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Nationbuilding – (re)building a sense of community within a polity – can contrib-
ute towards peacebuilding. This article examines how the ambition to reduce the
salience of ethnic identities and stimulate new integrative ones in Kosovo has
figured in the international post-war reconstruction efforts. A number of arenas
are surveyed – where contacts could emerge to break the present pattern of seg-
regation and mistrust. In assessing the success thus far of international efforts to
promote multi-ethnicity in Kosovo, the article contends that a mixed record of
achievement is evident.

NATO’s war against the Milošević regime in 1999 was set off by discrimi-
nation and ethnic cleansing against Kosovo’s Albanian population. Since
the war ended, sustaining multi-ethnicity has become a prime ambition
of the post-war international administration. History’s assessment of
the war – and quite possibly the future stability of the Balkans – will
depend on the success of these efforts.

A basic premise of this article is that nationbuilding can be a tool for
reconciliation and peacebuilding after ethnic conflict, by means of soften-
ing ethnic divisions that have hardened during the conflict. A melting
together of ethnic groups in this situation is unimaginable, but a
gradual development of shared interests and experiences, that could
build new bonds across ethnic boundaries, is not. From this premise
springs the aim of the article: to examine how the ambition to reduce
the salience of ethnic identities, and stimulate new, integrative ones,
has figured in the reconstruction efforts in post-war Kosovo (as of
summer 2003), and to address the question of how successful these
efforts have so far been.1 While the ambition of multi-ethnicity has
been present in many endeavours of the international administration, it
will be argued here that the rate of success varies significantly between
different arenas.
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In much of the discourse on military intervention, ‘nationbuilding’ has
become the catch-all phrase for a wide span of activities after and beyond
the employment of military force. In particular, activities such as the
building of political institutions, strengthening of civil society, and
holding of elections are seen as belonging in this category. In this
article, the term statebuilding is used to describe such activities.2 The
term nationbuilding is used more specifically for the efforts and/or
process of (re)building a sense of community within the population of a
polity. Inclusive and exclusive nationbuilding are also distinguished
here. Inclusive nationbuilding describes efforts or processes that are
encompassing several or all ethnic groups of the polity, whereas exclu-
sive nationbuilding describes such efforts or processes taking place
among only a few people or one ethnic group, with others being kept
outside.3

The idea of ‘building’ suggests action – people are employed,
working, using tools. Nothing – including nations some might add – is
built by itself. However, agents for nationbuilding can be not only
people (politicians, intellectuals), but also structures (‘efforts and/or pro-
cesses’). Identities take shape, for example, within borders and around
institutions. However, there is not always a clear boundary between
the categories, as institutions are sometimes created with a specific
form in order to facilitate nationbuilding. In this context, we should
also make the distinction that actions, or policies, can be consciously
intended to have a nationbuilding function. At the same time, actions
may serve such a function unintentionally, while policies with that as
its prime intent may well fail.

Nationbuilding in Kosovo that encompasses not only the Albanians
(inclusive nationbuilding) may seem far-fetched since majority and min-
ority members barely come close enough to talk anymore. However, it
is useful to see nationbuilding as a wider span of processes than what nor-
mally occurs. In such a perspective a sense of community among citizens
may be virtually absent, but there may nevertheless be structures and pol-
icies at play facilitating its development. Thus, the spectrum of nation-
building policies may be seen as spanning from facilitation of refugee
returns and creating security for minority members, to the facilitation
of inter-ethnic contacts, to developing common interests, loyalty to
(and even pride in) the same institutions. At the other end of the spectrum,
we can envisage processes that maintain the bonds between individuals
who already feel a deep sense of community. This argument follows
from the widely accepted notion that every individual has many
identities. Some span wider than others, and the different identities do
not necessarily overlap much.
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Historically, it is clear that the homogenization of culture within the
borders of a state has often driven the development of national identity.
Anything that would imply shared interests or shared experiences could
serve such as potential nationbuilding mechanisms or tools. Shared inter-
ests could be economic benefit in micro-level inter-ethnic economic trans-
actions, or bringing growth into the national economy on a macro-level.
Shared experiences could be uniform media exposure, military service,
celebrating the same holidays, cheering the ‘national’ sports stars, relating
to the same political and administrative authorities, and so on. Over time,
the aggregate effect may produce a solid, common sense of unity.4

At present, due to physical segregation and a high level of mistrust,
Kosovo has a limited number of arenas where shared interests and experi-
ences may occur. Yet the ‘internationals’ (a term often used for foreign
staff in international organizations) are striving to create them. This
article now proceeds to discuss the methods and structures of nation-
building that the internationals are using to break the present pattern
of segregation and mistrust. We begin with the most fundamental require-
ment for interaction – refugee return – and the ways that interaction and
common interests and experiences are forged.

