as well as creation of national states, begin at the time when age-old injustices which prompted them in the first place, end. Here is one example from the 19th century: large-scale uprisings against the Ottoman Empire coincided with the major reform campaigns. And that it simply, a rule. 
But let me go back to the topic. I see it as a political and not a historical one. I was not able to grasp, in view of the general character of the topic's title, whether we would be dealing with developments in Sandžak in the past 2, or 4 or 20 years. I regret that lack of a better definition, but in view of an alleged state repression, I say «alleged» having in mind the past 7 years, I think that it would have better if you had invited some government representatives. This is not one-party government. In fact it is composed of various parties, one minister is of Bosniak descent. Therefore  it would have been good to hear things straight  from the horse's mouth.  Added to that, as Sandžak, the Serb part of  Sandžak, is a multi-ethnic region, it would have been good to have some representatives of other nationalities from the area. However, it is difficult to perceive the whole truth, it is difficult to gather or rally all actors, so it is good that at least an attempt was made, in the shape of thus-organized  panel. 
I would say that in the last seven years Serbia has been going through a major reform attempt, perhaps  the most important ones in its history. And in my mind, the fact that other nationalities take part in that attempt should be the source of  satisfaction for the majority of citizens of Serbia, that is,  all the citizens of Serbia. I did not want to use the term  minority, for I thought it it would be nonsensical. Therefore-all the citizens of Serbia. It is especially good that in the grand DOS coalition and later, in succesive governments, there were representatives of Bosniak parties. Here it was not mentioned –even the post-24 period was assessed negatively- that the year 2000 saw adoption of amendments to a deficient electoral law, until then allowing only over-5% census parties to get parliamentary seats. Thus for the first time national communities, constituting only less then 5% of total population of the Republic of Serbia, faced the opportunity to enter the Serb parliament.  

One of the panelists said that the building of  the Bosniak nation in Serbia was necessary. I must say that I see no connection between the process of nation-bulding and the process of implementation of human and civil rights, for the experience indicates that the nation-building is oft a harsh and unfortunately, undemocratic process. When the majority of European nations was built in the 19th century, things stood differently: formation of a state and its educational system within a territory, was followed by unification into a nation  of diverse ethnic groups. In early 21st century, at the time of supremacy of electronic media, and nearly 100% literacy in Serbia, things are not so simple, and we must act cautiously in order not to trample upon human rights of some people, the undisputed right of some people to be members of not-fully-built or constituted nations. Hence it is mindless first to take to task a Serb official-and I am glad that such politicians no longer make part of the government- for saying some time ago that Muslims from Bosnia are Serbs-Mohammedans, and then back another official, a hold-over from the 2000 government, who said that Bunjevci were an invented minority group. Simply, if a group of people feel like Bunjevci, then it is an undisputable fact, which merits our full backing. 
Here the issue of religious communities was mentioned. I agree that we should put in place good legal regulations. In my mind it is our fortune to be the last country to enter the transition period, for thus we shall be able to compare our experience with experiences of other European countries, notably the neighbouring ones which have a large number of diverse rligious communities. 
It is not a disaster if a draft act is bad. What is important is that a proposal debated by parliament was backed by several parties, and not only by one, monolithic party, enjoying the absolute majority.  

