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Executive Summary

In 2016, Kosovo is still facing serious challenges to truly live up to the ideal of being a harmonious
multi-ethnic society. Despite the work of local and international organisations, significant
psychological and physical cleavages remain present between Kosovo Albanian and Kosovo Serb

communities.

In this sense, the present paper outlines the current state of affairs regarding relations between the
Albanian majority and Serb minority groups from the point of view of civil society organisations
(CSOs) working on inter-community dialogue. In order to do so, data was gathered and analysed
through an extensive qualitative research process (i.e. desk research, critical media content and

political/public debates analysis, interviews with key informants).

The paper stresses the still present gap between legal norms and everyday practices in minority
protection mechanisms, which represents a great constraint for achieving serene inter-ethnic
climate. This deficiency is both stemming from and reinforced by outstanding issues such as the
ongoing dispute between Belgrade and Pristina. Brussels dialogue represents one of the many
sources of polemics readily available to the confrontational ethno-political rhetoric of Serb and
Albanian elites in Kosovo and Serbia. This adds to compartmented education systems, insufficient
business interaction, lack of knowledge of the other community’s language, biased dealing with the
pass and justice processes, a problematic process of return of displaced persons, and continued
security concerns. Such conditions are coupled with widespread and entrenched mutual
stereotypes that are reproduced by confrontational collective identities present in political, public,
and media discourses. While certain progress has been made, there is still a lot of work to do to

address these issues, meaning that CSOs are faced with substantial obstacles in their activities.

Due to the presence of internal flaws (such as donor-driven project activity, short-term views, rent-
seeking attitudes, etc.) grassroots CSOs’ actions need to be further improved, too. However, best
practices exist and are presented throughout the paper. Those methods include of pluralism,
inclusion, and coordination among stakeholders, longer-term approach and repeatability,
sidestepping of communication barriers, promotion of non-exclusionary identities, as well as skill-
oriented, interest-based, employability-friendly activities and trainings. Such practices are the ones
that can ensure CSOs the means to achieve the change they aim to, and must be implemented with
the support of all stakeholders (donors, local and central institutions, CSOs themselves, etc.).
Ultimately, considering the still numerous obstacles towards meaningful inter-community relations
posed by elites and other top-down factors, help in improving CSOs’ performances and capacities

keeps representing the most promising path for reconciliation in Kosovo.



Introduction

Seventeen years after 1999's NATO intervention and anall-encompassing state-building process
culminated with 2008’s unilateral declaration of independence, Kosovo still faces numerous
challenges to live up to the ideal of being a “multi-ethnic society”. Despite the work of local and
international organisations, psychological and physical cleavages remain significant between the

Kosovo Albanian (K-Albanian) and Kosovo Serb (K-Serb) communities.

Many words have been spent on chances for reconciliation, or at least meaningful inter-ethnic
relations, often stressing the controversial value-laden perception that the concept assumed in
time. It can be generally agreed, however, that satisfactory inter-community relations cannot be
reached without a drive for some degree of social cohesion.To ensure this is achieved, a complex
and multi-layered process covering a broad spectrum of activities and behaviours must be
supported by both top-down and grassroots institutions. In particular, respectful and even fruitful
relations between Kosovo's communities appear realistically sustainable in the medium term only if
citizens are given chances to develop stable interest-based relations. The role of civil society

organisations (CSOs) in this endeavour is of continued, crucial importance.

While the nature of issues affecting all minorities in Kosovo would require a paper dealing with a
broadly different set of exclusion mechanisms and dynamics, we will focushere on the issues
relatedto the Albanian majority and the Serb minority groups.With recurrent polemics hindering the
possibilities for boosting contacts, relations between these two communities could be deemed as
far from being marked by deep trust, even though somewhat stabilised. Indeed, such
oftenconflictual character has relevant consequences at socio-political and economic level. Aware
that an improvement in the inter-community climate could have far-reaching and immediate
positive repercussions in Kosovo and at regional level, in this paper we will endeavour in exploring
the main issues affecting such relation, and will use our findings to elaborate on where further work
of grassroots CSOs could be oriented to. Our analysis will thus identify main gaps and propose a

series of recommendations to local and international stakeholders.

Concisely, the argument of this paper is that political and institutional factors keep hindering CSOs
activities, and that these have a hard time succeeding in their efforts for improved inter-ethnic
relations. CSOs have their flaws too, but best practices are there and, considering the
currentpolitical circumstances, efficient and genuine grassroots actions remain the best chance to
improve the situation at local level. Those best practices should encompass pluralism, inclusion, and

coordination among stakeholders, longer-term approach and repeatability, sidestepping of



communication barriers, promotion of non-exclusionary identities, as well as skill-oriented, interest-

based, employability-friendly activities and trainings.

To reach such findings, this paper was developed with a “shared discourse” methodology, meaning
that it capitalised on the contribution of both NGO AKTIV and D4D staff involved in the
implementation of the project “Mitigating Conflict Through Community Leadership Connections”,
supported by the National Democratic Institute for International Affairs (NDI). Data was gathered
via extensive desk research, informal discussion with peers and a general participatory observant
attitude, critical analysis of relevant media and political statements, as well as participation to a
series of conferences and events. Moreover, seven semi-structured interviews with key informants
from both K-Albanian and K-Serb communities gave extremely precious inputs to the overall

analysis.

Background

The consequences of a decade of conflict left an extremely tense situation among members of
Kosovo's ethnic groups on the ground, representing a crucial challenge for the international
administrationthat took over after 1999’s NATO intervention. Ensuring stability as basis for
functional and sustainable development meant that a great deal of attention was devoted to easing
inter-ethnic tensions. However, the failure in securing a compromised solution on Kosovo’s status
proved to be a huge obstacle in this sense, as the violent riots against Serb properties in March
2004 displayed.1 The episode highlighted K-Albanian’s growing frustration with the status-quo,
evidenced the fragile peace achieved after 1999, and suggested that reconciliation was still a long

way off.

