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Foreword

T he relationship between Kosovo and Serbia, or the lack thereof, 
remains one of the major obstacles to regional peace and 
cooperation. Current economic and political initiatives are all 

conducted under the umbrella of a neo-liberal political ideology that 
sees the region in terms of geo-strategy, as an important geo-strategic 
territory, a geo-economic transit route and a relatively important 
market, or means of access to important markets. Social issues and 
collective and individual freedoms, collective and individual wellbeing, 
the environment, economic potential, democracy, are some of the 
first victims of such a standpoint. As such, the region is governed in 
a permanent mode of crisis and transition, with nationalist ‘father 
figure’ leaders, who represent themselves as guarantors of stability and 
capital, a guarantee which is sold with a very high price of corruption 
and authoritarianism. 

This book brings together different intellectuals who discussed and 
proposed a different, more progressive conception and conduction 
of the dialogue and parallel views on pressing social, economic, 
ecological etc. questions that, once addressed, show many similarities 
for both Serbs and Albanians alike. The publication was conceived after 
a colloquium held on November 2021 in Belgrade, where some ten 
papers were initially presented. Its aim was to explore the possibility 
of alternative, different narratives to the current political discourse. 

Starting with a question: Is it possible to find commonalities in 
approaching differently topics that are currently being divisive or 
antagonistic?, this publication brings eleven authors focusing on six 
topics, tackling the following questions: How has the Other being 
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constructed in the Serbian-Albanian case, i.e. how we constructed the 
perception of Other as hostile, enemy, and forsaken numerous ties 
and common traits originating from our common (Balkan, Ottoman, 
Yugoslav…) heritage? What are economic measures that should be 
taken in order to improve our relations? What are the common traits 
in the transition, privatization, workers’ rights? How is immigration 
affecting our societies – do migrants traveling through the Balkan 
route brought some significant change? Can rapid immigration from 
the Balkans bring us together in joint efforts to combat it – did we all 
fight to establish our independent states from which everyone wants 
to run away as far as possible? What can we offer to our youth and 
citizens to bind them firmer and prevent them from leaving? How is 
citizenship understood now – as ethnic or civil allegiance – and can 
different understanding of citizenship, based on loyalty and affiliation 
with polity, be a different model?

Eleven authors offered their views in this volume, with each of 
the key topics being covered from two angles, except economy. The 
first topic, Living together, includes the contributions of Aleksandar 
Pavlović and Blerim Shala, who discuss and refute some commonly 
held prejudices about a natural, long-term hostility between Serbs 
and Albanians and advocate promoting different narratives about our 
relationship that focus on historical friendship and proximity. 

Addressing the following topic of Constructing the Other, Dukagjin 
Gorani and Edward Djordjevic & Pavlović discuss some earlier and 
recent trends in Serbian-Albanian mutual perceptions and identify 
instances that could revitalize presently entrenched views about radical 
difference and Othering between the two nations. Next, separate essays 
by Lirim Krasniqi and Romina Begaj tackle immigration and brain 
drain of both Serbs and Albanians as one of the burning problems in 
our societies and the region in general. Faced with the steep rise in 
numbers of - especially young – émigrés, Krasniqi is asking how to stop 
the immigration countdown before it reaches 0, while Begaj focuses on 
youth that actually returns from abroad or is likely to do so, in order to 
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identify measures that could revert this process. In section four, Filip 
Balunović focuses in his respective essay, on economic issues. Thus, 
Balunović, on his part, readily recognizes that economic cooperation 
is beneficial in the post-conflict context and discusses the merits and 
shortcomings of the Open Balkan initiative, but refutes the idea that 
economy itself can provide a magical solution to all and every issue 
between the conflicted societies.

The penultimate topic of ecology brings together two essays by 
Aleksandra Bulatović and Besfort Kosova. Clearly recognizing that 
ecological issues and damage known no borders, Kosova and Bulatović 
both recognize that ecological problems and risks are very similar for 
both polities, and soundly advocate cooperation as the best viable and 
necessary approach in securing the protection and access to basic 
natural resources like water, air and land, all of which are endangered 
by the dominant predatory and exploitative approach to nature and 
its resources. Finally, the book end with Gëzim Krasniqi’s and Jelena 
Vasiljević’s respective contributions on the issue of citizenship and 
local activism, with authors tackling the potential of citizenship and 
civic allegiance and loyalty to a polis as a future alternative to present 
domination of national allegiance and loyalty to the nation.

Taken altogether, this volume brings together intellectuals from 
different fields, such as law, political science, sociology, economy, etc. 
to discuss and propose a different, more progressive conception and 
conduction of the dialogue which will focus on not just normalizing 
the relations between Kosovo and Serbia but on a measures and long-
term initiatives that could reshape our societies, transform interethnic 
relations and establish a new dynamic on regional cooperation and a 
new social and regional dynamics for promoting peace and prosperity.

Aleksandar Pavlović & Visar Ymeri
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

(How) Can Serbs and Albanians 
Live Together: Telling Different 

Stories

Aleksandar Pavlović

In this paper, I will firstly explain why I believe that the current political 
process and dialogue is insufficient for the future of joint life and 
reconciliation between Serbs and Albanians. Then, I will identify three 

seminal that we keep telling about each other, which could be summarized 
as follows: 1) Serbs and Albanians cannot live together; 2) Our mutual 
history is comprised by an endless, centennial streak of bloodsheds, mass 
crimes and ethnic conflicts and hatred; and 3) Serbs and Albanians are 
radically different and incompatible. To these three common, stereotypical 
stories I juxtapose different narratives, which claim that: 1) Serbs and 
Albanians always lived together, in the same political formations; 2) Serbs 
and Albanians had far less mutual conflicts and casualties then Western 
European nations had amongst each other; 3) being a Serb and being an 
Albanian is not mutually exclusive: to be a Serb means to be an Albanian 
and vice versa. In the final instance, I oppose implicitly accepting the idea 
that the nationalist narrative offers a brighter and more attractive story 
than the alternative ones, and propose systematic efforts in advocating a 
different narrative model of our relations, as a way of truly promoting and 
establishing joint life and reconciliation.
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Political agreement and the dialogue are not enough for joint 
life and reconciliation 

In one way, the assumption upon which implicitly rests the importance 
that international and domestic rulers assign to the dialogue between 
Belgrade and Prishtina could be described as: the Kosovo problem 
will be resolved when Serbian and Kosovo officials reach (and, finally, 
implement) a comprehensive political agreement. The importance of 
such agreement notwithstanding, I hold that it can bring solutions only 
to some current political problems – where is the internally recognized 
border, who has the sovereignty over every square meter of the Kosovo 
territory, whose flag flies in front of the UN building, whose national 
anthem is intoned at a given match or occasion and the like. That 
much, if so, could be expected from our politicians.

In other words – if we wait for the political solution to bring 
reconciliation between Serbs and Albanians, such reconciliation is not 
going to come anytime soon. The agreement will come and go, and we 
will be left with hostility, hatred, conflicted narratives, diametrically 
opposite understanding of the Balkan history and with an idea of 
eternal and irreconcilable conflict between Serbs and Albanians 
lasting from ancient times and extending to the distant future. For 
reconciliation, therefore, a political agreement is not sufficient, 
perhaps not even crucial; what it requires is something that changes 
the situation to its core, which enters the hearts and minds of the 
people and forces them to soften and start perceiving each other in a 
different way. For reconciliation, thus, it takes firstly to tell, and then 
repeat time and again, some narratives different to the usual ones 
that are being told. In my view, such stories should refute some of the 
crucial prejudices that we nurture each other or often told lies that 
established themselves as “truths”, three of which seem particularly 
important to me.
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Serbs and Albanian always lived together, in the same 
political formations

Firstly, we should refute the well rooted idea that Serbs and Albanians 
cannot live together. In fact, one could easy claim precisely the opposite, 
considering that few people lived for so long and persistently together 
and in the same political formations, as did Serbs and Albanians. Upon 
the arrival of the Slavs to the Balkans, both lived within the Byzantine 
Empire; then, for two centuries, practically the majority of the two 
peoples lived in the Rashka under the Nemanjić’s rule; then, again, they 
lived for four-five centuries (depending on the location) within the 
Ottoman Empire. Finally, throughout the XX century, a large number 
of Albanians lived in the two Yugoslavias, together with the Serbs and 
other South Slavs (see Imami 2016-2017). An objection that was once 
made to me – that we were able to live together only under the foreign 
rule, also does not stand: the idea of the Byzantine Commonwealth 
meant that in practice our rulers, dynasties and nobility were all of 
the local origin (on the idea of the Byzantine Commonwealth, see 
Obolenski, 1996); in the Ottoman Empire, the largest part of the local 
administration, as well as a number of notable Grand Viziers i.e. de 
facto rulers of the Empire, were of Serbian and Albanian origin. One 
could easily make a claim that in some ways Serbs and Albanians 
reached their peeks within this empire – for two decades, Mehmed-
Pasha Sokolović was at best the most powerful, and at least one of the 
most powerful and influential persons in the world, as was Mehmet 
Ali Pasha and dozens of other de facto rulers of the Ottoman Empire of 
Albanian or Serbian origin; as a way of comparison, this would mean 
something like that every third President of the European Commission 
and its administration members in Brussels were from the Western 
Balkans.

The doubtful who would say that this was once but is gone for good, 
should be reminded that Serbs and Albanians in many places still live 
together, but those stories are rarely heard about. In the hinterland 
around Bar and Ulcinj/Ulqini, local population that historically 
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belonged to the Mrko(je)vić clan for centuries shows an amalgam 
of Slavic and Albanian language and cultural traits (see Morozova, 
2019), and in Ulcinj, Vraka and Skadar/Shkodër there are still persons 
who, depending on the situation, parallelly or simultaneously use 
two names and surnames, one Serbo-Montenegrian and the other 
Albanian (Pavlović, 2015). Furthermore, in Kosovska Mitrovica/
Mitrovicë, that we think of as a divided town, separated by a bridge 
guarded by armed foreign soldiers, there is Bošnjačka mahala/Lagja 
e Boshnjakëve were Serbs, Albanians, Bosniaks, Turks and Gorani 
live together and in peace. In two out of three municipalities in South 
Serbia inhabited by Albanians, they live together with the Serbs. Such 
examples are common in Kosovo Pomoravlje, and joint protests of 
Serbs and Albanians in Štrpce/Shtërpca against the building of mini 
power-plants on the local river recently attracted some attention by 
the media. Apparently, local population saw the potential ecological 
damage as their common threat and called for united action.

Serbs and Albanians had far less conflicts and casualties than 
the West European nations 

Accordingly, we should refute the idea that our mutual history consists 
of never-ending, centennial bloodsheds, mass crimes and ethnic conflicts 
and hatred. Analysing centuries-long Western stereotypes about the 
Balkans being bloodthirsty and uncivilized and ultimately something 
different from Europe, a Bulgarian-American scholar Maria Todorova 
in her book Imagining the Balkans makes a paradoxical claim: “Indeed, 
there is something distinctly non-European in that the Balkans 
never quite seem to reach the dimensions of European slaughters.“ 
(Todorova, 1997: 6). In other words, the history of the European nations, 
above all German, English and French histories, are incomparably 
more bloody and brutal than the history of Serbian-Albanian relations. 
For instance, while Western Europe was in flames spurred by political 
and civil wars ever since the Middle Ages, as well as in religious wars 
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fought between the Protestants and Roman-Catholics all the way up to 
the 17th century, we have no records about medieval clashes between 
Serbs and Albanians. Thus, while the so-called “Hundred Years War” 
lasted between England and France from 1337 to 1453, Serbian and 
Albanian nobility, irrespective of those under the Nemanjics or direct 
Byzantine rule, intermarries and nourishes family ties and does not 
find itself on the opposite sides in diplomacy and battlefields. In mid-
15th century, Albanian national hero Gjergj Kastrioti Skanderbeg in the 
town of Lezhë/Lješ on the Adriatic coast formed an alliance with the 
Albanian nobles from the region to fight against the Turks, which some 
Albanian historians see as the first attempt at Albanian unification. 
But, never before or after did Albanian nobility unite to jointly and 
collectively fight the Serbs, and vice versa. What is more, some of those 
feudalists present at the meeting and participating in the alliance 
were from the families of Serbian or – like Skanderbeg himself – mixed 
Serbo-Albanian origin, like Crnojević and Balšić. Furthermore, Western 
Europe has a long history of mutual religious conflicts – for instance, 
only the French Catholics brutally massacred tens of thousands of their 
Protestant compatriots, and the Thirty Year War that raged in Western 
and Central Europe between 1618 and 1648 took 8 million lives in 
Germany and Central Europe according to some estimates, etc. In all 
these times, we have no indications of any serious religious conflicts 
between Serbs and Albanians. True enough, we had mutual conflict in 
the XX century that took tens of thousands of lives in the Balkan wars, 
occasional conflicts in the two World Wars, and the 1998-1999 Kosovo 
war that claimed ten thousand lives (Serbian and Albanian side both 
often manipulate the numbers; for a critical overview of the conflicted 
narratives see Gashi, 2019). Only a single battle at the river Somme had 
millions in casualties, of which more than 300 000 French, British and 
Germans have died. I repeat in the spirit of Todorova, as much evil as 
we have caused to each other, we have never so systematically and 
massively exterminated each other.
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Being Serb and Albanian is not mutually exclusive: to be a 
Serb means to be an Albanian and vice versa

The third key story or narrative thread of that different tale, should 
refute the idea that Serbs and Albanians are radically different and 
Other. On the contrary, throughout the history, we see that being a 
Serb does not mean at all not being an Albanian, and that one can 
simultaneously be both. Kastrioti, Balšić, Crnojević, Branković families, 
and among them certainly many more that left no records, have mixed 
Serbian-Albanian origin. Ethnicity was fluid in the Medieval times, and 
especially before the arrival of Islam mixing, blending and assimilation 
between Slavic and Albanian population were common. Moreover, 
if we analyse the Dinaric tribes and clans, from which most of the 
current Western Balkan population originated, we see that many of 
them share beliefs and traditions about common ancestry and joint 
lineage (V. Barjaktarović, 1991: 395-408). Thus, for instance, the oldest 
Montenegrin histories written in mid-18th century, show that at the 
time Montenegrins “ksebiubrajaju” their Albanian neighbors, that is, 
consider them as their own kind.

The existence of this local tradition is confirmed by a number 
of later sources. In the mid-19th century, Austrian consul in Skadar 
Johaness Hann recorded among the Albanians the tradition that six 
brothers were the founders of the tribes: Piperi, Kuči (alb. Kuçi), Hoti, 
Bonkeći (alb. Bonkeqi), Vasojevići and Krasnići (alb. Krasniqi) (three 
of those are Serbo-Montenegrin and three Albanian). A decade or 
two later, Serbian writer Spiridon Gopčević recounts about the same 
tradition in Montenegro. Towards the end of the 19th century and later, 
both among the Montenegrins and Albanians there was a popular lore 
about five brothers – Vaso, Kraso, Ozro, Pipo and Oto, the founders of the 
Vasojevići, Krasnići, Ozrinići, Piperi and Oti tribes (three Montenegrin 
and two Albanian ones). To this, we could also add local oral traditions 
about common origin of the Serbo-Albanian tribe of Kuči/Kuq, who had 
religiously and ethnically mixed population deep into the 19th century, 
as well as a number of other Montenegrin and Northern Albanian tribes 
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(see Pavlović, 2019: 22-26).These oral genealogies codified proximity that 
manifested in practically the same way of life, patriarchal culture and 
worldview among these tribes irrespective of their language, religious 
or ethnic differences. Even though popular Examples of Heroism and 
Bravery written by Marko Miljanov, who was a great hero of the time 
from the Kuči tribe, have been for a long time part of the curriculum of 
Serbs and Montenegrins, one rarely notices (or refuses to do so) that 
the Albanians are heroes/protagonists in as many as one third of all 
these selected examples-anecdotes, considered by Miljanov to be great 
warriors and model heroes and people, etc.

Epic or heroic folk songs of both nations offer similar examples. 
Marko Kraljević/Marko Krali was a popular hero venerated in both 
Serbian and Albanian folklore. He was praised as a Serbian hero, while 
there is a strong oral tradition about Miloš Obilić as an Albanian hero 
amongst the Albanians. Interestingly, this tradition has been originally 
documented by the Serbian folklorists, especially Veselin Čajkanović. 
Even though he was a Serbian patriot who fought in the Balkan Wars 
and the Great War, it did not prevent him to conclude that: “Our epic 
poetry is not to be considered as an exclusively Serbian product that 
originated among our people only”, and that “Miloš is the hero who has 
his cult and tradition among both Albanians and Serbs. He is, therefore, 
not only a Serbian, but also an Albanian hero“ (Čajkanović, 2010: 183). 
What is more, even though Serbian historians reluctantly tackle this 
issue, since the Kosovo Battle took place on the territory of Vuk Branković, 
who was next to kin to several neighboring Albanian nobles, it is likely 
that some Albanian notables fought on the Serbian side, while Marko 
Kraljević, being already a Turkish vassal at the time, likely fought in the 
Turkish ranks. In other words, neither Marko nor Miloš are only and 
always ours, just like Skanderbeg is not just theirs, since his mother is of 
Serbian lineage and one of his brothers is buried in the Serbian Orthodox 
Monastery of Hilandar. Our history is not black-and-white, it is not or/or, 
but more and/also in the shades of grey – many heroes, events, territories 
and objects are simultaneously both Serbian and Albanian.
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The nationalistic narrative is not superior: let us persistently 
tell different stories 

To conclude: perhaps the right question is not if Serbs and Albanians could 
live together and with each other, because throughout history they mostly 
lived together, but how come that – after all that we have been together, 
such question is posed at all? One tentative answer would be that the 
question, doubt, hesitation in the possibility of unity, even of coexistence, 
comes from a persistent perpetuation of negative, bad stories that we tell 
about each other. By selecting three narrative treads – about the history 
of our conflicts being much milder than usually seen, that we are not 
radically different but essentially similar and close to each other, and that 
we always lived together and continue to do so – I aimed to emphasize that 
there is nothing in our past and present that justifies or requires that we 
continue with the stories about centennial hatred, hostility and conflicts 
from which only further hatred, clashes and bloodsheds are to follow. 
It seems to me that we are too often inclined to admit that nationalism, 
whatever we think about it, simply offers a good story – we are all one 
nation, united by common language, soil, blood of our forefathers etc., 
glorious past and heroic deeds, and we continuously suffer in fighting the 
just cause of living in the united Serbian/Albanian nation in our own state. 

Hence, it seems to me that these different stories about a turbulent, 
occasionally tense but essentially joint life, that call for reconciliation 
and carry the messages of cooperation and friendship, stories stemming 
from the depths of our shared historical, cultural, and political experience 
as well, are indeed well worth telling, and that we need to persistently 
spread and repeat them. This we is perhaps crucial in the context of 
this publication and project, which aims to influence a better future for 
Serbian-Albanian relations. It is a performative, Searlian we that wishes to 
constitute itself by the act of its expression, and to unite in itself a spectre 
that comprises individuals, researchers, civil society and progressive 
political parties that would subscribe to the aforementioned theses and 
oblige to accept and promote them through joint actions and activities.
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

Albanian-Serb Coexistence:  
A Political Retrospective

Blerim Shala

Can Albanians and Serbs live together? The answer to this 
question can have three variations, depending on the point 
of view of the respondent, her worldviews and beliefs, while 

currently, there is no stable, collective answer of the Albanian and 
Serbian societies that would address the issue in a thoroughly consistent 
way. Moreover, these answers, more often than not, vary depending 
on parliamentary electoral campaigns. The first two variations of the 
answers to this question, are quick and fundamentally exclusive. 

According to the first, Albanians and Serbs can live together. According 
to the second, Albanians and Serbs can no longer live together. The third 
variation of the answer, initially claims that this issue is quite complicated, 
or that it cannot be answered instantly without thinking and analyzing it 
in much detail, but that, in the last instance, such coexistence is possible, 
desirable even, but only after identifying the right addresses responsible for 
enabling it, or by overcoming, once and for all, the tragic legacy of the past.

Therefore, there are various variants to the question posed at the 
beginning of this essay. For example, one such variant would be: Are 
Albanians and Serbs living together in Kosovo? The other would look 
like this: Are Serbs and Albanians living together in Serbia? What is the 
experience of Albanians and Serbs in this regard? But let us abandon 
for a moment this approach which highlights rhetorical questions 
instead of properly addressing the topic.
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Let us return for a while to history. Albanians and Serbs have lived 
together for centuries within the Ottoman Empire. Empires were the 
only state and political systems for almost two thousand years in 
Europe. The circumstances of this joint life are widely known, and it 
lasted until the withdrawal of the Ottoman Empire which began at the 
end of the XIX entury, and with it the establishment of nation-states, 
which brought first military and political clashes between the nations 
and states, the Balkan Wars. Since 1912, the Kosovo Albanians, those 
of Macedonia, Montenegro and the Presevo Valley (territories of the 
municipalities of Presevo, Bujanovac and Medvedja), against their will, 
within a new historical situation which they qualified as occupation, 
were forced to live in the Kingdom of Serbia, first, and then in the 
Kingdom of the SHS (Serbs, Croats and Slovenes), in the Kingdom of 
Yugoslavia, in the Communist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) 
and in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY).

The part of the Albanian nation that remained within the borders 
of Albania, had a completely different history of relations with the 
Serbian nation, which will not be treated in this text. With rare historical 
and political episodes throughout this 87 year period (from 1912 to 
1999), the coexistence of Albanians and Serbs in these countries can 
be described as subordination, as discrimination, as exploitation, as 
a continuous conflict, until that great epilogue of the spring of 1999. 
With even rarer exceptions, there have been no policies pursued in 
Belgrade (regardless of the kind of government or regime that has been 
in power in Belgrade, the capital of all the above mentioned common 
countries), which have aimed to address Kosovo Albanians and other 
areas inhabited by Albanians, as equals, with rights that would offer a 
long-term perspective of coexistence in a common state.

