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By Andrea Capussela, The Guardian
1 December 2011
Clashes in the disputed territory show that ill-conceived attempts to 'settle' the problem can have bloody consequences
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Serbs battle Nato troops, who are attempting to remove a roadblock in north Kosovo, on Monday. Photograph: Zveki/AP

A clash over a barricade in north Kosovo on Monday left dozens of Nato soldiers and Serb protesters injured. This was the worst incident so far in the crisis that begun last summer, provoked by an ill-conceived and very risky attempt to settle the problem of Kosovo.

Back in 2008, Kosovo declared itself independent, shrugged off the UN protectorate under which it had lived since the 1999 Nato bombing, and seceded from Serbia, its titular sovereign. The west supported it, because the UN protectorate was unsustainable and Kosovo's 93% ethnic Albanian population refused to be governed by Belgrade. Acting unilaterally had its risks, however: Serbia didn't react, but Kosovo is not yet recognised by the UN, Nato, the EU, five of its members and more than half of the states of the world, and its secession was only partly successful.

Only ethnic Serbs live in the northern corner of Kosovo, between the river Ibar and Serbia proper. The UN never fully established its authority in that small territory, which became a self-governing, practically lawless land living largely on transfers from Belgrade and the proceeds of smuggling. Predictably, Kosovo's authorities also failed to bring the north under control.

In international law, unilateral secessions are governed by the principle of effectiveness. Hence Kosovo is now a state, but the north remains under Serbian sovereignty, because Kosovo's writ doesn't reach beyond the Ibar: the borders of the new state therefore don't coincide with those of the former Serbian province of Kosovo and Metohija, but run along that river. Nobody says so – not even Serbia, which still implausibly claims sovereignty over all Kosovo – but there is little doubt about this.

When it promised to protect Kosovo's territorial integrity, the west meant that it would not have allowed the north to break away from Kosovo, because it opposed "partitions" along ethnic lines. But Kosovo's secession was itself a partition (of Serbia) along ethnic lines, and the separation between Kosovo and the north has already happened and is not a partition: it occurred when (and because) the Kosovo Albanians failed to drag also that territory out of Serbia, together with the rest of Kosovo. So neither Kosovo's claim over the north nor western support for it are legitimate.

It is on the strength of this claim that in late July Kosovo sent a special police unit to take the two customs posts linking the north with Serbia proper, and set off the present crisis. This move was its first attempt to enforce some authority in the north, and took most western states by surprise. It failed, as I wrote in August, but soon Nato and Eulex (the ineffectual EU rule of law mission in Kosovo) were escorting Kosovo's officers to the two customs posts.

The Serbs of the north responded by erecting barricades on all main roads, where they now confront Nato soldiers every day: Monday's incident was sparked by yet another attempt to remove one. Thus far, two people have died and perhaps 200 have been injured. Ethnic tension has grown across all Kosovo and this crisis has become, as Ban Ki-moon wrote to the security council, a "threat to the region's peace and stability".

The policy of using Nato and Eulex to support Kosovo's efforts to take the north was originally pushed by the US but gradually embraced by the EU and several member states, which are now also threatening to reject Serbia as a candidate to EU accession unless it "improves" its relationship with an increasingly aggressive Kosovo.

The west is betting that through this combination of military and political pressure, Serbia's government – which faces elections in the spring and invested much political capital in its quest for EU candidacy – will eventually give up north Kosovo.

That this policy is hypocritical should already be clear. It is also ill-conceived, because even if it succeeds it won't pacify the north, most of whose residents will either leave or continue to resist Kosovo's authority. And it is very risky, because Belgrade does not control the north enough to be able to prevent a violent escalation, which could be sparked by any incident.

The other risk, of course, is that under that pressure Serbia would crack, lose faith in the EU and embrace its slavic Russian brothers. This would be a geopolitical setback for the west and a bad development for the Balkans: for instance, if Belgrade abandons its liberal, pro-EU path, the Serb half of Bosnia could opt to join a Russophile Serbia rather than playing its cards on reshaping the dysfunctional Bosnian state to its liking.

Indeed, the long-term stability of the Balkans rests on Serbia, due to its size, position and pouvoir de nuisance. But ominously, Russian influence in Belgrade is already growing, populist and nationalist oppositions are gathering strength in Serbia and the attractiveness of the EU is at its lowest, declining as fast as the spread between German and Italian bonds grows.

This policy should be discontinued. EU-mediated negotiations between Serbia and Kosovo are already under way on lesser topics: to solve this crisis the real issues must now be discussed. I have reservations on how it was achieved, but Kosovo's independence is both right and irreversible. Conversely, the separation of the north from the rest of Kosovo is regrettable and might still be reversible, with the right incentives, because that piece of land is not an existential issue for either side: in Kosovo what matters to Serbia lies south of the Ibar, not north of it; and the unruly and impoverished north is of value only to the elite of Kosovo, to distract its electorate from mounting socioeconomic problems.

The right incentives are in the hands of the EU, which both sides aspire to join. The EU should use them, to solve Kosovo's and Serbia's external problems, stabilise the Balkans and end its own division on the recognition of Kosovo, which still damages the nascent European common foreign policy. But firstly the EU should take from the US the lead on Kosovo and the Balkans. Perhaps rightly, from its perspective, Washington seems more interested in the credibility of its promises to Kosovo, and in preserving the useful control it exercises over its elite, than in the stability of the Balkans, that elusive European strategic aim of the last two decades. The EU should take over.

If it fails the dangers will grow: the Balkans eloquently proved that conflicts over land are possible also in the postmodern world. The 2008 war in Georgia reminded us that mistakes happen and risky bets can have bloody consequences.
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