SERBIA SHOWS ITS ANTI-EUROPEAN SIDE

By David L. Phillips

Serbia’s arbitrary arrest of Albanians from Kosovo traveling on its territory not only violates its legal commitments to guarantee freedom of movement for foreign nationals, including Kosovo Albanians. It also reveals the ugly side of Serbia’s purportedly pro-Western government, raising serious questions about Serbia’s suitability for membership in the European Union. The detention of Hasan Abazi, President of Kosovo’s Metalworkers Trade Union, is the most recent and  egregious example of Serbia’s foul play. Candidacy talks between EU representatives and Belgrade should be suspended until Serbia releases Abazi, thereby demonstrating its commitment to the rule of law and freedom of movement. The EU should simultaneously suspend its mediation between Serbia and Kosovo. Abazi’s arrest is not conducive to a productive dialogue and certainly not in the spirit of building trust between the two countries.

Abazi was en route to a European trade union conference when he was arrested by Serbia’s Interior Ministry on March 28, 2012. Bogus charges of “terrorism and espionage” have been brought against Abazi dating back to NATO’s intervention in 1999.

Approximately 1,500 Kosovo Albanians were rounded up and charged with hostile activities by military tribunals in 1999-2001. Serbia’s contrite new leaders took steps to distance themselves from Milosevic’s policies, issuing an amnesty law in 2001. But it wasn’t until the following year that the last of 132 Kosovo Albanians charged with acts of terrorism were finally released. The new government in Belgrade apologized for Milosevic’s crimes in Kosovo, acknowledging that Kosovo Albanians were tried and sentenced in kangaroo courts whose proceedings were politically motivated.  

Enter Abazi. Ten years later, Abazi was suddenly stopped and held in administrative detention for 48 hours without access to legal counsel. He was brought before the High Court of the Trial Chamber in Vranje. In a travesty of due process, the authorities held a closed trial barring the public and press, then placing Abazi under lock and key for 30 days.

The West is deluded by wishful thinking. It believes that Serbia has evolved as a society and that its political leaders are committed to European norms of governance and good neighborly relations. Many western countries welcomed Belgrade’s recent decision lifting its objection to Kosovo’s participation in multilateral meetings and acknowledging the ICJ opinion that Kosovo’s declaration of independence did not violate international law.  The EU Envoy Robert Cooper helped negotiate an important agreement on freedom of movement between citizens of Kosovo and Serbia. Serbia appeared to be heading in the right direction, improving its relations with Kosovo for the first time since the end of the war.

Abazi’s arrest is a cause for concern. Moreover, it shows that the virus of Serbian nationalism is alive and well. Serbian authorities reveal that Abazi was detained as part of a “competition of arrests.” But Abazi committed no crime. Tadic is pandering to ultranationalists and radical extremists trying to curry support during the run-up to Serbia’s elections on May 6.

The West supports Tadic’s candidacy and his Democratic Party. Tadic may be better than other heinous candidates. However, the West should judge Tadic by what he does not what he says. Its policy should be based on Tadic as he is, not as the West wants him to be. The West is reluctant to speak ill of Tadic. The stakes are especially high after Tadic resigned as president and called for early general elections in a move designed to capitalize on his personal popularity in Serbia, and play on support from Europe and the United States.

The 1990s taught an important lesson. When it comes to Serbia, kow-towing never results in better behavior. Western weakness fuels Serbia’s bravado. The West must be resolute in confronting nationalist politics or it risks giving tacit approval to the tactics it opposes. 

Instead of quiet diplomacy, Lady Ashton should use the bully-pulpit of her office as EU Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. She should take Tadic to task for condoning Serbia’s tit-for-tat arrests. The EU should suspend contact with senior-level officials in Belgrade until Abazi is released. The United States should support this message, not merely by sending letters of concern from the White House, but by publicly castigating Serbia for its poisonous embrace of Milosevic-era policies.
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