I am obviously not an expert for religious issues, but I tried to get as much information as possible when the crisis in Sandzak began. In that regard I found  interesting the opinion of one dignitary of the Islamic Religious Community-I shall not tell you to which of the two he belongs-, who said that  all Muslim faithfulls in Serbia were not of Bosniak descent. And indeed if you look at the last census statistics, you realize that in the area of historic Sandžak there are 6.35%, or over  27,000 citizens who claim that they are of Muslim nationality. In the Serb part that percentage is somwhat lower, about 3.5%, while in the Montenegrin one, it is 10%, or more precisely, 9.88%. I want to say that a democratic state should neither prevent or encourage the building of a nation. Both actions would be tantamount to violations of democratic rights. 
Two Islamic communities in Serbia were mentioned. I have recently heard a very inspirational interview by Mr. Oliver Potežica. Namely he mentioned even five Islamic religious communities in Serbia. We tend to forget that in area of Preševo, Bujanovac and Medvedja, there is an organized community of Albanian Muslims, and that they have even two such communities, one of which is called the Islamic Community of Preševo, Bujanovac and Medveđa. Its president Džemaludin Hasani recently stated: «..those Communist times when the Sarajevo-based Islamic community controlled everything, are well behind us»! He has an opponent, a certain Tahir Mumin, who is, I think, President of the Islamic Community for Preševo, Bujanovac and Medveđa. And now, according to Mr. Potezica, we have the Islamic community of Kosovo, which has recently joined the Islamic Community of Serbia. Therefore the whole matter is very  complex,  and it would be good if the politics did not interfere into such relations, if politics  just continued to provide its good services. The state should prevent conflicts, misuses, and the best solution would be an agreement between the faithfulls.  

I am aware of the fact, as you all are, that Sandžak is one of the most undeveloped areas in the Republic of Serbia. However I would like to avoid a methodological mistake by, for example, comparing living standard in Sandžak to the one in Čačak or in Belgrade. It would not be fair. It is equally not fair to compare living standard in Kraljevo to the one in Belgrade. We must acknowledge that fact that in Serbia the poverty, which prevails in southernmost and westernmost areas, is not evenly distributed in ethnic terms. And that is one of the paradoxes of circumstances in Sandžak: economic progress was made during the 90's repression. But that economic progress unfortunately took a downturn at the outset of the reform process. And that fact should be carefully analysed. And of course we cannot prevent the following: when a minority community is threatened, or has internal problems, it calls on mobilization against the third party. It is an age-old principle. And there is little to benefit from such a move. At this moment of time it is very difficult to say whether the state is engaged in an anti-Bosniak terror campaign, in a campaign against local religious feelings or in a campaign targeting local political actors, both from the two big and several smaller, power-sharing parties in Sandzak. We can criticize the local elite, but the fact is that the said elite regularly drums up support at the elections. So even if we say that Constitution is bad, and I for one criticized that constitution from different positions than most of my interlocutors, we must note that no MP voted against that constitution in the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia (only a number of them were absent). The aforementioned attests to the fact that democratic principle was applied in adoption of that Constitution. Bad solutions thereof should be amended, but by and large we must say that the constitution in place is a democratic one.  