Overview: Post-war Status of Inter-ethnic Relations

Both Albanians and Serbs in Kosovo would agree that relations between
the two groups were not close even before the Milošević regime, and that
impression is confirmed by scholarly findings.5 While there was a history
of separate lives, and occurrences of ethnic violence at several times
since the Second World War, relations grew significantly more tense as
Slobodan Milošević was elected Serbia’s party leader in 1987 and
turned to Serbian nationalism for support. A turning-point was the abol-
ition of Kosovo’s autonomous status within Serbia in 1989. For several
years, the Albanians’ response to increasing oppression was non-violence.
Rather than confronting the Serbian authorities’ human rights violations
head-on, the Albanians developed parallel structures of education,
welfare, taxation, and even political representation, with a president
(Ibrahim Rugova) and a parliament being illegally elected. The lack of
progress by the non-violent line, and the fact that Kosovo was not
addressed in the 1995 Dayton peace accords, caused a radicalization
among young Albanians. In 1996, the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA)
made its first guerrilla attacks. This violence in turn caused yet harsher
repression and excesses by the Serbian authorities (and was in part
intended to have that effect.)6
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In 1998, the Serbian authorities first initiated what may be described
as a policy of ethnic cleansing, causing a first wave of Albanian refugees.
During the 78 days of war in 1999, the repression culminated in a killing
spree by which Yugoslav and Serbian forces drove an estimated 863,000
Albanians out of Kosovo, and several hundred thousands more were dis-
placed within Kosovo. All in all, 90 per cent of Albanians were displaced
from their homes. The material destruction was immense: 120,000
houses were damaged (up to 40–50,000 of them completely destroyed);
750 schools out of some 1,200 were damaged or destroyed.7 As Human
Rights Watch concluded, the expulsion of Albanians ‘was well organized,
which suggests that it had been planned in advance’.8 The organization’s
own statistical analysis revealed killing patterns that further testified to
the ‘systematic nature’ of the government’s campaign.9 The final death
toll within Kosovo itself is contested, but by the end of 1999 the Inter-
national Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) had
exhumed 2,730 bodies from war grave sites,10 and by mid-2003 some
3,600 people from all ethnic groups were still unaccounted for.11

While the war was still not over, and returns of the hundreds of thou-
sands of Kosovo Albanian refugees had not yet begun, Serbs and Roma
began to leave Kosovo for Serbia and Montenegro. Simultaneously,
other minority members moved within Kosovo; some into Serb-
dominated areas that would turn into enclaves, and others towards the
north, with Mitrovica’s Ibar river as the main line dividing them from
the Albanian population. The Serbs and Roma escaped in anticipation
of revenge attacks, and such attacks came – if anything more brutal
and larger in scale than feared by the new international authorities.
Initially, the international presence failed to stop much of this violence.
Soon, however, minority protection rose to the top of the internationals’
agenda. By the end of July 1999 the UNHCR reported that 155,000
non-Albanians (mostly Serb and Roma) had been displaced from
Kosovo to Serbia, and another 23,000 to Montenegro. The great majority
of these had left after the NATO air campaign ended; some 50,000 of the
internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Serbia had arrived during the six
months before that happened.12 In August 1999, within two months of
the war ending, Human Rights Watch documented a ‘wave of arson
and looting’ of Serb and Roma homes throughout Kosovo, harassment
and intimidation, as well as ‘a spate of abductions and murders’.13

By the end of 2001, there were 201,641 persons registered as dis-
placed from Kosovo in Serbia-proper, and 29,451 in Montenegro.
Among these were some 186,000 Serbs, and 45,000 Roma, Ashkhali
and Egyptians (RAE). Some 46,000 were displaced within Kosovo
itself. An estimated 100,000 Serbs and an undetermined number of
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RAE remained in Kosovo.14 The Serbs (and Roma) who remained live
mostly in a crescent of village enclaves just north and west of Pristina
(in 2000 estimated at 27,000 people), and in north Mitrovica and in
municipalities north of that city (100,000 people).15 In the capital, Pris-
tina, with a pre-war population of some 40,000 Serbs, fewer than 300
remain, concentrated in a few apartment blocks.

Since the war several international organizations have documented a
gradual decrease in violence against minorities, but also noted that this
must be partly explained by the migration and segregation that has
taken place. Life for minorities is marked by exclusion and fewer oppor-
tunities. In Albanian areas optimism is substantial and the economy is
expanding from reconstruction funds, but enclaves are depressed and
show dubious prospects of long-term viability. In the northern areas bor-
dering on Serbia, the sense of relative security and loyalty is gained at the
price of fewer public services and only limited access to international
funds. In spring 2002 the UNHCR/OSCE assessment of minorities’ situ-
ation in Kosovo concluded that problems still existed that ‘continue to
make the day-to-day life of many members of minority communities
extremely precarious.’16 A year later, in March 2003 the assessment
noted ‘a limited increase in the level of security in some areas for minority
communities’. Encouraging signs were detected in the gradual decrease in
ethnically motivated crime, the removal of KFOR checkpoints and the
adoption of more flexible and less intrusive security arrangements, as
well as increased minority representation in the Kosovo Police Service
(KPS) and the judiciary. But the assessment still found that minorities
‘continue to face varying degrees of harassment, intimidation and provo-
cation, as well as limited freedom of movement.’17

Geography plays a part in determining minorities’ attitude towards
the interim administration in Kosovo. The Serbs living in southern
enclaves depend on the protection of KFOR and cannot hope for an
eventual re-unification with Serbia to solve their problems. Thus, they
are also more inclined to cooperate with the UN Mission in Kosovo
(UNMIK), and to participate in elections. In contrast, radical nationalists
are able to set the tone for politics in North Mitrovica and the other
northern municipalities. Fuelled by Belgrade money and rhetoric, and
having an eventual de jure division of Kosovo as a fall-back plan, they
can afford to be more assertive. The interim administration and KFOR
have yet to assume full control in the northern areas. Public services
financed by Serbia continue to exist in ‘parallel structures’, in direct vio-
lation of Security Council resolution 1244 and the UNMIK—FRY
Common Document of November 2001. Most worryingly, those
include law enforcement forces and courts. In some fields, such as
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health care and schooling, such services address needs caused by discrimi-
nation and exclusion, but they also serve to uphold a system of second-
rate services, and perpetuate the isolation of the minorities.

