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Bratislava, 14 Jan 2008
Statement by Dušan Proroković,

State Secretary

Distinguished ladies and gentlemen,

A while ago British author and historian Noel Malcolm wrote: The Yugoslav crisis started in Kosovo – it will end there too. This served as a pretext to a number of European and US officials for saying that the independence of Kosovo was the last piece in the jigsaw of disintegration of SFRY.

I would disagree with this view. I would rather say that the possible independence of Kosovo is the first piece in the jigsaw of future developments and future crises in the Balkan region. Why?

Because the stability of the Balkans in the past 15 years rested on respect for international law, primarily the UN Charter and the Helsinki Final Act. This is why all the former republics of the former single state of Yugoslavia are today independent states within their federal borders. Based on this principle, the four documents representing the four pillars of stability in the Balkans have been formulated.

These are the Final Act of the Badinter Commission of 1991; the Dayton Peace Accords of 1995; the UN SC resolution 1244 of 1999; and the Ohrid Framework Agreement of 2001. The internationally recognized borders of the states in the Balkans were not redrawn but were additionally verified under these documents and then each of the mentioned agreements regulated separately the internal order of individual states. Thus, the Dayton Accords regulated the internal order of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Resolution 1244 that of Serbia, i.e. a Serbian province and the Ohrid Agreement – that of Macedonia.

All these agreements represented the democratic frameworks which, while respecting international law, sent the message to the Balkan peoples that nothing may be changed by force, that might is no argument and that we all have to cooperate.
Everything is changing now. In lieu of the messages that had dominated the Balkans for over a decade, now it is said that international law need not be respected, that might is the only argument and that, instead of cooperation and negotiations, a new policy of alternative solutions may be formulated.

This calls into question the stability of the region because two out of the four pillars of stability in the Balkans, the Final Act of the Badinter Commission and resolution 1244 are being violated directly and the remaining two pillars – indirectly. Namely, the question that arises is why one principle was used in Macedonia and B-H and another is being used in Kosovo when all of these three problems have a similar root cause.

Instead of a democratic framework, now the national framework imposes itself as the framework within which the problems in the Balkans should be resolved.

The issue of Kosovo's independence is also the Albanian national issue. And if a people in the Balkans is allowed to settle its national question, then this will also raise other national questions in the region. This will radicalize the Balkans. How the new radicalization will end is difficult to anticipate at this moment.

In addition to the mentioned issues of a political nature that will lead to radicalization of the conditions in the region, the future developments will also be affected by the economic and social conditions in Kosovo.
Even the advocates of Kosovo's independence are saying that an independent Kosovo would be economically and socially unsustainable. Such a quasi-statal entity would have to rely on donations and subsidies from international organisations and other states because original budgetary revenues in Kosovo are negligible. It has been that way since time immemorial. I wish to recall that for 50 years, i.e. during the former communist Yugoslavia, most households in Kosovo did not pay their electricity bills at all let alone tax, contributions and insurance. It is difficult to believe that these habits will die overnight.

Kosovo was industrialized after the First World War when it was an integral part of Serbia and Kosovo's energy system, economic system and transportation system had been developed for 80 years as integral parts of the national system of Serbia. This is why Kosovo can hardly operate as a separate and independent system.

Unemployment in Kosovo today is over 60 percent, average old-age pension is EUR 40 and the total 2007 budget of the Government of Kosovo together with international donations amounted to around EUR 360 million. The situation will be even worse in case the Kosovo Albanians declare independence because that would be followed by Serbia's response. Serbia will react in a simple way; we shall not recognize such a decision and shall not recognize Kosovo as an independent state. However, the consequences of this simple decision of ours will be complex and very problematic for Kosovo Albanians.
If you do not recognize an entity as a state, then you cannot conclude bilateral international agreements with that entity either. We cannot sign any agreement with Kosovo – on trade, energy, transport, ID documents – for that would mean that we recognize the Government of the independent state of Kosovo and, ipso facto, also the independent state of Kosovo. This would give rise to many problems. The Albanians will not be able to travel across the territory of Central Serbia with the passports of the independent state of Kosovo, no legal trade or exchange of electricity between Belgrade and Pristina will be possible, all of which will lead to a total blockade of Kosovo. Some of these decisions are not good for Serbia either. In 2007, for instance, Serbian enterprises sold goods worth EUR 320 million to Kosovo Albanians. But Serbia has no choice.

Most of regional institutions will probably be under total blockade as well. Let us take CEFTA, for example. In case the Albanians declare independence and in case that quasi-entity is recognized by most of the EU member states and most of the CEFTA members, it is logical to expect that the Albanians will demand full membership status for Kosovo in this organisation. It is also logical to expect that they will get the support of the majority in Brussels and the majority in the region for that. At present Kosovo-Metohija's interests in CEFTA are represented by UNMIK, pursuant to UN SC resolution 1244 and the provision which says that the legal order of the Republic of Serbia is temporarily suspended on the territory of AP K-M. If UNMIK remains the representative of Kosovo-Metohija in this organisation, which is what official Belgrade will demand, then this will also indicate that the policy of unilateral steps has suffered a failure. In case the co-sponsors of Albanian independence insist that Kosovo should be a member of this multilateral institution, Serbia will not be in a position to accept such a thing. It seems that CEFTA, to all intents and purposes, simply cannot survive, which will destroy the entire concept of regional cooperation. A similar destiny is in store for other regional initiatives as well.