The unilateral declaration of independence on 17 February 2008 marked a breakthrough, yet,
withonly partial international recognition, Kosovo had a long way to become a fully functional
polity. Indeed, international administration’s ambitious plans did not really find practical
transposition on the ground, so that prolonged spatial and psychological ethnic separation went
broadly unaddressed, posing great obstacles for meaningful inter-community contacts and

cohabitation.

One of these is the fact that, contrary to K-Albanians (some 86% of the total population),2 Kosovo's

Serb community(the largest minority, constituting some 7.8% of the total population)3 generally

! Ker-Lindsay, J. “Kosovo: the path to contested statehood in the Balkans”. IB Tauris, 2009: 20-21.
2ECMI Kosovo.“Communities in Kosovo: A guidebook for professionals working with communities in Kosovo”, Pristina/Mitrovica,
December 2013: 14.



didnotrecognise the authority of Pristina.Here it is important to point out the different attitudes
between K-Serbs living north of the river Ibar4 and the ones located across a number of enclaves in
southern Kosovo.5Due to their geographical isolation, Serbs in the southern settlements have
increasingly accepted tocompromise and gradually integrate in Pristina’s institutional framework.6lt
follows that in those areas there is higher potential for meaningful inter-community interactions,
with noteworthy progressmade since 2004.70n the other hand, northern Kosovo’s compact Serb
community maintained a stronger negotiating position thanks to its contiguity with Serbia.8 This
allowed for resistingintegration for a longer period and forBelgrade's continued exertion
ofconsiderable influence over both politics and economics in the area. Keeping such differentiation
in mind, we will now move on addressing the main components of the current Serb-Albanian inter-

community relations in Kosovo.
Kosovo's Minority Protection: A box-ticking process?

Protection of minority groups is essential in promoting dialogue and restraining the risks of such
minorities fearing for losing connection to their heritage, as well as aiming to avoid fears of
assimilation. In Kosovo's legislative framework, therefore, indisputably generous rights areawarded
to such groups and span over a variety of far-reaching topics, including the commitment to
promotion of minority languages, cultures, and heritage. At political level, reserved quotas in
parliament are the most evident feature of a whole set of collective instruments to enable
meaningful participation of the various communities. The Serb group, in particular, can have greater
control over own community’s affairs, stretching, but not limited, toboth healthcare and education.
However, even though these rights point to internationally recognised best practices, many
elements of the plan have yet to be fully implemented and accompanied bygenuine political efforts.

As the last OSCE’s Community Rights Assessment Report clearly states,

“Many challenges remain and require committed action from Kosovo institutions, and it should be

underlined that many of the recommendations presented below echo those of the last Community

®Ibid.: 17-18.

“Within the four Serb-majority municipalities of Mitrovica North/Mitrovicé, Leposavié/Leposaviq, Zvec¢an/Zvegan, and
ZubinPotok/ZubinPotok.

°Gracanica/Gracanicé, Strpce/Shtérpcé, Novo Brdo/Novobérdé, Ranilug/Ranillug, Partes/Partesh, Klokot/Kllokot and other minor
settlements.

SInterview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 29 November 2016).

’Burema, L. "Reconciliation in Kosovo: A Few Steps Taken, a Long Road Ahead." JEMIE 11 (2012): 12-13; Interview with analyst and civil
society activist (Pristina, 17 November 2016).

8Interview with international organisation’s representative (North Mitrovica, 4 November 2016).



Rights Assessment Report, published three years ago. Efforts to promote dialogue, reconciliation,

tolerance and diversity remain weak, ad hoc and mostly donor-driven”.’?

Arguably, this might be more harmful than a less encompassing, but fully executed plan, as it
betrays those it made promises to and hence createsfurther lack of trust. Proclaims made bybodies
seen to not follow through can ring hollow, hindering progress inrelations between communities,
and between minorities and institutions.In assessing political discourse in Kosovo, such criticism
finds confirmation: it is evident that there is limited commitment to work for meaningful inter-

community relations, among K-Serbs and K-Albanians alike.

Analysing this gap between norms and practice, the general top-down approach of the international
administration up to 2008 suggeststhat commitmentto such extensive minority protection
framework did not necessarily reflect the views of Kosovo's citizens themselves.This
generatesimplementation delays as those on the ground might wish to slow progress where
possible so as not to afford greater rights to mistrusted communities.'®Secondly, Kosovo,
byincorporating the vast majority of the Ahtisaari plan under substantial pressure from the
international community, seems to have acted merely as part of a ‘box-ticking’ process, to fast-track
routes to rewards and avoid a drop in much-needed support.''Thirdly, it is questionable whether
such advanced provisions are so quickly applicable in a context in which socio-economic
development remains limited. Finally, the rights awarded have been largelyrejected by K-Serbs,

especially in the north, one of the key recipients of such measures.'?

This last issue is directly linked with relations between Pristina and Belgrade, which have been
helplessly poisoning Kosovo’s political atmosphere. Among several attempts to address the
problem, the “European Union Facilitated Dialogue for the Normalisation of Relations between
Belgrade and Pristina”, set up in 2011,was the most relevant and successful one.®® Applying its
“carrot and stick” approach, the EU managed to fostermeaningful negotiationsbetween the
parties.The  so-called“Brussels  Agreement”, signed in  April 2013,represented a
breakthrough,opening new spaces for the institutional integration of northern Kosovo and for the

normalisation of relations between Belgrade and Pristina.

? OSCE Mission in Kosovo, “Community Rights Assessment Report - Fourth Edition”, November 2015: 35.

%50-called “infrapolitics of resistance”. Richmond, O. P. "A Pedagogy of Peacebuilding: Infrapolitics, Resistance, and Liberation."
International Political Sociology 6.2 (2012): 115-131.

"Beha, A. "Minority Rights: An Opportunity for Adjustment of Ethnic Relations in Kosovo." JEMIE 13 (2014): 85; Interview with civil
society activist (Pristina, 22 November 2016).

12Ma|azogu, L.; Grigorev, A. “From Creative Ambiguity to a Constructive Process How to Approach Northern Kosovo” Pristina,
September 2012: 4; Interview with civil society expert on Belgrade - Pristina dialogue, (Pristina, 18 November 2016).

