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INTRODUCTION

The afternoon started off with a short word of welcome by the director of the Dutch Resistance Museum, Ms. Van der Horst. She introduced the moderator of the afternoon Ms. Christa Meindersma, deputy director of the Hague Centre for Strategic Studies. Ms. Meindersma in turn gave an introduction of Mr. Martti Ahtisaari, former UN mediator for Kosovo and winner of the Geuzen Medal 2008. Mr. Ahtisaari’s diplomatic career includes many achievements. He is the former president of Finland (1994-2000) and has earned renown as an international mediator in conflicts worldwide. He negotiated the independence of Namibia and mediated in the Bosnian, Aceh and Kosovo conflict. Ms. Meindersma typified Mr. Ahtisaari’s service to international peace and stability with his own words: “I’m really more a civil servant than a politician”.

AHTISAARI LECTURE

During a 30-minute speech Mr. Ahtisaari spoke about his experiences as UN Special Envoy for the Kosovo status process. He was appointed by Kofi Annan to lead the Kosovo status process at the end of 2005.  His position of Special Envoy was concluded at his own request earlier this year.

Mr. Ahtisaari was pleased with the opportunity to speak in the Dutch Resistance Museum. He quoted from his recent speech addressed to EU officials: “It is easier to just do what we do than to play a part in resistance. But we don’t have any excuses. You have to do what is right.”

Mr. Ahtisaari’s connection to the Balkans stems from the early nineties, when he was asked to join the mediation team of Vance and Owen. Their peace proposal did not make it in the end, but Mr. Ahtisaari is convinced that  their solution, a non-ethnic one, was at heart a better proposal than the eventual Dayton Accords. However the time was not ripe for an agreement at the time of the Vance and Owen proposal.

Mr. Ahtisaari was asked to mediate in the Kosovo conflict at the end of the 1990s when he was still president of Finland. He however did not want to lay down his office before the end of his mandate. Mrs Madeleine Albright then proposed Ahtisaari for the position of Special Envoy to the Kosovo status process back in 2005. Ambassador Kai Eide’s report on the situation in Kosovo had been submitted and the UN accepted its findings that the present situation was not sustainable anymore. The need for a definite status for Kosovo was called. Mr. Ahtisaari accepted UN Secretary General Kofi Annan’s offer and became the UN Special Envoy appointed to mediate between Serbia and Kosovo.

The international Contact Group, consisting of the United States, Russia, the United Kingdom, France, Germany and Italy, in October 2005 established guiding principles agreed to by all six countries to guide the status process of Kosovo. One of these guiding principles was: the resolution of Kosovo’s status should contribute to regional stability and security, meaning no return of Kosovo to the pre-1999 situation, no partition of Kosovo, and no union of Kosovo with any or part of another country.

Mr. Ahtisaari interpreted this as meaning that Kosovo was lost for Serbia. He also communicated this as such on his first visit to Belgrade, to Prime Minister Kostunica, in November 2005. Mr. Kostunica disagreed and claimed nobody had told him such was the case before. Mr. Ahtisaari was asked not to punish Serbia for misdeeds in the Milosevic era. 

Mr. Ahtisaari’s position was affirmed by a common statement of the Contact Group in January 2006 which read that Kosovo’s status needed to be acceptable to the people of Kosovo. The same statement reiterated that return to Belgrade rule  was impossible, along with other requirements. Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov proposed replacing the first rule (no return to the status before 1999), but Mr. Ahtisaari did not accept this. The Contact Group in the end agreed that the citizens of Kosovo’s wish should be recognized and that Contact Group countries were to communicate this to Serbia in separate messages.

Draft proposals by working-groups on the different topics, decentralization, cultural heritage etc., were distributed to central negotiation teams before direct negotiations. However after almost a year of negotiations Serbia’s position remained: Kosovo is part of Serbia. And Kosovo’s position was clear: independence. As there was a stand-off in positions, Mr. Ahtisaari and his team in Vienna drafted the Ahtisaari Plan, to include as much as possible the wishes on both sides. Ban Ki Moon endorsed the plan, the EU and the USA gave broad support in the Spring of 2007. However Russia blocked the adoption of the Ahtisaari plan. This was a disappointment to Mr. Ahtisaari because of the constructive efforts that had taken place during the negotiation process.