When discussing the status of national minorities and constituent people rights we should compare that status with the one in other states. Here someone touched on pertinent circumstances in Montenegro. Though I am not an expert for the cannonic law, I think that I am still entitled to say that it is the fundamental right of all citizens to establish their religious organizations as they like. However,  in Montenegro situation is quite different, because it was Serbia where the division within a regular hierarchy of the Islamic religious community happened. As regards Montenegro, there a former priest, first against the state will, and later with both the state and laymen assistance, founded the church.  That makes me say that circumstances are totally different in Montenegro. There one or two church facilities were taken over by the Serb Orthodox Church, though they did not start liturgical services or sent monks there. Therefore the primary motive was to prevent one church to exercise its faith. In Serbia things stand differently.  Of course, if we accept my arguments that does not mean that situation in Sandžak is good. In fact both economic and political situation in Sandzak is not good. And it is true that there we should build economic and cultural elite. The same applies to Belgrade, let alone Novi Pazar, Nis or Leskovac. It is also true that we have not fully faced up to recent past, to the 90's developments. But I regret to say that we haven't faced the past in any area. We haven't owned up to the past in places where it was not burdened by ethnic conflicts, controversies. I would like to remind you that since the year 2000, the only progress in that facing process was made when after our great tragedy, assassination of our first democratic Prime Minister, a number of people were convicted of  crimes clarified in the post-Sword operation period. If that tragic event had not taken place, we would not have seen dispensation of justice in any area, barring the case of Radio Television of Serbia's bombardment, in which the RTS former director was convicted. 
Miroslav Filipović, journalist 
For several decades now Sandžak has been in the grip of the Serb secret services, first the Yugoslav ones, now the Serb ones. I would like to avoid speaking about what is legitimate and legal, and what each state, including ours,  is entitled to. However I would like us to discuss a segment which may constitute a blatant  misuse of secret services in such a vulnerable area.  Sandžak was long-controlled by so-called «green» services, that is military secret services, or counter-intelligence services. That fact gained much importance when Sandžak became a border area of the newly-emerged state, of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. In fact after disappearance of the SFRY,  Sandzak interestingly enough found itself in the midst of continuity of distribution of the Muslim, that is Bosniak people. Thus from the former border with the Turkish state on riverlet Piloreta, when you leave  Raška and head for Novi Pazar, nearly up to Cazin area, we had the majority Bosniak-inhabited buffer zone. That fact was proclaimed a terrible danger to the Serb national goal, and the monstrous, no longer mentioned  plan «Horseshoe» was first implemented on the  right bank of river Drina, in order to interrupt such a strip-like majority spread of Bosniak people. The goal was also to prevent the Bosniak people from laying territorial claims similar to the ones voiced by Milosevic-led nationalists in Serbia. An over-riding concern was that Bosniaks might lay claims similar those espoused by Serbs in Knin, Banija, etc. As far as I recall that was precisely what in the early 90's Sulejman Ugljanin demanded. At the time I interviewed him, and I remember very well one sentence of his, namely that Sandzak Bosniaks want for Sandzak what the Serbs in Knin and Knin area want for themselves. So the right bank of river Drina was totally cleansed of Bosniaks, and believe it or not, consequences of that plan are still felt.  Even today someone prevents Bosniaks from those villages on the right bank of river Drina, in Priboj municipality, to return to their homesteads. One must say that even the best government we had, Đinđić-led government, did nothing to annul the consequences of that indeed monstrous, «Horseshoe» plan. Part of that plan were the aforementioned abductions in Sjeverin and Štrpce. Their goal was to intimidate the Bosniak people and make them flee. But that is a much broader topic. I just hinted at it, deeming it the beginning of a new chapter in the secret services interest in  Sandžak.

Of course after the disbanding of the Yugoslav People's Army and its secret services, so-called «blue» secret services, that is, police services, gained  primacy in that respect. And those structures from the 90's onwards have been advising or ordering  the Belgrade authorities what to do in Sandžak.  That means, that both Prime Minister  Živković and Education Minister Gašo Knežević went to Novi Pazar to hand to Mufti Zukorlic the International University work licence, because they were advised to do that by secret services, and perhaps that such a move would be useful for the state of Serbia. If recently the founding of the new Islamic Community, and I am referring to the Islamic Community of Serbia, was greenlighted, it was due to someone's conclusion that Moamer Efendi's influence was too great...so let us clip his wings. For the existence of 120 mosques, an International University, the Islamic Studies Faculty, and preparations for founding of an Islamic Arts and Sciences Academy, and an important role of Novi Pazar and Sandžak in founding of an European al-Azhar, the highest Islamic University with its seat in Cairo, denoted-too much influence of the aforementioned Mufti.  
When speaking about influence of secret services, several interlocutors mentioned Moamer Efendi's letter in which he requested from the state bodies files of collaborators of the secret services in the Islamic Community. If I were Moamer Efendi I would not be too sure that they would give me the right files! And the tentacles of those services are everywhere. As a journalist covering Sandzak for 20 years now I am aware of that. There were also allegations that Moamer Efendi was a secret services collaborator. It was also said that the National Bosniak Congress founded in the late 90's as a political party, and the separatism-minded Islamic Community of Presevo, were founded on advice of «services.» Rumour had it that the services appointed the then Mufti Nedzedin Sacipaj. I want to say that secret services are present in Sandzak, but I also say-so what? They are present everywhere, I would not be surprised if they were present here too...here, among us. That is simly the way of life in the post-communist societies, and when shall we be rid of such a practice, I truly don't know. Whether those «services» and to which extent, misuse their duties, it is a very complex, very complicated question, rife with mystifications. Appearances can be often deceiving, but the fact is that those «services» have their rights and duties, for they were founded in keeping with the laws of this country. .