'3 EEAS, “Dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina”, 15 June 2016. Available at:https://eeas.europa.eu/topics/eu-facilitated-dialogue-
normalisation-relations-between-belgrade-and-pristina/349/dialogue-between-belgrade-and-pristina_en
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Outstanding Issues

With the unfolding Brussels dialogue, the integration of the area north of the Ibar into Kosovo'’s
system is visibly progressing. However, severalcritical questions have yet to be resolved in order to
abandon northern Kosovo’s institutional limbo and Belgrade-Pristina’s contention.'*Even though
the process did certainly “introduce dynamics of cooperation in the long term”, political elites’
approach to it has deleterious consequences for inter-community relations*>:negotiationsare
presented as a zero-sum game and overwhelmingly framed as anethnic-based strife.Crucial isthe
non-transparent way in which reached agreements arebrought to the public and then
implemented,*®thus leavingplenty room for contradictory statements and half-truths. Such
discrepancy between the situation on the ground and what reported by the negotiating parties
deepens already widespread feelings of mistrust between the two ethnic groups and between

citizens and their representatives.’’

Two other factors are especially relevant when it comes to inter-community divides, i.e. education
and economic texture. The compartmented education systems,with very limited to no interaction
between the Serbian and Kosovo ones, do not offer education in other community’s language,
causing lack of means for inter-ethnic communication among youth.This deficiency has also the
potential to further entrenchexisting differences in the two communities’ economic textures. In
fact,if K-Serbs tend to rely on Belgrade’s public sector and present a particularly under-developed
private business environment, K-Albanians’ income generally derives from private activity, and from
consistent remittances.'®Such situation substantially hinders chances for increased job-related

contacts between members of the two communities.

Further, recent events in Suhareka/SuvaReka provide an example of other issues regularly
triggering inter-ethnic polemics: returnees and internally displaced persons (IDPs).? The visit and
then potential return of Serbs to the village of Mushtisht/Mustiste was first physically blocked
bythe local K-Albanian population and then officially discouraged by the municipal
assembly.Returns were said not to be acceptable, because justice for the crimes committed against
local K-Albanians was not made, and no apologies camefrom the Serbian state and K-Serb

community.’°Serb representatives responded arguing for the non-respect of constitutionally

“Interview with civil society expert on Belgrade - Pristina dialogue, (Pristina, 18 November 2016).

BInterview with international organisation’s representative (North Mitrovica, 4 November 2016).

Interview with civil society expert on Belgrade - Pristina dialogue, (Pristina, 18 November 2016).

7 Ibid.

®Malazogu, L.; Popovi¢, V.; and Emini, S.; “Boosting Prospects for Young Kosovo Serbs”. PER-K & D4D.Pristina, 2012.
¥Derks-Normandin, M. “Linking Peace, Security and Durable Solutions in a Multi-ethnic Society: The Case of Kosovo”. Brookings, 2014.
Pysufi, P.; Hasanaj, Q. “Kosovo Council Tells Serbs Not to Come Back”. Balkan Transitional Justice, BIRN, Pristina 01 November 2016.
Available at:http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/kosovo-council-tells-serbs-not-to-come-back-11-01-2016; Hasanaj, Q. “Kosovo
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guaranteed rights to return, while neglectingthe call for recognition stemming fromthe counterpart.
Such episodeexhibits theconsequences of the lack of commitment to addresssensitive inter-ethnic
relations issues, such as “dealing with the past” processes and determining individual, rather than
collective responsibilities for previous conducts. As this case highlights, this deficiencyspills overto

hinderthe practical transposition of legally guaranteed minority rightsonto the ground.

Unfortunately, while judiciary initiatives (i.e. transitional justice)arewidely recognised as a powerful
instrument to address post-conflict grievances, in Kosovo’s context, courtproceedingsappear to be
helplessly interpreted as means to further advance win-lose ethno-political narratives.?* In this
sense, the new Hague-based court investigating on crimes committed by KLA members during and
after the warrisks providing further material for such practices, rather than enhancing meaningful
public discourse.?? Some conciliatory statements and deeds of Kosovo’s President, HashimThaci,do
notseem to reflect a crediblesystematic effort, appearing more as another chapterof the box-ticking

processin compliance with international community’s desires.??

Another matter with direct influence on inter-ethnic relations in Kosovois security. Beyond the
fundamental issue of freedom of movement, an especially sensitive topic and one of the main issues
the Brussels dialogue is trying to tackle, Kosovo’s substantial organised crime andpetty crime
rateshave a role in jeopardising security perceptions.?* Ifcases of assaults and robberies provide
with constant material for recrimination for both Serbs and Albanians, the issue is felt particularlyby
members of the Serb community, whotend to see their identity and material lives in Kosovo under
threat.®> Specifically, (Potentially) Ethnically Motivated Incidents ((P)EMI) and the way they are
reported are relevant in forming the community’ssecurityperceptions. While it is often difficult to

1,26 it appears that suchcases are

unambiguously define what representsand what is not a (P)EM
consistently under-reported by Kosovo Police (KP), as evidenced by the huge discrepancies

between data from OSCE (July 2014-June 2015, 479 cases)?’ and from KP (in 2015, 14 cases).?®

Prosecution Admits Not Investigating Village Killings”. Balkan Transitional Justice, BIRN, Pristina 27 September 2016. Available
at:http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/kosovo-prosecution-admits-not-investigating-village-killings-09-27-2016.

nterview with civil society activist (Pristina, 22 November 2016).

22Risti¢, M. Schwendiman: New Kosovo War Court ‘Not Anti-Albanian’. Balkan Transitional Justice, BIRN, Belgrade 15 November 2016.
Available at: http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/schwendiman-new-kosovo-war-court-not-anti-albanian--11-14-2016

BRisti¢, M.; Osmani, T. “Kosovo’s Thaci Seeks New ‘Peacemaker’ Image”. Balkan Transitional Justice, BIRN, Pristina, 24 August 2016.
Available at: http://www.balkaninsight.com /en/article/kosovo-s-thaci-seeks-new-peacemaker-image-08-24-2016;Kossev. “Taci se
sastaosaporodicamanestalihSrba: Pitanjenestalih da budeglavnatema i u Briselu”. North Mitrovica, 3 November 2016. Available at:
http://kossev.info/strana/arhiva/taci __porodice_nestalih/10235

#European Commission, Kosovo* 2016 Report, 9 November 2016; Interview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 29 November
2016).

