Serbia's Intransigence
Rather than join the Europe of the 21st century, the country's leaders cling to a failed nationalism.
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SEVEN YEARS after a U.S.-led NATO military campaign freed the Balkan province of Kosovo from the oppressive rule of Serbia, a firm Western consensus has formed about its future: It should be granted independence before the end of this year, perhaps under an international trusteeship. Both Kosovo and Serbia, along with adjacent republics of the former Yugoslavia, would then be guided toward full membership in the European Union. That way, the ethnic Albanians who make up 90 percent of Kosovo's population would never again be ruled from Belgrade, which conducted a campaign of ethnic cleansing against them in 1999; but Serbs who regard Kosovo as part of their national heritage could expect to be reunited with it under a European umbrella, while consolidating a liberal democracy in their own country.

This forward-looking vision seems to have a powerful appeal in the region. Polls show it is supported by an overwhelming majority of Kosovo Albanians. A survey reported by the Belgrade press last week showed that Serbs would vote for E.U. membership by 59 to 12 percent, while a plurality believe independence is the most realistic solution for Kosovo. Only 21 percent of Serbs say Kosovo is their most pressing concern. The problem, as so often during the past 20 years, is Serbia's political leadership, which remains addicted to the poisonous nationalism that drove the country into a series of disastrous wars during the 1990s.

Deaf to the increasingly blunt messages of Western governments and to his own public opinion, Serbian Prime Minister Vojislav Kostunica continues to stubbornly campaign for continued Serbian sovereignty over Kosovo. "Kosovo is part of Serbia," he declared during a visit to Washington this month, sounding disturbingly like Slobodan Milosevic, who used that slogan to found his nationalist regime in the late 1980s. Mr. Kostunica has been telling Western leaders that he wants his country to join the European Union and NATO, but he has repeatedly failed to meet a critical condition for moving forward, which is the arrest of Serbian war criminal Ratko Mladic, a former general who is a hero to extreme nationalists.

Boris Tadic, the more liberal-minded president, has taken a somewhat softer line, agreeing last week to participate in face-to-face U.N.-sponsored talks with Kosovo's leaders in Vienna today. But Mr. Tadic has resorted to repeating veiled threats that independence for Kosovo could cause demands for border changes elsewhere in Europe -- beginning in neighboring Bosnia, where ethnic Serbs dream of adding territories they control to Serbia. That gambit has been embraced by Russian President Vladimir Putin, who has threatened to use the example of Kosovo to legitimize Moscow-backed separatist regimes in Georgia and Moldova.

All of this means that the West's attempt to resolve the legacy of the Balkan wars of the 1990s and position the region inside the liberal Europe of the 21st century is in jeopardy of being defeated by Serbia's 20th-century-style nationalism and Russia's 19th-century game of power politics. If so, the main victims will be not the Albanians of Kosovo -- who in any case will never again be subject to Serbia -- but the Serbs, who could find themselves isolated in Europe and dependent on the patronage of an autocratic and imperialistic Russia. The country remains, at least, a democracy: There remains the hope that, if its leaders cannot adjust, its people will eventually choose better leaders.
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
July 28, 2006
What Next for Serbia and Kosovo? 

The July 24 editorial "Serbia's In​transigence" was right in saying that Serbia's leaders are risking the coun​try's future by refusing to see that most of their own people, not just the outside world, want to move beyond Kosovo. 

This is not surprising since the gov​ernment relies on parliamentary sup, port by war crimes indictee Vojislav Se​selj’s ultranationalist Radicals (80 seats) and the late Slobodan Milose​vic's Socialists (22). 

Serbian Prime. Minister Vojislav Kostunica's declared readiness for compromise and offers of "the greatest possible autonomy" for Kosovo ["Jus​tice for Serbia," op-ed, July 12] ring  hollow. In his five years in power, he has not supported restoring autonomy for Vojvodina, Serbia's diverse and tol​erant northern province, even though Vojvodina has a Serb majority and its Hungarian, Croat, Slovak, Romanian and Ruthenian minorities do not threaten violence or secession. Voj​vodina, home to 2 million people and a viable economy, was unconstitutionally overrun by Mr. Milosevic's forces in 1988 and remains the only federal unit of the former Yugoslavia that has not regained or surpassed its prewar sta​tus. Instead, it has been exploited by an undemocratically centralized Serbia. 

The editorial expressed hope that Serbia will choose better leaders. There is another way to demonstrate how a Serb-dominated society can progress toward being part of Europe, shedding the past.- Vojvodina's pro​vincial assembly has a solid pro-West​ern majority and is doing everything it can to speed up reforms needed for in​tegration. But its hands are tied with​out the legislative, judicial, and exec​utive powers that Mr. Milosevic stole and that his successors refuse to re​store. By supporting Vojvodina's bid to regain its constitutional status and al​lowing its minorities to build meaning​ful self-government, the world would help foster a prosperous and peaceful province within Serbia that could lead the way for the rest of the country. 
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