Border line between use and misuse is very delicate and most surely at meetings like this we shall not be able to grasp the gist of the matter, However, I would not place too much faith in allegations that some political opponents of mine work for «services.» For they make similar allegations about my persona. And as Muslims like to say:   «Only Allah knows how things stand now, and what is -true»! 

MEŠA SLEZOVIĆ, artist: 
SANDŽAK: CONSEQUENCES OF REPRESSIVE STATE POLICY 
Minorities are no longer the official policy topic
It is generally believed that the minority status was in principle, pending an imminent adoption of some minor legal acts, resolved in keeping with the highest international standards. Recent spolighting of the Hungarian minority status, and continuing negative image of Sandzak, due to a host of religious, political and sports incidents, seem to deny such an assessment. In all likelihood minorities remain the subject-matter of political strategies and  genuine political instrumentalizations. In that respect  Sandzak reality is extremely interesting.  

The very topic indicates the extreme complexity of the area. It may be dealt with by various specialists, ranging from psychiatrists, psychologists, economists, legal experts, historians, political experts, and politicians. It can be also the subject-matter of those dealing with spiritual questions, notably sociologists of culture and religion, cultural experts and ethnologists. Aforementioned testifies to the fact that Sandžak is a very interesting region, with distinct features. 
What makes this theme very topical, is the fact that the state repression in Sandzak is a constant, and not incidental political phenomenon. Its manifestations are varied, pending on the current political situation and very sophisticated strategies thereof, and on various state arrangements in certain historical moments. But nonetheless those manifestations are rife with certain constant stereotypes, which shaped the stances on this area.  

Consequences of that continuing repression are a continuing emigration from Sandzak, its proverbial economic backwardness, and inadequate political solutions concerning the area.  

Sandžak is a historical region. Because of its cultural and historical dimensions, it is a multicultural, multi-denominational, and intra-cultural entity. That implies that in the best of cases, cultural, religious and ethnic substrata or dimensions in Sandzak intermingle and interweave, thus forming a general, joint identity of the area and its population. That fact had a bearing on all the political processes which had been  unfolding here, on all the state projects which frequently had been in fact  very poor experiments, and on all the political strategies which had been tested here. Sandzak was simultaneously important and non-important. Those two co-ordinates of the paradox to a large extent determined its fate and status.  

In this introductory part I would like to underscore several elements which set the tone of any discussion on the urrent state of affairs. By extensions I shall place a special emphasis on inter-active relations between local political subjects and the state policy, that is its institutions, in the process of creating the image of  the present-day or contempory Sandzak and its denizens. It is currently a very dynamic image. From the standpoint of  the still unresolved issue of identity of Bosniaks and Sandžak, one may perceive the processes which call into question many standard appraisals.  

Hyping of Islamic paradigm and of its internal ferment 

Problem lies in failure of other paradigms-economic and political, and not in the Islamic community. Other dimensions also manifest their failure and inefficiency.  

Religion, as a stratum of identity, but not as an institutional structure with broader ambitions, found its place in that newly-emerged, broad vaccum. However, cultural dimension of Bosniaks cannot in any terms be reduced only to this paradigm. Between Bosniak national individualism and Islamic cosmopolitanism, between the Bosniak pro-European leanings and Oriental Islamism, there is a vast, empty spiritual space which is slowly and increasingly invaded by an alien body-pseudoWahabism. I would like to bring your attention to an excellent observation by Farid Zaccharia in his study „On the Future of Freedom“, namely «The principal problem is rather the Middle East and not Islam, as Islam». There is also a hypothesis, very much removed from the reality, that some interests may try to plunge the European Muslim enclaves into the maelstrom of the Middle East conflict. Until recently there was much talk about re-islamization of Muslims. In those terms recent developments in the midst of the Islamic community took on a much greater resonance and assumed different repercussions. But in fact they are quite mundane, local, political claims and demands which are detrimental and could have in the near future devastating effects. Wise state policy would never foment dissention and rifts, would not get entangled  in them, would have a partner-like relations with this important institution-the Islamic religious community- which is also a national and cultural institution. The foregoing is advisable because all that internal ferment only expands room for uncontrolled outbursts of all kinds of religious and ideological teachings with may be consonant with some militant Islamic trends. Therefore the game aiming at debilitating or destroying such an institution may be very serious and dangerous.  

