
Transformation and state building as part of the political domain

Nora Ahmetaj, MA
Introduction: 

In the wake of its declaration of independence and formation as a newborn state, the Republic of Kosovo should be understood as a final product of negotiations that remained deadlocked for two years that did not pave the way towards an agreement satisfactory to both sides. This paper will examine the concept of sovereignty and how it applies to Kosovo. It will then stress a few key factors that have affected Kosovo’s development following its declaration of independence on 17 February 2008. 

The paper will assess the effectiveness of Kosovo’s transformation from a “limbo” status to building a real state, which it did by transforming its delicate institutional capacities into liberal democratic institutions, whilst overcoming the obstacles on the roadmap.
 The text ends by offering a few conclusive remarks, which focus on the efforts of peace building towards sustainable development. 

The essay began by examining on an idea of abandoning the nineteenth-century concept of  nation-building and national borders, moving towards transitional integrations, including how this could be accomplished. The sovereignty is not taken in Kosovo as a concept which maintains that government exercise “a supreme authority over citizens and subjects” based on traditional terms as defined by Bodin (Bodin 1576). Indeed, according to the twentieth and twenty-first century concept of sovereignty, democratic states are experiencing a kind of reduction in sovereignty, which, although entirely voluntary, could result in political sovereignty being “jeopardized” due to an economic sovereignty of each member state and for the good of all. Global rules of custom and free market economy constrain the freedom of sovereign states, and sensitivity over the relationship between international responsibility and national sovereignty is a considerable obstacle to the leadership at the international level, though, although states are sovereign, they are not free individually to do whatever they want.
The democratization of society, inclusion of all communities, and economic growth are preconditions towards improving people’s quality of life in Kosovo. Yet, the northern border of Kosovo is still unresolved. Hence, in order to overcome the ideological and political differences between Kosovo’s Serbs and Kosovo’s Albanians, the “latent” conflict in the north (specifically in the city of Mitrovica) should be approached carefully and, as suggested in this essay, through justice-seeking mechanisms and cross-regional efforts.   

Some thoughts on sovereignty and state building 

The idea of state sovereignty has evolved over time and the EU itself is a result of this evolution. Outside of the realist camp, liberals have often claimed that the state is losing its sovereignty due to interdependence and transactions above and below the state level. Yet, the integration process in Western Europe has been characterized as the “first truly postmodern international political form” (Ruggie 1993, 140 in Hansen 2003, 317). Nevertheless, this form should be taken outside the context of southeast Europe, and in particular the Balkan region, where states were and remain semi-modern states. Therefore, the newly created states in the Balkans should transform and integrate their constituencies and institutions into a modern pattern of western democracy.
 The concept of sovereignty established with the United Nations Charter in the twentieth century is a contemporary concept for the newborn states in the Balkans.

The Balkans states, which have not yet dealt with nationalism and nation (state)-building processes, are facing the kinds of political developments similar to the processes experienced by western European countries after World War II. 

If we aim to establish the western concept of state sovereignty, we should consider that the twentieth century concept of sovereignty is the result of a terrible history of violations of state sovereignty during the Second World War. It was this war that brought leaders to agree that states must relinquish some of their sovereignty for mutual benefit, specifically in the name of peace.  It was then that the first elements of the European Union took root. 
In the “Traditional Balkan blood feud” practice, a forbidden cross-boundary interaction would initiate vengeance by members of the wronged party, who in turn would seek visible satisfaction for the wrong-doing by means of inflicting some specified kind of harm on people beyond the boundary. Blood feuds once existed widely in other parts of Europe, but starting in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, European governments either suppressed them or channelled them into judicial proceedings from which rulers could exact significant fines or confiscations of property (Ylikangas et al. 2001). In the Balkans, central governments rarely achieved that kind of control (Tilly 1993, 96).

The concepts of “international law” and the “question of self-determination” recall the so-called “Question of Kosovo” and the consequences of its unilateral declaration of independence in the international arena. What is special about Kosovo is the degree of support it has received from external actors, which makes the international recognition of its unilateral declaration of independence (UDI) a feasible option. In no other part of the world has external support for a self-determination movement been sufficiently powerful to achieve such results. Whereas several arguments in favour of Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independence are to be found in other global conflicts, such as the massive violation of human rights by the central government for instance, or the lack of possible alternatives to independence. External actors, however, seem to lack the capacity and will to follow this particular Kosovo model by claiming that this was a sui generis case. Consequently, “the right of peoples to self-determination has lasting force, does not lapse upon first having been exercised to secure political self-determination and extends to all fields, including of course economic, social and cultural affairs.”