BHuman Centre Mitrovica. “Views of Kosovo Serbs Regarding Security Situation After Reaching Brussels Agreement”. Mitrovica, May
2016.

%Nilsson, H.; Olinger, R. “Potentially ethnically motivated incidents: challenges in defining and reporting.” ECMI Kosovo, August 2015.
% OSCE Mission in Kosovo, Community Rights Assessment Report - Fourth Edition, November 2015.

% Information obtained from Kosovo Police upon NGOAKtiv’s request.
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As security is also a matter of perceptionand,having considered its relevance for inter-community
relations, showing effective commitment could be extremely beneficial to improve the situation on
the ground.This does not just mean more effective police and judicial action, but also issuing
messages stressing that certain acts are not tolerated by Kosovo's institutions.This would increase
trust in KP and other relevant institutions, and find individual perpetrators, undermining collective
recriminations.Increased feelings of security would be particularly beneficial to freedom of

movement, which remains key to allow for increased inter-community interaction.*

In conclusion, institutional integration of Serb-inhabited areas has certainly progressed, yet, due to
the aforementioned political dynamics, a final settlement of the open questions is fundamental to
ensure further positive developments between Kosovo's communities. Interest-based cooperation
at grassroots level can flourish and be sustainable only if institutional steps forward are not
neutralised by contrary steps made with ethnic-based political contention. For the moment being,
spatial, economic, and identity divides allow ever-present polemics between Belgrade and Pristina
to maintain resonance on the everyday lives of average citizens, especially when it comes to
incentives for contacts with members of the other communities. In the following section, we will

explore what are the basic features allowing for this deleterious link.

Entrenched Stereotypes and Confrontational Collective Identities

Widespread confrontational collective identity constructs work for the reiteration of stereotypes
about K-Albanian and Serb incompatibility, anddetermine the strong resonance of political events
on everyday lives. Both national Albanian and Serb narratives regarding Kosovo refer to founding
myths that stress one group’s ancestral primacy on the other,* so that localhistory is presented as
one of necessarily mutually exclusive claims on the same territory.*?Prejudices about incompatibility
are also reproduced by educational curricula on both sides, which, instead of fostering
understanding and acceptance of other cultures, propose versions of one’s ethnic belonging under a
primordialisticlense and frame such belonging in necessary contraposition with a less-

valuable/evil“other”.*®

ZInterview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 24 November 2016).

% Hamilton, A. “Freedom of Movement, Revisited: the struggle to instate rule of law and trigger effective governance in the North of
Kosovo”. Policy Report 01/2013. Pristina, January 2013; Ostoji¢, S.; Andri¢, M. “Percepcija i realnost: slobodakretanjanaKosovu.” NGO
Aktiv, North Mitrovica, March 2016; Interview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 29 November 2016).

*Daskalovski, Z. "Claims to Kosovo: Nationalism and Self Determination." In Bieber, F.; Daskalovski, Z. “Understanding the War in
Kosovo”.Routledge, 2003: 13-30.

#2Nakarada, R. “GlavneKontroverze u istorijskimnaracijamasrba i kosovskihalbanaca.”In Tepsi¢, G.; Nakarada, R.; Vasovi¢, M.
“Etnickistereotipi i nacionalnimitovikaopreprekepomirenju u srpsko-albanskimodnosima.”Univerzitet u Beogradu, Fakultetpolitickihnauka
(2015): 21-46; Guzina, D. "Kosovo or Kosova Could It Be Both? The Case of Interlocking Serbian and Albanian Nationalisms."In Bieber, F.;
Daskalovski, Z. “Understanding the War in Kosovo”.Routledge, 2003: 37-38.

%Strapacova, M. "The reconciliation process in Kosovo: under the shadow of ethnic primordialist manipulation.” Journal of Balkan and
Near Eastern Studies 18.1 (2016): 56-76; Interview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 24 November 2016).
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The aftermath of a conflict perceived as deriving from unresolvable ethnic incompatibility, rather
than from political exclusion and discrimination, provides material for continuedmutual grievances.
If for the Serb community integration processes amount to be forced into a non-legitimate system,
K-Albanian public tends to see concessions as jeopardising statesovereignty. With such
configuration and amidst widespread political mismanagement, it is rewarding for elites to articulate
their discourse around ethno-political contention and appeal to their electorates through
inflammatory rhetoricsthat over-emphasise ethnic belonging as political category, rather than
dwelling on policies and their complex nature.** Continuous reference to ethnicity is coupled by the
stigmatisation of contrasting, non-nationalist opinions, so that differing views are labelled as

working against the polity and the people’s common good.

Beyond politics, such practice spills over to mainstream public discourse. With still limited contacts
between members of the two communities, media have a major power in shaping the image of the
other group. Regrettably, however, most media outlets propagate black and white, sensationalist
versions of otherwise nuanced events.>* As in many other contexts, the financial sustainability of
research-based journalism is limited, with insufficient incentives for professionalism and
multifaceted, fact-based accounts.*®If public funding seems to entail editorial independence
constraints, advertisements revenues, too, are not exempt from political influences.®” Indeed, with
limited audience andan underdeveloped business sector, Serbian language mediaface serious
troubles ensuring private advertisement and have to rely on international donors, thus
allocatingprecious time for fund-raising efforts.Finally, news’ sources from media in the other
community’s language, when used, tend to be cherry-picked to support confrontational tones,
rather than to provide material for constructive debate. Briefly, media reproduce already
entrenched prejudices and stereotypes about the “other”, making significant improvements in this

field necessary.