The USA, Russia and the EU proposed new negotiations for 120 days. The appointed Troika of mediators came to the conclusion that despite the efforts of investigating all possible solutions, no agreement between the Serbian and Kosovo government was possible.

Mr. Ahtisaari has taken note of the coordinated declaration of independence of Kosovo past February 2008. Kosovo must go on now on the road toward the EU it has taken, with the Ahtisaari Plan as a  guideline.

Mr. Ahtisaari did not participate in the public debate on Kosovo until early this year, because of his status as UN Special Envoy. He would have been remained Special Envoy for life. However he himself requested to Ban Ki Moon to lay down his position in February 2008.

Mr. Ahtisaari speaks out about the current nationalistic course pursued by Serbia and notes that Belgrade has still not recognised any wrongdoing in Kosovo in 1998 and 1999. The upcoming Serbian elections will decide whether Serbia will take an EU course or that it will follow Russia.

Questions from the audience

After his speech Mr. Ahtisaari (A.)  answered several questions (Q.) from the audience.

Q.: I would like to hear more about the situation inside Kosovo. You have only spoken about the international community, what about internal rule of law? Is your plan and the current situation not just giving independence to Albanians and giving nothing to Serbs?

A.: No. Finally after eight years people from Kosovo are responsible for their own situation. According to my plan the international community may intervene in extreme circumstances only. Gradually the international community will draw back. What would have been the best situation is if this clarity had been there already in 1999. If in 1999 Kofi Annan had given the task to UNMIK of preparing Kosovo for independence within five years. Now the international community has made it clear to Kosovo-Albanians that only when the Serbs are treated well, the international community will draw back. The current situation is difficult. But why has everything been so difficult? Because Belgrade and the Kosovo Serbs did not cooperate at all. They built up their own parallel structures. 

Q.: Under international law, what is the legitimization for continued involvement from EU and NATO? What guarantees do you have that Kosovo will behave well after withdrawal of the international community? 

A.: I am confident that Kosovo will honor its commitments. Let’s not underestimate the number of countries that recognized, notwithstanding the lack of UN-membership. But UN membership can wait. What is most of all needed right now is IMF-World Bank cooperation. Kosovo needs money. It needs investors and support of financial institutions. The crucial question here is: will OSCE stay? What will Serbia and Russia do in that respect? I believe they have to allow OSCE to stay. However UN-membership is not crucial and not necessary in the short term.

Q.: What about UNSC resolution 1244? Does the coordinated independence not undermine UNSC resolution 1244?

A.: No final status is excluded in the resolution. Not recognizing what went wrong in the Milosevic era would be a-historical. 

Q.: But UNSC 1244 states clearly that the territorial integrity of Serbia will not be violated.

A.: But Milosevic violated the terms of 1244.  

Q.: Was there anything you could have done that would have led to another outcome?

A.: The answer is no, nothing I could have done would have led to another outcome. Kostunica is fundamentally nationalistic. Nothing can be done in negotiations if one side is not willing to play. Serbs said “don’t punish us democrats for the wrongs of Milosevic”. We said: “we cannot reward you either”. 

Q.: What about what happened from 1999 till now? Crimes were committed since then as well, who is responsible? And a second question: Del Ponte’s upcoming book is creating upheaval in the region. But her book also contains information about her difficult relationship with UNMIK over cooperation with the ICTY. What is your opinion on this? 

A: In 1999, Kofi Annan told me that Milosevic would be prosecuted. This did not pose a problem in negotiations with him a the time. The ICTY is an independent organization. It was a good thing that Milosevic was indicted right away. We live in a Europe where only the Germans took a hard critical look into their own past, not one other country. One should look into the past in an honest way. It can be necessary to be hard with your friends as well. Everybody also the EU should do everything to cooperate with the ICTY. However, decisions are to be taken by the Prosecutor. NB: the ICTY will continue for a couple more years. The most difficult thing is dealing with the past within the region, that will take even longer. The Prosecutor has my full support. Justice systems in the Balkan are not well organized. That’s why we have the EU justice mission. I agree the situation is bad, again, that’s why we have the EU-mission.