In the summer of 1999, when peace in Kosovo was finally achieved 
(or, rather, imposed), and when Serbia’s military and police apparatus 
was forced to leave Kosovo, Serbia’s rule over Kosovo ended.

Moreover, in this case, or, after these dramatic developments of 
1999, all options for a coexistence between Albanians/Kosovo and 
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Serbia have been exhausted. Or, it has taken an epilogue, the whole 
historical narrative, with all the losses and victories that have been thus 
consumed, with a conclusion known to all.

Now it is the time for a genuine Peace between Kosovo and Serbia, 
as well as the normalization of relations between Kosovo Albanians, 
Kosovo Serbs, between Kosovo Albanians and Serbian Serbs, between 
the Albanians of the Valley of Presevo and the Serbs in Serbia. The only 
way to achieve this Peace and this coexistence between Albanians and 
Serbs, is the dialogue between the highest authorities of Kosovo and 
Serbia, which started in Brussels in March 2011, with the facilitation 
of the EU, in accordance with the UN General Assembly Resolution 
of September 2010. The aim of this dialogue, as it is known, is to reach 
an Agreement on the normalization of relations between Kosovo and 
Serbia.

It has been thought before, not only in Pristina and Belgrade, but 
also in the main capitals of the West, that the democratization of Kosovo 
and Serbian society, in all their dimensions, a process which is a basic 
condition for the integration of Kosovo and Serbia in the European 
Union, will be a great help to the Brussels dialogue. The expectations 
were that this ‘Internal Normalization’ of Kosovo and Serbia, will 
significantly affect the achievement of that ‘External Normalization’ 
(between Kosovo and Serbia), through the Comprehensive or Legally 
Binding Agreement for the definition of the status of relations between 
Kosovo and Serbia. But the experience of the Brussels talks so far, which 
have already entered their twelfth year, has refuted this assumption of 
the political elites of Kosovo, Serbia and the West.

In reality it turns that the opposite will have to happen or done: 
Without this ‘External Normalization’ of relations between Kosovo and 
Serbia, or, without the signing of the Comprehensive Agreement, there 
can be no ‘Internal Normalization’, of Kosovar and Serbian societies, 
in the full sense of the word. Both Kosovar and Serbian societies, 
moreover, the Albanian and Serbian people, living in Kosovo and Serbia, 
are objectively heavily dependent on the unfinished political relations 
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between Kosovo and Serbia, as two independent countries. Although, 
as already mentioned, all the historical options of coexistence between 
Kosovo and Serbia have been exhausted, reaching a point of no return, 
it does not mean that history does not yet dominate both societies in 
the most brutal way possible. We are still living a dead, finished story. 
We are still chewing this story in dozens of possible ways, we are still 
using it and we are using it in daily politics, in pre-election campaigns, 
and even in cultural events.

Being as it may, increasingly it is becoming clear to all of those 
that want to face reality, that there can be no genuine coexistence 
between these two peoples, and between the individuals of the two 
peoples, without reaching an Agreement between Kosovo and Serbia, 
whatever title it bears (we can think of more than ten titles for it), but 
whose essence is clear: Recognition of the reality in Kosovo and in the 
relations between Kosovo and Serbia, which cannot but lead us to the 
recognition of the status of each other, the state of Kosovo and the state 
of Serbia. It should be added that time does not work for us and that 
we are hostages to each other: Not only because of the intention of 
Kosovo and Serbia to become members of the European Union (which 
is impossible without creating the circumstances when Kosovo and 
Serbia coexist in good neighborly relations), but also because this is a 
vital interest of Kosovo and Serbia.

Time is not working, as it is increasingly understood, not even for 
the European Union, which since Brexit (or since 2016), is experiencing 
an obvious political devaluation in all possible aspects. Following 
this situation, which is objectively unstable, the EU is not showing 
interest in continuing, with decisive steps, its enlargement with the 
six Western Balkans countries, while the conclusion of this process is 
in the interest not only of WB6 (international abbreviation for these 
countries), but also of the European Union itself, especially taking into 
account the geopolitical developments of recent years with Russia and 
China increasing their presence in the region. Having a clear path, and 
a clear time frame, for Kosovo’s and Serbia’s European perspective, 
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is, according to all analyses, a basic condition for reaching a final 
normalization agreement between Kosovo and Serbia.

It seems that without this concrete offer from Brussels to Pristina 
and Belgrade, no substantial progress will be seen in the dialogue 
between the authorities of Kosovo and Serbia, let alone the Agreement. 
However, the current stalemate of the EU towards the Western Balkans, 
which is becoming more and more problematic and dangerous, should 
not have a negative effect in the intentions of the two peoples, the two 
states, the two societies, to embrace and live by Western values on all 
levels. Both societies, Kosovar and Serbian alike, need to make the right 
political determination towards the West in these new political and, 
above all, civilization crossroads. Western values ​​of liberal democracy, 
if applied properly in Kosovo and Serbia, will help us achieve the goal 
of leaving history behind once and for all, and focusing on the future of 
these two societies, two states and two peoples.

If we return here, at the very end, to the initial questions raised 
for discussion and evaluation of the possibility of living together, 
the answers that come naturally, even from this article, highlight the 
possibility and even the necessity of a coexistence between Albanians 
and Serbs, following here, among others, the example of the French 
and Germans after World War II. Meaning we need to find common 
denominators, beyond those basic national and state identities, which 
will enable a future completely different from a tragic past or history.

Turning to the future, for Albanians and Serbs, for Kosovo and 
Serbia, recognize the Comprehensive Agreement between the two 
countries, with mutual recognition at its core, as its basic document. 
Peaceful coexistence, even in good neighborliness between Kosovo and 
Serbia, will once and for all resolve the relationship between Albanians 
and Serbs, wherever they live, in Kosovo or Serbia. These two peoples 
then, and these two states then, will be able to be together in various 
regional initiatives, and most importantly, they will be together in the 
European Union as well.
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

Resolving the Kosovo-Serbia 
Differend: A New Lingua Franca 

for the Region

Dukagjin Gorani

‘Albanian is [thus] doubly poised, as the language of political nation-
building efforts and as the language of identity. Thus, the very act of 

speaking confesses a political identity’ [Jansen, 2012] [1]

In 1999, Kosovo Albanians parted with Serbia through a trauma 
that left no room for reminiscence, individual or collective. 
Tacitly, we baptized the period that followed as ‘the rebuild’ – of 

roofs, homes and our lives. In so many ways, that rebuild of the future 
meant primarily the obliteration of the past: deliberate and obsessive 
eradication of every trace of artefact, memory even, that could relate 
Kosovo’s dominant Albanian society with Serbia – with its history and 
culture. Since 1999, the zest of the national reconstruction was only to 
be measured by our collective affinity to inflict a social amnesia about 
that infrastructure – socioeconomic, sociocultural – which we were so 
structurally intertwined with for at least a century.

Hence, within weeks and months the major signposts and 
orientation landmarks shifted dramatically for a society like ours, 
Kosovo Albanian, which had grown adjusted to survive within a 
mindset of an inferiorized, cultural periphery. From now onwards, 
our world ends at Merdare and Jarinje ‘administrative crossings’ with 
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Serbia, but would open wide at Vermnica and Morina border crosses 
with Albania. Belgrade, for decades serving as a window and passage to 
the world for many Kosovo Albanians, was to be quickly replaced with 
Tirana, Vienna, London and even Washington.

June 1999 also saw the end of Serbian public sphere and media 
communication: radio and television ceased their broadcast, 
publication and distribution of Serbian newspapers ended, magazines, 
books or any other cultural product in Serbian vanished from shops, 
stands – and memory. Though, the same could not be said for a 
myriad of other, non-linguistic, commodities. From PKB dairies to 
Plazma Keks, from Mladenovac bricks to Soko Stark’s Smoki snacks, 
the imports from Serbia continued uninhibitedly ever since. In fact, 
the scale of importing Serbian goods saw a steady and incremental 
increase throughout the post-1999 period, remaining to-date a point of 
national embarrassment and a matter of fierce debates among political 
puritans in the country, for whom the process of parting with Serbia 
will never be fully complete without the cessation of the commercial 
exchange, too.

It has never been the economy, stupid

Yet, it is precisely this phenomenon of increased rather than decreased 
commercial exchange between post-conflict Kosovo and Serbia that 
will assist in proving the key hypothesis of this essay – that, in the former 
Yugoslav/Southwestern Balkans context, the dominating economic 
presence of an exporting society through a rudimentary commercial 
exchange will have a minute or no effect whatsoever on the cultural and 
political perceptions of the importing society. Beyond the history of 
recent conflict, destruction and bloodshed, it will be the antagonistic 
identitary narratives, ferociously underpinned by linguistic differends 
[2] [Albanian and Serbian are structurally different languages] that 
will prevail in utilizing the reciprocal proclivities to alienation and 
vilification of the imminent other, the neighboring society. In other 
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words, economy and commerce will continue parallelly with [and 
independently of] the governing master narrative of ethnic intolerance 
and chauvinism.

As in other cases around the globe, particularly at the outset of 
this millennia [Afghanistan, Iraq and, recently, Syria], the sociocultural 
animosities rooted in past experiences and insurmountable differences 
– i.e. differends – have very little chances to be overcame through 
a superfluous quasi-Marxist conviction that the socioeconomic 
exchange alone would eventually pave the way to inter-ethnic 
reconciliation and, hence, inter-cultural understanding. To say the 
least, the common regional history of wars reminds us that eating the 
same food, driving the same cars and wearing identical clothes failed 
to hold back former Yugoslav nations/societies in asserting unseen 
ethno-cultural intolerance and hatred towards their other in the 
nearest vicinity.

Nowadays in Kosovo one can always find an abundance of Serbian 
products in ever-multiplying market stores and shopping malls, but 
will hardly encounter a person able to speak or understand anything 
of the Serbian language, Serbia’s affairs, its society, politics and culture. 
More than two decades after end of armed conflict, the Serbian 
state’s influence in Kosovo appears as distant and outlandish as that 
of Bulgaria or Greece – a rather adequate comparisons considering 
yet another commonly shared linguistic feature, that of the Cyrillic 
letter. Over time, even the former, commonly shared geographic 
signifiers, towns and routes, slowly dissipated from our collective 
memory: the Nis highway, the left turn for Zagreb at the roundabout 
at Belgrade’s entrance, the Horgos border crossing and so many 
other historically domesticated phrases may still be in usage only by 
a handful of nowadays Kosovo Albanian Diaspora commuters during 
their annual transits through Serbia. The dinar, once an overarching 
and emblematic signifier of the financial Yugoslavia, continues to live 
in Serbia at our oblivion, its name and all of its historical and cultural 
denotation buried and forgotten.
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And, it is the sheer scale of this epistemological rupture, to 
paraphrase Althusser [1969] that makes the episode of Kosovo’s parting 
with Serbia so structurally dissimilar to any other in the long and bloody 
saga of the dissolution of the former Yugoslavia. I argue that, besides all 
other disasters of war, its startling ferocity of alienation of the other was 
underpinned by the effortless demise of the Serbian language – until 
then the undisputed regional lingua franca for all nations and ethnic 
communities under the dome of the former federation. Today, one can 
only realize the true effects of that demise during the analysis of the 
intensity of post-conflict interaction and cooperation – and its absence 
thereof – between the former republics-turned-nation states.

On the other hand, an almost entirely inverted phenomenon 
unfolded in the rest of the former Yugoslav region in the context of 
post-war cooperation. Despite the recent bloody history, the cultural 
exchange was never really brought to a halt between Slovenian, 
Croatian, Serbian, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro and North 
Macedonian societies. Beyond the political turfs and economic 
contentions, the sheer linguistic closeness between societies proved 
as a far more influential component in rebuilding and maintaining 
regional cooperation on the broad level of citizenry and societies. 
Paradoxically, the same can hardly be said for the behavior of their 
respective political elites: to-date, they continue to persist in the 
formal entrenchment within ethno-political agendas [continuous 
political disagreements between Croatia and Serbia; steadily looming 
crisis in Bosnia Herzegovina and relations with Republika Srpska; 
political instability in Montenegro and so forth], considering such 
policies as verified recipe of ensuring the longevity of their rule in 
the traditionally twofaced reality of former Yugoslav region, where 
the evident intercultural dependency and exchange is often marred 
through a farce of formal political intolerance.

One could agree that, even in the aftermath of 1990s tragedies, 
some form of a common sociocultural space continues to live on 
among and between the above-mentioned former Yugoslav societies 
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– except in the case of Kosovo Albanian society. The case of the latter 
has always signified a condition of a differend, a structurally different 
phenomenon [on this specific, sociolinguistic, context regarding the 
Kosovo Albanian post-conflict reality, see Jansen, 2012]: inversely to 
the rest of the region, here, it was the society itself that embarked on 
severing every connection with the Serbian/Yugoslav legacy, whether 
in the context of remembering its past, of perceiving its present or 
planning its future. Governed by the historically projected master 
narratives of ethno-national liberation, to Kosovo Albanians, the 
significance of freedom was only to be measured by their capacity to 
detach from the hegemonizing routine of Serbian/Yugoslav cultural 
condition. In Berlin’s terms [1958], it was a peculiar exercise in the 
negative freedom aimed at structural obliteration of cultural presence 
of the imminent other. Again, differently from the rest of the region, its 
local political elites were dwelling on the opposite end of this: be it the 
former UN/international administration or the post-independence 
governments, the official political course of national leadership 
was and still remains that of engaging in regional cooperation and 
understanding with a very specific focus on ‘normalization of relations 
with the Republic of Serbia’. In short, in Kosovo, it is the discursive fabric 
of Albanian society that fails to embrace the concept of cooperation 
with the former Yugoslav region, and not its political leadership. In the 
rest of the region, it is indeed the governments – and not the societies – 
that maintain the routine of regional political antagonisms despite the 
abounding historical record of social, cultural and linguistic interaction 
with their neighboring, imminent others. Be this the case, this inverted 
condition accounts also for historical shallowness of inter-ethnic co-
existence and the near-to-impossible cultural prerequisites demanded 
from Kosovo Albanian society for its structural integration in any 
format of previous [Yugoslav] federations.

As in other cases in Europe’s history, it is the post-war intensity and 
frequency of sociocultural exchange that can serve as a litmus-test in 
providing an insight into the extent and durability of the efforts to revive 
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regional cooperation and inter-national reconciliation. In the context 
of post-WWII, the pace of recovery from war traumas across the western 
Europe remained profoundly discrepant for decades: until early 1970s, 
the cultural integration was lagging behind the joint governmental 
projects aimed at economic cooperation and reconstruction [for 
further reading, see Judt, 2005]. Across many European nations and 
societies at the time, the opposition to accelerated renewal of cultural 
ties and regional interaction was more often than not originating from 
within societies, rather than from the reluctances of respective political 
elites. Needless to stress, the differing ethno-national backgrounds, 
religions, cultures, histories and – in particular – languages, made 
the European post-war re-integration far more laborious and time-
consuming. On so many levels, the European Union we know today 
represents an outcome of relentless top-down investments by a large 
number of national political elites and governments; often, to the 
extent of turning a blind eye and deaf ear to the attitudes of ordinary 
citizens– who kept demanding some meaningful public closure for 
their collective sufferings and individual tragedies in the aftermath of 
the greatest human calamity that the world had ever seen until then, 
and ever since.

Yet again, I would argue that, contextually, the post-war period in 
the former Yugoslav region unfolds a structurally different landscape 
to that of the first post-WWII decades in [western] Europe – if not 
almost entirely inverted. Kosovo excluded, the economic exchange and 
governmental cooperation between the rest of the newly-found states 
continue to trail behind the ever-increasing cultural exchange between 
societies in all of its forms: over the years, commonly viewed media 
platforms, music, movies and every other art form has been widely 
received and shared among all of the societies of the former federation. 
As an illustration, the Serbian-produced movie ‘Toma’ [2021], garnered 
record viewership by audiences in Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and the rest of the former Yugoslavia. Unmistakably, 
apart from the music, it was the underlying memorabilia idealizing the 
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former homeland that really did the trick: in the fall of 2021, going to 
see ‘Toma’ equaled with two hours of musical daydreaming about what 
southern Slavs had-and-lost in the last century.

It suffices to say that one can find almost no Kosovo Albanian who 
has actually heard of ‘Toma’ movie, let alone watched it. To them, it 
would represent a cultural product which content is both historically 
unrelatable and aesthetically insipid. Of course, one cannot exclude 
entirely the likely existence of modest social groups – commonly, older 
generations – who might indulge in some nostalgic recollection about 
‘Toma’s’ romanticized Yugoslav life world, but their minuteness in size 
will only illustrate an exception to the overarching rule which says 
that the Serbian language, along with the assortment of its cultural 
products, have become downright alien to Kosovo Albanian post-1999 
culture and social reality.

Now what?

Apart from the formal exchange on the level of governments in the EU-
facilitated Dialogue Process, the volume of interaction between Serbia 
and Kosovo on other, sociocultural levels remains all but inexistent. 
Sadly, in the recent years, the same can be said even in the context 
of relations between Albanian and Serbian communities within 
Kosovo. While during the first post-conflict decade the inter-ethnic 
interaction was strongly pursued and [often] imposed by the powers 
of the international administration and its monitoring/advising 
mechanisms, its intensity fell sharply and quickly in the recent years, 
marred by the rise of neo-nationalist discourse which in 2021 brought 
to power the Vetevendosje party – a political entity which rose to 
prominence through a mixture of regional xenophobia underpinned 
by a superfluous anti-colonialist narrative, crammed under the 
ideological dome of ethnic nationalism.

Over time and nowadays, the signifiers such as ‘Serbia’ and 
‘Serbian’ have been cemented into negatively-charged terms in Kosovo 
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Albanian public discourse, leaving no room for any semantic neutrality 
whatsoever. In both official and colloquial usage, they continue to 
signify an unquestionable historical, political, cultural and – even 
– aesthetic malevolency; a differend in its tangible form. One can 
buy Serbian goods but not speak Serbian language; one can attend 
conferences and meetings in Belgrade but not follow Serbian media, 
watch movies or listen to its music. It is a problem to reckon with and 
any inter-state commercial exchange alone will do next to nothing to 
rectify it.

On the other hand, it is needless to stress the symbolism of the 
recent rejection of the Serbian Court of Appeal to rule on the official 
usage of the term ‘Siptar’ considered a derogatory name signifying 
ethnic Albanians [despite the fact that in their mother tongue they 
call themselves ‘Shqiptar’]. As of December 2021, that rejection has 
in effect legalized its usage in the Serbian public discourse – thus 
making it even more difficult for the two societies to bridge the almost 
insurmountable communicative obstacles that were raised in the past 
decades.

In short, today the relations between Kosovo and Serbia account 
for a unique phenomenon and consequence of the brutalities of the 
Balkan wars: both continue to remain close neighbors accommodating 
members of each other’s’ ethnic communities within their borders, 
their future political perspectives intertwined – and yet, pursuing 
mutual alienation on all societal levels to the extent of growing 
oblivious of each other’s’ languages and cultural existence. In itself, 
this represents an unprecedented sociocultural and sociopolitical 
impasse and unlike any other in the former Yugoslav region. Today, we 
are two completely estranged societies and countries, and accidental 
neighbors.

As years went by and the memories faded, I kept wondering 
about a reasonable solution to this state of incommunicado which 
to-date remains self-inflicted and pursued as a measuring unit in the 
delusional struggle to assert ethno-national supremacy of one society 
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over its imminent other. Are they still able – if they ever were – to reach 
beyond the confines of their isolationist social practices by detaching 
the notion of regional cooperation from being considered an integral 
part of their identity politics? Would it be at all feasible to attempt 
to set up mechanisms which could ensure the flow of an acceptable 
minimum of exchange of social products other than bricks, tiles and 
cookies?

Truth be told, there has been [and, to an extent, there still is] a 
handful of attempts, mostly facilitated by international organizations, 
to bridge the ever-widening gap between us. Movie festivals, few 
concerts, youth conferences, joint civic society initiatives continue to 
survive through critical international support, however, more often 
than not, they quickly dissipate from the public focus and memory, 
threatening to become an end in themselves. Yet, almost all of these 
attempts would fall under the category of externally induced activities 
which are often listed as formal requirements by a multitude of 
international entities with a mandate of fostering regional stability and 
interethnic understanding.

Open Balkans: what’s in a name.

While some would say that the English language was chosen to 
symbolize the region’s affinity with the West and its values, I would 
note that the intention behind naming of the recent, semi-grassroots 
regional cooperation initiative – the Open Balkans – was an outcome 
of a sheer linguistic necessity, particularly now that the Republic 
of Albania has become one of its founding members. And, it is the 
inclusion of Albania and English language which make the Open 
Balkans an initiative that transcends the familiar confines of the former 
Yugoslav societal landscape – thus further diminishing the historical 
legacy and longevity of what was once known as the Serbo-Croatian.

To me, in so many ways, and on so many levels, the use of English 
in the Open Balkans marks a new chapter in the history of this region. 
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Somewhat metaphorically, it suggests that the anew cooperation 
and coexistence between old neighborhood is possible, but with 
a necessary dash of neoliberal narrative of association through 
globalization. Here, I argue that, equally with Albania, the English 
has become a lingua franca of choice for Kosovo, too, especially in 
the context of regional dealings and cooperation [see, among others, 
[3] Munishi, 2018]. Needless to stress, its deployment in the local and 
regional context as a sociolinguistic hint of societal acceptance of 
neoliberal values speaks also about the efforts aimed at overcoming 
the ever-widening differends – not only between Kosovo and Serbia, 
but rather between former Yugoslav nations and Albanians.

For some time now, it is a common knowledge that regional 
meetings between younger generations of Kosovo Albanians and 
Serbs – whether within Kosovo or between Kosovo and Serbia – are held 
in English as the language of choice. Here, I would include also our 
modest, joint conference between Musine Kokalari Institute for Social 
Policy from Prishtina and Belgrade University’s Institute for Philosophy 
and Social Theory [Belgrade, November 2021], where English was both 
the language of instruction and its proceedings.