Along with the other constituencies of the former Yugoslavia, Kosovo, as a former province, has since 1989 seen major structural changes that have extended into all areas of society and thus affected the living conditions of its citizens. A destructive and deadly armed conflict in 1999 was ended by NATO intervention and followed by direct UN administration, which is now in the process of departing. UN administrators have aimed primarily at establishing a new, democratic system in Kosovo by laying the groundwork for enhanced political, social, and economic engagement by all citizens. Despite the best intentions of the UN and those of Kosovo’s institutions and its people, reconstruction and development have been slow. Persistent lack of economic growth provides a clear example of the ongoing challenges to renewed economic development and increased opportunities, thus an enhanced quality of life in Kosovo.
 Regardless of these lengthy development processes, Kosovars insisted, with support from major western powers, that the status of Kosovo should be solved unilaterally. 

In this globalized millennium, it takes more than a referendum to achieve independence, and Kosovo has a long and bitter path to go in order to fully exercise its sovereignty. The whole society needs to be democratized, and the best means for achieving this is through better education and inclusion of all citizens in the process of participation, protecting livelihoods and stability, and improving urban and legal infrastructure.   
Democratization as a participatory process 

“Inclusion vs. exclusion/ Society is at a turning point”
Without social identity, there is no society. Without frameworks of similarity and difference, people would be unable to relate to each other in a consistent and meaningful way (Jenkins 2003, 127). Social exclusion today is not just a political or social matter. Rather, it is the individual who is affected and who is excluded from all essential systems that define his/her inclusion in a society. Education, inclusion in social activities, and equal economic benefits are parts of an entire social system and thus has a significant role in shaping the relationship between an individual and his/her society. Discussions, therefore, about the role of education, improved social life, and human welfare are closely related to the phenomena of social inclusion. An improved education strategy that incorporates all Kosovo’s citizens should aim to raise the level of social inclusion and cohesion
, in order for the effects to be seen in the near future. 
Kosovo society has reached a turning point where it must make decisions about values and the direction it wants to follow. Kosovars no longer have the luxury of waiting for the international community to maintain peace and tell them what steps they should take in order to find a solution to their problems. The hard questions Kosovars should answer are about values: What do we believe in? What kind of future do we want for our children? How do we get there? Either we construct a system based on European common values and beliefs, or we remain within Europe geographically only, but do not adopt the same political and development perspectives. 

Kosovo society cannot continue following current policies and practices which allows for minorities in certain parts of the country to be excluded from the process of democratization while at the same time other vulnerable groups, which comprise the highest percentage of the population, lack participation in all aspects. Education and equal opportunity for all citizens must be a mantra for Kosovo’s institutions and citizens. However, the process itself can be extremely challenged. 

Challenges of the post-independence period

“Sluggish economy - keeping people busy”
A democratic state cannot be realized without tackling seriously the existing weak and fragile economy in Kosovo. Now is the time for state reinvention of important institutions and branches of government. The transition from UN-run state institutions into fully fledged sovereign state institutions is in process. Institutional capacity in the economic sector has been strengthened and privatization has taken place. Growing confidence in the business environment, despite outstanding legal obstacles, which one expect to overcome, is occurring. However, unemployment remains rampant, which, if not addressed properly, might present increased risk for social unrest. About 45 percent of Kosovo’s population is poor, with another 18 percent vulnerable to poverty. Only the top 20 percent of the population saw a small positive growth in consumption between 2003 and 2005, while the rest of the population experienced negative growth. While the risk of poverty is higher for the unemployed, Kosovo’s current macro-economic conditions provide no prospect for improved living standards due to the low economic growth that surged in the immediate post-conflict period. In the last four years, growth has been slow, mainly due to industrial output not recovering, and agriculture, which contributes a large share of the GDP and provides the majority of the population with its livelihood, has seen low levels of productivity. Kosovo also has the largest population of young people in Europe. The young constitute 30 percent of the labour force estimated to be unemployed. Social assistance through public support to the poor was not made possible due to difficult macro-economic conditions. However, nine years after the conflict, remittances continue to be an effective mechanism in reducing poverty in Kosovo.

