Kosovo’s march to freedom
By Tanvir Ahmad Khan

WHENEVER one turns to the continuing saga of the disintegration of Yugoslavia in these columns, one is struck by the starkly differentiated responses from readers from home and abroad. Champions of Serbian nationalism still argue that the protracted crisis in the Balkans was primarily engineered by western capitalists in pursuance of their neo-liberal agenda, the fulfilment of an imperial project.

Most readers, however, believe that it was Milosevic who tipped the precarious balance between Serb, Croatian and Slovenian nationalisms with a bloody campaign for Greater Serbia unleashing a chain of unintended consequences. Here and there, one comes across a concern for the fate and fortunes of Muslims who have repeatedly been at the receiving end as the post-Ottoman Balkan kaleidoscope kept turning.

For this last category, the main focus now is the outcome of the process underway in Vienna for the determination of Kosovo’s final status. Negotiations so far have not reduced the gap between the Serbian opposition to the independence of the province and the determination of the Kosovar people — at least 90 per cent of the population — to gain it. A protectorate of the United Nations for seven years, the territory, free Kosova to the Albanians, continues to be the chessboard for competitive moves by major powers reminiscent of the diplomatic manoeuvres of the 19th century.

The general consensus in the international community is that there was never any option after the upheavals of early 1990s but to reconfigure the region — the successor states of Yugoslavia — under the joint protective umbrella of the European Union (EU) and Nato. As overweening nationalism floundered leaving death and destruction behind, the emerging states and entities could trade a part of their sovereignty for economic development that EU would bring and for security that Nato would provide.

On an earlier occasion, I recalled in this space the maxim that the wars of Yugoslavia began in Kosovo and would end in Kosovo. Pakistan can legitimately take credit for highlighting the predicament of its people when threatened with yet genocide in the region. Together with other concerned nations, it endeavoured hard that Kosovo should not be lost sight of while seeking an end to the great tragedy in Bosnia Herzegovina. Kosovo produced its own army of liberation, the KLA, but even so, at least 10,000 Kosovars of Albanian origin perished before Nato intervened forcefully. The conflict created new realities, new facts on the ground. Serbia lost its military and administrative control over Kosovo. The province underwent demographic shifts with Serbs either going to Serbia or concentrating in a small strip of border lands, no more than 15 per cent of the province. This was particularly true of the capital Pristina and some other major towns. The territory which was denied the status of a federating republic even by Tito and which had its status of an autonomous province abolished by Milosevic had all but seceded from Serbia.

Recognition of this de facto independence has been delayed not only by staunch opposition from Belgrade but also by the differences over the most desirable outcome of the Kosovo crisis on the two sides of the Atlantic. Serbia’s diplomacy aiming at status quo ante lacked moral sanction as well as material substance; Kosovo’s quasi-independence could be reversed only at the expense of another upheaval that Europe could ill afford.

In its latest official pronouncement on the subject, the Serbian government has said that it would accept autonomy for the province “broader than anything seen in Europe” but outright independence would amount to opening “a Pandora’s box”. This is clearly designed to qualify and constrain what is otherwise considered inevitable by now. But this show of reasonableness will certainly be used by the negotiators who still favour a “conditional independence” for Kosovo.

Serbia’s diplomatic position received a major setback when it failed to prevent first the end of a two-nation federation with Montenegro and then the dissolution of a loose union that had replaced that federation. By a popular vote, Montenegro declared itself independent. The birth of this tiny state occupying no more than 13812 square kms and with a population of little more than 650,000 has dealt a severe blow to Serbia’s residual claims on Kosovo. The contradictions — historical, ethnic, linguistic and even religious — between Serbia and Kosovo are much sharper than between Serbia and Montenegro.