Be this the case, what are the ‘true’ effects of such great ‘linguistic 
shift’ in our mutual and regional public communication? Should this 
be perceived as a move forward? Or, does it represent an ultimate point 
in the long process of mutual alienation, underlying the definitive 
departure from the common Yugoslav legacy that was based on the 
linguistic hierarchy of Serbo-Croatian language which governed 
undisputedly the communication landscape in the former federation?

The regional cooperation is commonly influenced by the ways in 
which respective societies view and construct the other; the level of 
one’s compatibility of perceptions about other’s social facts and owns 
prejudices often plays a decisive role in strengthening or diminishing 
mutual communication, interaction and cooperation. In this respect, 
a discrepancy persists in Serbia between traditional, routinized 
perception of Kosovo Albanians as versed in [former] Serbo-Croatian 
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language and culture – and the actual fact of the latter’s obliviousness 
about the common legacies of the past, especially the linguistic one.

Similar perceptions though are quite sporadic among Kosovo 
Albanians: the knowledge of Albanian is rarely – if ever – expected 
from members of Kosovo Serb community [on the other hand, other 
communities are routinely expected to know Albanian; Turks and 
Roma in particular]. Nevertheless, there is empirical reason to this: 
Serbian [or for that matter, Serbo-Croatian] was the unquestionable 
lingua franca of the former state, therefore societies which practiced 
it would rarely venture to learn the languages of [former] minority 
communities, i.e. Albanian, Hungarian, Turkish, Roma, etc. There is not 
much of use from learning the language of the subalterns, to paraphrase 
here Spivak [2007]. Predominantly, in the former Yugoslavia, it was the 
societies neighboring Serbia and Croatia who were expected to be 
bilingual – i.e. Serbo-Croatian was compulsory – but not the Serbian 
and Croatian societies themselves. For the past two decades, this 
trend of stark decrease of regional bilingualism on historic, political 
and identitary grounds has become a norm in Kosovo: regardless of 
its formal constitution, laws and ethnic demography, Albanian and 
Serb communities in Kosovo rarely – if ever – place an effort to learn 
each other’s languages. In the emerging [and inverted] post-conflict 
landscape, the former subalterns [Albanians] would flatly refuse to 
learn the language of former-oppressors-turned-new-subalterns, the 
Serbs, and vice-versa.

Indeed, in the context of the Open Balkans initiative, English as 
lingua franca was necessitated with Albania’s membership – but the 
truth is that it will assist even more in the easier accommodation of 
Kosovo in the [near] future. If there is a single success, a truly significant 
move forward that was already achieved with the establishment of the 
Open Balkans, it is the formal introduction of a new lingua franca for the 
region: English as a linguistic, cultural and – above all – epistemological 
neutral ground for societies of the region; as a communicative vehicle 
which enables sufficient distance from the identity-charged regional 
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vernaculars, while levelling the playing field for everyone from the 
imminent vicinity. I would argue that, while to many an insignificant 
detail, the institutionalization [and normalization] of English through 
the Open Balkans could mark the beginning of a true breakthrough in 
the efforts of going beyond the ethno-cultural confines and interethnic 
intolerance. Moreover, considering the fact that there are two societies/
countries in the imminent region with whom English has become the 
only means of communication on both public and individual level for 
the rest of the region: Albania and Kosovo.

English for all?

The present dominance of English in Serb-Albanian communication 
– whether with Kosovo, within Kosovo and/or with Albania – accounts 
for an idiosyncratic phenomenon in the Balkans’ identity politics in 
the ever-changing post-Yugoslav linguistic landscape. Could it be that 
the linguistic hegemony of English, the contemporary vestige of global 
neoliberalism, might actually assist in overcoming the local ethnic 
entrenchment – by simply rendering themselves useless and irrelevant 
altogether? And, if so, what will that entail in the context of inter-ethnic 
relations and public perceptions towards the imminent neighbors?

Personally, and for some years now, I cannot think of any other 
solution in a region where practicing of one’s mother-tongue equals 
to a declamation of one’s ethnic, historical, political and ideological 
postulates [see Jansen, 2012]. As paradoxical as it may sound, the 
necessity of deployment of a foreign, international language in day-to-
day dealings between communities with centuries of experience in co-
existence is now a fact – and, as such, it remains a stark consequence 
of the process of alienation caused by the recent history of bloodshed 
and destruction. Alongside, the rapid domestication of English 
among younger generations in Serbian and Kosovo Albanian societies 
represents [also] an undisputable consequence of the ever-globalizing 
culture in the fields of arts, media and [specifically] social media.
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Yet, be this the case, the deployment of English language in this 
particular segment of regional cooperation – along with the cultural/
identitary paraphernalia that follow it – can assist a great deal in 
relativizing the ethnically-entrenched and historically-charged 
primary positions, in Rawl’s terms [1971] by members of respective 
communities in their reality-representation exercises. In effect, this 
would entail an admission of what is already taking place – though 
not yet adequately acknowledged or accepted, mostly due to its 
political and historical repercussions. It is likely that a major one will 
be the mutual admission by both Serbs and Albanians that building 
a joint future under the good-neighborhood policies, will require an 
epistemological resetting, a re-acquaintance of each other under 
different circumstances, new realities and – a foreign language. A 
cooperation through assimilation.

Hello, then.
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

Albanians as Other: The Image of 
Albanians in Serbian Culture

Edward Đorđević & Aleksandar Pavlović

A few years ago, when a tragic case of a single Serbian girl living 
in Prizren attracted the attention of the Serbian public, Serbian 
officials had a number of sympathetic statements about the fate 

of the child that has no one to play with. Her sad situation is undisputable, 
as she was then the last remaining Serbian child in a town that until 1999 
had 12 000 Serbs, and similar destiny followed the Serbs in other Kosovo 
towns except Mitrovica. 

In the context of this paper, that deals with the image of the Other, 
thereby with perceptions, constructs and notions of Albanians in 
Serbian culture, it is equally sad in this story that it seems natural to the 
Serbian public today, which assumes that it is impossible that Serbian 
and Albanian children play together. The said case is just one example 
that leads to a general conclusion that Ger Duijzings formulated in his 
book Religion and Identity in Kosovo around the time when the Serbs left 
Prizren for good, but which unfortunately seems equally current today: 
“What predominates now in the minds of most Serbs and Albanians, 
as well as most outside observers, is the image of a deeply rooted and 
unbridgeable rift between Serbs and Albanians, more ‘ancient’ and 
clear-cut than the division in Bosnia“ (Duijzings, 2000: 8).

Even though the conflicts in Kosovo are still relatively fresh and 
painful, it is important to resist this naturality and inevitability of such 
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a conclusion: no, it is not normal or natural to assume that our children 
cannot play, learn, get education, work etc. together. On the contrary, it 
should be emphasized how what seems natural to us today is unnatural, 
and in that respect it warrants remaining of numerous, essentially 
different perceptions and imaginations of the Other. For instance, a year 
after Duijzings’ book was published, Bekim Fehmiu’s memoirs Blistavo 
i strašno (Brilliant and Horrible) were printed, containing his memories 
of his childhood and coming of age in Prizren. Fehmiu’s memories reveal 
ambivalent ethnic relations in Prizren during and after WWII and show 
how Serbian, Albanian and Turkish children did, indeed, play together, 
attended joint school dances, socialized and flirted with each other: 

Owing to sport and dancing, mixing and socializing, as well as 
friendships, began.

�“What I mostly looked forward at these dances was the chance to 
feast my eyes with pretty girls from other classes of Albanian and 
Serbian high-school for, as I said, there were no such opportunities, 
except for the morning lineups, breaks, and in rare occasions on the 
street. Now they were all together, Gita and Anka, Zuhra and Arsim’s 
Jovanka, Enisa and Olja, the priest’s daughter from my ally that grew 
up into a beautiful girl. Our dances became the talk of the town. 
Now the pupils from the Serbian School for Education are simply 
rushing to us, especially the girls that came from all over Serbia.” 
(Fehmiu, 2010: 2016; our translation)

It would be wrong to derive from this memoirs that Serbs and 
Albanians only in the socialist Yugoslavia stopped perceiving each 
other as radically Other. Actually, ethnic differences are a relatively 
recent phenomenon in the Balkans, and we could rather claim that 
prior to the 19th century, there was no idea about the Serbs/Albanians 
as Others in the present sense of ethnicity, and especially in the national 
sense of the word. A valuable John V. A. Fine’s book When Ethnicity Did 
not Matter in the Balkans, offers a multitude of sources and material 
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about the irrelevance of ethnic differences in the Balkans up until the 
national movements in the 19th and early 20th century. Actually, as Fine 
shows, neither language nor ethnicity did matter to the Balkan peoples 
up until the second half of the 18th century, and they regulated their 
relations and perceptions primarily on the basis of religious and social 
affiliation. For instance, Fine shows that, a century before the Albanian 
poet Pashko Vasa composed the famous parole of the Albanian national 
movement: „brothers… not look to church or mosque,/The Albanian 
faith is Albanism“, the Albanians – as did other Balkaners – primarily 
looked precisely at religion as the source of their identification and 
identity: „Muslim Albanian speakers would have seen themselves 
simply as part of the greater Islamic community and would never have 
conceived of seeing themselves in ethnic terms or belonging to the same 
community as the ‘lesser breed’ Christians“ (Fine 2006: 6). Thereby, to 
remain focused on Prizren, Fine refers to a 1620 report about religious 
matters in Balkans written by a Catholic official, Albanian from Prizren 
named Pjetër Mazreku/Peter Masarechi. In this document, Mazreku 
reports that the Catholics from Prizren spoke Albanian or Serbian (Slavo) 
language (Fine 2006: 410) – it follows that the said Catholics perceived 
the Roman-Catholicism as their main mutual bond, and that Serbian or 
Albanian ethnic affiliation or language differences were of secondary or 
lesser interest.

Turning to the Ottoman sources, Turkish soldier and traveller Evliya 
Çelebi in his seminal travelogue, considered by experts as the most 
famous work of the Ottoman literature, provides a comprehensive and 
reliable (see Fotić, 2021) account of the situation in Kosovo and the entire 
Balkans between 1660 and 1670. Thus, for example, when he passes next 
to the Gazimestan, he regretfully notices that the Sultan Murad’s tomb 
is somewhat neglected, whereas „the Serbs erected in the mountain 
a monastery dedicated to the damned Milosh, who killed this martyr, 
in which one finds chandeliers embroiled with jewels and various fire 
holders full of  ember strong as musk. In this monastery, the priests serve 
arriving and departing guests day and night. Waqfs of this monastery are 
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very spacious and rich“ (Čelebija, 1967: 275). Çelebi is primarily interested 
in Islamic mosques, sacral buildings and domination, and is thereby 
unsatisfied here by the fact that the Serbs take better care about the 
memory of the Sultan’s assassin, then local Muslims care about the tomb 
of the Sultan himself. Çelebi’s story has a happy ending, because, upon 
his intervention, local Pasha left a sizeable donation and took care that 
the tomb receives the status that it deserves, with regular maintenance, 
high walls and within it a wealth, vine and „an orchard with five hundred 
trees... On that occasion, notable locals were appointed as supervisors of 
this God’s Waqfand a large endowment has been founded“ (Čelebija, 1967: 
275). In the context of our analysis, it is worth noting that the Pasha „got 
angry“ over the tomb, and that Çelebi himself objects to the superiority of 
the „damned“ Milosh in comparison to the „martyr“ Murad. Yet, no one 
suggests that for that reason Milosh’s church should be burned down or 
sacked, the Serbs should be punished or fined, and their money used to 
finance the maintenance of the tomb, let alone that the Serbs should be 
islamicized, expelled or killed. Çelebi implies that the Muslim fate and 
glory should dominate, but this in no way means that all other religions, 
languages and population should be eradicated or islamicized.

Finally, who is the Other for the Orthodox believers, and how is it 
constructed? An 1859 travelogue by a Russian consul in Bosnia Alexander 
Hilferding, Voyage through Herzegovina, Bosnia and Old Serbia, is all 
fuelled by national-romanticism and pro-Russian Pan-Slavism; the 
Serbs are morally superior, primarily for their devotion to Orthodoxy, 
and oppressed by the Muslims, both by those of Slavic origin in Bosnia, 
and by Muslim Albanians in Kosovo. Yet, describing Prizren where at the 
time stood several active, and even newly erected, Serbian churches and 
schools, Hilferding wrote how „the life here is somewhat more peaceful 
and humane then is the case with other towns of the North-West Turkey 
that I’ve seen“ (Giljferding, 1972: 190). Certainly, by the life, this faithful 
Russian means only the life of the Orthodox Prizreners. The reasons for 
this tolerance according to him is that „the Albanians are not, as I said, 
fanatics, whereas Slavic renegades are imbued in fanaticism to their 
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core“ (Giljferding, 1972: 190) and because „Muslim Albanians in Prizren 
are somewhat tamed and became milder under the influence of the 
urban mercantile life“ (Giljferding, 1972: 191).

This is, then, how a 19th century Russian wrote about the Albanians. 
When it comes to the Serbs, it is a curiosity that one of the earliest 
accounts about the Albanians in the Serbian literature came not from 
someone geographically close to them, but from non-other than Dositej 
Obradović, born in 1739 in a faraway Čakovo in the Habsburg Empire 
(nowadays in the Romanian part of Banat). Already as a boy, Obradović 
went to the monastery of Hopovo in Fruška Gora and initially intended 
to become a monk. However, he was soon affected by the ideas of the 
Enlightenment, left the monastery and for the next several decades 
travelled across the entire Balkans and Western Europe. In his 1783 book 
Život i priključenija (Life and Adventures), Dositej describes his 1769 
stay near Gjirokastër in Southern Albania among „that brave nation and 
those beautiful lands“:

�I was so glad to hear from the Albanians the following: “Whoever 
becomes the ruler of Serbia, we will acknowledge as our ruler as well, 
since the Serbian kings were also our kings.” Not far from Hormovo 
one finds beautiful meadows that the Albanians call “lepažita” 
(Eng. “beautiful cornfields”). I asked them what it means, “We don’t 
know”, they said, “it’s the name of the field”. And when I explained to 
them that it is a Serbian word, they replied: “Hey, you monk, don’t be 
surprised, we and the Serbs were one family and one people in the 
old days”. 

(Obradović, 1989: 182) 

Some recent scholars, without too much depth, though, argued that 
Obradović was a Serbian nationalist and would thus likely question the 
veracity of his memories in this case (Anzulović, 1999: 73). However, even 
if we suspect that Obradović did not pass on the words of his Albanian 
correspondents verbatim, it bears no particular weight in this context 



KOSOVO-SERBIA: A DIFFERENT APPROACH

46

– his testimony is valuable here as it shows how Obradović in his work, 
in consistency with the 18th century spirit of Enlightenment, explicitly 
describes the Albanians as worthy of education and literate culture, and 
as a brave nation inhabiting beautiful lands has and having the common 
origin with the Serbs. Hence, the oldest literary testimony about the 
Albanians came from the farthest northern part of Serbian culture, and 
it actually applies to the southern point of the Albanian culture, marked 
by Orthodoxy and Greek influence (Pavlović, 2019: 20-21).

The zone where historically Serbs and Albanians had most contacts 
probably is not Kosovo, but mountainous areas of the present-day 
Southeast Montenegro and Northern Albania. There, Serbo-Montenegrins 
and Albanians lived in the same economic, geographical and political 
circumstancing, and developed nearly the same tribal culture and common 
institutions, such as: division to clans (alb. fis, serb. bratstvo) and tribes and 
their joint ownership over scarce resources (pastures, watering places and 
arable land), strict, even brutal patriarchal order and masculine domination, 
value system favouring heroism, bravery and warfare, importance of 
keeping one’s word and honour (serb. čojstvo and alb. besa), honouring 
godfathership, blood-brothership, customary law, blood feud etc.

To illustrate these similarities, it suffices to take a look into the two 
most comprehensive sources for the legal customs of Albanians and 
Montenegrins respectively, Valtazar Bogišić’s late 19th century Legal 
Customs in Montenegro, Herzegovina and Albania (Pravni običaji u Crnoj 
Gori, Hercegovini i Albaniji, Bogišić, 1984) and early 20th century Albanian 
Canon of Leke Dukagjini (Kanuni i Lekë Dukagjinit, see Dečovi, 1986). 
Valtazar Bogišić was the leading legal expert in the region at the time; being 
from Cavtat near Dubrovnik on the Adriatic Coast, he was well acquainted 
with the neighbouring people from Montenegro and Herzegovina. Being 
employed to analyse legal customs in Montenegro for the purpose of 
creating the first Montenegrin written Code of Law, he conducted a survey 
that encompassed a wider area, and showed that the legal customs and, 
thus, values and cultural system in the wider Dynaric area, are practically 
the same for all inhabitants irrespective of ethnicity and religion.
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It is well known that the highlanders of the central Balkans nourished 
an almost religious respect toward the institution of hospitality. Thereby, 
there are a number of traditional Albanian and Serbo-Montenegrin 
stories about hosts who took under their roof fugitives and defended 
them even at the cost of their own life. These people became a subject 
of admiration and heroes of stories and songs in their local tradition, for 
the law of hospitality obliges that anyone entering your home needs to 
be well received and protected whilst under your roof, even if it is the 
greatest enemy that otherwise falls under vendetta or blood feud (see 
Milјanov, 1901; Milјanov, 1907).

In the Canon, traditionally attributed to a late-medieval local 
Albanian Lekë Dukagjini, but which is in fact an oral customary law 
that the Albanian highlanders lived according to and ruled by for 
centuries, the guest is, for instance, referred to as follows: 

585. The house of a man belongs to the God and the guest.
591. A guest is shown respect: by bread, salt and heart.
593. A tired guest is greeted with respect. The hosts washes the 
guest’s feet. 
603. If a guest that owes you blood comes to the house, you will say 
to him “Welcome!”
627. To the one whose guest has been killed the Kanun leaves two 
ways: either to disappear or to embarrass himself.
628. To the one that had a killed a guest every object is given by the 
left hand and under the knee until he avenges himself.
632. By the words of the Kanun: the father, brother and even the 
eradicated relatives can be forgiven, but not the killed guest.

(Dečovi 1986: 108)

Corresponding examples of hospitality among the Serbo-
Montenegrins are provided in Marko Miljanov’s popular Examples 
of Heroism and Bravery (Primjeri čojstva i junaštva, Milјano, 1901). 
For instance, hero in one of the stories is certain Punisha, a Serbo-
Montenegrin from the tribe of Kuči. While he was running away from 
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the Turks who chased him, he bumped into the house of no one else but 
Prela from the Albanian tribe of Hoti, whose brother Punisha had recently 
killed. „Back away, the Turks“, Prela threatened from his doorstep to the 
advancing Turks who attempted to get inside and catch the fugitive:

�In vain they threatened him that he’ll be guilty before the Sultan and 
Vizier, ensuring him of certain death for both him and his entire 
tribe, who dared to defend the Turkish foe. They have been asking 
him: „How can you defend the Black Punisha, who brought tragedy 
to so many Turkish homes and recently killed your own brother, 
whom some still morn by wearing black?“  
�Prela: “Yes, I know that Punisha killed my brother, but it is enough to 
me from Punisha to lose my brother, so I cannot bear to lose both by 
him: neither to have my brother nor my honor!“

(Miljanov, 1901)

Having all this in mind, it does not surprise the least that many 
Serbo-Montenegrin clans and tribes nourished the traditions and 
stories about their common ancestor, therefore their kinship, and that 
gladly intermarry among each other, took each other as godfathers 
and blood-brothers, all of which in the traditional society meant 
establishing the relation of kinship. In other words, our ancestors 
thought the time constructed and nourished the image of Albanian 
not as Other, but as someone who is the same or similar, a relative and 
socially close friend.

A testimony about this is depicted in perhaps the best known 
image of Albanian in Serbian oral epic poetry, that from the song Prince 
Marko and Musa the Outlaw (Marko Kraljevići Musa Kesedžija). Even 
though folk singer also calls him as „a Turk“ („What the Turk said when 
he was drunken” / ,„Što gođ ture pjano govorilo“),it is clear that Musa 
is actually an Albanian, as is clearly stated in the opening line: „Musa, 
the Albanian, was drinking wine“ / „Vino pije Musa Arbanasa“, and 
repeated later: „But Musa the Albanian answered:” / „Al’ govori Musa 
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Arbanasa“, or when Musa tells Marko that he has been brought up by „a 
wild Arnaut woman“. As much as this song is about a two heroes’ fight 
to the death, the reader cannot resist the impression that they are less 
enemies and more rivals, and therefore actually similar to one another. 
Interestingly, though, the singer does not deny their identitarian 
differences – Marko being a Serbs and Musa an Albanian; Marko being 
a Christians, and Musa a Muslim – but they are secondary, for their 
primary identity is the same: both are knights and heroes. The only 
fundamental difference that the singer underlines is the one of class, 
in those several verses where Musa compares Marko’s royal childhood 
to his own upbringing in poverty:

а ја ti sе uklоniti nеću,	 I will not do obeisance before thee, 
аkо t’iјеs trоdilа krаlјicа	 Albeit a queen bore thee,
nа čаrdаku nа mеku dušеku,	 In a cardak amongst soft cushions, […]
а mеnе је lјutа Аrnаutkа	 But as for me — a wild Arnaut woman bore me
kоd оvаcа nа plоčistu dе nој,	 Amongst the sheep on the cold 

ground.
(Low, 1922: 129; Đurić, 1987: 326)

Marko’s reply to Musa’s description of their distinctive origin and 
upbringing is to interrupt the conversation and start the fight: „When 
Marko of Prilep heard it, / He cast his battl-spear  /Between the ears 
of his Sharatz, / At the breasts of the bold Musa.“ (Kad to začu od 
Prilipa Marko, / on tad pušća svoje bojno koplje/svome Šarcu između 
ušiju/deli-Musi u prsijunačke“ [Low, 1922: 129; Đurić, 1987: 326]). Is it 
possible that Marko, the greatest Serbian hero, got angry from the very 
thought that he is different or better from Musa the Albanian?