Demonization comes together with a feeling of impunity for the other community’s deeds, be it
during the conflict and or its aftermath. In K-Albanian and K-Serb discourses alike, rhetorics of (self-
)victimisation are dominant, automatically downplaying the misdeeds of fellow individuals within
one group. Withinthe Serbcommunity,the recent past is mostly referred to only regarding crimes
against Serbs, simply ignoring the many committed by Serbian forces. On the other hand, K-
Albanian national discourse deems KLA fighters as the ultimate, untouchable heroes, a priori non-

culpable and dischargedof any misconduct by the goal of liberating the oppressed nation.

*Interview with civil society activist (Pristina, 22 November 2016).

%0SCE Mission in Kosovo.“Community Rights Assessment Report - Fourth Edition”. November 2015: 33-35; Interview with
international organisation’s representative (North Mitrovica, 4 November 2016); Interview with analyst and civil society activist (Pristina,
17 November 2016).

%Ramet, S. P. "Media and Politics in Southeastern Europe."Southeastern Europe 39.1 (2015): 1-11.

3European Commission, Kosovo* 2016 Report, 9 November 2016: 24-25.
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The result of such situation is that critical accounts are widely stigmatised.So-called “intra-
community pressures” make positions diverging with the dominating ethno-centric narrative against
the evil “other” to be difficult to express, becoming even dangerous.**For instance, public attempts
to point at responsibilities for past crimes against members of the other community are deemed as
traitorous, and individuals or organisations who bring forward such issues are often object of

threats and intimidation.*’

This widespread phenomenon has been and to some extent remains more relevant among Serbs,
especially in northern Kosovo actively supported by extremistgroups internal to the community.
Cases in whichinter-ethnic contactsare avoideddue to the fear provoked by tensions raised after
incidents between members of the two groups are still recurrent.*°Lately, however, thingsstarted
toimprove, with somewhat increased freedom of movement and theinstitutional integration
process.The situation appears more encouraging in communities living south of the Ibar, were
interaction with members of the other community appear to represent less of a “deviant”
behaviour.”* Nevertheless, it has to be noted that youth remains particularly affected by

stereotypes fuelling intra community pressures.*?

In conclusion, we have seen as still spatially separated communities and outstanding post-conflict
settlements between Belgrade and Pristina, are accompanied by rooted confrontational collective
identity constructs, chauvinist rhetorics, lack of will and means forinter-cultural communication,
weak media sector and biased historyschool curricula. Fostering negative images of the “ethnic
other”, such factorsdo a great dealto cement prejudices and convey continuous messages of mutual
mistrust, especially to youngsters. What is particularly worrying is that the sources of such
cleavages do not appear to have been addressed, especially from the top-down perspective: Serb
and Kosovar/Albanian identities keep being framed as necessarily contrasting, and continued
overwhelming ethnic focus raises concerns about chances for building a sense of trust among the
two communities in the longer-term. While new violent outbreaks are to be excluded, what has
been achieved in Kosovo is, in practice, less more than non-violent,

separatedcohabitation.Collective mistrust, prejudices, and stereotypes are still well dominating.

BInterview with international organisation’s representative (North Mitrovica, 4 November 2016).

%*Morina, D. “Kosovo Urged to Protect Journalist after Death Threats.” Balkan Transitional Justice, BIRN. Pristina, 27 October 2016.
Available at: http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/threats-to-kosovo-journalist-condemned-10-27-2016

O|nterview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 29 November 2016).

“Unterview with civil society expert on Belgrade - Pristina dialogue (Pristina, 18 November 2016).

“|nterview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 14 November 2016); Interview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 29
November 2016).
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What does this all mean for local CSOs?

Working from the other end to state institutions, NGOs should attempt to encourage social
acceptance, mitigating stereotypes and prejudices, as well as promoting a sense of community
beyond ethnic belongings. However, such activities can be easily jeopardised, makingNGOs in
Kosovo significantly constrained by unresolved political issues, gaps between legal norms and
everyday practices, as well as by widespread mistrust towards their work. Such context does
notallow for a smooth operational environment and the freedom to safely deal with sensitive issues
on the ground, in the attempt to defy intra-community pressures. For these and other reasons,what
has been achieved so far at grassroots level is only partially satisfying, with some traits certainly
worth commending butmuch more efforts required.In accounting for project activity in Kosovo,
moreover, many initiatives have proved not to succeed in delivering intended results and,while

theoretically praiseworthy, even risked being counterproductive.

One recent case in Mitrovica could be a telling example of such phenomena. Word is about an
initiative aimingto promotethe banks of the river Ibar as a common public space, rather than just a
natural divide. Such creditable endeavour, however, did not fully take into account that the river is
still seenas a sort of safety buffer zone by most members of the Serb community. Neglecting this
perception, no matter how biased, does simply mean making a step further than what the reality on
the ground would suggest, and it comes with no surprise that the Serb side did not take part in the
initiative. The practical context in which theprojectis implemented gives to it a different character,
and this might turn out to be a problematic one. In the reported occasion, the grassroots concerns
of a part ofthe target group were somehow bypassed, with the risk to deepen divisions, rather than

help overcoming them.

This case exemplifies the fact that donor-driven project activitiesare not necessarily producing
results in line with donors’ best intentions and values. Tailoringcase-specific approaches,sometimes,
means that values contrasting with liberal democratic expectations have to be taken into account.
Most importantly, the refusal to engage in inter-ethnic dialogue has to be seriously considered and

accordingly addressed.

Indeed,neglecting such kind of local views can also produce biasedevaluations of project results.
These are oftenexpected and measured too soon and with overwhelming attention on numerical
output, as continued financial support tends to be conditional to concrete, immediately measurable
outcomes.Such flaw can take the form of reporting that dwells mostly onthe number of participants

for each ethnic group, overly optimistic estimations of indirect beneficiaries, etc.**This approach is

“nterview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 29 November 2016).
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then somewhat accepted by local NGOs,willingto conform and move on for further project
funding.**Uncritical compliance does not help improving the whole process, so that we urgeboth
donors and NGOs to strive formore qualitative assessment of the achieved results, especiallywhen

addressing inter-ethnic relations.

