Journey to Kosovo from 1 to 4 July 2008 (courtesy translation Romano Them)
1. General situation 
At first sight, everyday life of the Kosovo people appears much more “normal" than people imagine from a distance. The airport in Pristina has got a new terminal hangar. In 2000 the airport did not exist at all! More roads have been freshly asphalted. Many new houses, businesses and wholesale shops have been created. This development, unfortunately does not confirm to the principles of good urban planning. In the meanwhile some of the innumerable petrol pumps have closed down! Everyday life seems to flourish - at least in the cities. Bars and restaurants are full with local patrons, and traffic continues to increase. Hourly power and water cuts are still a part of everyday life just as the sight of the ruins of houses formerly inhabited by Kosovo’s Serbs or Roma is. Crops are being raised and fields are cultivated more regularly than before. There is an increase in cattle rearing activity too. Waste disposal has substantially improved; five dumps have been built thanks to European Union financing.  Parks and public places with beautiful flower layouts have been developed. 

2. The general political situation 
At the moment, Kosovo is experiencing total chaos. Independence has been declared. A new constitution has come into force. The overall political situation however is in disarray. There is just one improvement. The PM now has the power to dismiss a minister in the event of a dispute. The national Parliament can function with more confidence. Europe is still the great vision, which can at the moment only by surpassed by the incredible expectations from the donor’s conference held in Brussels on 11 June. It is accepted with much difficulty that UNMIK will remain in the country and that a new representative has been appointed by the UN Secretary General. 

The various actors from Europe and the international community act parallel, not always in a co-ordinated way, and their scope of responsibility is not clear. 

The task of the European commission office is quite simple. After the dissolution of the European Agency for Reconstruction on 30 June 2008, this institution takes the follow-up and works towards the rapprochement with the European community (even if this has not been said so officially!). What is undisputed is that there will be a mission to monitor the rule of law (EULEX) and to complement the implementation of the Ahtissari plan (ICO) (The transfer of responsibility to the local institutions, and thus not neutral with regards to the status). The question how cooperation with the UN/UNMIK, (which has a neutral status) will be arranged in practice is still open. 

How will UNMIK be reconfigured? A new team under Hopkinson of Britain has been set up by the UNSG Ban Ki-moon, for this purpose. On what legal basis co-operation will take place? 

Will there be a need for a resolution of the UN Security Council as requested by the new Serbian government? When will a decision be taken? Which tasks will the OSCE take over? 

What will be the future role of the Quint group (with the USA and Russia) or the Steering group (about 25 member states, including Turkey, involved)? What influence will the NATO/KFOR have? 

How independently can the Kosovo government/parliament finally act? 

How will the fact that the expected large wave of the recognition of independence has been missing so far, be handled?

3. Multi-ethnic’ Kosovo 
If one follows the written statements of the international institutions and of the local authorities, Kosovo is on the way to becoming a multi-ethnic society. The outside impression could be misleading here. 

Indeed, there are two more Kosovo Serbian Ministers in the government in Pristina, the Serbian language can be heard and is no more a reason for any kind of unrest. Cars, with a Belgrade registration, are driving through Kosovo’s cities, in the Serbian enclaves there is a “peaceful coexistence" of Kosovo and the old/new Yugoslav/Serbian license numbers, all street names are bilingual. The freedom of movement of the Kosovo Serbs has improved fundamentally, but still depends very strongly on personal attitude and many Serbs and also Roma continue to express a feeling of insecurity and fear of intimidation. This is in particular caused by the direct influence of Belgrade. North Mitrovica remains an uncontrolled where black market and organized crime flourish. Cooperation between the Kosovo border control and UNMIK Police/KPS which functioned over years has stopped. Bridge watchers control the entrance to the northern part of the city ostensibly in the name of the Serbian government. As a consequence, locals hardly ever cross the Ibar River. 

On Vidovan or St. Vitus Day (June 28), ‘The Assembly of the Union of Serb Municipalities in Kosovo’, was set up. (This day marks the 619th anniversary of the battle of Kosovo Polje (The Field of Blackbirds). This battle fought in the year 1389 between Serbs and the Ottoman Empire resulted in victory for the Ottomans). A split has taken place and parallel institutions have been set up, in cities and villages, where there were single Albanian/Serbian city administrations and councils since the local elections 2002/04. This at the moment has resulted in total chaos. In Shterpce (inhabited by Kosovo Serbs and Kosovo Albanians), in the south of the country a Serb was elected as a mayor in 2004, whose mandate was actually officially extended by UNMIK. As a result of the boycott of the Kosovo elections by Kosovo Serbs in 2007, a Kosovo Albanian was elected to this post; he was again replaced by UNMIK with a Kosovo Serb after the elections of May 2008 which were declared illegal! Neither UNMIK nor the Kosovo government have a solution and for the moment have not taken any position. 

