Macedonia vote passes smoothly, despite fears of violence 
By Jasmina Mironski AFP - Sunday, June 15 08:13 pm 

SKOPJE, Macedonia (AFP) - Macedonia voted largely peacefully Sunday in a renewal of general elections two weeks ago that were marred by violence and irregularites, threatening the country's European integration.

"The elections today were held peacefully and in the majority of cases the vote was carried out in accordance with the law," State Electoral Commission spokesman Zoran Tanevski told AFP.

Turnout at the 187 polling stations -- which represents around nine percent of the electorate -- was put at 43.2 percent two hours before voting closed at 7:00 pm (1700 GMT), after 12 hours.

The vote's conduct is being closely followed by the international community, which sees it another test of the former Yugoslav republic's democratic credentials as it moves towards entry into the European Union.

Sunday's repeat of the vote cannot affect the overall outcome of the snap parliamentary elections on June 1, which handed Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski's conservatives a landslide victory.

Riding on a wave of patriotism almost two months after Greece vetoed an invitation for Macedonia to join NATO, Gruevski's VMRO-DPMNE won more than twice the number of parliamentary seats than its nearest rivals, the Social Democratic Union.

However, the elections two weeks ago were tainted by violence in areas mainly populated by Macedonia's 25-percent ethnic Albanian minority.

In the most serious incident, one person was killed and several others wounded in a vote-related gun battle at the ethnic Albanian village of Aracinovo, just north Skopje.

The unrest, the worst since Macedonia was on the brink of an all-out war between government and ethnic Albanian forces in 2001, was seen as undermining the country's ambitions to join the EU and NATO.

But despite a heavy security force presence on Sunday, police reported several minor incidents in Albanian-populated areas.

Officers arrested three people on suspicion of ballot-rigging in the western town of Tetovo and a voter attacked in Kondovo, close to the capital Skopje, police said.

Macedonia, which peacefully split from Yugoslavia in 1991, has struggled in its efforts to join both the European Union and NATO.

It has been an EU candidate since 2005, but is still waiting for a date for adhesion talks to begin because of political turmoil, ethnic tensions and corruption.

Greece blocked its bid to join NATO at a Bucharest summit in early April due to a dispute over the country's name, which is shared by a northern Greek region.

Gruevski's caretaker government this week warned that the police would take "all measures necessary to ensure the elections were free and peaceful."

Interior Minister Gordana Jankulovska urged "political parties to disassociate themselves from violence and to condemn those trying to hide their criminal activities behind politics."

The US embassy in Skopje said the poll re-run presented Macedonia with "another opportunity to demonstrate it can conduct elections that meet international standards."

In a scathing report, foreign observers led by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe said the June 1 polls failed to meet their standards because of "organised attempts to disrupt" voting.

The OSCE, Europe's electoral watchdog, blamed the two main ethnic-Albanian parties in Macedonia -- the Democratic Union for Integration (DUI) and the Democratic Party of Albanians (DPA).

The rift between the two deepened after the 2006 elections, when Gruevski picked the DPA as his coalition partner even though it had won fewer votes than DUI.

But Gruevski warned this week that he would take the unusual step of forming "a government without an Albanian party" if their activists were found to be involved in any more violence.
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