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The Balkans-Caucasus tangle: states and citizens
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The many victims of the war on terror have included multilateralism. So damaging are the
effects that 2008 could see an unravelling even of the achievements of the multilateral approach
of the 1990s in the Balkans [1], the Caucasus [2] and elsewhere. To avert this fate, in a period
when the United States will increasingly be consumed by the presidential election race, the
European Union in particular will be challenged to adopt a clearer and sharper sense of

responsibility in potential conflict-zones.

Most immediately, there is a probability that Kosovo will early in
2008 declare independence - albeit in the slightly qualified form
that follows the Martti Ahtisaari plan [4] delivered to the United
Nations in March 2007, with its call for "supervised
independence" and a continuing international presence. But in
any case, the declaration is likely to be followed by a spate of
similar acts in other territories - the northern Serb part of
Kosovo, Herzeg-Bosne (the Croatian mini-state in Bosnia-
Herzegovina) or Republika Srpska (the Serbian entity in Bosnia-
Herzegovina). The "frozen conflicts" in the south Caucasus are
likely to see similar [4] shifts, with possible independence
moves - with encouragement from Russia - by Abkhazia [4],
South Ossetia and Nagorno-Karabakh. So the formal break-up
both of Bosnia-Herzegovina and of Georgia are possible in
2008.

The seeds of violence

The challenge of Kosovo will be a test-case for the European
Union. Until now, the EU's efforts in eastern Europe and the
Balkans have been relatively successful in avoiding the kind of
instability that characterises large parts of Africa and the middle
east or that is likely to follow the death of Benazir Bhutto in
Pakistan [4]. With the reform treaty now in place and plans for a
new security strategy underway, the EU needs to take a lead in
managing the process of serial declarations of independence.

There is a real risk of spreading destabilisation [5] in the
Balkans and the Caucasus. The criminal/nationalist
entrepreneurs who profited from the wars in the 1990s were
never properly dealt with. On the contrary, they have been
nurtured by the combination of nationalist governments, high
unemployment and lawlessness. Governments in the region - in
Bosnia-Herzegovina [5], Serbia, Macedonia, Albania or
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Georgia, for example - are not simply (as the jargon has it)
"weak states"; their weakness is sustained by what some have
described as shadow networks of transnational crime and
extremist ideologies. There has been an expansion of human-
trafficking, money-laundering, and the smuggling of cigarettes,
alcohol, drugs, and weapons over the last decade - much of it to
satisfy European and American markets - and all in the face of
international agreements, aid programmes and the presence of
foreign troops and agencies.

These problems are the outward manifestation of unresolved
economic, social and institutional problems which the
international community - whose policy toward these regions
has been dominated by a top-down approach designed above
all to maintain stability [6] - has failed to address. Political efforts
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have been focused on status [7]; military efforts have given priority to separating forces and
controlling heavy weapons; economic efforts have concentrated on economic growth,

macroeconomic stability and control of inflation.

Meanwhile the entrepreneurs of violence have fed on the
spread of grassroots populist nationalism and/or religious
radicalisation that has exploited the frustrations arising from
high levels of unemployment, high crime rates and human-rights
violations, the trauma of past violence, and the weakness of civil
society. For example, the Kosovo Liberation Army leader
Hashim Thaci won the Kosovar elections [8] of 17 November
2007, and (while the main current Serbian politicians are
nationalist enough) there is a risk that the more extreme radical
nationalist Tomislav Nikolic [9] will do well in the Serbian
presidential elections scheduled for 20 January 2008 [10].

Violence will further strengthen the position of these "spoilers".
The Ahtisaari plan for Kosovo envisages "decentralisation”,
which means in current conditions a kind of internal partition
between Serb and Albanian municipalities. A new bout of ethnic
cleansing will lead to the expulsion [11] of Serbs from the
southern part of Kosovo and of the few remaining Albanians in
the north. Militant groups with names like the Albanian National
Army or the Prince Lazar Army (named after the Serbian leader
killed in the myth-encrusted [12] battle of Kosovo in 1389) are
already mobilising [13]. The violence could spread to areas
where there are neighbouring Albanian minorities, such as
Macedonia and southern Serbia, as well as to Bosnia-
Herzegovina. The tension will be worsened if, as is expected, a
Serbian blockade of Kosovo is imposed; this would in particular
stop electricity supplies. It is possible to outline similar scenarios
in the south Caucasus.

A test for Europe

How will the international community respond to these
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developments? At the moment, as usual, the discussion is about status. The US will support the
independence of Kosovo. The EU will be divided and Russia will oppose this outcome. Yet the
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real issue is how to protect ordinary people from the effects of these high-level [14] manoeuvres.
Nato forces are now trying to protect the borders of Kosovo instead of focusing on protecting
both Serbs and Albanian at risk of ethnic cleansing and trying to maintain public security.

The EU is planning to send a rule-of-law mission, which is much needed. But who will provide
alternative sources [15] of electricity and jobs for Albanians and alternative sources of income
for Serbs who are currently dependent on Belgrade and have no option than to obey Belgrade's
dictates even if they might prefer to stay in Kosovo and live with their erstwhile neighbours?
Above all, who is talking to ordinary people - among them Serbs, Albanians, Croatians,
Georgians, Abkhazians, and Ossetians - all of whom long for peace and work, but whose voices
and concerns are often appropriated by extremists?

Can the European Union respond to these challenges? Will it remain stuck in arguments for and
against changes of status, or will it prove to have the resources and political will to protect
people and communities?
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