Mitrovica is where the Albanian goal of unifying Kosovo clashes with
Serbia’s efforts to maintain its influence in the North, with the long-term
goal of partitioning Kosovo. North Mitrovica is one of the most ethnically
heterogeneous areas of Kosovo today,18 but the figures of ethnic co-exist-
ence do not testify to harmonious relations. In areas where Albanians are
a minority, the concerns about security and freedom of movement are
very similar to those for the non-Albanian minority communities.19 In
Mitrovica the existence of the Bridge Watchers, a group of Serb extremists
who also double as a local police force of sorts, still highlights the limits of
the international jurisdiction north of the Ibar river. They not only survey
the the Ibar bridge and intimidate any Albanian or Serb who might cross
it, they prevent moderate forces from voicing their views, and ordinary citi-
zens from cooperating with the interim administration. In November 2001,
they were reported to have prevented many from participating in the elec-
tions.20 Scant progress was made when Kosovo held municipal elections
in October 2002. A nationalist mobilization once again cancelled inter-
national efforts – including a direct appeal from both the UN Security
Council and the UN General Secretary, Kofi Annan – to secure partici-
pation, especially of Serbs.21

The Struggle for a Multi-ethnic Kosovo

The relationship between ethnic groups was not touched upon specifically
in resolution 1244 of 10 June 1999, which remains the fundamental
mandate for the international post-war presence in Kosovo. Its main pre-
occupation was with the restoration of order and security, and the return
of refugees and IDPs. Soon, however, the conditions for minorities
became a major focus for the international administration. On 1 July
1999, for instance, the OSCE Permanent Council decided that the
OSCE mission would be ‘guided by the importance of bringing about
mutual respect and reconciliation among all ethnic groups in Kosovo
and of establishing a viable multi-ethnic society where the rights of
each individual are fully and equally respected.’22 Since then, these ambi-
tions have been at the forefront of the policy priorities of the international
administration of Kosovo, and they have determined policies in fields
ranging from repatriation to elections, media issues and legal reform.
For the international administration, it has become essential to prevent
the consolidation of the vision of the territory as being the homeland of
only one people – the Kosovo Albanians.
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While the international community can be criticized for many decisions
over Kosovo, and for lack of success in various endeavours, it is difficult to
deny that since 1999 the interim administration has poured much effort
into securing the multi-ethnic character of Kosovo. It was a question of
reversing powerful trends: two thirds of the Serbs and possibly an even
greater proportion of the Roma had already left, while yet more were dis-
placed within Kosovo, and a system of enclaves and isolation was fast
taking shape. The destruction of historical monuments and churches and
desecration of cemeteries was erasing evidence of Serb history in Koso-
vo,23and the violence against Serbs and destruction of their property was
making life there impossible. KFOR units found themselves witnessing
the violence and destruction and were taken aback by the fierceness of it,
did not trust that they could intervene safely, and on occasions the only
orders they received were not to intervene.

One year after the NATO military campaign, the options in Kosovo
had seemingly ‘narrowed to policy failure (abandon the dream of a
multi-ethnic society living peacefully together) or policy disaster (defeat
at the hands of sullen and resentful Serbs and increasingly hostile Albanians
waging a guerrilla war of independence).’24 A final judgment on NATO’s
war and the post-war international involvement will depend on whether
Kosovo survives as a multi-ethnic society. The war was justified as a
response to emerging ethnic cleansing, and unless the reverse cleansing is
corrected, the mission will be deemed a failure. The allies ‘cannot afford
to compromise’ on the issue of minority protection, writes Dana H. Allin;
not only would the emergence of a Serb-free Kosovo constitute ‘a moral
defeat’; in political terms it would be an entity that NATO governments
in the long run would find it difficult to defend with military force.25 In
the words of the Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General
(SRSG) until July 2003 Michael Steiner: ‘We came to Kosovo to protect
human rights and we cannot allow this country to become monoethnic’.26

The danger, pointed out by Thakur and Schnabel, of a ‘policy disaster’
seems to have been diminished greatly.27 But is it realistic to hope for a
return to the co-existence of the pre-Milošević era, or even to go beyond
to a new level of integration? The article now discusses the arenas where
inclusive identities may be promoted – or counteracted.

Accomplishing Returns

With a minority population of less than 20 per cent before the war
Kosovo was already more ethnically homogenous than most states.
One can argue that a multi-ethnic Kosovo is an unrealistic dream –
and was so even before the war that led to a reduction of the Serb
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population by two thirds, and the Roma by even more. But it is also the
case that the future Kosovo could be accommodating to the small ethnic
minorities that remain. Multi-ethnicity is not only about numbers. Never-
theless, refugee returns are a fundamental requirement for upholding
Kosovo as a multi-ethnic society. Experience in the 1990s shows that
successful refugee returns are far fewer than lasting violence-induced
demographic changes. The new demography is consolidated on many
levels. Houses that have been left are destroyed or taken over by others,
new social networks are created, work opportunities disappear – and
international attention shifts elsewhere. The experience of refugee
workers is that as time passes, the elderly make up a larger share of
those who do return.28 The young, and in particular those with resources
that create opportunities elsewhere, will be less likely to return.