Even the best-known scene from the song can be read in the 
context of the closeness and proximity between these two heroes. 
Namely, the well-known scene depict how Marko is almost losing the 
duel with Musa, but then in the last moment he takes out his „hidden 
fangs“ („guje iz potaje“) i.e. his knife, and kills Musa. But when he 
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ripped him out, he realizes that Musa has three mighty hearts, and on 
one of those Musa’s „fang“ was sleeping. When Marko realizes that he 
was lucky that Musa’s fang was sleeping during the fuel, that is, that 
Musa also has his fang, but that he did not use it, „Tears ran down his 
face“ („proli suze niz bijelo lice “) and he wept with remorse: “God of 
Mercy”, quoth he, “woe is me! /  For I have slain a better than myself.” 
(„Jaoh Mene do boga miloga,/ đe pogubih od sebe boljega!“) (Low, 
1922: 131; Đurić, 1987: 327). It is less important if Musa is truly a better 
hero than Marko; apparently the difference between them, both martial 
and humane, is very small. There is no doubt that the Serbian singer 
wanted to emphasize Marko’s heroism and bravery, but we should not 
overlook that he tailored the character of Musa from the same, if not 
even better, fabric. So, this is the Serbian image of Albanians up until 
the  mid-19th century.

The establishment of the perception of Albanians as radical 
Others is, therefore, a relatively recent discursive (in the Foucaultian 
sense as: knowledge / power) formation that originated during the 
establishment of enmity towards the Albanians, which has been 
studied in previous scholarship (see Pavlović, 2019: 113). Therefore, it 
is not difficult to identify some of the reasons that led to a discontinuity 
in the representation of Albanians in the Serbian culture in the last 
quarter of the 19th century. The Great Eastern Crisis of 1875-1878 saw 
momentous changes such as the international recognition of Serbian 
independence, formation of the Albanian national movement, 
weakening of the Ottoman rule in the Balkans and the rise of Serbian 
claims over the present-day Kosovo and Northern Albania. The 
historian Emily Greble emphasizes the role that the „modernization“ 
of Europe, which affected the southeast part of the continent, played at 
the time. Namely, since they were predominantly Christian, in the 19th 
century the Serbs fitted easier to the idea and „values“ of modern and 
advanced Europe. There was little place for Islam in that Europe, and 
hence the Muslims were, irrespective of the differences between them, 
generally considered as backwards and traditionalists (Greble, 2021). 



|   ENG

51

In the words of Dietmar Müller: „Serbian intellectuals and politicians 
considered themselves as part of the Western civilizing mission 
(mission civilisatrice)…, expelling the Turks and Albanians, starting the 
process of ’de-Orientalizing’ social activities“ (Müller 2009: 66).

These processes had decisive impact on the perception of 
Albanians in contemporary Serbian culture. The Berlin Congress 
of 1878 was a traumatic event for contemporary Serbs, shocked by 
the Austrian takeover of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which the Serbs 
perceived as the territory that should be united with their state. Serbia 
was now enclosed from three sides by the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
and Serbian scholars started lamenting over the fact that Serbia is 
confined („skоrо оpkоlјеnа zеmlја а mi smо pоstаli uhаpšеn nаrоd”, 
in the words of Jovan Cvijić) and that in order to survive it needs to 
breathe, to expand its lungs. Surrounded from three sides by the 
Austro-Hungarian monarchy, until 1914 Serbia will search for this 
fresh air for the Serbian lungs in the South, on the territories of the 
decaying Ottoman empire. These territories were part of the medieval 
Serbian state and were hence labelled Old Serbia and South Serbia, but 
they were now inhabited predominantly by Albanians, most of whom 
were Muslims themselves. In these circumstances, the figure of a brave 
highlander, our relative and ally against the Turks, became replaced by 
the figure of an unspecified Muslim, successor of the Turkish invader, 
who is now „backwards, superstitious, unrecognizable neighbour… 
member of a nation that is yet to be civilized and formed“ (Greble, 
2021: 10-11). Thereby, in the scientific discourse, press and education 
Albanians were more and more identified by Muslim Albanians 
from Kosovo, presented as the Turkish allies and torturers of the few 
remaining Kosovo Serbs, who – in the words from a typical Serbian 	
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

Albanian and Serbian Emigration: 
Counting Down to Zero?

Lirim Krasniqi

T he issue of emigration is a burning problem for both Serbia 
and Kosovo, but also for other countries surrounding them 
- regardless of the membership to the EU. We have been 

witnessing for years and moreover - decades, the trend of mass 
emigration due to social, economic and indeed - political reasons 
in all our societies. Commonly, emigrants are being equated to 
the “prosperity seekers”, meaning that they are usually perceived 
as people who look for better economic conditions of life. Some 
studies have shown however, that people leave due to a variety of 
reasons, among which the most common is a total absence of clear 
perspective for decent life without permanent tensions between 
nations, ethnic majorities and minorities etc. In other words, people 
are not leaving only due to economics, but (more and more) due to 
reasons independent of their material security. The “poisoned social 
habitus”, the “unbearable political situation”, the “uncertain and 
non-functional state” - to name a few, are among the reasons people 
immigrate. This problem bothers both Serbia and Kosovo (and Bosnia, 
Albania, Croatia). Can we jointly work, not on preventing people to 
leave (no one could or should do that), but on finding the “road signs” 
on those emigration roots in order to make our societies better? 
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Migration is now a global phenomenon and lots of discussions 
have been devoted to analyzing what makes people move from 
one place or country to another. The data shows that the number 
of international migrants has increased a lot during the past half-
century. By 2020, the number of people living in a country other than 
their country of birth is 281 million, more than two times higher than 
in 1990 and over three times the estimated number in 1970 [1] The 
data and statistics are important in migration discussions in order 
to better understand the trends, as well as the causes and effects in 
both sending and receiving countries of migrants. So do they in the 
case of Kosovo, Serbia, and other Western Balkan countries, from 
where, according to European data, 228,000 people have emigrated 
legally to the EU only in 2018 [2]. During the past decade, all WB6 
have experienced net emigration (especially of the young population 
15-39), with Bosnia & Herzegovina and Kosovo leading the list [3] 
The Western Balkans’ general working age has declined by more than 
400,000 individuals in the last five years [4]. With the current trends, 
it is expected that the region will continue to face the exodus of a 
part of the population in the near future, which means there will be 
significant consequences to the sending / origin countries if nothing 
is done to mitigate them. 

But, why are the citizens of this region leaving? What are the 
causing factors pushing them away? In theoretical discussions of 
international migration, there are two dominant perspectives that 
aim to explain why people migrate to a country from another. On 
one side, the so-called emigration optimistic view sees migrants as 
rational actors whose decisions to move are based on cost-benefit 
calculations. It assumes that people move to countries where they 
can capitalize the most on their know-how and skills based on 
the freedom of choice coming from well-accessed information. 
Optimist or developmental views perceive migration as a form of 
optimal allocation of the labor force from less developed countries 
with a surplus of labor supply to more developed countries with 
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labor scarcity. From this perspective, migration goes to benefit 
both receiving and sending countries since the capital flows expect 
to go in the opposite direction as labor migration. That is why less 
developed countries with high net migration were optimistically 
called “developing countries” [5].

On the other side, contrary to migration optimist views, the 
deterministic perspective sees the movements of people from one 
country to another as a result of bounded economic, social and 
political structures. The disproportionate development of some 
countries naturally increases their demand for more resources (in 
this case human), which are provided by the immigration of people 
from countries disadvantaged by this asymmetric development. 
According to this view, the migration phenomenon has negative 
effects on sending countries as it deprives them of their human 
capital (brain drain effect), thus hindering their developmental 
efforts. The effects of migration on the sending countries were 
amalgamated into the so-called “migrant syndrome”[6], which 
states that negative effects of migration to the sending countries 
lead to continuing emigration, thus leaving these countries under 
the constant pressure of human resources and other development 
agents.

Despite the theoretical approaches, the growing trends of 
emigration from the Western Balkans has a common denominator, 
which is the fact that the citizens of the WB6 countries are not seeing 
a future in the region, not for themselves nor for their descendants. 
However, as the above-mentioned migration views suggest, there 
are push and pull factors causing migration, and this is especially 
important to emphasize in the case of the Western Balkans in order to 
better understand the movements of people and their consequences. 
There are many categories of people from the region whose leave may 
have negative effects on the sending countries, however there are two 
categories whose migration will surely and significantly affect their 
countries of origin. 
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Young people (below the age of 30) represent those with the 
greatest willingness to migrate. They want to leave for predominantly 
economic reasons (to increase employment opportunities, improve 
the living standards and earn higher incomes). One of the push 
factors here is the fact that young people in the WB6 face a lack of 
what is called ‘quality employment’ opportunities. In addition to 
the high unemployment rates of youth, even those employed are 
having temporary or informal jobs, while working conditions and 
workers’ rights are not respected (to not say violated). Meanwhile, 
the education systems do not provide them with the know-how and 
skills for the job market. There have been several initiatives to tackle 
high rates of unemployment by respective states and international 
development assistance, but the results are not yet significant. The 
data shows that new jobs created are too insufficient to respond to 
the labor supply available. Moreover, the decrease in unemployment 
rates among youth in some countries comes due to high levels of 
emigration, and not as a result of policy interventions [7].

The other category leaving a mark by their departure is that of 
the high-skilled and educated people known, a process known as 
brain drain, which has begun to be felt more in this region as time 
passes. This category consists of people who have ‘quality jobs’ and 
higher than average income, among which doctors and healthcare 
professionals, professors, teachers, engineers, etc. who see no future 
in Kosovo, Serbia, or elsewhere in the region. Even people who have 
a vocational education and have stable jobs are willing to migrate to 
Western Europe. Yet, their leave cannot be explained only through 
economic lenses. The low quality of life, consisting of poor health and 
social services, environment-related issues, a weak education system, 
corruption, political instability, persistent ethnic tensions in the region 
(to name a few) are just some of the push factors for emigration. The 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
through a projection points out that Serbia, because of the high net 
migration numbers is going to lose over €7 billion as a direct result 
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of brain drain in the science, technology, and innovation sectors [8]. 
The effects are projected to be even more damaging than financial 
losses from brain drain, as in many sectors (such as health) an almost 
insurmountable gap will be created, thus affecting the ability of public 
institutions to provide basic services to citizens.

While on one side several push factors show that the home 
countries of the WB6 have failed to create a promising/enabling 
environment for the future of their citizens, on the other side, there 
are pull factors that motivate emigration from this region. In addition 
to higher employment and income opportunities, Western European 
countries led by Germany, have introduced new legal frameworks 
that ease the regular migration of and access to the labor market 
of non-EU citizens. The majority of the region’s migrants’ move to 
Western Europe as economic powerhouses attempt to right their 
inverted population pyramids. Millions of vacant jobs and an aging 
population made Germany introduce an immigration act (2020) 
that eases labor market access for non-EU citizens [9] as well as 
the Western Balkans Regulation, adopted in 2015. According to the 
economist’s Federico Fubini estimation, Eastern European and 
Western Balkan countries injected over €200 billion into the German 
economy via education and training of young workers who moved 
there between 2009 and 2017 [10]. Meanwhile, the EU’s attempts to 
harmonize the immigration policies of its member states have failed 
so far, because the latter have been so reluctant to relinquish control 
over immigration from non-EU countries, and especially labor 
migration, as this is linked to their economic policies and interests. 
The main reasoning used for drafting independently labor migration 
policies is the response to the needs of the labor market [11]. With 
wages at least twice as high as those in sending countries (but lower 
than local averages), Western European Countries have become 
a major pull force for skilled migrants from the Western Balkans. A 
Euro-parliamentarian explained this exodus as a “de facto transfer of 
wealth from East to West.” [12].

https://www.ft.com/content/39603142-4cc9-11ea-95a0-43d18ec715f5
https://www.ft.com/content/39603142-4cc9-11ea-95a0-43d18ec715f5
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All this evidence suggests that migration might be detrimental 
to the Western Balkan countries, whose share of the population with 
tertiary education levels is still low compared to the EU, and whose 
emigration of the highly skilled is persistent. Current trends in WB6 
suggest that massive migration is a predictor of slow economic 
convergence, despite its positive role in reducing labor market 
tensions, and alleviating social vulnerability and poverty [13]. Brain 
drain is becoming a real issue for the region, much more serious than 
it has been covered so far. Beyond the significant economic effects, 
the departure of the most qualified tends to also have political 
consequences. As Carragher points out, Western Balkans emigrants 
are on average younger and more educated than their non-migrant 
compatriots, thus they tend to comprise a form of a relatively 
open-minded segment of the electorate. Their leave therefore 
may alter a population’s political behavior and can empower poor 
and incompetent political leadership [14]. The departure of more 
qualified and informed citizens may leave WB6 in a more vulnerable 
democratic position.

Given the situation, the question that naturally arises is how can 
the negative effects be mitigated, and those positive potentials are 
increased? Can we jointly work, not on preventing people to leave 
(no one could or should do that), but on finding the “road signs” / 
on those emigration roots in order to make our societies better?  The 
answer is complex, hence we have to start somewhere.

First, the EU and its largest migrant-receiving states must 
understand the implications of emigration for WB6. By acknowledging 
their role as a migrant destination, they owe to invest (independently 
or collectively) in long-term programs that promote circular 
migration to the region, especially to particular sectors such as 
healthcare, education, and certain productive industries. I emphasize 
LONG-TERM here since there have been particular interventions that 
may have superficially or temporarily changed the negative effects 
in certain sectors but have not touched upon the main causes of 
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the issue - weak justice systems, poor education, corruption, unsafe 
health, and social services, political instability, inter-ethnic tensions, 
etc. Now it is clear that short-sighted initiatives are likely to risk all the 
EU development assistance in the region, and not only. By draining 
the brain of the region without offering alternatives, the EU will be 
rightly called “a dishonest broker” in Western Balkans [15].

Second, Western Balkans states should bring to the discussions 
of their highest policy-making bodies the urgency of the issue. The 
costs of emigration, namely of young and skilled people, are very 
high. Especially when nothing is being done to mitigate them, or even 
try to capitalize on large population movements. Local policymakers 
have so far failed to bring into question the fact that the region is 
producing free labor for Western European countries and getting very 
little to nothing in return. Alarm bells have been raised by various 
scholars and researchers already, providing alternatives to address 
the causes of the exodus so that the states of the region inspire hope 
for their citizens. However, no visionary policies appear to be seen on 
the horizon by any of the region’s states, and no serious publication 
has been taken into account.

The seven ideas presented at the “Young People, Migration, and 
the Demographic Challenge in the Western Balkans” Conference on 
2020 basically touch on the key issues, providing a way forward as 
well. Its keyword though is regional cooperation, which I break down 
into three components: (1) the six countries of the Western Balkans are 
relatively small economies compared to the EU countries which pull 
migration. Consequently, they are economically but also politically 
powerless to independently create prerogatives that mitigate the 
negative effects of emigration. Their power can be increased only 
in interaction, which increases each countries bargaining power 
with the EU, pulling more carrots out of it.  (2) Hence, given that the 
migration trends are being dictated by powerful European economies 
such as Germany. Bilateral cooperation could bring benefits to either 
country, but as long as the region as a whole stagnates, there can be 
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no sustainable and perpetual future for states in particular. (3) The 
increase of mobility schemes within the regions, especially among 
youth, is the way forward to smoothing the political, social, and 
cultural divergences, solidified after the ‘90 wars. Today, it is easier 
for a student from any of the WB6 to spend an exchange semester at 
a university in the EU, or Turkey than at any of the Western Balkans 
universities. This is a crucial point since exchange students show 
more interest and a broader understanding of different cultures than 
their peers without such an experience [16]. Moreover, mobility could 
boost economic potentials and decrease unemployment rates, by 
balancing employment disparities of the working-age between WB 
countries. While the employment rate in Albania has reached 61% 
(2012-2019), Kosovo has stagnated to 30%. Major differences exist 
also in regards to youth unemployment, ranging between 49% in 
Montenegro to 21% in North Macedonia (2018) [17]. This is due to 
different factors, including differences in natural resources and the 
structure of the local economies of WB countries, but they could 
be overpassed by opening up these economies and enabling labor 
mobility between them.

Last but certainly not the least important element regarding 
emigration’s effects is time. The negative effects of emigration on 
sending countries are time-bound. The more time passes, the bigger 
the consequences tend to be. Constant emigration has been an 
issue for the region for quite a long now. However, the nature of the 
nowadays exodus is likely to affect the long-term development of the 
WB6, and the region’s economic competitiveness, demographics, and 
service sectors are further at risk if such levels of emigration of young 
and skilled people continue. A series of socio-economic problems 
are likely to arise, including pressures on healthcare services, and 
social care services which are interconnected with the aging of the 
population. The signals lit so during the past few years have not been 
seen by local decision-makers. Instead, they have responded to labor 
force demands from the EU countries through emigration facilitation 
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agreements, without anticipating long-term costs. But, it is the last 
time for them and everyone else engaged with the region to act on 
mitigating the negative effects of emigration. Will the countdown be 
stopped before it backward to zero? It remains to be seen sooner than 
expected.
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

Fighting for Empty States: 
Migration of Albanians and Serbs

								      
Romina Begaj

There was a migration and such there will ever be…
Milos Crnjanski, The Migrations

T he one aspect in which Albanians and Serbs are consistently 
among the top performers in the world, albeit not the one 
to be proud of, are brain drain and migration to the West. 

Paradoxically, recent Western Balkans history could be described as 
a vigorous, armed fighting for our independent national states, from 
which we all now want to emigrate. In this paper, I firstly provide the 
latest available data regarding migration, birth rate, population age and 
outflow of labour force in Albania, Kosovo and Serbia. Then, I discuss in 
some detail who is leaving and why, but also returning, and conclude 
by offering some points on what could be done to at least partially slow 
down or perhaps reverse this trend (what is to be done?).

Migrations, fertility & brain drain from Albania, Kosovo and 
Serbia

When it comes to migration, fertility rate, aging and brain drain, all three 
countries face the same obstacles – young people are moving abroad, 
birth rate is in decline and population is aging. Still, each country has 
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its specificities, with Serbia suffering more from population loss caused 
by low fertility rate, Albania having a combination of declining birth 
rate and brain drain, and Kosovo being primarily affected by brain 
drain and emigration in particular.

Albania

Between 1989 and 2011, population of Albania dropped by half a 
million people, from nearly 3,3 million in 1990, over 3 069 275 on 2001 
census, to 2 821 977 on 2011 census (INSTAT, 2011). The latest official 
statistics from May 2021 estimate the number to be 2 829 741 persons. 
Oddly, this would mean that while Albania lost hundreds of thousands 
of people in the first decade of the 21th century, in the second it 
actually gained population. One possible explanation for this paradox 
– aside from unreliable data or different methodology – would be that 
Albania, in distinction to Serbia, kept positive birth/death ratio until 
last year. True, the number of babies born plummeted from over 80 
000 children per year in 1990 to 28 075 in 2020 (INSTAT, 2020) and 27 
284 in 2021 (INSTAT, 2021). Still, in the same period, mortality stood at 
around 20 000 per year, until it started rising significantly in the last 5 
years, reaching the record high of 30 580 in 2021. While this number is 
unusually high due to Covid-19 Pandemic in the last two years, official 
data suggests that Albania kept positive, although slow fertility rate 
trend, with the number of deaths surpassing the number of births only 
in the last two years. 

Another explanation for temporarily reversed demographic trend 
in Albania is that, apparently, while many are leaving, some are also 
returning as well. Previous research indicated that 47 000 persons left 
Albania in 2019 and that this is an indicative figure of annual Albanian 
emigrants. While in the 1990s mostly men were leaving, nowadays 
it is younger and educated people that emmigrate, with increasing 
number of families and older persons leaving as well in recent years 
(Domachowska, 2021). The latest official data showed that in 2020 
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Albania had 7 170 immigrants, and 23 854 emigrants, i.e. the overall 
population loss of some 15 to 20 000 persons annually (INSTAT, 2021). 
Presumably, these immigrants are mostly Albanian citizens returning 
from abroad for various reasons. 

For instance, Filipi et al. (2014) estimated that the economic crisis 
led to the return of over 130 000 Albanians from Greece between 2009 
and 2013. Assuming that another such wave occurred with the Covid-19 
Pandemic with Western countries closing its borders and expelling 
temporary residents, all of this effectively explains smaller population 
loss in Albania during the last decade. The main reason for population 
decline in Albania is, thus, emigration. Official statistics estimate that 
diaspora from Albania rose to a staggering 1 641 354 persons, or close 
to 38% of the population (INSTAT, 2019). Most of them (76%) are aged 
15 to 64, which effectively means that more Albanians of fertile and 
working age could now be abroad than home. Meanwhile, the average 
age of the population rose from 27 in 1990, to 38 in 2022. 

Serbia

Serbia also suffers from similar negative demographic trends. In 1991, 
Serbia (excluding Kosovo) had 7 822 795 residents. In 2002, this number 
dropped to 7 498 001, and in 2011 to 7 186 862 (a figure of roughly 50 
000 Albanians from three municipalities in the south who boycotted 
this census should be added to this number) (Saopštenje za javnost, 
2014). Latest estimates are that Serbia had 6 945 235 residents in 2019 
and 6 899 126 in 2020 (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2020). 
For decades now, the number of births stood at between 64 and 70 
000, and the number of deaths was just over 100 000 per year, which 
means that Serbia was losing between 33 and 38 000 persons annually 
just from negative fertility rate (Aktuelni Demografski Pokazatelji). In 
2020 and 2021, the number of births was 61 693 and 62 062 respectively, 
while mortality rose to staggering 114 954 in 2020 and 135 901 in 2021, 
the highest number since statistics have been kept (Statistical Office 
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of the Republic of Serbia, 2022).This means that the population loss 
in Serbia in the last year was over 70 000 people. While the prospective 
end of Covid-19 Pandemic will hopefully bring changes to this ratio, 
it is clear that Serbia is facing one of the worst demographic trends 
globally, with low fertility rate and rapidly aging population, currently 
being over 43 years old on average.