DEBATE “KOSOVO THE FUTURE IS NOW”
The second part of the afternoon consisted of a panel debate. The debate focused on 1) the rule of law; 2) minorities and sustainable return of refugees/IDPs; and 3) the role of Europe. The audience was invited to participate and Mr. Ahtisaari responded in the end. The debate was moderated by Ms. Meindersma (CM).

Panel members

· Ms. Sian Jones (researcher “rule of law” at Amnesty International, London) - SJ

· Mr. Joost Lagendijk (member of the European Parliament for GroenLinks) - JL

· Mr. Filip Pavlovic (chair of peace NGO Fractal, Belgrade) - FP

· Mr. Besnik Tahiri (director of the Kosovo Local Government Institute, Pristina) - BT

CM: what is the strongest personal memory about Kosovo you would like to share with the audience?

SJ: My personal memories stem from after the war. For me the strongest memories are the memories where violation of human rights were at their worst. For example witnessing the circumstances of a family of Serbs living in Prizren, 2002. The situation has improved by know, there is more freedom of movement. More current examples are found in Northern Kosovo. Here the tensions are much more visible and present.

BT: First, my strongest memory dates back to 1999 after the NATO airstrikes. Me and my family were not active in the UCK. But we saw death in its purest forms. There were bad and frightening experiences with paramilitary forces and air strikes. The second strongest memory was the declaration of independence on February 17th 2008. It was a historical moment and the accomplishment of what several generations have struggled for.

JL: When I travelled to Pristina back at the end of the nineties I witnessed the traces of the many refugees who were forced out of Kosovo. Those pictures have had a very big influence on my perception. Also the 17th of February, when independence was declared. I was there in the parliament in Pristina. I had very mixed feelings, the controversial combination of celebration but also the awareness that now they were fully responsible for the future of Kosovo.

FP: When I first visited Kosovo before the outbreak of war at the end of the 1990s I was struck by he degree of ethnic segregation in Kosovo. I was always aware of the difficult relationships between ethnicities. But I can conclude out of recent travels, that this distance is still present and even growing. I could not avoid the feeling of joy for the independence, but also concern because the interethnic relations were not put on the discussion table.

CM: There are various ways of looking at the Kosovo situation. I have some travel experiences on the border of Macedonia, where thousands of IDPs were stranded during the NATO–bombings. Also I have the memory of  a raped Serbian elderly woman. In this conflict there were only victims ( from both the ethnicities).

CM: Is the Ahtisaari Plan the formula for a peaceful and multiethnic Kosovo?

BT: There are two major issues. Firstly there is Kosovars’ commitment to implement the conditions of the Ahtisaari plan. Kosovo parliament have discussed with all political parties including Serbs. Some Albanians argue that the Ahtisaari plan gives way too many rights to the Serb minority. The Ahtisaari plan cannot easily be translated into concrete political action. Secondly, there is a lack of cooperation of Kosovo Serbs, mainly  because the pressure placed on them  by the Serbian government in Belgrade. The general commitment of the majority is there, fortunately.  The implementation of the Ahtisaari plan cannot happen over night. Time is needed to complete the several stages of state building. The past status–quo was not sustainable anymore. That is why Kosovo declared independence in cooperation with the international community. Even some of the speeches were translated and spoken in Serbian, as a sign of good will. Nevertheless, the rule of law is not yet up to the standards of the Ahtisaari plan. Now we are at a different stage however. Now independence is granted we can work towards issues like the rule of law.  

FP: I am more concerned re. the neighbourly relations in the region. Fractal was among the first organizations on whose website the Ahtisaari plan could be downloaded. People need to be more informed and involved re. the plans. The problem in Kosovo is not the lack of political policy, but the very implementation of it. I consider Kosovo to be a very young democracy, but there is definitely hope that the democratic situation in both Kosovo and Serbia will  improve.

CM: Is there indeed hope if you listen to these two statements?  The UN is still there, EULEX is pulling in. The UN is not popular anymore in Kosovo, when are Kosovo Albanians going to be fed up with the EU?