Even if large-scale returns eventuate, the radical difference in birth
rates between ethnic groups would serve to keep the Albanian proportion
of the population increasing. Kosovo has had a dramatic demographic
development in the decades since the Second World War. The growth
rate of the population was high throughout this period, increasing the
total population from 733,820 in 1948 to an estimated 1,956,196 in
1991 (when the Albanian population boycotted that census), from a
combination of a continuously high (albeit falling) fertility rate, and a
falling mortality rate. The Albanian population has had a particularly
high birth rate, which has brought its share of the population even
higher in relative terms: as late as 1953 it was 65 per cent, whereas in
1991 it had increased to 82 per cent.29 The Serb share of the population
has fallen similarly. In 1961 it was still 24 per cent, while in 1991 it was
down to 10 per cent (Albanian estimate: 8 per cent30). The number of
Serbs in this period fell, from 227,160 to 194,190. The Roma population
has increased even more impressively than the Albanian. In 1948,
Kosovo had 11,230 Roma; in 1961, it was down to only 3,202; but by
1991 it had climbed up to 45,745 (2 per cent of the total population).
Consequently Kosovo today has by far the youngest population in
Europe.31

Most agencies agree that the wish to return to Kosovo is still strong
among the Serb refugees, not least in the light of the precarious life
they presently endure in Serbia. Despite this the number of actual
returns has been minimal, hardly aggregating 2,000 for the years 2000
and 2001, though some 3,500 returned during 2002.32 The issue is
identified as a top priority by the interim administration and the UN
Security Council, whose mission to Kosovo and Belgrade in late 2002
reported: ‘Nothing is more important than a demonstrated commitment
to multi-ethnicity, not only in words but also in deeds’.33
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Since security concerns are still acute, personal contact between
members of the different groups is rare. Serbs living in an enclave like
Gracanica have been going all the way to Serbia, even Belgrade, in
KFOR ‘shuttles’, to do their shopping. Shuttles have also been the sol-
ution for schooling and for the few adults who work in Albanian-
dominated areas. Shuttling has been reduced significantly by KFOR,
without major security incidents, but the sense of insecurity among
minorities remains high. The UNHCR/OSCE assessment found that
changes made are ‘not yet fundamental enough to conclude that conditions
would exist for large scale return of ethnic minorities in the near future’.34

Dealing with the issue of parallel structures is a pertinent part of the
nationbuilding project for a multi-ethnic Kosovo. But because they are
subject to harassment and alienation, the Serbs, and in particular those
residing in the north of Kosovo, turn to Belgrade rather than to Pristina
for protection. On a day-to-day basis the Serbs in the enclaves rely on
KFOR, and their identification with Belgrade may be less solid. But the
fact that most Serbs identify more with Serbia than with Kosovo –
coupled with the lack of clarity over Kosovo’s future status – is prevent-
ing the idea of a multi-ethnic, integrated Kosovo from taking root. This
effect is also seen on the Albanian side, where the Serbs are perceived
as being disloyal and resisting the consolidation of an independent
Kosovo.

The unsolved status issue may well be part of the problem, in particu-
lar with regard to refugee returns. Serbs outside of (south) Kosovo might
want to return to their place of origin if Kosovo remains part of Serbia
and Montenegro, but not if it becomes independent. In any case, those
considering returning would want to know the outcome before they
made a decision. Most Albanians on their part seem to agree that
having a minority population is a price well worth paying if that is
what it takes to gain independence. What they do not want, however,
is to have minorities returning that could soon afterwards be used as
Serbia’s demographic argument against independence.

Political Representation: Ethnic Sgendas

If the majority and minority parties do not talk or work together, can they
be forced to do so? A prime policy of the interim administration has been
to establish a new political system in Kosovo that is not only representa-
tive of the majority but also takes minority interests into consideration.
Since all parties in Kosovo are presently ethnic in leadership and
support, any ‘majority’ or even ‘two-thirds’ rule would mean that the
ethnic minorities would be overrun.35
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By late 2001, both municipal assemblies, a Kosovo assembly, and a
presidency had been elected. On 17 November 2001, elections preceded
the creation of new Provisional Institutions of Self-Government (PISG),
counting both an assembly and an executive. The aim of securing min-
ority representation and balancing majority preferences has determined
the character of these. Kosovars elected a national assembly of 120
seats, 20 of which were reserved for minorities – ten for Serbs and ten
for other ethnic groups (Roma, Ashkali, Egyptian, Bosniak, Turkish or
Gorani). In order to encourage minority representation, this minimum
– which already represented a numerical overrepresentation compared
to their share of the population – was guaranteed even in the case of a
minority boycott. This meant that minority parties would be tempted
to break out of any attempt at a concerted boycott.36 When the assembly
is complete, it elects a president who selects a prime minister, who there-
after composes the government. The assembly has a seven-member presi-
dency (as well as a President of the Assembly), counting two
representatives of the two largest parties, one from the third largest
party, as well as one Serb and one non-Serb minority representative. A
further regulation of over-representation and balancing affects the cre-
ation of the government: two ministerial posts shall be held by minority
members, one of them Serb.