Ashort-term, output-driven approach, moreover, involves losing sight of the importance of strategic
planning.Projects that focus on a short time-frame remain limited in their reach, as contact between
members of the different communities is rarely maintained. Without serious strategic coordination
efforts, such initiatives have a hard time ensuring structural change.*”And there is more to this. Lack
of coordination causes frequent duplication of activities, with projects that follow the cycle of
“trendy” topics of a given moment.*® This seems to lead to negative competition among
international donors and a fierce struggle for funds between local NGOs,*’ depleting useful
resources and compromising the possibility to develop the concerted approaches necessary to

tackle complex societal issues.

Not to underestimate, then,isa certain lack of competences for dealing with delicate inter-ethnic
relations by local CSOs.*® With still relevant amounts of aid available, organisations might be
awarded funding without possessing the skills to put it at good use and stimulate positive local
processes. The problem is also related to the still limited level of specialisation of NGOs, which

often tend to seek support in unrelated fields for the sake of their financial survival.*’

This critique also intends to point at how asymmetrical power-relations between external and local
actors have been used by some among the latter to their own short-term, rent-seekingbenefit, thus
excluding other potential beneficiaries.® The last factor gives the impression to be particularly
negative, especially having in mind that the level of popular trust towards CSOs is already quite

low.>?

Some of these issues have somehow started to be addressed,but not on a sufficient scale, it
appears.>® Asmeaningful efforts for coordination are not there, room fur much improvement there
is, and could have a significant influence on the usefulness of undertaken projects.Ultimately, the

path towards mutual respect is “more complex than the threshold of donors’ satisfaction when

“Interview with analyst and civil society activist (Pristina, 17 November 2016); Interview with civil society activist (Pristina, 22 November
2016).

“Interview with analyst and civil society activist (Pristina, 17 November 2016).

“|nterview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 24 November 2016)

7 Ibid.

“®|nterview with international organisation’s representative (North Mitrovica, 4 November 2016); Interview with analyst and civil society
activist (Pristina, 17 November 2016).

“Interview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 29 November 2016).

nterview with analyst and civil society activist (Pristina, 17 November 2016); Interview with civil society activist (Pristina, 22 November
2016).

Y nterview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 24 November 2016).

*Interview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 14 November 2016).
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supporting the process, so that grassroots organisations should pro-actively seek forthis

complexity to be constantly incorporated in the scope of project action.

On a more positive note, examples of good-practices exist and can turn handy to highlight aspects
of NGO initiatives worth pursuing further for improved inter-community relations.One of these
isMitrovicaRock School, a project that serves young musicians in both K-Serb and K-Albanian
communities separately, having a branch on each side of Mitrovica.”* As such, it attempts boosting
inter-community relationships through emphasizing non-ethnic identity traits, with music-related
trainings and activities.>>Once a year, a summer camp in Macedonia is organised foryouth from the

two schools to meet, >°

in which participants must work together to achieve a common goal. This
should help defying prejudices, and foster future interaction, while parents and family members are
encouraged to get involved. The Rock School is valuable in bringing young people togetherin a
neutral territory with a purposenot related to ethnicity. In perspective, the programme could be
extended to other areas where a joint school would be more feasible, the camp could be prolonged

or repeated throughout the year, and the school in Mitrovica might merge in the medium-term.

Also targeted at young people is‘Sport4Youth'. Aforward-looking project, itaims at forming mixed-
ethnicity teams for taking part in various sports.”’With a focus on sport, respect and understanding,
Sport4Youth teaches to relativize confrontational notions about winning and losing, as well as
challenges participants if any negative behaviour occurs, whether ethnic-based or not.**The mixed
teams provide youngsters with a common goal, encouraging teamwork and downplaying the role of
ethnicity. Additionally, young volunteers go through a training on managing sportsmanifestations,
which they use to put on events and matches for younger children in home regions. The
programme not only fosters regular, recurrent interaction between young people from different
ethnicities, but also provides valuable skills that can make participants more employable.Moreover,
a positive relationship with authorities and parents has meant that a great deal of trust has been

built up.

These projects feature a cluster of best-practice methods to achieve change, which could be
applied in other, even smaller scale, projects. In fact, Mitrovica Rock School allows members of each
community to coexist and explore new identities without forcing change upon them, inclusively

encouraging to meet and work alongside those of other ethnic backgrounds. Sport4Youth brings

SInterview with international organisation’s representative (North Mitrovica, 4 November 2016).

‘See Mitrovica Rock School website at http://www.mitrovicarockschool.org/

Dobber, S. "Reconciliation Initiatives in Kosovo. A political Psychological Analysis". Master Thesis: University Of Amsterdam, 2013: 58.
%6 Musicians Without Borders. “Rock School’s 9th Summer School a Smashing Success!”. 12 September 2016. Available at:
https://www.musicianswithoutborders.org/2016/09/rock-schools-2th-summer-school-a-smashing-success/

57Beyond Sport, “SPORT4YOUTH AND PEACE”. Available at: http://www.beyondsport.org/project/s/sport4youth-and-peace/;Sport
Sans Frontieres, Pristina. Available at: http://www.sportsansfrontieres.org/kosovo/project_sport4youth/.

*%Dobber, S. "Reconciliation Initiatives in Kosovo. A political Psychological Analysis". Master Thesis: University Of Amsterdam, 2013: 52-
54.

15


http://www.mitrovicarockschool.org/
https://www.musicianswithoutborders.org/2016/09/rock-schools-9th-summer-school-a-smashing-success/
http://www.beyondsport.org/project/s/sport4youth-and-peace/
http://www.sportsansfrontieres.org/kosovo/project_sport4youth/

members of different communities together in the interests of sport, working to promote good
feeling and understanding. Further, the Rock School allows students to remain equal in their
approach, while Sport4Youth also has potential for fostering crucial employability and socio-
economic conditions, with a potentially significant impact on cross-cultural relations.As most K-
Albanian and K-Serb youth do not speak each other’s languages, the two mentioned and other
similarprojects certainly face communication-related problems, but sidestep them somewhat with
the use of translators, English language (when known), and given that not a great deal of speaking is

required to participate in sport and music activities.”