Emigration is the second main reasons for population loss in Serbia. 
According to the official statistics, prior to the Covid-19 Pandemic, the 
total annual population loss in Serbia stood at approximately 40 to 
45 000 persons. In terms of emigration, estimates are that some 40 to 
50 000 people on average leaves Serbia annually, while 30 000 or so 
return, making net emigration 15 to 20 000 a year (Judah, 2019). While 
the overall numbers do not quite add up, it is plausible to derive that 
approximately 2/3 of Serbian demographic loss is due to low fertility, 
while 1/3 is due to emigration. 

As in the case of Albania and Kosovo, it was traditionally mostly 
younger, educated people that were leaving the country from early 
1990s onwards, but this is somewhat changing insofar as emigrants 
seem to be more evenly distributed among various age groups, with 
those with lower qualification actually leading the emigration from 
Serbia (Leitner, 2021). Thereby, typical emigrant from Serbia is a young 
person with elementary or secondary education, while Albania and 
Kosovo are still experiencing brain drain, i.e. less and highly educated 
people are equally leaving the country.

Kosovo

In distinction to Serbia, Kosovo until recently had the highest fertility 
rate in Europe and still has the youngest population and highest density 
in the region. Unfortunately, the last reliable and comprehensive 
population census in Kosovo occurred in 1981, which showed 1 584 
441 persons living in Kosovo, out of which 1 226 736 were Albanians. 
Later censuses were less reliable as either Albanians or Serbs boycotted 
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them. Hence, we see discrepancies inasmuch as estimated population 
of Kosovo in 1991 was 1 956 196, dropping to 1 739 825 in 2011 (see: 
Estimation, 2013). The Kosovo Agency for Statistics estimates current 
population in 2020 at 1,78 million (Kosovo in figures, 2020: 10). Around 
24% of Kosovo population is below 14 years old, and as much as 67% 
are 15-64 years old, with median age of 29, making it the country with 
the youngest population in Europe.

Still, even Kosovo has a declining trend. From 2015 to 2019, 
number of new-born babies dropped from 26 to 21 thousand a year, 
while the number of deaths rose from 7 600 to 9 400 (Kosovo in figures, 
2020: 12), i.e. natural population growth fell from nearly 19 to 12 000 in 
5 years. Meanwhile, Kosovo maintained the highest emigration rates 
in Eastern Europe from 1989 to 2003. The 2011 population census 
showed that some 30% of Kosovars lived abroad. According to official 
data, between 2011 and 2017, more than 180 000 Kosovars emigrated; 
another government source found that between 2013–and 2017 around 
170 000 departed. According to the Kosovo Agency of Statistics, 220 
000 Kosovars emigrated over the last decade. Emigration was highest 
in 2015 when 75 000 (and perhaps even more, see below) left in one 
year (Hajdari & Krasniqi, 2021). While more accurate data will became 
available only after the upcoming census, it is clear that even in Kosovo 
emigration exceeds natural growth by tens of thousands and that the 
overall population is in decline.

Who and why leaves: “Male, 20-25 years old, unemployed 
and poor”

Emigration is not simply a Serbian or Albanian problem. It is a complex 
phenomenon affecting many countries, and therefore providing 
an easy fix to it is impossible. Practically all neighbouring states are 
facing emigration and depopulation, even those that are, like Greece 
and Hungary, EU founding or long-term members respectively; 
some are, arguably, doing far worse – Bulgaria lost over 20% of its 
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population in the last decades, and this negative trends still continues. 
Any prospective policy measure related to emigration needs to abide 
with one’s fundamental right to freedom of movement and pursuit of 
happiness, even if it means searching for it elsewhere. Still, inasmuch as 
simply accepting that our nations and countries will slowly die away is 
not an option, some effective measures would surely be most welcome. 
In this respect, one notices a paradox – on the one hand, bombastic 
media coverage of emigration is frequent, usually followed by 
apocalyptic conclusions or predictions, and many data are presented 
as official; on the other hand, despite these allegedly comprehensive 
information about how many are actually leaving, more information 
are needed about those who are staying and why, and especially on 
those returning. 

In the last instance, by examining when and why our citizens 
are most and least likely to leave, I offer some practical points on the 
two groups that can most effectively respond to policy measures. 
Unfortunately, indefinitely postponed population censuses and lack of 
reliable data forces me to formulate conclusions based on a plausible 
hypothesis rather than on established facts.

When it comes to why Albanians and Serbs are leaving the country, 
it seems that simple economic dissatisfaction is hardly a sole reason. 
In 2015, a huge wave of Kosovo citizens went abroad. Previously, an 
agreement with Serbia had been reached, allowing Kosovo Albanians 
to enter Serbia with Kosovo passports for up to two weeks. For many, 
it was an opportunity to leave Kosovo and go abroad. For weeks, 
Prishtina bus station was constantly full with people buying one way 
tickets to Germany, Austria and Switzerland. Some estimates suggest 
that perhaps as many as 100 000 persons, or 5% of the population, 
left Kosovo mostly in January and February of 2015 (FES, 2015: 3). A 
study commissioned by Friedrich Ebert Stiftung at the time showed 
that a typical Kosovo emigrant is “Male, 20-25 years old, unemployed 
and poor”; many of the interviewees expressed lack of work and poor 
income as the sole reason for leaving. As many as 61% of them said that 
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their family income is below 300€. A 40 year old male said at the time: “ 
I can pay electricity bill only once in two months, because I can’t make 
ends meet…If I had at least 400€ per month, not only me, but I think 
no one would leave.” (FES, 2015: 12-13). In effect, this means that – 
while fixing economy altogether so that it reaches EU living standard 
is a mission impossible – something can still be done to combat youth 
unemployment. 

A recent study showed that in the Western Balkans “the youth 
unemployment rate for the 15-24 age group was above 26% (compared 
to just 16.8% in the EU-27, for the 15-24 age group) reaching almost 
50% in Kosovo” (Regional Cooperation Council, 2021: 10). In other 
words, while our countries cannot offer its youth salaries anywhere 
near to those in Germany, Austria or Switzerland, at least they can show 
more consideration to its young people by fostering youth employment 
and providing at least these 400€ per month that would keep some of 
them from emigrating.

Another valuable point is that Albanians and Serbs are not 
emigrating only due to economic reasons. Balkan Barometer 2020 
survey showed that 49% of people in Albania, 43% in Kosovo and 37% 
in Serbia consider leaving and working abroad. Out of those who said 
that they consider leaving, 39% in Serbia, 46% in Kosovo and 52% in 
Albania are actively working on it (Balkan Barometer, 2020). This is the 
largest number in the region, and Albania is the only country in the 
Balkans where the number of people willing to leave is higher than 
those who wish to stay. Such attitudes result from dissatisfaction with 
the economic development of the country, low standards of living, or 
the lack of career prospects, among other reasons (Domachowska, 
2021). This means that more Albanians wish to leave Albania than 
Kosovo, even though Albania has better economic situation and living 
standard. However, young people in Albania simply cannot see the 
opportunities to prosper, advance, develop their career; arguably, it 
is their dissatisfaction with the system, more than with just economy, 
that prompts them to leave. So, again, while reaching average EU 
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wages level is simply impossible in the next decades, creating a better 
system that will promote meritocracy and provide career prospects for 
youth is a measure that will induce many to stay in their home country. 
This also means that, even though average salary in our countries is on 
the rise, it will not on its own stop people to leave unless followed with 
more systemic changes.

Who and why returns: “Highly educated, in their early 20s to 
30s” 

Finally, while we often focus solely on those who are leaving, far less 
has been known about who, how many and why they are returning. As 
above mentioned, as many as 30 to 35 000 Serbian citizens return each 
year. However, Sandra Leitner in her recent study showed that, contrary 
to widespread opinion, there are evidence of brain gain in Serbia in the 
last decade (Leitner, 2021). This means that while substantial number 
of young people is going abroad to study, immigration of people in their 
early 20s to 30s “suggests that net immigration of the highly educated 
is mainly driven by students who return to their home countries after 
graduating from tertiary education abroad.” (Leitner, 2021: 53). Leitner 
found the same evidence of partial brain gain in North Macedonia and 
Montenegro within this age group, while in Albania, Kosovo and Bosnia 
this trend is still negative.  Thereby, focused governmental efforts in 
particularly attracting young educated people who left have good 
chances of having positive results. Immediately after obtaining their 
degrees, young people abroad are often in a precarious position, facing 
insecurity and lacking prospects for an immediate permanent job or 
position; a steady, open and transparent programme providing work 
and professional advancement to those with fresh foreign degrees 
work has good chances of yielding positive results.

To sum up, emigration poses a heavy burden on Albania, Serbia 
and Kosovo, with many young and educated persons, and as of recently 
also older people and whole families, going abroad. While all three 
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countries face the same problems, they still have their specificities. 
As of recently, Serbia seems to be suffering more from excess 
mortality than from brain drain, Albania somewhat reversed negative 
population trends in the recent decade, and Kosovo managed to slow 
down the tempo of its migration abroad. While these positive (or, more 
accurately, less negative) tendencies are mostly due to global issues 
such as the Covid-19 lockdowns or economic crisis that pushed some 
of our people back home, some things to slow down the emigration 
could still be done. 

Above, I briefly mentioned three of them that are consistent with 
recent research and data: first, reducing youth unemployment, as that 
makes thousands of young, unemployed people without any income to 
leave their country; second, creating a better system that will promote 
meritocracy and provide career prospects for youth will induce many 
to remain in their home country; and third, focusing more attention to 
those wishing to return, in particular providing work and professional 
advancement to those with fresh foreign degrees seems to be quite 
effective for reversing the tide and turning brain drain into brain gain 
in at least some age groups. We cannot pay our citizens home nowhere 
close as they would get abroad, nor turn Kosovo into Switzerland and 
Serbia into Germany. But we can fix our societies to provide them with 
fair chances and equal opportunities and prospects that will make 
them think twice or trice before packing their suitcases.
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

On Fallacies of the  
Economic Approach 

For the Kosovar-Serbian  
Issue Solving

Filip Balunović

Introduction

A fter numerous attempts to solve the Serbian-Kosovar issue, 
beginning with negotiations in Rambouillet to the Brussels 
dialogues and the last Washington Agreement, Kosovo and 

Serbia relations have entered into a phase that may be metaphorically 
described as a ‘blind alley’. Therefore, untying of the situation named 
by some authors as the ‘frozen conflict’ (Bebler, 2015; Richmond, 
2016; Biserko, 2019) is currently not in sight. European and American 
active participants have been relieving each other as mediators in 
dialogues between the two parties, but, however, neither ‘wing’ of the 
international community succeeded in bringing closer the parties to an 
essential agreement. Instead, both parties are rather feeling frustrated, 
making efforts to secure support for their respective positions passing 
by dialogues – but with a help of bilateral lobbying. This development 
moved away the focus of both parties from dialogues and reduced to 
the ‘one step forward, two steps back’ dynamics, whereby conditions 
for a blind alley have been created and they were not bypassed even 
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nowadays (King and Mason, 2011; Chandler and Sisk, 2013; Milanovic 
and Wood, 2015; Elbasani, 2020).  

One of the attempts to establish a closer cooperation not only 
between Kosovo and Serbia but among all countries of the Western 
Balkans as well has been the ‘Berlin Process’. At the conference 
organized by the former German chancellor Angela Merkel in 2014 
for gathering leaders of the countries of Western Balkans, marking 
the beginning of ‘Berlin Process’, all participating countries, Serbia 
and Kosovo including, undertook to work on improvement of 
their cooperation and internal reforms. More precisely, at the final 
declaration of the Berlin conference, participants have agreed to 
‘continue with efforts to achieve actual advance in the reform process, 
and solve the remaining bilateral and internal issues as well and 
reconciliation within and among societies in the region” [1]. After 
the summit, annual meetings in Trieste, London, Paris and other 
cities followed within the same process. Framing of the discussions 
was mainly determined by the ‘interested countries’, among which 
are France, Germany, Croatia, Austria, Poland, Italy and the United 
Kingdom. However, at one moment three countries of the Western 
Balkans – Serbia, Albania and the Northern Macedonia have taken 
over the initiative and determined on their own the framing of a project 
they have developed. At first, in 2019, the initiative was informally 
called ‘Mini-Schengen’, and later on, in 2021, its name was changed 
to ‘Open Balkans’. Briefly, it implies not only enforcement but also 
deepening of declarative obligations undertaken during the Berlin 
Process. According to the idea of the Serbian president Vučić, Albanian 
prime minister Rama and North Macedonian president Zaev, the 
‘Open Balkans’ should establish a duty-free zone which would allow 
all citizens “to travel from Belgrade to Tirana without any stoppage” [2].

Considering often very strained relations in the region, the 
initiative sounded like something possible, something that may cause 
a switch in politics of both, bilateral and multilateral, relationships 
in the Western Balkans by abolition of restrictions in economic 
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cooperation and borders like role perception of the Schengen zone 
within the European Union. Nevertheless, the other countries of this 
region -Bosnia & Herzegovina, Montenegro and Kosovo including, 
remained outside of a new course, provided that the Kosovar opposing 
to the initiative has been the loudest. So this opportunity to mount 
Serbia-Kosovar relations from the deadlock had finished ingloriously 
as well. On the surface, everything was there – from the regional context 
which could solve the Serbian-Kosovar relations at the ‘back door’, 
through a membership in the broader initiative, up to the fact that by 
normalization of political relations between Belgrade and Tirana, at 
the ‘back’ or ‘small’ door again, the advancement of relations between 
the two nations, Serbian and Albanian, could be achieved. 

Further below in the article I would like to comprehend problems 
of the ‘Open Balkans’ initiative, primarily through the prism of Serbian-
Kosovar relations and, more precisely, Kosovar opposing to join the 
initiative. I intend to show deficiencies of the project – a position 
promoting economic cooperation as a remedy of absence of political 
agreement and understanding first of all. On the other hand, I wish 
to critically approach positions and intentions both of countries who 
initiated this initiative and countries which do not want to participate in 
it. In addition, I would like to provide answers to the following questions:

•	 Is the ‘Open Balkans’ a continuity or discontinuity of the 
‘Berlin Process’?

•	 What are the ranges and limits of political issues solving by 
establishment of a free market?

•	 Is it possible to place the Kosovar-Serbian dialogue in the 
context of a regional issue (rather than bilateral), but on 
different bases? 

Conceptual Bases

Liberal theory of international relations emphasizes the significance 
of economic cooperation in establishing international peace. They 
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believe in supranational institutionalism which, nevertheless, may 
not secure the ‘Perpetual Peace’ defined by Immanuel Kant only by 
political means. Authors like Adam Smith had put the economic 
cooperation between countries, as a necessary assumption of the 
peaceful international arena, within the free market frame whose 
essence are free trade and free movement of goods, services, capital 
and labor force. This concept adds to international relations the 
relations between free individuals from different countries, who have 
their own interests. According to the concept, their interaction should 
lead to a ‘natural order’ that is ‘more coherent and economically more 
efficient than any form of political structure’ (Neuendorff, 1991, 59-62; 
cited in: Lazović, 2014, 237; in: Jovic (ur.), 2014). 

The most successful liberal project in international relations began 
at the end of World War II, when, after two large world wars, it became 
evident that the European countries must be brought under a type of 
supranational entity that should prevent similar conflicts in future. 
According to principles defined by the ‘father of European Union’ – 
Jean Monnet, the economic integration should precede the political 
consolidation, whereby the economic base becomes the foundation 
of a political and military power and ultimately eliminates a possibility 
of occurrence of potential conflicts and clashes (Džombić, 2012, 25-
26). In addition to the establishment of economic cooperation which 
reduces probability of conflicts since, as seen by the liberal theory, 
they should be less profitable to individuals and states, within the 
European Union a reproduction system and deepening of economic 
inequalities have been established as well. Therefore, cooperation 
between the countries of European ‘center’, on one hand, and ‘semi-
periphery’ and ‘periphery’, on the other hand, ultimately resulted in a 
faster development of countries having trade surplus (like Germany) at 
the expense of countries having trade gap (like Greece). 

Ultimately, it resulted in borrowings of countries having gaps from 
countries having surpluses, thus converting economic dependence 
to a political one. Moreover, the so called ‘Eurozone’ has created 
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additional difficulties. The issue of monetary unions, that is, as 
Argentina found out in late nineties and Europe through consequences 
of the break in 2008, is that trade and capital movements remained 
systematically imbalanced for decades, if not for centuries (Varoufakis, 
2013, 60). Survival of these types of unions requires the agreement of 
countries which are positioned in the lower part on the scale; this may 
be achieved by a belief that it is the justice model developed by John 
Rawls, wherein social and economic differences are justified if they 
provide benefits to the weakest. In other words, in spite of inequality 
between the weaker and the strongest, the weaker should rapidly rise 
and to be, in absolute terms, at higher positions than they would be 
without the cooperation. If the countries of economic periphery of the 
Europe believe in this model, a question should be asked where the 
initiative of ‘Open Balkans’ has appeared from and why some run to 
judge it and some have seen the light at the end of a tunnel?

Kosovo and Serbia: Fallacies of the Solution Economization

Economic cooperation allows binding which easily may go out from the 
economic framing. It is, without any doubt, a true statement. On the 
other hand, the economic cooperation survives (and sometimes even 
intensifies) during war conflicts as well and, hence, the so called ‘war 
economy’ is addressed in literature at length. It implies not only the so 
called ‘grey economy’ for which a war represents front for tax evasion and 
other ‘difficulties’ of the ‘free trade’, but the ‘shadow economy’ as well, 
which is based on crime and organized crime (Edelbacher, Kratcoski, 
Dobovšček (ur.), 2016, 4).War normalizes corruption, organized crime 
and, in general, a deceitful system based on fraud. Usually, both active 
participants from both warring countries are participating in it as well 
as companies from third countries who in conflicts and the ‘disaster 
capitalism’ are finding their own interests (see more about the ‘disaster 
capitalism’ in  Klein, 2007; War Economy at Kosovo, in Peterson, 2014). 
In other words, economic cooperation between the warring parties 
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shall not stop during war conflicts but it may easily become more 
intensive than in peaceful times. Private individuals, companies and 
(para) military forces are participating in it.

If the statement that economic cooperation may encourage human 
or political openness is true, then, in other words, it could do that both 
in warring and peaceful circumstances. Even more, war economy 
could be more close to that aim, since no institutional framing exists 
that would guarantee and protect contracted agreements, and, hence, 
it is necessary to secure higher level of trust between participants. 
In spite of this, there were no studies considering the war economy 
as a factor making impact on a cease of war and restoring of peace – 
rather to the contrary, the war economy needs a war in order to exist. 
Circumventing this logic that war economy assistants are more prone 
to approaching and establishing trust than the assistants in peace, 
numerous studies paid attention to economic cooperation stating that, 
allegedly, reconciliation of people by contacts, travels and establishing 
trust is more probable.

Nevertheless, in spite of the example of Germany and France, which is 
considered as the most compelling within the scope of broader European 
integration in the context of reconciliation through (re)establishing more 
close economic, and, consequently, political cooperation, there are 
numerous examples of other different scenarios. In some cases, political 
and economic liberation led to destabilization in post-conflict areas. 
In countries such as Mozambique, El Salvador or Nicaragua, economic 
liberalization has brought a threat of new conflicts (Paris 1997, 56). In 
other parts of the world, like former Yugoslavia, economic cooperation 
between formerly warring parties – even within one country like Bosnia 
& Herzegovina, did not contribute to appeasing internal tensions. On 
the contrary, precedence of politics remained immune to cooperative 
stimulus in the sphere of economy – leading to higher tensions nowadays 
than they were in the period immediately after the war.

We would like to note that the first difference between Germany 
and France, on one hand, and other cases, Serbia and Kosovo including, 
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on the other hand, is that the first mentioned pair belongs to the 
European (and world) economic center, and the others to the economic 
periphery. Although Germany, especially after the fall of the Berlin wall 
and its unification, is significantly stronger economically than France – 
trade is convincingly in favor of Germany who in 2020 exported goods 
to France amounting to 103.73 billion dollars [3], whereas France 
exported goods amounting to 69.89 billion [4] - these two countries 
have, nevertheless, through their mutual but also the broader European 
cooperation, profited and they are two leading European economies. 
Within the reconciliation process between Germany and France the 
broader concept of European Union has certainly been vital, but the 
bond became more important than ever at the time of identity crisis 
within the EU, as well as in the time of the international economic and 
financial crash – rather than establishment of more close cooperation 
between the countries (Feldman, 2012: 109-110). Bonding in this 
period was a result of political wills which preceded the decision on 
common interest, both political and economic.

Opposite to this case, Serbia and Kosovo, first of all, have no chance 
to become dominant at the European market through their mutual 
economic cooperation. It is enough only to compare their trade with 
trades of Germany and France. Total trade between Kosovo and Serbia 
in 2020 amounted to 277.1 million euros, i.e. Serbia exported to Kosovo 
251.7 million, and Kosovo to Serbia only 25.4. Therefore, Serbia and 
Kosovo could not be partners bonded by joint economic interests, 
even if there is a possibility to dominate the Western Balkans through 
the ‘mini-Schengen’, for example. Proportion of Serbian and Kosovar 
export in another country is 1:10, whereas, for example, this ratio 
between Germany and Greece is 1:3. Inequality in economic exchange 
is such that, even without political reasons, in Kosovo animosity against 
Serbia should develop triple folds as compared to the animosity of 
Greece against Germany has been developed due to economic reasons.