From a nationbuilding perspective, this policy of over-representation
makes sense. At the least it avoids the further alienation that would occur
if Kosovo got a permanent all-Albanian assembly. If ‘success’ goes
beyond preventing a worsening of the present situation, political
inclusion could stimulate a sense of ownership of the new institutions
on the part of Serbs, whereby their politicians are gradually co-opted
into the process. In this sense UNMIK and the OSCE are navigating
between a negative goal – to prevent the present, exclusionist order
from consolidating, and a positive one – to actively integrate and build
a sense of community across ethnic boundaries. Thus far, the record is
mixed. The Serb population appears to be divided equally between
opting to participate in Kosovo elections and doing so in Serbian elec-
tions. The former category, which is more represented in the enclaves,
votes for parties within the Coalition Return. The other category, more
represented in the north, gives a large proportion of its votes to hardliners
in Belgrade: In September 2002, 57.2 per cent of Kosovar Serbs partici-
pating in the first round of the Serbian presidential elections voted for
Vojislav Seselj.37

Since the 2001 elections, the Kosovo Assembly has counted as many
as 35 minority representatives among its 120 members, among them 22
from the Serb multiparty Coalition Povratak (return).38 Minorities,
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then, are substantially over-represented in relation to their share of the
population as a whole. That does not mean that they are over-represented
in influence, however. Politics is thoroughly ethnicized, and minority MPs
are easily overrun. In assembly proceedings, both Serbs and Albanians
have proved willing and able to provoke the other side. Serbs cause irri-
tation among Albanians, for example, by using the politically charged
term ‘Kosmet’ (for Kosovo and Metohija). Albanians alienate the Serbs
(and irritate the SRSG) by not allowing the final status issue to rest.39

Similarly, the presence of two minority members in the government
does not mean that their integration is smooth: the Serb minister,
heading the ministry of agriculture, has found himself isolated, with
Albanians from the agriculture sector refusing to meet him.

While ‘cooperation by coercion’ may force representatives of different
ethnic communities to work together, and even buy into the political
process, an issue of great significance appears in the longer perspective.
If inclusive nationbuilding in a hostile climate first needs to make
people talk, its main ambition is to de-ethnicize politics because ethnicity
is the dominant social marker. The UNMIK-directed electoral system
reflects this – but may also serve to perpetuate it as in Bosnia where a
similar ethnicized election system was part of the Dayton agreement.
As yet there is scant progress in the efforts to reduce the significance of
ethnicity in Bosnian politics, and many analysts consider the institutional
framework to be one major hindrance.40

Ethnic ‘Army’, Multi-ethnic Police

Local security institutions offer potential as arenas for ethnic integration,
but in practice the ‘army’ and the police have come to play very different
roles in this respect. While armed forces are justified by reference to
present or potential threats, debates over the abolition of conscript
armies in various countries tend to bring up arguments about the nation-
building functions such armies serve in bringing together people of differ-
ent backgrounds. In Kosovo, the KLA was coerced into signing a
demilitarization agreement on 21 June 1999, to be replaced by the
Kosovo Protection Corps (KPC), set up under international auspices.
Within the KPC – which, in the words of Tim Judah remains ‘to all
intents and purposes [the KLA] in mothballs’41 – the sense of pride
remains great, and myth making portrays the force as having defeated
the Yugoslav forces virtually single-handed. There is no doubt that the
KPC views itself as the future army of an independent Kosovo. Interna-
tionals, however, view it with scepticism. Cooperation with the KLA
was never comfortable, and its successor is the one new institution that
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does not fit comfortably into UNMIK’s administration model.42 At the
same, the internationals see the KPC as lacking strength (with only
3,000 active and 2,000 reserve members) and competence. It is not
thoroughly trained, either as a military force or as the emergency corps
it is currently meant to be.

More to the point for this discussion, the KPC is far from being a
mechanism for inclusive nationbuilding. The force may still be a source
of pride for some Kosovar Albanians and serve to integrate them in this
shared view. On the other hand, with such a small number of servicemen,
it cannot ‘streamline’ the young (male) population through training
within the ranks. Furthermore, it has no function in bringing the majority
and minority populations closer to each other. On the contrary, for all
practical purposes it is closed to minority Kosovars. Serbs see the KPC
as an actively exclusivist, even enemy force, whose logo is exactly as
the KLA’s with different lettering.43

In contrast to the case of the KPC, the internationals consider the
Kosovo Police Service (KPS) as a success story. As of mid-2003, the
number of candidates, including many with minority backgrounds,
who have passed through the Vucitrn police academy is 5,300, proving
that ‘multi-ethnicity is neither dead nor a pipe dream in Kosovo’, accord-
ing to William G. O’Neill. It is one of two institutions in Kosovo (the
other being the fire department) where Albanians, Serbs, Roma, Turks
and Muslim Slavs work (and live) together.44 Ethnically mixed police
patrols are now found in many areas of Kosovo, although they rarely
patrol in the places of most tension such as Mitrovica, which is mainly
patrolled by UN Police.45 On the other hand, the KPS has an easier job
in recruiting minority personnel in places such as Leposavic and Gnjilane,
where conflict was never as fierce, and reconciliation has gone further.