The confusion surrounding future developments in the Balkans has only been made even bigger as a result of the latest moves taken by the Brussels bureaucracy.
I have nothing against European integration processes, on the contrary, I advocate Serbia's accession to the EU. The question that arises, however, is how the EU plans to bring this about if most of its member states support Kosovo-Metohija's unilaterally declared independence? The EU may allow Serbia to become a candidate country for full EU membership today. I would like to know what will happen tomorrow. For, in case Serbia becomes a candidate for full membership in 2008, it is to be expected that it will become a full EU member in 2018 at the latest. Anyway, Serbia could become a EU member much sooner than the quasi-state of Kosovo which will be recognized by a certain number of EU member states. In case this happens, as a EU member, Serbia can then raise the question of the attitude of other EU members to this issue and make use of a variety of mechanisms to prevent entry of the quasi-state of Kosovo to the EU (after the signature of the Lisbon Agreement it will no longer be possible to put a veto but there still remain many ways of influencing the decision-making process both formally and informally).

By such conduct Serbia will make the states like the United Kingdom admit their mistake and, in the end, either annul their decision to recognize the quasi-state of Kosovo or devise a different form for placing Kosovo under the Serbian umbrella so that that part of the Balkans could be in the EU.

Such a development will, of course, not come about. Serbia will not make or prevail upon the United Kingdom to change its stance and annul its decision. But the opposite does not apply. For, the states that recognize Kosovo's self-declared independence will precisely during this last step, if not earlier, set Serbia a condition: either recognize Kosovo's independence or you will not become a EU member. Absent the consent of Serbia, Kosovo cannot become a EU member because the EU's Founding Acts make reference to the UN Charter. Consequently, you have to be a state to qualify for becoming a EU member. And the Kosovo Albanians may get their second Albanian state only in case Serbia agrees to such a thing or in case the existing UN SC resolution 1244 regulating the current status of Kosovo-Metohija is replaced by a new UN SC resolution giving the Albanians the go-ahead for self-determination. The chances both for the first and the second scenario are extremely remote indeed. In case Serbia then refuses to accept this blackmail, it runs the risk of remaining just a EU candidate for ever. And of aggravating its relations with Brussels to boot. Everybody will then tell us that we could anticipate such a scenario as early as in 2008 and accuse us of spending in vain the EU's pre-accession funds, of lacking a constructive approach, of having cheated or lied to Europe.
Serbian Euro-sceptics will say that this is a possible scenario in case Serbia ever reaches a point of being able to become a full member. Namely, the EU accession mechanisms, nice words on »the European prospect« and »European future« have been used for the most part as a tool for »convincing« particular states in a democratic manner (to accept a certain scenario). How else can one explain the statement by the Foreign Ministers of the EU states that they are »satisfied with the favourable development in B-H and the progress made, including the police reform agreement reached by the political representatives of all three constituent peoples« on 11 December 2007? Because no more than three months before that the EU supported the High International Representative for B-H, Slovak diplomat Mirslav Lajcak and his concept of police reform in B-H and strongly warned the political representatives of all three constituent peoples that unless they accepted Lajcak's proposal there would be no signing of the B-H/EU Stabilisation and Association Agreement. It is even more difficult to explain the words of Slovenia's Foreign Minister Dimitrije Rupel who received the credentials from the newly-appointed Ambassador of Serbia to Ljubljana and said that »Serbia has a rightful place to take in the EU« and that  »the EU is finally ready to implement the Thessaloniki Agenda«. The so-called Thessaloniki Agenda is a set of conclusions on Western-Balkan countries moving closer to the European Union adopted on 16 June 2003. How come just now, four and a half years later, there is this sudden wish to apply the Thessaloniki Agenda fully and without any reservations when few concrete steps have been taken over the past period on that score?
The reply to the two questions raised springs to mind easily. The two realistic risks threatening the charted »Kosovo plan« of the West include the possible reactions of the Serbs in B-H as well as those of the Republic of Serbia. This new story about »the Europan prospect« and »the European future« serves now to place all of this in a relative perspective and prevail democratically upon the Serbs both to the left and to the right of the Drina River not to take any action at all in case Albanians declare independence of Kosovo.

This is why the resumption of negotiations on the future status of Kosovo-Metohija in 2008 is a matter of huge importance to the entire region's future. The negotiations and the agreement between the two sides imply that both sides would lose something but gain something, too. On the one hand, Serbia has offered to the Albanians in K-M the status of the most-favoured national minority in the world and the broadest possible autonomy to Kosovo-Metohija with the right to international representation in particular segments. Compared to the constitutional and legal status of Kosovo-Metohija only 8 years ago, Serbia has undoubtedly lost a lot. The Albanians would also lose something, namely their expectation to gain independence and then proceed to form the Greater Albania cannot be fulfilled. On the other hand, both the Serbs and the Albanians would gain something after all. Territorial integrity would be guaranteed to Serbia and the Albanians could by themselves decide all vital issues that are of importance to them and would by themselves decide whether and to what extent to integrate with the central institutions in Belgrade. Against such a background, everybody would be a little dissatisfied and a little satisfied. Further radicalization in the region would be precluded however, because the international community would send a clear message to all the Balkan states and peoples that national questions and (issues of) redrawing of borders can no longer be raised and that we should find a way on our own to cooperate within the set democratic frameworks.