Poverty and education have a direct correlation, as illustrated by the following statistics. Some 70 percent of people in Kosovo with vocational and tertiary education are salaried employees, while 27.7 percent of individuals with secondary education have such jobs. All of the figures and indicators mentioned in this paper reveal that Kosovo development goals should focus on the creation of an inclusive society through better living standards. This does not imply merely better economic conditions, but also a marked improvement in the human development indexes on education, health, and quality of life. Doing so would also render these goals consistent with European Union aspirations.  

Strengthening civil society

“Civil society commonly embraces a diversity of spaces, actors and institutional forms, varying in their degree of formality, autonomy and power”.

Although the history of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) operating in Kosovo extends back to the 1990s—with the majority of NGOs at that time focused on the creation and functioning of parallel political, educational, and health systems in response to restrictions and prohibitions of the Milosevic regime, independent observers are of the opinion that Kosovo’s civil society sector never attained the expected level of development.
 Kosovo’s NGO sector is large and varied, yet to a great extent depends on foreign funds; it is far from being independent. To date, public institutions have shown little inclination to take civil society seriously as an entity in the political arena, which has put a severe damper on the latter’s ability to promote citizen inputs to the state and to press the state to be accountable for its actions. 
 

Government and its institutions must work towards creating a) a dialogue-oriented policy towards marginalized groups and b) integrate all minorities through a power-sharing process.  The latter could be the most challenging objective to achieve.   

In reality, Kosovo’s civil society is one of dispersed knowledge with a weak capacity for lobbying and advocacy vis`-a-vis´ the government to promote policy of dialogue. Civil society is viewed as an entity for small-scale service delivery and not as a tool for democratization or to monitor government for purposes of accountability. Technical capacities for project development and management exist and are a sound basis upon which to build to ensure that civil society can transform from conducting post-conflict operations to responding to the new governance challenges of European integration.  This entails empowering civil society to play a larger role in service delivery; reducing poverty; and enabling vulnerable groups an easy inclusion in all aspects of live.

Yet, all these processes can be achieved only by working simultaneously in all spheres and by respecting the commitment of the government and of all Kosovo citizens after Kosovo’s declaration of independence, as brilliantly accentuated in Kosovo’s constitution.
The government, in cooperation with civil society stakeholders, should work to politically engage all communities, particularly the Serbian community, through dialogue and the provision of economic incentives. Civil society itself should increase its capacity to advocate on behalf of its constituents’ interests, so as to improve the public’s perception of the NGO community in Kosovo.
Overcoming obstacles: Transforming frustrations

Frustrations are conceptually located at the edges of all conflicts. Essentially, there is a goal for both parties, and something is blocking all efforts to reach that goal. How does one deal with this? According to Galtung (Galtung 1996), transforming the frustrations should go through a) transcending process, b) compromising, or c) withdrawing.

Metaphorically, the nation is often treated as an individual. Nations are also commonly conceived as categories rather than as networks of social relationships. This leads us to see nationalism as an enemy of diversity. Nationalism also provides the basis for arguments that national identity should take precedence over other competing identities such as regional, gender, racial, occupational, and so forth. Nationalism is particularly problematic where civil society is weak, is absent altogether, or fails to provide a forum where public discourse on current issues can occur and collective identities can be respected.

Democracy is a necessary condition for a stable peace. Therefore, “to be considered sufficient, other conditions must be met and other factors combined in order to prepare the ground for a foundation that will insulate the society against violence”.
 Why is the polarization of “self” and “other” always so well constructed, when two kind of identities clashes? The risk of conflict in northern Kosovo’s city of Mitrovica might be understood more as an irreconcilable and un-finished process, than as the desire of both sides (Albanian and Serbian) to sustain latent conflict. Common interests shared by all communities clearly include an improvement in the quality of life and more opportunities for education and jobs. “Matters will be more difficult if the conflict is over values (which are often non-negotiable) or relationships, which may need to be changed to resolve the conflict” (Miall, Ramsbotham, Woodhouse 2003, 9). Such values might be promoted by one group or another in a form of glorification, imagination of the “self” as superior towards other groups, or through myth-building and re-constructing history. It is precisely the glorification of traditional, or so-called “authentic” Serbian values, which have resulted in the new identity matrix of the Serbian nation as a nation historically victimized by world powers. This self-induced delusion has freed the nation from all wrongs of the past. The new mind-set, removed from reality, has plunged the nation into a permanent conflict with some of its neighbours and the rest of the world.
 This implies that identity, security, and survival lie at the root of other motives. As long as the conflict is translated into the language of needs, an outcome that satisfies both sides’ needs could be found. Intractable conflicts are seen as a result of the denial of such needs, and conflict can only be resolved when such needs are satisfied” (Miall, Ramsbotham, Woodhouse 2003, 9). Recognition of identities is crucial. Without recognizing each other’s identity, and by continuing to deny the existence of “the other”, the conflict will remain latent with potential to erupt. 