Constitutional framework  
Adoption of a non-European, essentially politicking, inconsitent supreme legal act. Though it deals to a great extent with the minorities issues, that act created a genuinely new legal position of national minorities. And that position is unfortunately  indicative of discontinuity with the policy towards national minorities pursued before adoption of the new constitution.  

Sandzak Bosniaks cannot identify with any state as their domicile state, for they are not considered a constituting element in the state which by definition is simultaneously national and civil, and whose national minority they are. Added to that  by definition BOSNIA IS NOT A NATIONAL STATE OF BOSNIAKS. Sandzak Bosniaks are in fact the national minority of their own state, which is not theirs by NATIONAL definition, for in that state they are only citizens. Thus the framework of their de facto inequality was created, and that inequality shall produce many structural and legal consequences. It is important to bear in mind that the ACT of constitution promulgation was the act of a clear political diversification in the midst of political representatives of Bosniak minority, that is, diversification between those supporting and those boycotting the adoption of that act. It is thought that generally Sandzak Bosniaks  have not backed that constitution, and have not recognized it as an adequate framework of their status.  

Political framework  
Search for the lost identity-schizophrenic situation of  splitting the being and identity of Sandzak Bosniaks through clear dichotomy East-West, Balkans and Oriental-European, contemporary and past. What lacks is a CLEAR VISION in the situation when cultural space is being increasingly emptied. Constructive cultural policy is nearly non-extant. There is no clear vision of the future national development and affirmation  (dilemmas of multiculturalism and interculturalism).
Democracy  with all characteristics of non-liberal democracy, autocracy, segregation,  partitocracy, totalitarianism on micro plane. Closing of framework, which is AN EVIDENT EXAMPLE OF LOSS OF FREEDOM AND GHETTOIZATION BY LOCAL POWER-HOLDERS.   

A genuine experiment  
From the standpoint of the topic, namely repression and its consequences, the current state of affairs could be called a genuine experiment. Since their placing in the position of marginal groups, minorities are increasingly becoming a basis of sure votes for political parties, and paradoxically, of the  principal parties in the political arena, and not of those which by definition are the regional or minority ones. Regional or minority hallmark is only a vote-garnering vehicle, while authentic minority interests are lost in some ambiguous  political horse-trading and particular interests. An odd co-operation has been established between representatives of minority communities and state representatives and even those political parties whose victims minorities have been. At play is the phenomenon of the HERD and Shepherd. Hence unmasking of such a policy, of such relations is of paramount importance for establishment of liberal democracy.  Political reality exposes undignified vassal relations. Servility and vassal-style relations are reflected in the light of the maxim that to serve means to rule. Hence the intention of using the individuals instead of putting in place much-needed minority institutions. The foregoing only worsens the situation, for those individuals are only false authorities who only degrade genuine interests and status of minorities. 
Numerous on-the-ground facts, that is, facts closely related to Sandzak everyday life indicate that UNWILLINGLY and disinterestedly Bosniaks were placed in the orbit of anti-Western and anti-European policy, which is becoming manifest both globally and-locally. As regards Sandzak it is becoming increasingly evident that such a policy was well-prepared and conditional, and that recent years of open repression, laid down the fertile foundations for such a policy. Hence the role of some, until recently sacred cows of politics, is becoming increasingly transparent. In other words their actions are increasingly seen in the negative light, and assessed as compromising and problematic. The phenomenon of  cuckoo's egg is a time-proven mechanism. On the dark screen of Sandzak daily life the true political profiles of some of those leaders are becoming increasingly discernible. And their image is slowly being tarnished. Ordinary citizens because of their growing disinterest in current political affairs, are becoming passive observers. The foregoing consequently enables misuse or doctoring of their unexpressed will.  Sandžak is fast-aproaching the borderline which makes nonsensical any democratic process. It seems that the ongoing process  no longer hinges on the will of  voters, citizens, members of minority community, but rather on the will of state, its services and efficiency of strategy of servility and vassal-style links. So any shift in that process or the continuity thereof is currently a major imponderable. Alas from continuity of such a process shall benefit only representatives of political elite. On the other hand that process shall most hurt citizenry, who in the current policy and in this local modification of neoliberal democracy no longer recognize their own framework of political expression. But perhaps that was the point to which some power-holders strove, the point of ultimate degradation of the role and status of minority communities and their share in politics in the state in which they live. Serbia is an excellent example in that regard. But  we should not blame for the foregoing only the state and its government. In fact the responsibility for such a sorry state of affairs rests primarily on alleged, minority political representatives. Though they have been imposed such a framework, they could still act otherwise. Minorities, notably Bosniaks,  could also rebel against such a status of theirs.  It seems to me that the turning-point is not far away.  