What is amazing is that there are even signs that not just UNMIK with its future status as a neutral institution, but also KFOR are gradually granting recognition to these parallel structures, in place as a result of the Serbian elections of May 11th (which have so far been declared illegal). This will be very painful to accept for the courageous Kosovo Serbs, who have so far been ready to accept the new reality in Kosovo! What consequences it will have for the inhabitants, probably does not require any further explanation. There, Belgrade offers the infrastructure and paid jobs, and in the same way, the Kosovo government and UNMIK/EU. 

In villages, where teachers and employees of the city administration, water, power, and telecommunications companies offered their services as representatives of the Kosovo public service or UNMIK (police), a total polarisation of inhabitants has taken place under pressure from Belgrade. Some changed their employers, and are today paid by Belgrade; others have enough courage to continue to express their loyalty to Kosovo and work for much less money, representing the local city administration. 

As a consequence, these people are publicly branded and defamed in Serbian newspapers as traitors. 

Not only in several villages but also in cities, houses have been rebuilt through international and local financing for Kosovo Serbs willing to return, but it is uncertain, whether these families will stay permanently, some have already sold the new houses and moved away. In other places, pressure is put on the Kosovo Serbs to sell their property or houses. Since the past several weeks the feeling of insecurity has increased in areas which are predominantly inhabited by Kosovo Serbs through an increased number of burglaries and car races by young Kosovo Albanians. The Albanians in the KPS pursue such incidents only very half-heartedly; on the contrary, it is considered that the KPS is consciously feigning blindness. The population of Bosnians in Kosovo has dramatically decreased in the past months toot. They have sold their properties and left the country. Most probably this exodus is predominantly due to economic considerations and only partially out concern for safety.
The situation of the Roma/Askhali/Egypt is still not satisfactory. If one follows the statements of the official representatives, equal treatment is guaranteed. However, this could unfortunately not be confirmed during field visits. Non-Serb minorities are still marginalised. They are not represented during the ‘technical negotiations’ between Belgrade and Pristina. The Roma were driven out from south Mitrovica.  Subsequently in 1999/2000, by way of a UNHCR project, the Roma were settled in camps in north Mitrovica (Cesmin, Leposavic, and Osterode). These camp grounds are badly contaminated by heavy metals.

The situation of the Roma has improved only partially after the implementation of a resettlement project for a part of the families. Family houses and apartment blocks have been built, public spaces have been developed. Subsistence aid to the destitute is not available. Only 7 Roma children go school. This school is in North Mitrovica. These children have to walk a few kilometres every day on the way to their school and back. Transport facilities have not been made available to them. The promised 24 hours medical support has been reduced to 2 hours per day. Waste is not collected. There are no measures to generate employment or foster economic growth. The residents have only one shop for goods of daily use. Due to threat of safety, real or perceived they do not dare to go to the city for shopping.

Many inhabitants leave their dwellings in the evening, to go to the north to sleep. This is because they feel threatened or miss medical support. More than 100 families still live in camps in the North which were built in 1999. These do not want to move to the offered housing area in the south. It is so not only because they are originally from other regions, but also because they are lured to stay by the security and education available and guaranteed to them on the Serbian side. It is hoped that ‘The fact finding mission of the European commission’, which was in the country, comes up with solutions that bring real improvements. Luckily, the Kosovo government now intends to open an office for equality of the ethnic groups within the cabinet of PM Thaci. This office is to be headed by a very committed Kosovo Roma. 

Civilians have grouped themselves together. These have started to invest and involve themselves with organising of multi-ethnic projects, in issues regarding human and minority rights, in bringing into discussion and dealing with the past such initiatives for the establishment of a ‘Regional Commission for Truth and Reconciliation’.

Conclusions 

This field visit was more disheartening than encouraging. UNMIK and the international community have lost credibility. Too often the dates for the transfer of authority to local institutions have been changed. Nobody can really predict, how development will continue. Naturally it is clear that the key lies in Belgrade/Moscow and the UN has to take over responsibility. It will be crucial, how the process of European integration of Serbia and the Kosovo question can be linked. There are small signs that the new Serbian government is ready to participate in the "reconfiguration" of UNMIK. On the other hand, many people in Kosovo have lost confidence in their own politicians. Corruption is brazen and it permeates into the everyday lives of people. Nepotism is rampant. Political and management positions have been occupied by party or family friends who are also the involvement in illegal business. ‘The rule of law’ is still a foreign word despite control by international lawyers under UNMIK. There is a big hope of real influence exerted by specialists of the EULEX - mission; as well as from control by the ICO. This is particularly about the introduction of effective internal and outside control functions as well as rapprochement with the European community. This is so even if the uncoordinated action of the European Union is regarded with concern.

There is a big danger that the unstable political situation will prevent continued economic development, even if foreign investors initially announce their engagement. The European Union must give further special attention to the minorities, in order to pre-empt development of ethnic tensions. There needs also to be a more sensitive dealing with the forced removal of Kosovo people from EU member states. The already increased deportations bear danger of the increasing political and economic instability. It is high time that the European institutions finally succeed to speak with a common voice and take over responsibility for this part of Europe!