Equality Before the Law

An essential part of the integration project is to increase mutual trust in
law enforcement agencies. Indeed crime prevention would seem to be
an obvious issue of shared interest across ethnic boundaries and thus
an arena for inclusive nationbuilding. Citizens cannot enjoy living in a
situation where violence and extortion are rampant. But in civil wars,
crime is often ethnicized. Killing one’s neighbour or stealing their prop-
erty may be interpreted politically as an heroic act on behalf of one’s
ethnic group. In post-war Kosovo, crime has easily been ethnicized.
Extortion rackets in north Mitrovica appear to be funding Serb radicals
in the Bridge Watchers. Albanians elsewhere have forced Serbs at
gunpoint to sell their houses in so-called ‘strategic sales’.
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UNMIK has gone to great lengths to counter legal processes which
can be ethnicized, including posting observers at local court proceedings,
and systematically (albeit not very successfully) recruiting Serb judges and
prosecutors. However, the suspicions and prejudice that characterize
inter-ethnic relations also still penetrate into the legal system. On the
one hand, Albanians are concerned and upset that they might in future
be tried by Serb judges who served during the Milošević era. On the
other hand, Serbs have a well-founded suspicion of the new legal
system. In mid-2000, OSCE investigators concluded that there was a
‘growing tendency by both the judiciary and prosecutors to introduce
ethnic bias to the detriment of the minorities into judicial proceedings.’46

An independent analysis of the judicial system also highlighted the need
for UNMIK to continue building local capacity of judicial personnel.47

Part of integrating minorities in Kosovo is to convince them that there
is equality before the law, and that the post-war order is not simply the
victor’s peace. One important step therefore is to bring to trial war
crime suspects on the Albanian side. Until February 2003, only Serb sus-
pects had been indicted by the International Criminal Tribunal for the
Former Yugoslavia (ICTY). That month, however, four Kosovo Alba-
nians suspected of war crimes were arrested and extradited to The
Hague.48 This led to protests in the streets of Pristina, reminding
UNMIK that there is a limit as to how far it can risk being re-interpreted
by Albanians as an occupying force. The consolidation of myths about
the war, together with any move towards statehood, would make such
cases harder to pursue. On the other hand, the popularity of leaders
and organizations is not static; already, former KLA leaders have lost a
good deal of popularity and may be more vulnerable to indictment. In
turn, even-handedness serves to modify the negative view of UNMIK
held by Serbs, as well as by many in some neighbouring states. In a
wider context, it connects to the original justification for NATO’s in-
tervention: the extensive violations of international law conducted by
Yugoslav forces.

Breaking the Ice: Commercial Activities

In many post-conflict situations, commercial activities have been one of
the most important arenas for ice-breaking contacts across ethnic bound-
aries. With infrastructure collapsed, there is often significant profit in
re-opening trade channels. As a minimum of trust between the parties
is necessary to conduct the transactions, business can be very important
for normalizing relations even unintentionally.
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Employment creation is the means most frequently cited by local
informants to ease ethnic tensions. Unemployment is estimated at 56
per cent for the country as a whole,49 higher for the minority enclaves.
After the war, the bloated state sector – strongly dominated by Serbs –
was cut dramatically. Consequently, there is no work to return to for
those who left such jobs in 1999. The huge mining and industrial
complex of Trepça outside Mitrovica was closed by UNMIK due to
serious pollution problems and lack of profitability. Serbs and Albanians
in Mitrovica informed me that; ‘if they could get production started
again, we’d be happy to work together’. However, the labour market gen-
erally remains segregated, and minority members in enclaves are devoid
of opportunities. Petty trade, small-scale agriculture and working for
UNMIK or international NGOs are the main alternatives.50

The need to create jobs was also identified by UNMIK, but successes
in securing large investments from abroad have been rare. Kosovo Alba-
nian politicians tend to explain this in terms of uncertainty about
Kosovo’s future status. Other factors – corruption, security concerns,
property legislation – would seem to count more, but politically the
status issue is certainly significant. Probably the greatest single opportu-
nity to direct investment into Kosovo is through the work of the
Kosovo Trust Agency (KTA), created by UNMIK to privatize state prop-
erty. Remarkably, this is not used as a channel to promote a multi-ethnic
Kosovo: ‘It is a hyper-capitalist affair, and allows no room for a social or
multi-ethnic dimension. UNMIK is missing a great opportunity’.51

In one significant step towards a more inclusive job market, the SRSG
decided that ‘affirmative action’ rules would apply to state adminis-
tration, along the same lines as govern electoral representation. A fairly
broad range of minimum representation – 8–18 per cent – was estab-
lished and written into laws. But administrative rules to implement the
policy are required, and reaching these levels is difficult partly due to scep-
ticism among the minorities themselves.52

Minorities in a New ‘National Culture’

Although multi-ethnicity is not only about numbers, the overwhelming
numerical dominance of Albanians has had a decisive influence on the dis-
course concerning Kosovo’s ‘national symbols’. Janusz Bugajski identifies
three possible definitions of Kosovars: as a subdivision of the Albanian
nation; as a separate and emerging nation; and as ‘a territorial-wide,
state-wide, or citizen’s identity regardless of ethnicity’.53 While the
third option is clearly the closest to the multi-ethnicity that the inter-
national community is striving to facilitate, the main discourse privileges
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the first two. During the campaign for the 2002 local elections, Rugova
raised the stakes on the status issue by presenting proposals for both a
Kosovo flag and a hymn. Proximity to Albania, and the need to dis-
tinguish Kosovo from that country, led the Democratic League of
Kosovo (LDK) to take a civic perspective of sorts on these issues: ‘We
have our national symbol, which is a flag, the flag of Albania, but we
have to have our state flag, a flag of the state of Kosova’.54 In other
words, a need to define nationality in a civic rather than ethnic sense
has been identified. But it springs not from a wish to avoid alienating min-
orities, but from the presence of another ethnic Albanian state next
door.55