Thus the issues of identity are stripped of any genuine meaning and content, and well-known verses «Every wolf is entitled to his sheep» are confirmed.» 

Shall Aska the Sheep manage to perform its whole dance or it shall fall into the jaws of bloodthirsty wolf? Shall it recognize a well-intentioned shepherd or it shall surrender? We shall see.  Aska from Andrić's story clearly sets an instructive example. However I would not like to go too far in the analysis of that metaphor.  

Ramiz Crnišanin, lawyer 
After war, an old imam met Voja Lekovic. And he asked him: «Before the war you communists used to say that Sandžak was a God's forsaken country, so is it now forsaken by you too?!» And this is what Lekovic replied: «It shall not be forsaken anymore»!

But in reality Sandzak remained forsaken.
However, some stereotypes about Sandžak and Bosniaks ought to be changed. New Sandzak does not resemble the old on. When I finished secondary school in 1941, only 28 Muslim children attended the Novi Pazar secondary school. Of 9 abolished secondary schools, according to Sreten Vukosavljević, four were in Sandžak. Thus both Serbs and Muslims had to go to secondary schools in other towns, notably in Kraljevo. Muslims tended to enroll at secondary schools in the Muslim-inhabited towns, mostly  Prizren. 

Today we have nearly 100% literacy, Sandžak is reached at the most in 4-5 hours from the remotest parts of Serbia, today we have hundreds of thousands of cell phones, in Novi Pazar alone there are 30,000 cars, both the state and private university, in fact there are three of them, including the one established by Karic, there are over 6,000 students...so the picture is not so bleak, the structure has changed, relations have changed, and we must reckon with all that. Today we have political parties, and they are jockeying for power by all means like political parties elsewhere. So why are conflicts among Bosniaks dramatized so much? But what is really bad is the fact that in Serbia 40% of Radical Party and Socialist Party voters consider us a nation invented by Josip Broz Tito, and call us-Turks. But in fact vis a vis their nationality the majority of Bosniaks have a united stand: they simply consider themselves –Bosniaks. Some friends of mine, when I was an official during the Communist era,  told me: «What do you want? You are a Muslim, a Serb of Mohammedan faith.» And I retorted: «So if I am a Serb of Muslim faith, why don't you curse me on that ground, but rather call me derisively-a Turk.»!!?

And that vilification campaign has now gathered momentum. All those books in book-stores, their titles attest to that. There is a lot of anti-Muslim, Islamo-phobic, anti-Bosniak sentiment. And it is continually fomented. We must prevent it, not only, we, the Bosniaks, by our actions. I know that we cannot blame for the aforementioned only the state, secret services...We must run around, like Alice in Wonderland, in order to remain in the same place. That is our fate. But the state must at least try to prevent the increase in those differences. Try to reduce them, if possible. And there are significant differences, different treatments, in the area of employment, in all other areas...I would not like to repeat what has already been said.  