We thus see such examples as useful to refer to in planning and implementing new project
strategies for improved grassroots inter-community relations. Concisely, their main features are
pluralism, inclusion, and coordination among stakeholders, longer-term approach and repeatability,
sidestepping of communication barriers, promotion of non-exclusionary identities, as well as skill-
oriented, interest-based, employability-friendly activities and trainings.Such approaches have also
been consistently, and successfully, applied by Aktiv and D4D teams during the implementation of
their “Mitigating Conflict Through Community Leadership Connections” project with NDI's support.
This leads to the conclusion that using such methods, the mentioned projects and other similar ones
managed to bring some degree of social cohesion to the areas in which they operated, representing

vivid proofs of the fundamental contribution of well-thought CSOs’s grassroots activities.

Moving forward: Where to intervene?

Coordination between stakeholders

Trust is slow growing. Hence, in order to foster it between Kosovo's Albanian and Serb
communities, grassroots projects activities must be planned in a concerted, long-term, and
structural way, as well as have a broad and inclusive reach from their inception. While these may be
ambitious goals, immediately applicable could be a concrete coordination effort between donors,
institutions and CSOs.° This especially requires active commitment by the side of Kosovo’s
institutions, which have proven to have crucial potential in coordinating efforts, when willing to do

s0.°*Meaningful coordination would help pooling resources to have a far greater reach and impact,

*Interview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 29 November 2016).

% Initiatives such as the 4id Management Platform of the Government of Kosovo (https://amp-mei.net/portal/) represent
examples of potentially meaningful instruments for enhancing coordination. The fact that this project was not followed
up upon tells a lot about the level of committment to sustain joint efforts.

'Interview with civil society expert on Belgrade — Pristina dialogue (Pristina, 18 November 2016).
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avoiding duplication andinitiatives that may drain resources from other meaningful purposes.®?
Mechanisms to ensure the donors’ visibility should be put in place and positive competition
between donors could be channelled to produce activities that are small steps of a longer-term

change path.
Address the Continued Lack of Contacts

In a situation in which K-Albanians and K-Serbs rarely have meaningful interactions,®® youngsters
are often growing up with little to no contacts with individuals from the other communities. This
provides fertile ground for stereotypes, and makes them both reproducing and being affected by
intra-community pressures. As this has been up for all or most of the lives of young people, the

fundamental need for further pursuing “first encounter” activities is evident.®*
Language

One of the crucial obstacles, in this sense, is the lack of language skills.The issue is particularly
worrying in the longer term, becausenew generations do not have chances, nor in many cases
enough incentives, to engage with learning the language of the other communities.®This seems to
substantially limit future inter-ethnic interaction in Kosovo, as the language barrier isto increase in
time. Relying on English does notrepresenta suitable or fair solution, as proficiency in this language
might be a prerogative of only a small portion of the population, probably the most well off.

Excluding lower social strata from inter-community contacts is not an acceptable solution.
Economic interaction

Moreover, having in mind Kosovo'’s high unemployment rates,®® as well as given Kosovo's
underdeveloped private sector, there is much room for work enhancing entrepreneurial
skills and supporting private-businesses growth, especially but not solely in the agricultural
sector.®’This could ensure increased interest-based interaction and a sustainable
improvement of living standards, in turntackling reciprocal mistrust.Promoting economic-
based relations will prove beneficial for both communities, strengthening Kosovo's market

as a whole, boosting revenues’ income for the state and earnings for the population.

“Interview with analyst and civil society activist (Pristina, 17 November 2016).

“® |bid.

®Brand, J.; Idrizi, V. “Grass-root approaches to inter-ethnic reconciliation in the northern part of Kosovo”, Policy Paper Series
2012/03.KIPRED. Pristina, February 2012: 21.

*Youth Initiative for Human Rights Kosovo. “YIHR KS: How well do young Albanians and Serbs know each other?” RECOM, 16 February
2016. Available at: http://www.recom.link/koliko-se-mladi-albanci-i-srbi-medusobno-poznaju/

®The World Bank in Kosovo.“Country Snapshot.An overview of the World Bank’s work in Kosovo”. October 2016: 6-7.

¢’Malazogu, L.; Popovi¢, V.; and Emini, S.; “Boosting Prospects for Young Kosovo Serbs”. PER-K & D4D.Pristina, 2012.
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Non-exclusionary Identities and Politics

Economic interaction might also help shaping a conception of belonging, to the group of people
inhabiting Kosovo regardless of ethnicity, whether Kosovois recognisedas a country in its own right
by both sides or not. This, however, should not mean the eradication of collective identities or a
much feared, especially among Kosovo Serbs, process of assimilation.Integration, in fact, is rarely
understood asmutual collective identity transformation within the polity’'s communities to
accommodate for difference.®®With this kind of integration in sight, exclusionary framing of ethnic
identities should be consistently avoided. Ideally, each group shall be able to express freely its own
identity, without having to render its economical or everyday contacts subject to collective

categories and stereotypes.®’

One way to tackle such stereotypes is through emphasising, or building, shared identity traits. This
is notoriously difficult, given the atmosphere of constant “ethnic bombing” via political, intellectual,
and media channels that reproduces dependence on ethnicity as paramount identity marker, and
should be tackled by consistent efforts at top-down level.”°’At educational level, best practices
regarding history education could be a source of inspiration, providing multifaceted accounts and
refraining from “othering” practices,”* while and a cut on ethno-political political discourse would
represent a huge first step in this direction. Political will, however, lingers. From the CSOs’
perspective, this should be interpreted in a twofold way: First, intra-community activities fostering
pluralism, civic engagement, discussion on policies, and similar efforts; secondly, expanding and
systematising efforts to gather together members of different communities around activities that

can build bridges across ethnicity.
Politics Cannot Be Left Aside Forever

Finally,the widespread commitment among CSOs to stay well clear of political matters, a direct
consequence of intra-community pressures and lack of trust, is a question that should be
addressed.”?Given the intrinsic political nature of reconciliation processes,such issues should not
remain forever excluded when addressing inter-ethnic relations.”*A reconciliation successwould

require reachinga condition in which “conflict-era forms of identity no longer represent the

8“This process can lead to changes in majority and minority cultures. This is why the HCNM prefers to speak about the integration of
multi-ethnic societies rather than integration of a minority group into a particular society.”OSCE/ High Commission on National
Minorities.“Ljubljana Guidelines on Integration of Diverse Societies.” November 2012: 4.