Of course, trade is not the only economic factor neither in economy 
nor in international relations nor is it sufficient to make conclusions. 
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In 2020, Germany, for example, had a trade gap with Bulgaria, but the 
total trade between the countries was around 17 times less than trade 
between Germany and France. Cases like Chinese-American trade 
relations which in 2020 resulted in Chinese surplus of 310.8 billion 
dollars may be analyzed from the USA-China relations perspective, 
but within the world economy as well, mainly showing USA trade 
surplus [5]. Nevertheless, this did not prevent the two leading world 
forces - American and Chinese, to conduct a ‘trade war’ which has been 
often considered as the main cause of political frictions. It is a fact that 
the trade between these countries ‘has always been to the benefit of 
both’ (Lau 2019, 23), it does neither influence too much imposing 
of additional custom duties on import of certain goods (what the 
President Trump did in 2018, when, among other, he imposed taxes 
on import of steel products from China, and the Chinese responded 
by ban on import of soybeans from USA), nor on political bonding. 
Similar situation occurred with Serbia and Kosovo, when Kosovo in 
2018 imposed 100 percent taxes on import of goods from Serbia and 
Bosnia & Herzegovina – due to, as the Kosovo government stated, 
‘strengthening domestic production, economy and Kosovo statehood’ 
[6]. The decision may be considered as justified considering the fact 
that almost no country became enriched by opening its borders to a 
‘free’ market (Chang, 2011). 

In addition to the trade balance, significance of a country to export-
import (investments as well) of another country is also important, as 
well as its ability to pay its deficit and position of a certain country 
within the world economy. Since neither Serbia nor Kosovo are far 
from the most important trade partners to each other – not for political 
reasons primarily but due to economic reasons, the economy cannot 
be a key for ‘defrosting’ the frozen conflict in this sense. Proof of this is 
also the fact that a probability of political dialogue to lead to improved 
relations and moving away from the ‘deadlock’ was not less when 
Kosovo introduced 100% taxes and also higher when the decision was 
suspended – everything remained as before. 
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Therefore, the refusal of the Kosovar PM Albin Kurti to support and 
join the initiative of the ‘Open Balkans’ may be sound, but the reasons 
of refusal were misjudged. Instead of relating a fear with deepening 
of economic inequality in favor of Serbia as the largest economy 
among countries which are (potentially) included by the initiative 
- typical for customs unions; or critiques relating to that, that any 
form of economic integration among unequal economies must have 
a development fund for development of more falling behind parts of 
the customs union (that has never been mentioned in connection to 
the ‘Open Balkans’); or to refer on the Yugoslav experience when in 
spite of the development fund intended for lesser developed republics 
and autonomous provinces (and Kosovo was the least developed 
region), economic bonding of federal units did not succeed but, to the 
contrary, it allowed additional social and economic stratification [7] 
– the Kosovar Prime Minister stated as the reason for refusing to join 
the initiative ‘would threaten Euro-integrations’. Some voices even said 
that they do not wish a ‘new Yugoslavia’, what makes a solid overture for 
what I would like to say in the conclusion.

Conclusion: To a Political and not Economic Solution

According to the economization-logic solution for post-conflict areas, 
it is, consequently, looked for in an area which equally may become 
a litmus-paper for peace, but for war as well. Hence, the economy, 
similarly as other factors which make an impact on peace or war, 
may easily become both a driver and a break of wars, negotiations, 
agreements and cooperation. Sometimes a free market created political 
shifts and sometimes it incurred even bigger political issues. However, 
it always contributed to additional social and economic stratification – 
regardless if that stratification became relevant or not politically. 

In this essay I tried to indicate that the ‘Open Balkans’, as an 
initiative which aims to eliminate borders and secure more close 
economic cooperation followed by political warming among the 
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countries of Western Balkans, does not represent a relevant factor 
for assessment of reconciliation or political agreement –primarily 
between Serbia and Kosovo. It is relevant for a social or economic life – 
but it is not univocal; it has its positive and adverse effects. On the other 
hand, its political strength is significantly less than the supporters of 
initiative have called on. Therefore, when developing mechanisms for 
the Serbian-Kosovar conflict defrosting, two instances must be kept in 
mind. First, this issue should be solved by political and not economic 
means. Second, political platform, patterned after the European 
framing of German-French relations solving, should be broadened and 
solved within multilateral ex-Yugoslav framing. 

Immature or incapable mediators proved to make a big problem 
in political sense. Therefore, the Serbian-Kosovar dialogue, in addition 
to misunderstanding of parties that ended in a ‘blind alley’, arose 
additional problems due to the imposed mediator framing dictated 
mainly by the ‘international community’ – regardless if speaking 
about Brussels (EU) or Washington (USA) negotiations. In both 
cases participating mediators had no direct connections either with 
common past or conflicting present of both parties. Nevertheless, they 
have tried to create the frame for a common future but they have not 
succeeded during the 20 years of attempts. This is not odd, considering 
that neither Germany nor France have improved their relations under 
the framing of African or Eastern European Union, but under the 
union established by countries of Western Europe to which they both 
belonged – geographically, politically and historically. In this sense, I 
propose here a change of the framing of political negotiations between 
Serbia and Kosovo with a body which would consist of representatives 
of the countries of ex-Yugoslavia who are aware of the Serbian-
Kosovar past and present much more than someone from Brussels or 
Washington.

The body should develop a frame and agenda for future discussions 
and it should be named as the ‘Regional Council’ and it should include 
former and current politicians, diplomats and intellectuals of the ex-
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Yugoslavia countries, Serbia and Kosovo including. This would secure 
a frame that would not get out the Serbian-Kosovar issue outside its 
historical and political context where it belongs to, and participation 
of all representatives should be conditioned by alignment of all Council 
representatives. Some of the names I have in mind, that may be an 
illustration of people who are needed to be in the ‘Regional Council’ 
are: Stipe Mesić (former president of Croatia); Dritan Abazović (Vice-
President of Montenegro government); Dušan Janjić (Belgrade Forum 
of Ethnic Relations); Sonja Lokar (Slovenian politician and sociologist); 
Zoran Zaev (Macedonian Prime Minister); Rada Borić (Croatian peace 
activist and politician); Agon Maliqi (Kosovar intellectual), etc. With 
support provided by the Council it shall be possible to regionalize the 
Serbian-Kosovar issue, but not through an economic initiative like 
the ‘Open Balkans’, which already has created several (additional) 
problems rather than potential solutions – but through a political 
initiative in which only ‘interested’ active participants shall participate, 
much like in the ‘Berlin Process’, including those who are familiar with 
the problem they should contribute to solve.
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

Cross-Border Cooperation for the 
Environment as a First Step for 

Joint Progress

Besfort Kosova

T he Western Balkans, including the area of Kosovo and 
Serbia has been a region where the environment was not 
considered a field of any priority, no type of importance was 

provided to it, and therefore it has been left to deteriorate, especially 
after the disintegration of Yugoslavia. As such the environment can 
be considered as one the most pressing issues we are dealing with 
across borders in the region, as most of the externalities produced by 
enterprises have been passed to the environment and the population, 
and the principle of the polluter pays has never been seriously 
implemented. 

Since the end of the wars of the 90s in Yugoslavia, our region 
has been prone to policies of fierce economic competition which 
presented a heavy burden on our natural resources, and have shown a 
total disregard for our habitats and environmental rights and interests. 
Problems such as lack of budget for environmental protection, low 
number of inspectors and lack of will to enforce legislation, tolerating 
polluting activities, links between polluting businesses and politicians, 
lack of awareness have all created a difficult situation in the terrain, 
both in Serbia and in Kosovo. Competition amongst businesses and 
interest groups created lower taxes for corporations, lower salaries 
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for our work forces, and called for the removal of all ‘doing business’ 
barriers to accelerate foreign direct investments, which never came 
to the anticipated level. One of the barriers removed was corporate 
social responsibility and especially the responsibility to take care of 
the environment and controlling the externalities as a result of overly 
focusing on just production. All these, together with low awareness 
amongst the general population on the importance of protecting our 
environment created a very difficult environmental situation, with high 
levels of air pollution, water pollution, as well as surface and ground 
water pollution and a very high number of illegal waste dumpsites.

The situation was slightly better in other regards historically 
during the existence of the Socialist Federation of Yugoslavia, however 
the industrial pollution was at a higher level than now. This legacy of 
industrial pollution has resulted in massive environmental damage, 
particularly in regard to surface and ground water pollution with heavy 
metals. Air pollution and loss of arable land, including a large number 
of environmental/industrial hotspots that are still contaminating entire 
regions. As such, the lead production processes from the Trepça mines 
in Kosovo, are sending polluted water with heavy metals downstream 
into Serbia, or the fly-ash as a result of electricity production from 
Kosovo A and Kosovo B power plants many times of the year, cross into 
South Serbia, creating trans-boundary pollution. 

Borders are a human construct and are a concept not known to 
nature and the environment, therefore these are fluid in terms of ecology 
and environment, for the flora and fauna, therefore the pollution and 
its damage done to the species such as genetic mutations as a result of 
heavy metals and chemical compounds are carried to other habitats 
with damaging effects to the local biodiversity. Large scale pollution 
usually is cross-border in nature, it moves from one habitat to the other, 
from one region to the other, such as is the case with wild forest fires, air 
pollution, water pollution, waste etc. As such it is important to take a 
holistic view to pollution as it affects areas beyond a country’s borders. 

In the process of normalization between Kosovo and Serbia, it is 
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important that the environment should be taken into consideration as 
it affects both, and has an important health component attached to it. 
For example, contaminated surface water in Kosovo, flows to Serbia, 
where there it cannot be used for irrigation, otherwise the agricultural 
products that would derive, would be filled with contaminants that 
would end up in the human food chain. It is very unfortunate to see 
however, that the normalisation process in both countries is still being 
heavily politicized, used by elites and interest groups on both sides, 
and this is affecting the environment as well. Especially for the energy 
sector.

It is a well-known fact that activities in the energy sector have a 
tremendous impact on the environment, and this is not an exception 
in the context of Kosovo and Serbia. The Energy sector has a high 
carbon emission and is one of the major contributors to climate 
change globally, and one of the major environmental polluters 
locally. The implementation of the Energy Agreement as part of the 
Brussels Agreement of 2013 would have a positive impact, both, in 
normalization of the relations between Kosovo and Serbia in economic 
and political terms, but also improve the environment conditions 
through lowering inefficiencies, creating a symbiotic energy systems, 
increasing energy efficiency, lowering energy transmission costs and 
ultimately lower the general carbon footprint. It is important to take 
joint action to lower environmental pollution and prevent and mitigate 
climate change, as this cannot be done on a country basis alone. The 
environmental sector, can be a first step towards cooperation between 
Kosovo and Serbia as it is a sector that is more technical and less 
political, with a high potential for cooperation and an opportunity to 
show the existence of good will.

According to the World Bank, if the region does not take any 
actions, extreme droughts, heat-waves and floods will increase 
tremendously. These will have an impact on health, local economies, 
agricultural yields, as droughts are foreseen to increase by 20%, while 
crops would be reduced significantly, and severe floods be more 
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prevalent in Serbia, particularly in the riverbanks of Sava, Danube 
and Tisza rivers [1]. For more, according to a study conducted by the 
Regional Cooperation Council, the Western Balkans region will be hit 
worse by climate change then other regions due to its geographical 
setting, with droughts and heat waves endangering the environment, 
with temperatures increase of more than 4˚C by the end of the century, 
with tremendous negative impact. These will include longer dry 
periods and lack of precipitation, loss of days with snow, and increase 
of duration of heat waves. Furthermore, there are trends of movement 
of the sub-tropical climate to the north of the Western Balkans region, 
leaving behind long periods of warm and dry weather, with negative 
impacts on agriculture and the economy [2].

Statistics shows that there are around 3500 illegal landfills in 
Serbia, according the European Environment Agency [3], while the 
lack of waste collection services for remote areas are cited as some 
of the main reasons, not only for this large number of illegal waste 
dumpsites in Serbia, but also in Kosovo, where the number of illegal 
landfills is estimated to be around a staggering 2500 illegal dumpsites, 
even though Kosovo is much smaller in territory compared to Serbia. 
In light of these, the region has to move towards policies for sustainable 
development, which includes major investments on environmental 
protection. And this cannot be done on a country level, since it is 
affecting everyone at the same time. The environment is an issue that 
surpasses country borders as well as ethnic differences, historical and 
cultural contexts. 

This includes a better interconnection of energy systems in order 
to lower carbon emission and increase the rate of energy transition 
which cannot be achieved by isolated countries seeking autarky and 
having nationalist ideas in the energy sector.  The transition towards 
renewable energy sources includes the creation of an interconnecting 
grid encompassing all the countries as to exchange energy from 
renewable energy source at a higher distance with lower prices, enable 
balancing and overcoming intermittency issues through a broader 
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geographical sphere of renewables sources, thus increasing cross-
border cooperation. This process is being pushed by the European 
Union through the Energy Community Treaty, where Kosovo and 
Serbia are both members. This, besides being an economic argument 
of mutual cooperation, would also have political implications and 
considerations to move jointly forward and achieve progress in the 
transition of energy, protecting the climate and environment and 
increase investments, and improve the multiplier effect in the local 
level, especially by creating more jobs in the renewable energy sector 
and energy efficiency sector.

Protecting the environment is a broad topic that is both multi-
dimensional, multi-sectorial and includes a very wide array of 
stakeholders. Protecting the environment is a relatively new topic 
in the region. The protection of the environment will become more 
important due to increased economic progress. This sector provides 
new opportunities for building a citizenry that is aware, create mutual 
interaction, trade, environmental / cultural exchange, study visits 
and learning thus multiplying the effects and positively impacting 
the overall development on both sides. This greatly impacts also the 
undoing of outdated beliefs centred on ideas of nationalism and 
politics. Environmental protection can be seen as a common ground 
to overcome ethnic divisions and antagonisms, it can be seen as a 
bridging mechanism between both people and a common ground to 
exchange cultural and intra-personal experiences, create connections 
and foster networks, including economic ties.

Environmental protection is naturally becoming a base-up 
activity, people are becoming more and more aware, putting aside 
differences in a cultural world where national background is of utmost 
importance. As such not taking into consideration their ethnic or 
cultural background is a landmark that is prevalent in the many cases 
of environmental activism that happened in the Sharr Mountains, as 
is the case in the municipality of Strpce and in Zupa village in Prizren 
municipality in Kosovo. Where social movements have a natural, free 
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of political influence, starting point from a citizenry basis, which 
can have an impact on a regional scale, and an impact on improving 
the relations between Kosovo and Serbia from the ground up, in an 
exemplary fashion as is the case below:

Strpce municipality in Kosovo example: The construction of five 
small hydro-power plants in the local river of Lepenc created a unity 
between the local communities, Albanians and Serbs, to come together 
in the villages of Biti e Poshtme, Brezovica, and Strpce, to protest against 
the construction companies in order to halt these projects that would 
destroy the riverbeds and impede their use of water and other natural 
resources. During the protests, Serb and Albanian protesters held 
slogans sucsaying “Without water, life cannot continue” [4]. This shows 
that common struggles for environmental justice and environmental 
rights can be a powerful tool in disregaring ethnic differences and 
creating a unity that is strong and powerful. Environmental protection 
can be seen as a ground to overpass the lack of communication, 
stereotypes and prejudices between Serbs and Albanians. More than 
1,200 residents of the region signed a petition to stop the hydro-
power plants. “The dispute united the local ethnic Serb and Albanian 
communities against environmental devastation. There were also 
clashes between the police and protestors, as the protests escalated. 
Three people were arrested and dozens injured with pepper spray [5]. 

This can be seen as a further argument that the environment is an 
important aspect that needs to be further developed in order to create 
a citizenry that is aware, that is not impacted by the legacy of the long 
history of conflicts and polarization between the two ethnicities, which 
culminated in the tragedies of the nineties. In order to learn from the 
past, improve the present and build our joint future, communication 
between people is crucial. And this is already being enabled by a set 
of agreements facilitating the joint cooperation between Kosovo and 
Serbia, however an important aspect in this cooperation needs to be 
the implementation of the Energy Agreement, and moving on towards 
other concrete cooperation projects such as energy trade and exchange 
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and balancing, including cooperation in waste management exchange 
of experiences and ideas, forest protection and concrete joint projects 
in water protection and air pollution mitigation. These all can start with 
the exchange of groups of experts for the respective, specific sectors 
they are dealing with.

It is the intra-personal relationships, meetings, conversations with 
ordinary people where one can see how similar we are, that we basically 
are one, that divisions between us are nothing more than irrelevant 
past concepts. But they need to be dealt with and we need to overcome 
them. Travelling from one place to the other and practical exchanges 
are a form to achieve this; even though a gradual process, its impact 
is definitely long-lasting, not just in the personal and professional 
sphere, but also socially and politically. This can lead to prolonged 
and sustainable intra-personal and bilateral relationships. Building 
a sustainable and healthy environment and long-lasting peace is a 
slow process; it takes time and needs a healthy institutional, political 
and economic environment. The economic and environmental 
performance go hand in hand. Nature is of utmost importance to 
growth in the economy as it contains the needed resources central 
to production of services and goods, and the externalities processing 
them [6].

The environment can be an effective linkage in the long-lasting 
separation and polarization of the two communities, as has been 
shown several times in Kosovo. Removing all barriers for exchanges of 
expert groups, site visits, energy exchange and interconnection, and 
incentivize joint capital projects that protect the environment, can 
improve the interaction between the two countries, and will help the 
normalization of inter-ethnic relations. Strong and multi-beneficial 
cooperation through a joint cooperative approach and exchange, 
might bring forth a symbiotically approach based on building upon 
the strong points of both societies and learning from best experiences, 
joint practical investments and projects, as a basis for more long-
lasting environmental, health and economic development. This can 
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be seen as true European integration, through European values.
Environmental justice has to start from the community level, 

through raising issues from the ground and scaling up to the policy 
level. It is important to include the media sector as well. By exposing 
damading contracts and interests of stakeholders and by using other 
success stories, we all can learn to build a future together.  

This ultimately will lead to the unification of progressive forces, 
such as various organizations, intellectuals, and institutions to 
cooperate together, to achieve progress in this regard and strengthen 
cooperation, which is also incentivized by the European Union. 
The environmental standards for the protection of the region’s 
environment are gradually but securely moving towards unification 
and standardization with the EU.

It is important to accelerate the inevitable process of progress, 
and what better can be used to achieve this end than contributing 
to a positive and healthy living environment which will benefit the 
people of Kosovo and Serbia. This process foremost should be driven 
by intellectuals, activists, institutions and civil society organizations as 
catalysts for positive societal change.
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

Social-Environmental Approach 
to the Serbia and Kosovo 

Cooperation 

Aleksandra Bulatović

A lthough nowadays we refer yo Serbia and Kosovo as post-
conflict societies, their relations have been determined by 
open issues for decades. This is how tensions are generated 

which, due to their high intensity, have the potential to escalate 
and transform into open conflict. As there is no defined policy for 
developing interconnections, it is all the more difficult to seek answers 
to important questions for both communities, such as energy, security, 
food, water, biodiversity, waste management or sanitation.

All ecological systems are naturally connected and intertwined 
and form contexts for social development, economic growth and 
innovation. The environment provides a context beyond the traditional 
national-centric modalities of the relationship that has the potential to 
achieve the cohesive ties necessary to overcome conflict and establish 
sustainable cooperation. For the transformation of the conflict, it is 
crucial to reconcile the different perspectives that the actors have. By 
focusing on what they do and understanding their reasons for doing so, 
conditions are created for creating relationships in which it is possible 
to protect specific needs and goals and, at the same time, jointly 
contribute to solving environmental problems that cannot be solved 
on their own.    
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The health of the citizens of Serbia and Kosovo, and thus their 
future, has long been threatened by environmental pollution - from 
NATO bombing whose consequences were not systematically 
examined 20 years later, through uncontrolled pollution created 
by obsolete power plants, toxic emissions from multiple sources, 
numerous sanitary unregulated landfills that poison the air and pollute 
groundwater, inadequate disposal of industrial waste, large amounts 
of waste ending up in rivers, insisting on building small hydropower 
plants that threaten to destroy rivers and small basins, all the way to 
current major polluters who pollute the environment with their dirty 
technologies . All this is happening unhindered by the institutions, 
because the existing environmental standards are not respected. 
Since Serbia and Kosovo were part of the former Yugoslavia, they have 
almost the same industrial system from which they started, so their 
current environmental problems are similar. The environment was 
only sporadically mentioned in the statements of the representatives 
of the institutions. Only recently has environmental protection gained 
importance as a political topic and is established as a counterpart 
to the “culture of carelessness” for the environment created in the 
process of privatization, investor urbanism and favoring foreign 
investment with subsidies. At the same time, the institutions in charge 
of inspection are dysfunctional, as are the institutions in charge of 
criminal or misdemeanor prosecution. Therefore, an increase in 
environmental crime (both in terms of frequency and in terms of 
diversification) is expected. Also, in Kosovo and Serbia, there is an 
increase in environmental activism, and protests are frequently held, 
which gather more and more citizens demanding that the institutions 
protect them from endangering the environment.

The recent establishment of a special unit for environmental crime 
in the Serbian Interior Ministry, as a social reaction to re-establish 
a functioning community, confirms that there is a high degree of 
community consensus that acts of environmental crime violate societal 
values and endanger the community. Kosovo also recognizes the link 
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between environmental crime and other crimes, such as corruption, 
money laundering, counterfeiting, fraud, counterfeiting, and even 
terrorism or drug trafficking. The international community seeks 
to strengthen the system through training programs in combating 
environmental crime for members of the institutions directly involved 
(police officers, employees of the judiciary, local government, the 
Ministry of Environment, Spatial Planning and Infrastructure and the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Rural Development). prevention 
and effective detection and sanctioning of this type of crime [1].

The concept of social resilience is understood as a “process 
that enables systemic change” that helps communities recover 
from natural and man-made disasters and prevents the long-term 
negative outcomes of the challenges we face [2].  Resilience consists 
of functionality, adaptability and transformation capacity, which is 
defined as the ability for continuous (re) organization, transformation 
and development. Socio-environmental resilience focuses on 
changes in the environment and various systems that provide better 
conditions for resilience to develop. When human behavior causes 
the deterioration of environmental conditions, it endangers the very 
sustainability of life. Resilience ensures harmony and unity of social 
life, and relies on the social capital of smaller, local communities, 
which can overcome the disturbed social relations and thus transform 
political relations. And the local perspective enables the identification 
of common bases for cooperation, development and implementation 
of collaborative innovative projects. These basics can be either in the 
field of physical infrastructure (water supply, waste disposal, energy) or 
they can be related to social infrastructure (education, public health, 
food security, economic growth, employment opportunities, etc.), 
upon which the dimension of the environment is clearly distinct as 
a unifying dimension for all these issues [3]. As environmental issues 
have become a priority for both Serbian and Kosovo citizens, regardless 
of age, political orientation or place of residence, their willingness 
to personally get involved in solving environmental problems in any 
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way is a basis for cooperation [4]. Paradoxically, a good example of 
cooperation based on common interest and not related to ethnicity 
is provided by criminal groups in Kosovo and Serbia who cooperate 
without any problems [5].