From negative to positive peace via justice

In the process of state building, many questions remain open about Kosovo's future: What impact will international recognition have in the long term?  What are the prospects of co-operation with Serbia in the near future? Will the five EU member states that did not recognize Kosovo eventually do so? How long will it take for Kosovo to develop economically? And when, if ever, will Kosovo be strong enough to survive without reliance on the presence of the EU and other international institutions?

A decade after the conflict, Kosovo is still struggling with many segments of governance and development. Reconciliation between ethnic communities has not been achieved; Serbian enclaves are unwilling to cooperate with Kosovo’s government, and Serbia still refuses to accept the loss of sovereignty over Kosovo. Yet independence has not led to ethnic violence and clashes as predicted. The region's countries are moving progressively, although not joyfully, towards a new kind of unity as prospective EU member states. 
One constructive option for confronting the wrongdoings of the past, not only in Kosovo but in all former Yugoslav states, is to seek justice, possibly by establishing a fact-finding-regional commission. The term “justice” itself is no longer necessarily synonymous with retribution and punishment. For example, truth and reconciliation commissions previously established around the world have aimed to provide full public disclosure of human rights violations during periods of armed conflict. In Kosovo and other places previously within the former Yugoslavia, such disclosure never took place. These Commissions established either nationally or regionally, “together with acknowledgment of responsibility, as well as some measures of reparations for the victims, will open up an emotional space sufficient for accommodation, if not forgiveness, with the question of punishment abstracted or postponed” (Astmal et al, 1996; Boraine et al., 1997 in Miall, Ramsbotham, Woodhouse 2003, 209).  

To close our eyes and pretend that crimes did not occur on our behalf would be a source of pain, division, hatred, and violence at the core of our societies. “Only the disclosure of the truth and the search for justice can create the moral climate in which reconciliation and peace will flourish” (Boraine et al.,1997 in Miall, Ramsbotham, Woodhouse 2003, 209). 

Kosovo should not be excluded from the regional context. The process of partition affected all former Yugoslav entities, and therefore all of them collectively should seek a positive peace-building process by developing more just and democratic systems. 
Conclusion

The citizens of Kosovo are in charge of their own destiny. With self-determination comes responsibility. People who stand in solidarity can offer advice and support and join together in challenging violations of human and political rights, thus assisting in capacity development of the country.
The significance of particular identities, such as ethnic or religious can vary depending on political, historical, and other circumstances (Duijzings 2000, 207). Yet, the idea that fragmented identities in this era of globalization are “new” and “post-modern” somehow distorts the picture (cf. Jenkins 97: 51 in Duijzings 2000, 209). A view from the Balkans shows that the identities present in the region today are not new; they are also primarily “pre-modern”. The modernist project of creating nation-states is still a very important force in the world (Duijzings 2000, 209).

State building—constructing institutions of good governance capable of providing citizens with physical and economic security and prosperity—is widely seen to be one of the most challenging policy questions facing new-born states (specifically in the Balkans) in the current period. Yet, those concerned with such issues, in particular political realists who argue that there is more to fear from rogue states than from conquering ones, should bear in mind that one of these new states, Kosovo, has several advantages, which will help Kosovo transform into a democratic liberal state. Statehood will provide clarity for foreign investors with respect to the political and legal environment. The newly established free trade zone in southeast Europe will encourage regional trade and investment. The enhanced EU mission will provide oversight in the process of legal and structural reform, while Kosovo’s large young population will enable flexibility and adaptability, as the new country finds its niche in the global economy. A more optimistic prospect for higher economic growth is expected in the coming years.
The EU's role so far has been indispensable in the region, especially in establishing a road map for a democratic transformation and in terms of integrating the Balkans into European structures. The EU legacy is bringing a stronger civil society to the Balkans and therefore that will help ensure justice in the future.
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