Kosovo’s case for total independence has also gradually got strengthened as its people met the criteria for it. In December 2003, the United Nations defined a roadmap to final status negotiations in terms of what came to be known as “Kosovo Standards Implementation Plan”. Stringent objectives were set for the creation of representative public institutions, return of displaced people, market economy, security services, protection of life and property, free media, and independent judiciary. One cannot say that Kosovo has attained an equal measure of success in each of these designated fields but there has been enough progress to justify the claim that Kosovars can today make sovereign decisions to “create a free, fair and open democratic society based on the rule of law, with open markets and a robust civil society.”

Kosovo escaped descent into anarchy partly because Nato’s intervention prevented what was foredoomed to be a dirty war of ethnic cleansing between the Serbian regular and irregular forces and the Kosovo Liberation Army. Its ability to fulfil the international criteria mentioned above came in no small a measure from the tireless pacifism of late Ibrahim Rugova whose faith in non-violence survived the worst carnage that continental Europe had seen since the Second World War. In a brief obituary I wrote on his passing away in January this year I expressed the hope that his legacy, enshrined in the 10 books that he wrote and in the party he kept alive in the maelstrom of 1990s was a beacon in a peaceful quest for independence.

Kosovo’s final status needs a decision by the UN Security Council (UNSC). European powers are as sensitive to the past as to the future and, therefore, still remain a trifle uncertain about the final terms of Kosovo’s separation. But at the UN there is an enhanced realisation that the present arrangement is flawed and unsustainable, that two million Kosovars are no less qualified than 650,000 Montenegrins to be free, and that the inevitable independence of the territory is by far the most viable solution. For post-independence problems, Kosovo would need the same Nato-EU partnership that exists today and brings stability to the other successor states of Yugoslavia.

The philosophical debate about Kosovo’s independence becoming a precedent for breakaway movements elsewhere in Europe can be as serious as you want it to become. It evokes complex responses. Russia may have one set of arguments for Kosovo and quite another for Georgia. France, Germany, Italy and the UK tend to focus on it as much for reasons of pan-European politics as the good of the people. In the end game, the Security Council will doubtless want to make effective arrangements for minority rights.

This will be particularly important for the already shrunken Serb minority. Serbs may well be down to being five per cent from the earlier eight per cent. One solution which will probably create more problems than solve would be to tamper with the territorial integrity of Kosovo. Given the history of conflict, partition would be tantamount to the defeat of all European norms of multiethnic and multicultural states.

A much better solution is a quantum leap in human rights and rights of minorities in Europe for which Kosovo could be a good testing ground.

Consider what the alliance for Kosovo’s independence has to say and which the Security Council and EU can easily enforce: “At a time when a prospective clash of civilisations between the West and Islam is widely feared, the creation of a Muslim-majority secular state, tolerant of all ethnic peoples regardless of personal creed would be viewed as a victory for national values espoused by the US and the nations of the European Union.” If the UNSC endorses Kosovo’s independence by the end of 2006, the centuries’ old Muslim problem of the Balkans would probably find a sustainable solution within an overarching EU. The Balkan wars of 1912-13 and the First World War extracted a heavy price from the ethnic Albanians. Half of them were left outside the new Albania in neighbouring countries. Kosovars suffered discrimination when incorporated into the kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes and subsequently even in the successor state of Yugoslavia. Characteristically, Milosevic tried the “final solution” and invited disaster upon Serbia itself.

Nothing would concentrate the Serbian mind on what they need to do in 21st century than the independence of Kosovo. The argument that it would push Serbia into the hands of extremists is almost irrelevant as the Serbs would not want to swim against the mighty European tide for ever. Similar fears about breakaway Slovakia turned out to be misplaced. Instead of indulging the remnants of Milosevic’s pernicious racist ideology, European powers should throw their door wide open for Serbian participation in a new Balkan order. Support for an independent Kosovo would help the United States no end to dispel the fear that it also has become a victim of contemporary Islamophobia.

At the same time, from Morocco to Brunei, Muslims will watch with much empathy the progress of three Euro-Muslim states and their expected contribution to global inter-faith understanding. That these three states would have a distinct cultural identity of their own will, doubtless, be the cornerstone of the general Islamic policy towards them. The world of Islam is ready for such diversity.
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