Efforts towards inclusive nationbuilding within the boundaries of
Kosovo are also obstructed – indeed, exclusive nationbuilding is fostered
– by outside agents. The trans-border Albanian nationalism of the guer-
illas in the Presevo Valley and Macedonia challenge UNMIK’s multi-
ethnic vision. Their project is to unite all Albanian territories and
define the new entity in purely ethnic Albanian terms. At the same
time, Serbia continually presses its own vision of ‘inclusion’, which is
also undermining efforts towards multi-ethnicity. Initiatives such as the
creation of a Union of Serb Municipalities in northern Kosovo were
aimed to prevent the consolidation of Kosovo and it has that effect not
least because it upholds Albanians’ view of the Serbs as a fifth column.56

The language issue, a prime marker of ethnic differences, is another
structural development working against inclusive nationbuilding. The
changed ethnic relations since the war led to a shift that by itself will
make integration of minorities more difficult. The pre-war imbalance,
whereby Albanians learned Serbo-Croat while Serbs rarely had an exten-
sive knowledge of Albanian, has shifted with young Albanians seeing
little reason to learn Serbian any more. And the remaining Serbs have
yet to acknowledge a need to learn the majority language properly.
With Kosovo’s population being the youngest in Europe, a situation
could soon arise where the Albanian majority and Serb minority will
no longer be able to communicate in each other’s language. Instead, the
young have incentives to learn English – the third official language in
today’s Kosovo – so that this could become the lingua franca.

The role of the mass media is often emphasized in analyses of modern
nationbuilding. Print media and broadcasting have the potential to
expose citizens to common impulses, and thus serve to integrate them
both by means of actual content and by a shared experience. In
Kosovo, however, the media do not serve this function across ethnic
boundaries. The circulation of newspapers is very low (their combined
circulation estimated at 30,000). For the minorities, there is neither a
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market, audience or sufficient capacity to sustain their own press.
UNMIK rewards media with a multi-ethnic profile, and has allocated a
third of the licenses for radio and TV to Serbian-language outlets. The
public broadcaster, Radio & TV Kosova, uses 15 per cent of its time
on minority programming. In Mitrovica, there is collaboration between
Radio Contact Plus in the north and Radio Mitrovica in the south. In
Gnjilane, local Serb and Albanian radio stations have exchanged pro-
gramme tapes. Despite these achievements, however, the overall picture
remains one of separate worlds with ‘de facto media segregation’, accord-
ing to the Kosovo Temporary Media Commissioner.57

If interest in the other group is not present, shared interests may be
used to bring together people from different ethnic groups. In September
2002, a Civil-Military Cooperation unit flew in Norwegian rock artists
for a Viking Rock Festival at Kosovo Polje. All Serbian and Albanian
news channels covered the event, which attracted a 3,000–6,000 ethni-
cally mixed audience. The organizer reported that: ‘Across the stage we
had a banner with the Beatles song title “Come Together – Right
Now”, and we had a sort of Live Aid finish singing that song. It may
sound tacky, but it came out very touching and powerful’. The same
unit arranged a volleyball tournament in early 2003 which included Alba-
nian, Serb and also mixed teams. ‘My impression is that it really doesn’t
take a lot. But I’m very negative about an overly instrumental view of this
work. A lot of people want things to happen very fast. But they don’t,’
explained the organizer.58

Reconciliation: Time and Direction

In order to create the political conditions for multi-ethnicity, UNMIK
was advised to ensure ‘buy-in’ from the Kosovo Albanian leadership.59

What has been achieved so far in this interplay between internationals
and the Kosovar Albanian political elite? It may be argued that many
of the achievements in post-war Kosovo have sprung from local needs
– for instance, there already existed a strong wish for proper elections
to be held. This cannot be said about any buy-in regarding returns and
minority rights. On the contrary; to have called for reconciliation in
1999–2000 would have been to confront the overwhelming public
mood, and was potentially dangerous. But since then, actors ranging
from Prime Minister Bajram Rexhepi to former KLA leader Hagim
Thaçi publicly stated their support for reconciliation and returns.
Rexhepi was particularly forthcoming when he visited the patriarchate
of the Orthodox Church and spoke Serbian, and when briefed on the
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problems in getting minority members to apply for state sector jobs he
volunteered to go to Zvecan to encourage potential applicants.60

Multi-ethnicity was from the start an issue kept on the political
agenda by the internationals. For instance, the inter-agency Advisory
Board on Communities was a purely international endeavour up
until 2003. In the municipalities, there remained great variation in
the extent to which standards were upheld, even though written into
the laws. According to an international working on refugee issues: ‘We
have Municipality Working Groups for Returns, but we can’t make
local politicians participate. They don’t dare. High politics just don’t
trickle down’.61

It remains an open question whether the buy-in by politicians in Pris-
tina is mostly lip service paid to UNMIK. One touchstone will be the
extradition to the ICTY in The Hague of Kosovo Albanians suspected
of war crimes. Albanian politicians and prominent figures approve of
cooperation with the Tribunal, but the extradition of four suspects in
March 2003 brought sharp complaints from leading figures as ‘a step
against reconciliation’.62 On balance, it may be that a critical mass of
obligation has been reached, and that policies will develop greater con-
vergence with rhetoric. As an UNMIK spokesman remarked: ‘At least,
the politicians have learned the language of the international community.
And, though sometimes under pressure, they are sending positive mess-
ages to the people.’63

The words of a senior UN Police officer in Gnjilane sum up the need
for time: ‘I come from Northern Ireland. We’ve had 30 years, and we’re
still only feeling our way. People here in Kosovo are being pushed too
fast.’64 Others point to Bosnia as an example that things take time,
noting that the salience of group identity in post-war Bosnia ‘has not
been markedly decreased in either the political or economic realms’.65

The Bosnia example also points to the importance of the reconciliation
process also having a direction: a future to aim for, as well as powers
to bring society there.