JL: About the Ahtisaari Plan. I cannot envisage another plan that would protect rights of minorities in such a way. Under the plan the UN would move out but the UN cannot move out, because the UN does not agree. What will happen after the 120 days, is the question. Will the UN hand over to Kosovars, because the EU will not be EUMIK. The transition of one international community mission to another is also an issue. And we need cooperation of Serbs in the long run. Are we going to force acceptance? And what is going to happen after the Serbian elections? It seems that Serbs are more afraid of fellow Serbs now than of Albanians, because of social pressure. There are a lot of problems on the way , in short.

I have only one disagreement with what Mr. Ahtisaari said. For me the SAA of Serbia with the EU should be signed. So I also disagree with the Dutch government on this issue. I think it is fair to treat Serbia just like the EU did with Croatia. Gotovina was also still at large at the time when the SAA with Croatia was signed. If the SAA is not signed things will go wrong in Belgrade and Pristina.

CM: Verhagen has asked the United Nations, the international community, to be more active in North Kosovo.

JL: I think that is a strange request to come from him, since he said last year that partition could be a solution for Kosovo.

CM: There are many problems in the rule of law area in Kosovo. Will bringing in international judges and prosecutors contribute to raising capacities locally?

SJ: The idea of bringing in internationals before under UNMIK was precisely to raise local capacities. However international  workers were afraid to work locally. And when interviewed international judges said they did not work with local people, or did not speak Albanian (or did not have proper translation), so the system thus far was not set up to work properly. There are massive amounts of trials to take up, but the legal process had shifted into nothingness. At this moment there are 12 international judges and almost the same amount of  international prosecutors at work in Kosovo. There have been less than 40 convictions in war crime cases (against both Serbs and Albanians). There is a legacy of 3000 cases of disappearances and murders not dealt with yet. For Amnesty International that is the most important thing that the EU should deal with now.

Questions from the audience

Q.: What are the most important differences between the Vojvodina and Kosovo?

J.L.: The most important distinction is: there is no UN mandate, there has been no intervention. There is trust that Serbs and Hungarians can solve issues together.

FP: There are more differences than common points. What is the same? The 1974 constitution gave the same status to Vojvodina as to Kosovo, that of an Autonomous Province within Yugoslavia. The first big difference is: census. There is a Serbs majority in the Vojvodina. Also the history of co-existence in the Vojvodina is different. In addition the Vojvodina was one of the most developed parts in Former Yugoslavia. Kosovo the least developed.

Q.: I have the feeling that the Kosovo question was a question of de-colonisation. Kosovo was first liberated from the Turks in 1912, then added to Serbia. I was a member of NATO in 1999. There was much deliberation about the air strikes. It is not easy to go and bomb a country. We could not have another genocide in Balkans. If Bosnia had not happened, Kosovo /Serbia bombing would not have happened. The majority of Serbs should think like Mr. Pavlovic. For matter of debate a member of Kostunica’s party in the panel would have been more interesting. Facing the past is important. No Serbian politician has faced the past regarding Kosovo. 

FP: Regarding de-colonisation, the following. I believe migration in Balkans has been a natural phenomenon. I do not think about planned migration of Albanians from the outside. But migration did take place since 1912. There was not the same ratio of inhabitants at that time. The future of Kosovo was already determined before 1999. Here I disagree with Mr. Ahtisaari. But agree with you that Bosnia influenced developments regarding Kosovo. 

My family are Serbs from Croatia. They do not live in Croatia anymore. If we want Serbia to understand and face the past, we have to address the region, wider the context and also walk in the shoes of the population in Serbia that fell victim to different experiences of war and repression (e.g. who were drafted by force, faced a repressive regime in Serbia, became refugees of war).

SJ: We not only look at Kosovo, also at Serbia and Croatia. We have criticism on both Croatia’s dealing with war crime cases and Serbia’s dealing with war crime cases. Dealing with the past is difficult, a long process. I hope we, NGOs, can aid that process, just like the Humanitarian Law Centre in Serbia is doing interviewing ordinary people about their war time experiences in Kosovo.