Secondly, the state should try to undo the wrongs done in recent past, notably mete out justice in the case of abduction of Muslims in Sjeverin, house-torching in Kukurovići, etc. We filed property compensation suits against the state. Damage which  families have incurred-and those families have lost everything, must be compensated. And then the first municipal court handed down the ruling that the case was –outdated. But how can a criminal offence become-outdated? In fact they are not willing to undo the wrongs. And only will-power is needed for such undoing. We have five MPs, two are from one party, three are from the other party, but they all belong to the same coalition. Instead of accusing each other, they should meet and decide on their future course of action in that parliament. They should say: these are the national interests of Sandzak  Bosniaks, Sandzak Serbs, we must advocate them jointly.... We have a minister, we have a vice President, and for the first time Vice President of the National Assembly is of Bosniak descent. And thus we must stop complaining of underrepresentation...because we are well represented. But we voters must compel them to behave as they should.  

And as regards Bosniaks, the Bosniak identity, stereotypes should be dispelled too. And in that regard I expect a much bigger support of the Serb intelligentsia, of the Serb intellectual circles.  Politika's editorial policy  is now nearly identical to the «Reactions and Echoe» it published during the Milosevic era. We must get that support, for it is an established fact that in Bosnia differentiation was effected on religious, and not on national grounds. Vuk Stefanović Karadžić spoke about the Turkish law and the Serb law. Among Christians the line of separation was not between Serbs and Croats, but rather between Cahtolics and those of Christian Orthodox faith. Because of that Ilija Garašanin sent to Orthodox churches over 100 agents disguised as priests to convince  those of Orthodox faith to declare themselves as Serbs. Franciscan monks did the same thing for Croats. And then differentiation was put in place. And what remained were the Muslims, who were proclaimed Turks, or Balias. In a nutshell, we expect the Serb progressive public and intellectuals to work in terms of decreasing the differences between religions, and not vice versa.  

Let me give you an example. For seven years Algeria waged a liberation struggle against the French. And as soon as they reached their goal, that is, liberation, the internal, internecine struggles erupted. Therefore, I want to say that we must take care of the following: on the one hand, we must extend support to the local institutions, schools, universities etc., while on the other hand, development programs should not view  Sandžak as a foreign body, as a disturbing factor possibly causing the destruction of the Serb or the Montenegrin state. As we have discussed the aforementioned extensively, I would only like to underscore that Bosniaks in the state bodies, either in capacity of  MPs, Vice Presidents, officials, should work on resolving the aforementioned issues, should take joint actions to that end. On the contrary, voters may strip them of their trust.  All the police forces in the world are glad when they can do their job, and therefore would be only glad to exploit any internal strife. Montenegrins divided the Bosniak population into three parts: the Muslims, Bosniaks and Montengrins-Muslims. That was done because an independent Montenegro would not have come into being if 15% of Muslims declared themselves as Muslims, 9% of Albanians declared themselves as Albanians, and 30% of Serbs declared themselves as Serbs. They had to create fissures and rifts. Of course any state would do that. And that is precisely what this state is doing now.  Earlier Pavel Domonji explained why the Serb people failed to extend their support to the Muslims during all those very violent years. In fact even before the Eight  Session of the Central Committee of the League of Communists of Serbia an intense psychological priming of the Serb people for justification of the upcoming violence began. Many radios in the early morning hours played the song: «...I shall kill you, Muslim!» And how then can a child listening to such songs from the early days, from kindergarten days, think differently!? Thus spoke also Ljiljana Bulatovic, who even now writes similar Muslim vilification-riddled articles. And even today  nationalist rallies are held at the Belgrade Law Faculty. The owner of «Jurišnik» was sentenced to death at the Nurnberg trial. And he was hanged, because he spread anti-Semitism in his paper. Not a single journalist in Serbia was convicted. Not even that Baletic woman, not the others who in their articles spread hatred, demonized other nations and nationalities.  

What could I possibly add!? We in Sandžak are combatting for those directions mentioned by Slezović, by Mr. Mirko Đorđević, Mr. Filipović and all others.
� Danas, 20 April  2007 


� Večernje novosti, 22 June 2006
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