In the case of Kosovo, the issues of time and direction are interconnected.
Multi-ethnicity is a priority of the international community, and as such pro-
vides a sense of direction. Efforts such as those detailed in this article, as well
as others, are meant to contribute to this. But will the window of opportunity
close – and this is where time meets direction – when Kosovo’s final status is
decided? At present, the most likely outcome of the status issue is indepen-
dence for Kosovo (the status for the northern part being less certain). One
can imagine that independence would reduce the outside influence on
Kosovo’s development, that refugee returns would cease, and that the con-
ditions for minorities would grow worse.
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A more optimistic perspective would hold that politicians’ commit-
ments to multi-ethnicity have reached a point where they can be trusted
to protect their minorities. Indeed, Alexandros Yannis challenges the
static framing of the Kosovo issue by identifying a ‘competition over
democracy’ between Belgrade and Pristina starting in October 2000.66

And Ken Booth argues intriguingly that reinterpreting Kosovo’s past –
showing that what happen did not have to happen – can be a way
towards ‘a more emancipatory future’.67 Furthermore, the international
community will not leave Kosovo completely in the foreseeable future.
NATO forces look set to stay on, and some UNMIK personnel may
remain in advisory positions. Yet more significantly, Kosovo would
aspire to join a number of institutions – ranging from the Council of
Europe to the European Union – each of which would make a series of
specific demands regarding minority treatment. This has been the case
in Latvia and Estonia with their large ethnic Russian minorities. Examin-
ing the development of their citizenship policies since independence,
Lowell Barrington concludes that the choices of elites ‘can be affected
by international pressure, especially from international organizations of
which the state in question is a member or, even more, seeks to join.’68

Minority protection could, in other words, be ensured if not out of com-
passion then out of self-interest.

Conclusions

Since 1999, the international administration and NGOs have gone to
great lengths to secure a future for Kosovo as a multi-ethnic society.
With the minority population reduced to a third of its pre-war size, the
return of refugees and IDPs is the most basic requirement for this
vision to be realized. Actual returns have been very few, and time is
working against the prospect for large-scale returns. Fewer wish to
return as they find other opportunities elsewhere. Furthermore, as time
passes the composition of the groups that return will change, including
fewer young people. Finally, a substantial part of the Serbian refugees
may not want to return to an independent Kosovo. Little progress has
been made in making Serb and Albanian ambitions for Kosovo more
compatible.

Ethnic divisions characterize virtually every sector of post-war
society, and failure to take this fact into consideration in the creation
of political institutions would clearly deprive minority members of a
voice. For the authorities, it would be a lost opportunity to integrate min-
orities into the new institutions, and inspire a re-direction of their loyal-
ties (in the case of the Serbs from Belgrade to Pristina). The experience
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from the Kosovo Assembly and government thus far suggests that rep-
resentation – or even substantial overrepresentation – is not the end of
the matter. The workings of these institutions have not been easy, and
many of the problems connect to the final status issue – where positions
again are divided along ethnic lines.

Multi-ethnicity is not only about figures; it is also about the position
of minorities in society. A combination of exclusion and self-exclusion
has kept minorities from being drawn more into the workings of the
new Kosovo. Security has rightly been a prime concern. It is less so
than it was shortly after the war, but remains a major issue. Exclusion
characterizes most aspects of the emerging Kosovo ‘national’ culture:
with the majority all-dominant, the discourse about the future character
of Kosovo – for example, whether it should be defined in civic or ethnic
terms – is not much influenced by the presence of the remaining min-
orities. At times this exclusion is intentional, but often it simply reflects
the view that minorities are irrelevant to the issue. Exclusion is taking
place in other arenas, such as the media, where differing interests and
the language barrier are also separating the ethnic groups as audiences.
While integrating the ambition of multi-ethnicity in many of its endea-
vours, the international administration in Kosovo is experiencing
varying degrees of success in achieving it. The contrast between the
KPC and the KPS is a case in point: the former a KLA remnant that
refuses to change; the latter potentially serving to soften ethnic divisions
both within the ranks and in society at large.

To succeed, reconciliation after ethnic conflict takes time to find its
way among people in their daily lives. But reconciliation also needs direc-
tion, and that is best secured at a political level. Politicians can contribute
towards healing – or the opposite. Nationalist agendas can easily disrupt
a vulnerable reconciliation process. For Kosovo, the first milestone of
inter-ethnic reconciliation would be a return to conditions as they were
prior to the Milošević era: to a situation where majority and minority
lived side by side, if not always comfortably. Beyond that is the goal of
achieving a sense of community shared by members of all ethnic groups.
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