Q.: I have a question for Mr Lagendijk and Mr Pavlovic. To what extent do you think the EU still has leverage to influence the Serbian state to follow a pro-Western course?

JL: I hope pro-European, democratic forces will win on May 11. They tell us, show us that we are welcome in Europe in long run. Therefore I made my remark regarding the Dutch government’s position on the SAA. So my opinion is: first sign the SAA, then later, during the negotiation process demand Mladic. This is possibility to show Serbs that they are welcome in the EU. 

FP: There was a short honeymoon between the EU and Serbia after the fall of Milosevic. But also Kostunica was a baby of this period. In that period the EU was soft. It is clear that the EU was going to take more responsibility. It is not possible to be good cop on both sides anymore. I do not think the EU is losing its influence and soft power in Serbia. By becoming a tough actor and stakeholder they are gaining influence in Serbia. All parties in the spectrum are pro-European, they just disagree on the approach towards the EU, with or without Kosovo. This is also what Kostunica said.

Q.: I would like to hear more about the mood in Serbia. In the upcoming elections, how likely is it that the democrats may win and change their policy regarding Kosovo? And for Serbian people, how big is this Kosovo issue in their everyday lives? How do they feel? What is the importance of the Kosovo issue for them?.

FP: It is good that the government fell. It showed the importance of the EU. That was the issue over which the government tumbled. The feeling is that these elections are important. However the same feeling people had with the presidential elections in January. At the same time, I am concerned: because of so many elections and so little change people are losing interest in elections. I hope this election will keep the momentum so that there will be a high turn-out. In presidential elections the democratic candidate won. That is hopeful.

The symbolic importance of Kosovo in everyday Serb lives will not just vanish. But it is important to have political leadership that will take a stance and shift its position. I believe Southern Serbia, where the Albanian minority lives, could be a bridge between Serbia and Kosovo. It would not be wise for the EU to directly say: you have to choose between good economic life or cultural heritage.

BT: I have one more comment regarding day-to-day life. There is cooperation between Serbs and Albanians. There is Serbian milk in the supermarket. Serbs and Albanians do business together. There is exchange in the field of trade. Albanians are traveling to Austria via Serbia. I see possibilities. The EU however should not allow Russia to determine its foreign policy. And there is potential there. 

Historically we in the region have a strong identity, about our history, our struggle/sacrifices. Moving to this flexible identity, towards the EU is a solution. This should be managed very carefully with many incentives. An incremental approach is necessary. It has a future, there is a light on the end of the tunnel.

Concluding words by Mr. Ahtisaari

I do not have much to add, because it seems we agree on most issues.

In connection to what has been said before, by Mr. Pavlovic, I must confess that when Kostunica became president of Serbia [Federal Republic of Yugoslovia, red.] I was chairman of the East-West institute. At that time we invited Kostunica at our fundraiser dinner in New York and made him statesman of the year. In hindsight this was a mistake.

Now the UN road and 1244. If 1244 is required it may mean that there is a minor role of UN in the future. The UN would remain in Kosovo, but that will happen in an organized manner.

We can compile a list of a thousand things that can go wrong, but we should focus on what should be done. We can’t neglect the past. We need to support the reconciliation processes in the Western Balkans.

We need to be careful telling how corrupt the Western Balkans are. To illustrate, a Turkish friend of mine no longer does any business in Central Asia, since businesses from the EU can bribe everyone out of business. So let’s no be so holy about our judgments regarding the Balkans. Let’s see how we together can solve the problems we are faced with.

I went to the opera in Finland recently. It was an opera written by a Finnish opera writer who lives in Paris. It tells the story about war in Western Balkan.  It is about young woman who was raped by someone from her own ethnicity. A son was born. To cover up the shame of what happened she told the boy as he grew up that his father was a war hero who died. When this boy becomes a young man, he learns what his father did. He wants to kill his father. Bt the father returned from war, blind and old. When the son confronts his father, he cannot kill him anymore. He apologises to his mother, but his mother hugs her son and says: “My son, now you have become a man.”

This story teaches there is a possibility that we will behave like human beings. That we will work together on a common future within the EU, both Serbia and Kosovo. 
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