“Interview with civil society activist (Pristina, 22 November 2016).

*Bieber, F. “Future Without Enmity: Serb-Albanian Relations in Perspective.” Panel discussion, 5th International Conference of the
Institute for Philosophy and Social Theory “Politics of Enmity”. Belgrade, 26 September 2016.

"1See, for example, the results of CDRSEE’s “Teaching Contemporary Southeast European History” project. Specifically the account on
last Kosovo's conflict at: http://cdrsee.org/pdf/jhp/WARS-DIVISIONS-INTEGRATION LR.pdf : 66-74.

Interview with civil society activist (North Mitrovica, 29 November 2016).

73 Bloomfield, D. “On good terms: Clarifying reconciliation.” Vol. 14. Berlin: Berghof Research Center for Constructive Conflict
Management, 2006: 30.
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dominant modes of carving out political loyalty,” i.e. in which non-exclusionary identities allow for
“new ways of organizing political demands and loyalties.””*Political debate should cross over ethnic
groups, and unfold peacefully within democratic institutions.Amidst Kosovo’s widespread disillusion
with political activity and continued focus on ethno-politics, this goal appears to be still far off.”
Societal groups are not sufficiently empowered to formulate interests and demands that constitute
the fuel for such kind of a political debate. Intra-community activities should foster civic
engagement and spread an image of politics “how it should be”, especially, but not only, among
youth. CSOs haveto be at the front line in this endeavour, but cannot be left alone. Concerted
efforts by all relevant stakeholders must support them and start to consistently bring Kosovo's

youth closer to politics.

74Verdeja, E. “Unchopping a tree: Reconciliation in the aftermath of political violence.” Temple University Press, 2009: 23.
“Interview with civil society activist (Pristina, 22 November 2016).
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Conclusions

In addressing the multi-layered process of improving inter-community relations, both top-down and
grassroots approaches are essential for lasting progress to occur. If work from the bottom-up is to
initiate inter-personal dialogue and build up relationships between communities at a local level, top-
down actions are also vital to offer an increased work-friendly atmosphere for CSOs.We have seen
that, unfortunately, as long as the major matters of contention between Belgrade and Pristina will
not be settled, Serb-Albanian inter-ethnic relations in Kosovo remain sensitive to the dialogue’s

setbacks and related polemics.

In the longer term, even though among feelings of frustration and residual resistance, Serb
community’s future within Kosovo system requires an appreciation of locality and increased civic
engagement.”°CSOs have a huge role and stake in this process, but for this to happen, Kosovo's
leadership needs to apply a truly and pro-actively inclusive stance towards the Serb and other

communities.

Effective protection of minority rights is fundamental in giving minorities confidence in their
position and thus represents a greater incentive for these to branch out, potentially fostering better
inter-ethnic communication.This requires a truly committed effort by the side of political elites to
uphold legal norms, andobserving leaders genuinely bridging divides could be encouraging for the
rest of the population to follow suit. More constructive political rhetoric on both sides is needed, as
well as a true effort to include a multi-ethnic notion in the nation building process, which up to now
has unfortunately being framed in rather mono-ethnic terms.””Word is also about promoting
pluralism and meaningful issue-based political debate, without continuous references to ethnical
markers and nationalist clichés. Inaddressing divides between K-Albanians and K-Serbs there is
another fundamental need, that is, to shift from collective (ethnic), to individual responsibilities
when referring to past and present misconduct. Genuine and systematic top-down efforts are

crucial to kick-off positive developments in dealing with the past and in justice-related processes.

Ultimately, considering the still numerous obstacles towards meaningful inter-community relations
posed by elites and other top-down factors, the role of CSOs remains crucial in fostering the
conditions for achieving change. The extremely difficult conditions in which these operate have
been exposed throughout this paper, so that helping improving their own performances and

capacities keeps representing the most promising path for reconciliation in Kosovo.

76 .

Ibid.
77Gjoni, R. “A Different Kind of Us: National Identity Dynamics Between Albania and Kosovo”, 5th International Conference of the
Institute for Philosophy and Social Theory “Politics of Enmity”. Belgrade, 28 September 2016.
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Recommendations

For all stakeholders:

Increased coordination between actors working on inter-ethnic relations. Donors, COSs,
&Kosovo institutions should agree on a more coherent and broad framework for further
activities. Not neglecting measures for single donors’ visibility, such coordination would

allow rationalisation and wider impact;

Jointly explore possible ways to bring citizens closer to politics and democratic processes;

Donors and CSOs:

Projects dealing with inter-ethnic issues should be part of the aforementioned overall

coordination strategy, not just following single donor’s priorities;
Longer-term vision on what to fund, and using funds as “seed money”;

Evaluation of project results should be less focused on numerical output and more on well-

thought qualitative analysis of the change achieved;

Continued intra-community work to enhance pluralism in each community and divert

attention from ethnic exclusivism;

Continued promotion of activities towards non-conflictual identity traits, as sports, arts, etc.

in order to downplay the importance of ethnic belonging for inter-personal contacts;

Efforts to involve media outlets in inter-ethnic based journalist accounts and stories;

European Union, Belgrade, Pristina

Ensuring a more transparent communication of Brussels dialogue towards to the public;

Effectively put the needs of the local population at the centre of Belgrade-Pristina dialogue;

Belgrade & Pristina:

Grassroots civil-society activities have to be supported by top-down measures, more

moderate and less confrontational ethno-political narratives;
Respect to civil society initiatives, even when not in line with the governments’ wishes;

Tackle the rising gap in language knowledge;
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Kosovo institutions:

e (P)EMI and other security issues should be object of effective countermeasures;
For CSOs:

e Apply a more critical approach when proposing activities and producing reports for donors.

This should be especially done by well-established NGOs.
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