The realities of ecosystems focus on energy flows, the environment 
and the requirements of ecological balance and safety of life. The 
process of transition, which in the political sense means the transition 
to a democratic society, and in economic terms the establishment of a 
free market, has faced both Serbia and Kosovo with degradation and 
destruction of ecosystems as a consequence of privatization. argued 
by a false choice between ‘unemployment and lack of development’ 
and ‘risky low-paid jobs and pollution’. This has influenced the removal 
of solidarity from the center of social attitudes and sentiments that 
determine social priorities and thus give content and structure to 
the organization of life in the community. A well-functioning market 
system requires the existence of special social, institutional, legal and 
cultural preconditions that are under construction in both Serbia 
and Kosovo. This has allowed their transitions to be marked by the 
emergence of pathological social phenomena such as fraud, corruption 
and creation of monopolies resulting in ecological ‘costs and expenses’, 
like a pressure on the health system and economy by the increase of 
the budget investments through ‘inflating invoices’ in procurement 
procedures and creation of a budget deficit through avoiding payment 
of taxes and trading at the shadow market [6].

Both the current and long-term consequences of society’s 
inadequate confrontation with pathological social phenomena 
that occur in the process of transition can be devastating. The state 
becomes trapped, institutions do not perform their function because 
they stop delivering public goods, the informal economy flourishes, 
and the common good disappears as a framework for the existence of 
the community. Such a society is marked by an asymmetry of rights in 
which access to resources is controlled by a small number of privileged 
individuals. In its latest assessments of democratic governance, 
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Freedom House has identified both Serbia and Kosovo as hybrid 
regimes, and the transition from hybridity as a dominant feature of the 
nature of political governance in society implies an inclusive approach 
to resources based on solidarity.

Political disagreements between Kosovo and Serbia point to 
significant shortcomings in the proper management and control of 
their borders, especially in the sensitive northern part of Kosovo. Most, 
if not all, environmental problems entail conflicts of interest as a form 
of corruption that represents an abuse of the indicated trust of citizens 
who expect that their rights and interests will be satisfied. The goal of 
recognizing conflicts of interest is to contribute to democratic stability 
and sustainable development by improving governance standards, 
improving levels of transparency and reducing corruption. Therefore, 
combating conflicts of interest is a form of environmental management, 
where attention is focused on two basic, often related dynamic 
processes: the strength of economic interests in shaping natural 
resource management and the importance of discursive practices in 
consolidating specific power distributions. This requires strong anti-
corruption institutions, better oversight of support packages, more 
open and transparent public procurement and increased compliance 
with legal norms aimed at fighting corruption by the private sector, but 
also encouraging citizens to engage in participatory and responsible 
behavior. Organized crime uses corruption as a method that 
simultaneously provides protection from criminal prosecution and 
provides conditions for generating illicit profits. Environmental crime 
is the fastest growing form of transnational organized crime that brings 
in large profits, while at the same time carrying a low risk compared 
to traditional forms of crime, and is based on specific cross-border 
cooperation. The consequences of environmental crime are primarily 
manifested directly in the environment. However, in the long run, 
these consequences directly affect people. The role of civil society in 
defining, preventing and sanctioning environmental crime is possible 
by shaping political processes by submitting recommendations and 
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reports during the development of development plans or normative 
documents, but also by organizing political participation, detecting 
corruption and human rights violations and demanding accountability. 
In the Western Balkans, there is a trend of reducing the space for civil 
society organizations, which is a result of the peculiarities of hybrid 
regimes and underdeveloped democracies. 

Natural and technical-technological hazards are factors that 
significantly affect health, quality of life and eco-environment, both in 
the local community and at the national level. Unlike addressing those 
issues that pose a great challenge because they require time and a 
significant amount of administrative engagement, addressing limited-
reach issues such as environmental threats in the local community can 
be successful. Creating that success builds trust between participants 
and ensures their commitment. Such joint efforts aim to improve the 
livelihoods of local communities and marginalized groups who are 
often the most vulnerable to environmental challenges.

An environment that knows no borders because everything in 
nature is connected, just as an imbalance in one place has the effects of 
a structural disorder, points to the need for cross-border cooperation. 
Enthusiasm for cross-border cooperation in environmental protection 
can produce tangible results, because the level of protection of the 
individual and the community as a whole is a sphere in which cross-
border environmental cooperation can bring change as a horizontal 
cooperation network. During the networking process, the circle of 
stakeholders expands, their relationships converge, leading to micro 
or macro-regional development. Elements of the network create 
new connections that are independent of the partner institution in a 
specific cooperation project, thus generating new connections and 
development.

Excessive consumption of resources and pollution of the human 
environment (land, water and air) leads to an immediate threat to 
human survival. Therefore, the position that business decision-making 
can depend exclusively on the economic criteria of the business entity 
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is not acceptable. Due to the complexity of ecosystems, managing the 
environment in a way that ensures ecological and socio-economic 
sustainability is a challenging task that involves anticipating the 
consequences that each intervention can bring on different spatial, 
temporal and administrative dimensions. This task must focus on 
changing the environment and the various systems that provide better 
conditions for managing issues that transcend the boundaries of 
individual communities. As the processes of conflict and cooperation 
often take place simultaneously, cross-border cooperation can be 
seen not only as institutionalized cooperation, but also as increasing 
networking of people living in neighboring areas in order to cooperate 
for the benefit of all actors. (For example, wastewater that should be 
treated, after processing, can be used by local farms for purposes such 
as crop production or green food for domestic animals, ie different 
types of food identified by local communities.)

Since ecosystems are not confined to either man-made boundaries 
or competencies, or shared administrative responsibilities, no actor 
in society can effectively manage entire ecosystems independently. 
Such an approach emphasizes the importance of cooperation in 
achieving effective environmental management, and, at the same 
time, the real and potential role of civil society in developing new 
forms of political, economic and socio-cultural cooperation within 
the “emerging European neighborhood”. Due to the more frequent, 
diverse and immediate threat to the environment, the awareness 
of citizens, in Serbia and Kosovo, about the interdependencies in 
nature and the need to preserve it is increasing. The accumulation of 
environmental problems has caused the proliferation of organizations 
that fight for environmental protection. Such a commitment speaks 
unequivocally about the focus on environmental protection that is in 
line with European Union standards and opens space for authentic 
joint action in this area in order for protection to be functional and 
enable economic and environmental development to take place 
evenly. Numerous environmental protests and activist resistance to 
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environmental destruction, which are increasingly coming into the 
public spotlight, confirm ecology as a topic that can successfully and 
massively mobilize people.

Ignoring the need for the participation of various social actors and 
stakeholders in joint environmental management and confronting the 
interests and beliefs among actors and coalitions has the consequence 
of maintaining tensions. This is opposed by the establishment of 
collaborative relationships. Collaborative-building initiatives are able 
to overcome critical barriers to improve deliberative and collective 
approach, learning and understanding in shaping relationships in and 
between communities, and to bring about fundamental changes in 
human behavior, improvement or environmental protection. . Despite 
signs of positive progress, Serbia-Kosovo relations continue to be 
strained by patterns of access to conflict-causing resources. This could 
be overcome by a pragmatic approach and directing ambitions towards 
cooperation, beyond the experience of neglected political relations 
that actually make it difficult to expand relations with neighbors. Since 
cooperation implies the existence of social networks, the advantages 
of creating and maintaining networks of cooperative relations between 
several actors are naturally imposed. A positive example of cooperation 
has been established in the municipality of Strpce, since for years Serbs 
and Albanians living there, through activist engagement, have been 
trying to stop the construction of a mini-hydro power plant in Strpce 
[7].

A collaborative management arrangement implies that it is 
intended, or has emerged, to stimulate cooperation between multiple 
actors. Collaborative environmental management offers opportunities 
to reconcile these different perspectives, and networking of people 
living in Serbia and Kosovo, on socio-environmental issues, could 
facilitate such integration on several levels. Good communication 
plays a fundamental role in making connections. It also leads to 
building trust between opposing parties and a potentially successful 
outcome of joint activities.
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The benefits of establishing cross-border and cross-border 
cooperation in environmental management are confirmed by examples 
of good practice in the world, and also offer enough arguments on the 
basis of which it can be concluded that this could be a strong incentive 
for Serbia and Kosovo to establish and develop good cooperation 
in other areas as well. Factors supporting the establishment of this 
cooperation in the field of environmental protection are environmental 
goals, geographical proximity between the participating countries, 
which is understood as a resource, and similar economic potential for 
intervention in the field of environmental protection [8].

Environmental issues are always both economic and political 
because we need to know to what extent we can further achieve our 
economic growth at the expense of environmental quality, ie. our 
health and ability to survive. Environmental disasters, as events that 
adversely affect the environment, appear as local events, and the 
traumas that result from such events are an individual experience in 
that local community that also has motivational potential. In such 
situations, this makes social resilience essentially local, because it is 
based on the actions of individuals and small groups of people that are 
driven by the life adaptive systems that these people have. In the long 
run, cooperation at the local level, even when non-institutional, can 
play an important role in supporting inter-state dialogue policy.

Cohesion policies are nationally oriented and very territorial. 
In contrast, cross-border cooperation reflects tensions between 
the real challenges of national development policy and the pursuit 
of creating alternative, territorial contexts that transcend national 
policy boundaries. Cross-border cooperation can also contribute 
to the integration of the internal markets of Serbia and Kosovo and 
an open approach to achieving the goals that define the common 
sustainable future of these communities. Coordinated trans-
boundary environmental activities imply multiple benefits for 
participants. They are also a driver for overcoming obstacles in a 
broader communication strategy on building ties and cooperation that 
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focuses on mutual trust, flexibility in negotiations, good governance, 
creating and improving opportunities for cooperation and reducing 
environmental protection costs. This enables the building of trust and 
mutual understanding, removes obstacles to understanding different 
perspectives and encourages transnational cooperation in resolving 
issues of common interest. The aim of cross-border and transnational 
cooperation should be to benefit from joint initiatives in various 
economic, social, environmental and political areas, regardless of the 
actors implementing it (public, private or civil sector). “Community 
modeling” through new forms of interaction, both institutional and 
informal, suggests greater profitability of public investments, uses 
economic complementarity, expands the scope of strategic planning 
and at the same time solves environmental problems more directly and 
efficiently. 
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

Beyond ethnicity:  
A Social Citizenship Vision for 

Western Balkans? 

Gëzim Krasniqi

Introduction

C itizenship [1] is both a central concept and an institution 
in the modern world and political order. It represents the 
fundamental link that ties the individual/citizen to one (or 

more) polities/states. Importantly, citizenship is associated with a set 
of rights (and duties) that derive from one’s membership in a political 
community. Or, as Hannah Arendt put it, citizenship is the right to have 
rights. Citizenship is a multidimensional concept encompassing a) a 
formal legal status that links individuals to a polity; b) a bundle of legal 
rights and duties (civil liberties, rights to democratic representation, 
and social rights to education, health care); c) a set of responsibilities, 
virtues, and practices that support democratic self- government; d) a 
collective identity [2].

In the recent decades, various disadvantaged groups and 
minorities have challenged the ‘myth’ of ethnic or cultural ‘neutrality’ of 
liberal citizenship, thus demanding a re-evaluation of the link between 
the state, citizenship and their ethnic/cultural/national belonging. At 
a normative level, this has often been articulated as the struggle for 
‘recognition of difference’ in the form of group-differentiated rights 
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[3]. In the Balkans, too, there has been a growing tendency to promote 
group-differentiated rights and multicultural citizenship as a solution 
to issues regarding ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities and 
diaspora integration. 

In part, this is due to the fact that the concept of group-
differentiated rights is often seen as a panacea for conflict-ridden 
multi-ethnic societies and states, such as the ones in the post-
communist Balkans. Nevertheless, the practice of domination and 
(partial or full) exclusion of various groups (ethnic, religious, linguistic, 
racial, and sexual) from citizenship remains a contentious issue. In 
some cases, the application of group-differentiated rights in divided 
societies has perpetuated ethnic differences and increased group 
inequalities rather than contribute to achieving equality for previously 
disadvantaged groups. So, the fundamental question that the debate 
on citizenship raises is: how do we reconcile the necessity of common 
values and national solidarity in modern democratic states, on the 
one hand, with the demand for individual and/or group differentiated 
rights, on the other?

The paper will focus on the issue of citizenship exploring some 
of its key dimensions and the way they play out in the context of the 
ongoing Kosovo-Serbia dispute. More specifically, the paper discusses 
some of the key legal and political factors that hamper a different 
(civic) understanding and vision of citizenship in Kosovo and Serbia, 
as well as in the wider Balkan region. The first factor is related to the 
frequent border changes and state transformations and dissolutions 
that have resulted in a situation where political and ethnic borders 
remain ‘incongruent’. Second, by its very nature citizenship is about 
both inclusion and exclusion. In other words, the modern principles of 
inclusion are intimately tied to ethnic and national forms of exclusion. 
Third, citizenship in the region is hierarchical resulting from a notable 
discrepancy between the ideal of a liberal state that is blind to group 
differences and institutionalized forms of differentiated citizenship, 
and a reality of some (ethnic/national) groups being more favored 
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than others. Fourth, because of Serbia’s non-recognition of Kosovo, 
there is a substantial, albeit formal, overlap of the Kosovan and Serbian 
citizenship regimes. As a result, the emergence of an alternative 
understanding of citizenship is impossible without meaningful 
democratization in both countries.

The politics of citizenship and nationhood in the Balkans

Frequent border changes and state transformations and (violent) 
dissolutions in the past thirty years have had a profound impact on 
citizenship rights of individuals often resulting in political oppression, 
economic deprivation, forced migration, violence, and extermination. 
Moreover, despite systematic and violent campaigns of ethnic 
cleansing and genocide driven by the exclusivist idea of ‘ethnically 
pure great nation-state’, which have resulted in considerable ethnic 
homogenization of the Yugoslav successor states, the current reality 
is one where political and ethnic borders remain ‘incongruent’. In 
turn, this has served as a constant source of nationalist mobilization, 
predominance of politics of exclusion and a political vision that 
considers ethnic homogeneity of paramount importance.

The most obvious and important manifestation of these multiple 
processes is the unfinished Kosovo-Serbia conflict and statehood. Both 
countries are in essence contested polities and will remain as such 
until a mutually acceptable solution is reached. The ongoing Kosovo-
Serbia dispute is in fact a symptom of a wider and a more fundamental 
problem in the region. Namely, the long-held belief – nurtured by fringe 
and mainstream politicians and parties, alike – according to which 
current borders are ‘artificial’ and ‘temporary’. Renewed talks about a 
major redrawing of borders in the post-Yugoslav region along ethnic 
lines or calls to create a ’Serb world’ [4] are the clearest manifestation 
of such idea. More than just raising the spectre of a renewed conflict in 
the region, the propagation of such ideas is also a direct attack on the 
very concept of a civic state that is founded on the principles of equal 
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rights for all the members of the polity without discrimination, as well 
as an affront to minorities.  

Nationalism is important in this context not only as a form of 
political mobilisation and a violent force, but, importantly, as a 
mindset and a particular understanding of nationhood. As argued by 
Brubaker, citizenship policies are shaped by particular understandings 
of nationhood. In Brubaker’s terms, there is a tension between two 
different understandings of nationhood: territorial and political (the 
French model), where nationhood is understood as a political fact, and 
ethno-cultural (the German model), where nationhood is understood 
as an ethno-cultural fact [5]. In the case of the Balkans, nationhood 
is understood primarily in ethnic and cultural terms.  In turn, this 
understanding has also shaped citizenship policies of individual states 
in the region.

As a result, despite the adoption of formally inclusive citizenship 
legislation, with or without international involvement, in practice, 
there is a tendency to equate citizenship with nationhood, thus 
creating various legal and political issues and tensions. For instance, 
Serbia’s citizenship regime has become more ethnocentric over the 
years. This has gone hand in hand with a progressive nationalization 
(and religionisation) of the political and public space (e.g. ‘serbisation’ 
of state symbols, national holidays, school curricula etc.). In the case 
of Kosovo, albeit the current citizenship regime, which is largely 
designed by international actors, lacks strong ethno-centric elements, 
in practice, many of its key elements ranging from non-dominant 
community rights to state symbols remain contested by political actors 
(including elements within the ruling party) and significant sections 
of the society for being ‘insufficiently Albanian’ or for their failure to 
‘accurately’ represent Kosovo’s ethnic composition. Clearly, unfinished 
statehood and ethnic understanding of nationhood remain a major 
obstacle towards the emergence of a different form of citizenship.
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The challenge of determining boundaries of inclusion and 
exclusion 

The second problem is related to citizenship’s inherently exclusive 
nature. By its very nature citizenship is about both inclusion and 
exclusion. In other words, the modern principles of inclusion are 
intimately tied to ethnic and national forms of exclusion [6]. So, even 
in the most democratic contexts, citizenship regimes have finite 
boundaries that distinguish between insiders and outsiders. Between 
citizens and non-citizens. Between full citizens and migrants/
temporary residents. Consequently, preferential membership policies 
are widespread in Europe and beyond [7]. Regardless of the legal 
definition, in most cases, a state is appropriated and dominated by 
a core group or community, be it the ‘titular nation’, ‘majority’, or a 
‘core ethnic group’. This often leads to political, economic, social, and 
cultural marginalisation and even discrimination of minorities, which 
can be institutional and/or societal.

Regarding the Kosovo-Serbia nexus, Albanians from Presevo Valley 
(Preshevë, Bujanoc, Medvegjë) in south Serbia are a case in point of a 
double excluded minority. According to estimates, more than 10,000 
Albanians from Presevo Valley live in Kosovo today, many of whom do 
not possess legal residence or Kosovan citizenship, and thus remain in 
limbo. Their situation has been aggravated because of Serbia’s practice 
of ‘passivisation of addresses’ of people deemed no longer living 
at their registered addresses. According to the Helsinki Committee 
for Human Rights in Serbia, not only does this practice suspend the 
civil rights of Albanians in Serbia, but it is “a very specific measure of 
administrative ethnic cleansing.” [8]. On the other hand, due to the 
lack of ethnic preferential treatment provisions in Kosovo’s citizenship 
law, many are excluded from Kosovan citizenship even after a decade 
of living there [9]. 

More broadly, Serbia’s refusal/inability to come to terms with 
Kosovo’s independence, on the one hand, and its maintenance of 
institutions in Serb-inhabited areas in Kosovo, on the other, pose a 
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major legal problem in terms of its citizenship regime’s inclusiveness/
exclusiveness. Albeit Serbia treats the whole of Kosovo as part of its 
territory, it has practically, if not legally, excluded Kosovo Albanians 
from its citizenry and polity. The deliberate exclusion of almost 2 
million ‘Serbian citizens’ (at least from the Serbian perspective) of 
Albanian ethnicity, renders Serbia’s citizenship highly exclusionary and 
its political system an “ethnocratic regime” [10] whereby the system is 
ruled by, and for, a specific ethnos. 

Prevailing citizenship hierarchies

The global order itself is composed of a hierarchy of states with varying 
levels of power, thus forming a hierarchical nation-state system. 
According to Stephen Castles, the varying power of states is reflected 
in a similar hierarchy of rights and freedoms of each state’s peoples 
i.e. hierarchical citizenship [11]. Hierarchical citizenship results from 
institutionalised forms of differentiated citizenship combined with 
a reality on the ground that favours some groups more than others. 
Similarly, citizenship in Western Balkans is hierarchical resulting from 
a notable discrepancy between the ideal of a liberal state that is blind 
to group differences and institutionalised forms of differentiated 
citizenship, and a reality of some (ethnic/national) groups being more 
favoured than others. For even when people and groups have certain 
rights on paper, many lack the opportunities and resources to enjoy 
these rights in practice.

Due to the ongoing status dispute as well as their legal provisions, 
socio-political reality, demographics, and regional dynamics and 
kin-state policies, both Serbia’s and Kosovo’s citizenship regimes are 
hierarchical. As I have argued elsewhere [12], based on the present 
legal setting and socio-political situation, the order of groups in 
Kosovo’s hierarchy of citizenship is as follows: 1) Albanians - the core 
(dominant) community; 2) Serbs - the core non-dominant community; 
3) Serbs from north Kosovo - the core of the ‘core non-dominant’ 
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community; 4) Turks - the semi-peripheral community; 5) Gorani and 
Bosniaks – the elusive peripheral communities; 6) Montenegrins and 
Croats – the unrecognised communities); 7) Roma, Egyptians and 
Ashkali (RAE) – the invisible communities. This is without counting 
those Serb and other non-Albanian refugees who are legally entitled to 
Kosovar citizenship but who remain excluded from Kosovar citizenry 
due to their inability/unwillingness to return. 

Serbia’s citizenship regime is differentiated and hierarchical, 
too. It effectively distinguishes between three categories of citizens. 
The first one includes legal residents in Serbia proper. The second 
category includes ethnic Serbs residing in Kosovo who are issued 
passports which are not included in the visa-free regime (issued by a 
special Coordination Directorate within Serbia’s Ministry of Interior in 
Belgrade). The third category includes all Kosovo residents, including 
Kosovo Albanians, which nominally are Serb citizens but in practice 
are excluded from Serbian citizenship [13]. Obviously, the current 
complex configuration has resulted in the emergence of discriminatory 
citizenship practices such as exclusion of a significant number of 
people in both Kosovo and Serbia from the benefits enjoyed by all other 
citizens.

Overlapping citizenship regimes and the challenge of 
democratisation 

As it has been illustrated above, given the ongoing Kosovo status 
dispute, there is a substantial, albeit formal, overlap of the Kosovan and 
Serb citizenship regimes [14]. More than 20 years since the end of the 
war in Kosovo, inter-ethnic institutional/practical segregation remains 
a major issue in Kosovo. While there has been significant advancement 
in the realm of political and institutional integration of non-Albanian 
communities, education and health-care system remain almost 
completely segregated. This segregation has been institutionalised 
since 1999, with a Kosovo-run system offering services to the Albanian 
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community and other non-dominant communities (Turks, Ashkali, 
Egyptian and Bosniak), and a Republic of Serbia-run institutional 
network providing services for the Serb community, but also other 
communities, including Roma, Gorani, Montenegrin and Croat.

The (co)existence of two separate institutional frameworks 
and de facto dual sovereignty (at least in northern Kosovo) poses a 
significant practical challenge, especially for Kosovo Serbs, in terms 
of democratic participation, accountability and citizenship rights 
and obligations. It raises important dilemmas in terms of the primacy 
of elections (Kosovan vs Serbian), but also citizenship obligations 
towards (Kosovan) local and/or central institutions. Therefore, the 
emergence of an alternative understanding of citizenship is impossible 
without both mutual recognition and meaningful democratisation in 
both countries. It is a well-established practice that non-democratic 
governments tend to mobilise and instrumentalise their ethnic-kin in 
the neighbourhood for their own narrow power interests. As the recent 
(2021) elections in Kosovo have shown, the ruling party in Serbia (the 
Serbian Progressive Party, SNS)’ and President Vučić’s state capture 
has spilled over in Kosovo in the Serb-dominated municipalities, thus 
limiting democratic pluralism and freedom of expression in those 
areas. Through a combination of political blackmail and patronage, 
the Serb List, which acts as SNS’ franchise in Kosovo, has monopolised 
political life in Serb-majority municipalities. 

The current situation represents a particular citizenship 
‘constellation’ whereby a substantial number of people remain 
attached to two different citizenship regimes, Kosovo’s and Serbia’s. 
Given the widespread practice of dual citizenship recognition, this 
should not pose a problem per se. However, given the ongoing status 
dispute, competing overlapping systems and dual sovereignty in 
practice hinders citizenship and democratic rights of significant parts 
of population in both Kosovo and Serbia. 
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Conclusion: Is a different (social) vision of citizenship 
feasible?

The tension between the necessity of common values and national 
solidarity in modern democratic states, on the one hand, and the 
demand for individual and/or group differentiated rights, on the 
other, is difficult to resolve both conceptually and empirically. As we 
discussed above, by its very nature citizenship is hierarchical and is 
characterised by a dual capacity to include/exclude. Recognition (of 
group-differentiated rights) and equality remains highly contentious 
for, in many cases, the demand by minorities for group differentiated 
rights is not done for the purpose of integration in the citizenship and 
society of a given state, but to withdraw, partially or fully, from the 
common citizenship [15]. A case in point is the Serbia’s demand for 
Serb territorial and political autonomy in Kosovo, which in practice 
is a demand for withdrawal from the Kosovar citizenship and system 
whereby they would be governed by different sets of institutions with 
different rules and symbols.

So, what is the alternative? While there is no easy way to resolve 
this tension, two conditions are necessary to improve the quality of 
citizenship rights in the region. First, full democratisation remains a 
sine qua non because lack of democracy “rests on the rupture of the 
concept of the ‘demos’, on their unequal citizenship, and on their 
laws and policies that enable the seizure of the state by one ethno-
national group.” [16]. In the case of the Kosovo-Serbia quagmire, this 
also implies mutual recognition in accordance with principles of 
cooperation and good neighbourly relations. 

Second, T. H. Marshall’s social citizenship [17] idea is fundamental 
in recasting key concepts such as democracy, human rights, and 
citizenship in the Balkan context. For Marshall, welfare state—with 
social citizenship as its hallmark—synthesises community and state. 
Moreover, it is an important precondition for democratic inclusion. 
Social inclusion and participation in democratic institutions don’t 
depend only on civic and political rights, but on socio-economic rights 
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and wellbeing, too. In the case of the Balkans, because of the past thirty 
years’ national(ist) and ethnic struggles, institutions of educational 
system and social services have been on a downward spiral, with 
tremendous consequences for citizens. They have contributed directly 
to increased emigration and low birth rates, which in turn will bring big 
social and economic consequences for the entire region [18].

As a quintessential precondition for meaningful democracy, 
social citizenship could be an important way out of the dominant 
ethnocentric understandings and exclusionary practices of citizenship 
in the region. This is not to suggest that group-differentiated/
minority rights are irrelevant. Rather, it argues that the ideal of equal 
membership in a polity is best realised in a fully-fledged demos that 
puts social citizenship at its core. After all, citizenship in pluralistic 
settings is not simply about the necessity of creating ‘tolerant 
majorities and loyal minorities’. Rather, it is about equal membership, 
rights, opportunities and obligations in a modern demos.
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

Local Activism as a  
Challenge to the Ethnocentric 
Model of Citizenship in the 

Western Balkans?

Jelena Vasiljević

Introduction

C itizenship is a complex term pertaining both to the political-
legal and social-cultural register. If we are not considering 
the colloquial use of the term citizenship then we are talking 

about the principle regulating relations between individuals and a 
state, between individuals and political institutions, but also among 
citizens themselves, as well as various groups recognized by legal 
and political systems of a wider community. Consequently, when 
we talk about citizenship we mean a comprehensive framing which 
determines rights and obligations of citizens, terms and restrictions 
of their political participation as well as about the social sphere of 
citizenship organizing and activity. This framing is developing (and 
changing) institutionally – under the Constitution and laws, followed 
by social and media mediation narratives – related to who (should) 
constitute a political community and the manner of participation 
in its social and political life, but also from below– through a lived 
practice of a citizenship life and activism.
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This paper shall address some examples of an activist citizenship from 
below questioning dominant citizenship models which are implemented 
from below in the territory of the Western Balkans. More specifically, the 
focus shall be the example of a local ecological struggle in Kosovo, wherein 
ethnic Albanians and Serbs, in their joint activism, are developing contours 
of a citizenship model which favours the ethnic identity vs the political 
one against the one dominant within the entire region. In the first part 
of the paper several important theoretical framings and definitions shall 
be presented. They will help us to understand the meaning of the term 
citizenship, how it is institutionalized and defined through legal-political 
and narrative framings; but, also, how it may be redefined and used as a tool 
of emancipation and resistance by a collective engagement and practice. 
Overview of the situation in the countries of Western Balkans and the post-
Yugoslav areas [1], in view of some examples of activist citizenship which 
may potentially destabilize dominant ethnocentric citizenship regimes 
follows. The focus shall be placed on ecological fights in which citizens of 
Albanian and Serbian nationality of the Shtrpce municipality located in 
Kosovo have jointly acted fighting against plans to construct mini hydro-
power plants on rivers running through their local community. Also, in this 
example shall be considered a possibility of activist citizenship (at the local 
level) to question the dominant ethnocentric model deriving a political 
subjectiveness from ethnicity. 

How to understand citizenship? From the legal and political 
framing up to the power of engaged activism

Scientific literature is aware of numerous definitions and approaches 
to the citizenship, from theoretical reviews relating to the republican 
and liberal-legal tradition over contractual theories and up to 
contemporary researches of citizenship rights and status in the context 
of globalism, multiculturalism, minority rights, etc. (for example, see 
Pocock 1998; Bellamy 2010; Kymlicka 1995; Soysal 1998; Joppke 2007). 
In this paper we shall briefly review only several theoretical framings 
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which will help us to understand this term synchronously as a principle 
whereby citizenship statuses and rights are regulated in a political 
community from above and as an emancipatory practice of articulating 
political subjectivities and rights from below. 

Beside its widespread use in the context of post-Yugoslav 
communities research (Koska 2012; Sarajlić 2012; Vasiljević 2011), the 
definition of citizenship regimes is significant because it brings into an 
unbreakable bond legal framings of status (nationality, as defined in 
legal documents) and political articulation of rights: 

�„By ‘citizenship regime’ we generally mean citizenship laws, 
regulations and administrative practices regarding the citizenship 
status of individuals but, in addition to that, it also refers to existing 
mechanisms of political participation. More precisely, a citizenship 
regime is based on given country’s citizenship legislation defining 
the body of citizens… and, finally, on the official or non-official 
dynamics of political inclusion and exclusion”

(Shaw and Štiks 2012: 311) 

While this definition draws attention to the fact that statuses, rights 
and participation of citizens in a political life are conditioned by the 
administrative, legal and political framings, the definition of citizenship 
agendas brings attention that the body of a citizen is shaped not only 
by legal and political, but also narrative norms, or more precisely by a 
dominant discourse: 

�„We define citizenship agendas as normative framings of citizenship 
that prescribe what norms, values and behaviour are appropriate for 
those claiming membership of a political community. These agendas 
are concerned with defining the meaning of membership in explicitly 
normative ways that go beyond conventional, legal-formal citizenship 
status … Such citizenship agendas invariably imply models of virtuous 
and deviant citizens, favouring particular subject-citizens over others, 
and suggesting ways to transform the latter into former” 

(de Koning, Jaffe, and Koster 2015: 121)
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Both mentioned definitions are emphasizing processes of 
citizenship modelling, whereby a figure of an ideal citizen is created 
– by political, legal and discursive mechanisms. These definitions are 
drawing our attention to the fact that citizenship statuses and rights 
are controlled, shaped in accordance with the governing social-
political ideology and discursive framing, and suspended or restricted 
as necessary. But, however, there are approaches to the citizenship 
stressing its emancipatory and activist dimension, relying on the 
tradition  of republican and, thereafter, the Arendtian concept whereby 
political and citizenship rights are inherent to the human freedom and, 
hence, they are preceding political communities instead of deriving 
from them (Arendt 1951; Balibar 2004; Rancière 2004). Definitions 
like activist and performance citizenship emphasize acts or processes 
relating to becoming a citizen. In their focus are fights of excluded and 
marginalized groups to be fully included in a political community, 
or efforts to democratize, widen or politically redefine citizenship 
statuses and rights (framings that are defining them). 

Engin Isin considers that the activist citizenship relates to acts – 
public actions – whereby subjects are constituted in citizens who, 
according to the famous formulation of Hana Arendt, are entitled 
to demand rights (Isin 2009: 371). While active citizens are following 
‘already written scenarios’ – vote, running for, petitions signing, 
protest, etc. – activist citizens are writing new scenarios expressing 
their ‘entitlement on rights’ in manners not envisaged by the existing 
political and social framings (ibid: 381). The idea of performance 
citizenship is developing a similar thesis, emphasizing the 
articulationof rights (of ignored, oppressed or unrecognized) through 
a collective performance or series of citizenship actions whereby the 
imposed ‘scenario’ of citizenship statuses and rights is subverted once 
again (Morgan and Baert 2018) [2]. 

By stating these two types of definitions we are demonstrating the 
significance of a dynamic view regarding the citizenship phenomenon: 
synchronized framing determining the character and scope of statuses 
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and rights and (collective) practice developing and demanding a (new) 
political subjectivity as well.vHybridizing these perspectives we are 
able to detect tensions between dominant citizenship regimes (and 
agendas),von one side, and demands of activist citizenship, on another 
side. We shall address these tensions in the next part of this paper by 
presenting some of citizenship initiatives in the Western Balkans as 
examples of citizenship activism questioning the dominant citizenship 
regime. 

Ethnos as a destiny? Citizenship between governing framings 
and resistance from below

Complex political and social processes following the breakup of the 
socialist Yugoslavia have made impact on changes in legal defining 
of citizenship corpus in the newly established states. Their new 
Constitutions and citizenship laws have reflected the orientation 
towards the ethnocentric citizenship regime (Shaw and Štiks 2012). 
It means that new political communities were imagined (and legally 
regulated) primarily as communities of dominant ethnical groups, 
that is ethnical communities representing the base for development 
of political communities [3].  It also relates to consocial systems that 
have been established in Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Kosovo, where there is no formal-legal domination of one ethnical 
communitybut the idea that important political rights deriving from 
affiliation to concrete ethnical groups has been followed (Orlović 2015). 
This ethnocentric citizenship regime is following the logic that ethnical 
communities are primary source of political rights of citizens and that 
the state primarily represents a unity of (ethnical) communities [4]. It 
is unnecessary to explain a lot that dominating public narratives about 
the community and citizens (citizenship agendas) have been also 
supporting this logic. 

But, in the last ten years, rise of citizenship discontents and 
protests in the countries of Western Balkans testify that citizens are 
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demanding their political rights more and more, not as members of 
ethnical groups but as citizens looking for responsible and just political 
institutions focused on the quality and upgrading of the everyday life.
Rise of protest activities focused on public goods, but aspiration for 
greater participation in decision making processes as well, potentially 
speaks about rise of citizenship engagement opposing dominant 
citizenship regimes  (Bieber and Brentin 2019; PudarDraško, Fiket 
and Vasiljević 2020). The so called Sarajevo Bebolucija in summer 
2013 was probably the first greater protest of such character and it 
was explicitly directed against the ethnocentric regime of citizenship 
rights management. Several thousand citizens had protested because 
the B&H Council of Ministers could not overpass variances between 
the nationalist parties for months and agree on adoption of the Law on 
Unique Personal Identity Number [5]. A year later even more massive 
protests have arisen clearly articulating their discontent about more 
and more numerous social problems were co-opting in ethno-political 
matrixes, whereas citizens were more and more excluded from the 
decision making processes (Belyaeva 2017). During 2016 and 2017, 
the protests of high school students from Jajce against the school 
segregation under the Bosnia & Herzegovina model of ‘two schools 
under the same roof’ – practice of segregation of students of Croatian, 
Bosniacs and Serbian nationality attending the same school institution 
-was oriented in the similar direction (Tolomelli, 2015). 

Lately, other countries in the region were affected by a tide 
of protests, either of massive nature or local, primarily focused 
on protection of urban and ecological goods (Bieber and Brentin 
2019). For sure, not all of protests have questioned the ethnocentric 
citizenship model – some of them had followed it as a given ‘scenario’ 
for participating in political life – but many of them articulated the idea 
of an active citizen, the woman ‘entitled to demand rights’, thus opening 
new paths for different  political subjectivity. They have particularly 
occurred in local fights, since they gather citizens affected by a concrete 
problem, something they are jointly suffering from in a common life 
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community; it allows them to articulate the quality of their everyday life 
(and their right to a high-quality everyday life) as a political issue and, 
hence, to experience their unity as a civil political community on a small 
scale. These local fights are focused ondefence of urban goods – like it 
was in Tirana, when the citizens had defended the National Theatre by 
their own bodies for full two years, or in Belgrade where protests for 
illegal demolishing of ‘Savamala’ were most massive from the time when 
the Milošević regime was knocked down – but even more, it has been 
the issue of local ecological fights against pollution, forming of landfills 
in protected areas, or defending rivers from planned construction of 
mini hydropower plants (MHP) and we are experiencing more and 
more such fights within the entire region [6].

One of this fights happened in the Kosovar municipality Shtrpce for 
more than five years. Two rivers in this area, Kaluđerka and Lepenac, 
were chosen for construction of mini hydropower plants. First 
bulldozers arrived at their banks in 2015 – and the local population 
gathered for the first time; there repeated their protest gatherings for at 
least 200 times more. There were several reasons for protests: the rivers 
are main source of drinking water in this area which makes a part of 
the National Park of Sharr Planina mountain; furthermore, water from 
the rivers is used for irrigation of berry fields – one of main economic 
activities of local population and they are dependent on direct access 
to the irrigation system; finally, decision on construction of MHPs was 
passed without an adequate public discussion and with total ignorance 
of the opinion and attitudes of local population. Shtrpce municipality 
is one of the Serbian enclaves at Kosovo, with villages wherein Serbs 
and Albanians are living. All protests were organized jointly, with 
participation and coordination by citizens of both ethnic groups, and 
the main addressees of the local dissatisfaction were the investor from 
Prishtina – “Matkos Group” company, local authorities (representative 
of the Serb Ticket at the head) who have issued the MHP Construction 
Permit to the Company, and the Ministry for Environment Protection 
of Kosovo. In this fight local population showed such persistence and 
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solidarity that bulldozers could not continue their work for years, 
and in 2021 the Supreme Court of Kosovo suspended the MHPs 
Construction Permit in Shtrpce [7].

Long fight against MHPs in the Shtrpce municipality clearly 
exposed a political reality in which on the one side of the conflict 
were local authorities and the government (as investor), in excellent 
cooperation, although nominally representatives of two ethnic groups 
having allegedly opposing interests; whereas, on the other side, the 
local population, from both ethnic groups as well, had been united by 
real threat to their joint interests to achieve access to drinking water 
and demanding to express their opinion in all important decisions 
that have impact on their everyday life. This joint fight was not only 
important at the symbolic level; it affected the everyday experience, 
since the risen population were not only physically jointly organized 
barricades against bulldozers, but they evenly felt both the repression 
of police and local authorities [8]; thereafter, they have equally divided 
the money award for their fight (Democracy Award), received by the 
Kosovar Civil Society Foundation [9].

Towards a different citizenship model with joint forces

Of course, it would be quite naive to think that these initiatives alone, 
regardless of their growing number, may create circumstances and 
political preconditions to represent a different citizenship regime. In 
addition, local ecological fights, especially when waded in mono-ethnic 
social environment, are easily becoming scenes of ethno-national 
symbolism and narratives defending ‘our’ rivers and country of ‘our 
ancestors’. Eco-populism is a complex phenomenon (Rajković,2022) 
which does not imply a necessity of the nationalistic co-option of 
local environment fights; but, however, for sure discovers numerous 
obstacles to draw direct positive conclusions and recommendations 
for democratization and de-ethno-centralization of citizenship from 
examples of local ecological fights.
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With a moderate optimism, attention should be drawn to several 
issues. Local fights, particularly those relating to the high-quality 
everyday life, make an impact on direct experiencing significance 
of citizens participating in them on their power of acting and their 
‘entitlement to demand their rights’; they relate to concrete problems 
affecting the entire local community whereon the community must 
react jointly, simultaneously strengthening the sense of unity and 
divided (local, but citizenship-political as well) identity. It is in line 
with representing municipalism ideas as the most efficient manner of 
revitalization and recovery of trust in democracy (Russell, 2019). The 
fact that similar local fights (particularly those relating to ecological 
issues and the issue of wider participation of citizens in the decision 
making processes) are led in the wider region implies the necessity 
of inter-connecting, more connected regional cooperation – not 
between national power centres, but between local active participants 
and informal citizen organizations connected by their life-interests. 
Additional weakening of domination of ethnocentric citizenship 
models may be achieved in this manner. 

And, finally, this is the issue that cuts interests of local population, 
civil society organizations and parts of the academic community. 
Advocating the synergy action of these active participants and joint 
creation of a normative approach to this theme, significant steps 
could be implemented towards the citizenship regime and agenda 
that would be decentralized from the primary ethnical framing and 
directed more to active participation in a local community as a base 
for inclusive citizenship identity. 
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Notes:

[1] �Western Balkans is a geopolitically coined term defining the area of Balkans countries 
which still have not become the members of the European Union: Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Montenegro, Kosovo, Macedonia and Serbia. Social and political situation in 
majority of these countries has been colored by the fact that they have a joint Yugoslav past.

[2] �Examples stated byIsinand Morgan and Baertinclude protests of people ‘without papers’ 
in France (sanspapiers), for example, or actions of the Black Consciousness Movementin 
South Africa, consisting of groups of people without citizenship rights or people with 
significantly restricted citizenship rights, performing public manifestations as if they enjoy 
all citizenship rights and, therefore, articulating in their performances the fact that although 
not formally recognized they constitute a part of political community.

[3] �This is important in the case of Serbia as well; its Constitution from 1990 had been nominally 
‘civil’, but, nevertheless, enforcement of politics and practices has followed the ethnocentric 
principle. New Constitution from 2006 and amendments to the citizenship law (and 
introduction of the Law on Diaspora), have only strengthened the political community 
‘ethnification’. SeeVasiljević 2011 for specificities in case of Serbia in this sense. 

[4] �In which manner it leads to a discrimination of citizens not identified as members of 
constitutive ethnical communities, or they are not their members, we may understand the 
best in the example of SejdićandFinciagainst Bosnia &Herzegovina,seehttps://hudoc.echr.
coe.int/fre#{%22itemid%22:[%22001-96491%22]}

[5] �Consequence of the law non-enforcement was that newly born children could not obtain 
their unique individual personal numbers, and consequently no civil documents.Due 
to inability to obtain a passport and begin the urgent medical treatment in Germany, 
BelminaIbišević,the three-month old baby died.

[6] �See: https://biepag.eu/article/environmental-activism-in-the-balkans-from-direct-action-
to-political-subjectivity/

[7] �https://balkaninsight.com/2021/11/29/kosovos-top-court-suspends-hydropower-plant-
water-permit/

[8] https://prishtinainsight.com/20-injured-as-police-use-pepper-spray-against-protesters/
[9] �https://www.kcsfoundation.org/en/activity/kcsf-launched-new-civil-society-program-

and-residents-of-biti-e-poshtme-honoured-with-the-democracy-award/

https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/fre#{%22itemid%22:[%22001-96491%22]}
https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/fre#{%22itemid%22:[%22001-96491%22]}
https://biepag.eu/article/environmental-activism-in-the-balkans-from-direct-action-to-political-subjectivity/
https://biepag.eu/article/environmental-activism-in-the-balkans-from-direct-action-to-political-subjectivity/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/11/29/kosovos-top-court-suspends-hydropower-plant-water-permit/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/11/29/kosovos-top-court-suspends-hydropower-plant-water-permit/
https://prishtinainsight.com/20-injured-as-police-use-pepper-spray-against-protesters/
https://www.kcsfoundation.org/en/activity/kcsf-launched-new-civil-society-program-and-residents-of-biti-e-poshtme-honoured-with-the-democracy-award/
https://www.kcsfoundation.org/en/activity/kcsf-launched-new-civil-society-program-and-residents-of-biti-e-poshtme-honoured-with-the-democracy-award/
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