Belgrade riots Feb. 21, 2008

· Background, dimensions, implications  –
On the margins of a huge demonstration masterminded by Prime Minister V. Koštunica’s Democratic Party of Serbia (DSS) and orchestrated together with [ICTY indictee] V. Šešelj’s Serbian Radical Party (SRS) and President B. Tadić
 as a grand manifestation of popular outrage at the Western countries’ support for Kosovo’s independence, unprecedented violence spread in downtown Belgrade on Feb. 21 and resulted in loss of one life
, 212 injured
, US and Croatian embassies set aflame and several others
 demolished, close to 100 shops and hundreds of kiosks broken into and looted, 20 bus stop shelters torn down, many cars smashed and/or burned, countless garbage containers, traffic signs and other infrastructure facilities destroyed or severely damaged.

Since the eruption of violence is a direct consequence of a huge “patriotic” campaign mounted by the Government in protest against the recognition of Kosovo’s independence by a range of Western countries, it seems appropriate to highlight some of its most outstanding features and point out at possible consequences:

1. The Belgrade rally was jointly convened by President Tadić, PM Koštunica and Deputy SRS-Chairman T. Nikolić, who met on Feb. 18 to agree on Serbia’s response to Kosovo’s Declaration of Independence. The fact that President Tadić subsequently realized that he had entered a dangerous arrangement with his “most intimate enemies” and decided to secure an alibi in a sudden visit to Romania
, does not abolition him from direct responsibility for what went on in the streets of Belgrade while he was in Bucharest “expressing his gratitude for the principled stance of Romania on Kosovo”. The fact that Tadić – accompanied by his grotesque Foreign Minister V. Jeremić - addressed the public in Belgrade from an embassy salon in Bucharest with a mild appeal on the demonstrators to “please stop” what they were doing confirms that the intellectually inferior self-impressed politikant is not up to his duty to lead the country anywhere other than to more chaos and instability. His constituency – the Democratic Party (DS)
 - stubbornly insists on the “stability of the [coalition] government” and thus gives Koštunica free hands to effectively rule the country and use, abuse and misuse institutions as he pleases in pursuing his strategic goal: to prevent any modernization of Serbia and her ascension to Europe. 
2. The mass event on the square in front of the Parliament building was carefully planned by the Government: the state-owned Railways of Serbia  announced that participants would be transported to Belgrade and back free of charge; hundreds of busses were chartered to bring citizens from the most remote parts of Serbia proper, Vojvodina and Serb-controlled parts of Kosovo to the rally; the Education Minister issued a special decree, granting all schools
 and universities a day off; the Health Minister ordered that the Emergency Ward at the Clinical Center  of Serbia in Belgrade be vacated for the occasion – another indication that the authorities had counted with outbursts of violence. All the media were flooded by aggressive propaganda attempting to flock the Serbs to Belgrade, distinguished church officials, prominent personalities in sports, culture, show-business, science, business and all other walks of life seemed not to have anything else to do but to enthusiastically serve in the Government’s agitprop machinery.
3. The embassies assaulted by the protesters had not had basic protection: Croatian Ambassador said in a TV statement that the police officers guarding the building as a matter of daily routine had been withdrawn shortly before the attack. Several radio and TV stations except (the state-owned and DSS-run) RTS
 repeatedly warned that there was no police in front of the embassies under attack. It was only after “the job was done” – i.e. the embassies were set on fire and severely damaged – that anti-riot police showed up and applied what security experts view as “amateurish procedures” in an unconvincing attempt to stop the violence spree. The same experts noticed that many of the protesters attacking the embassies displayed a “high level of skill, acting in a well trained professionals’ manner”. More than an hour after the US and Croatian embassies were torched the first fire brigade
 truck arrived at the scene. Asked to comment the fact that it took the police a whole hour before it arrived to the site of the attack, Defense Minister D. Šutanovac (DS) said: “The police have been sacrificed”, clearly indicating that there had been a political decision to let the protesters do their job undisturbed.
4. On the first day of protests, Feb. 17
, the police had had specific orders
 to react to violent attacks on the US and several other embassies only with “passive intervention” (whatever that means) that lead to numerous injuries among the police officers. No arrests and no charges have been pressed against the perpetrators. Instead of condemning the violent acts of Feb. 17, Infrastructure Minister V. Ilić
 said that “smashing a few embassy windows is a democratic response to these countries’ act of robbing us of 15% of our territory”, and “they have to be taught that this is democracy as well”. Prior to that, Government Minister for Kosovo, S. Samardžić said that setting border-crossing checkpoints between Serbia and Kosovo on fire was “legitimate and in accordance with our Government policies” – an open invitation for more violence. After the Feb. 21 rally and wave of violence PM Koštunica praised the protesters: “The people, especially the youth of Serbia, have sent out the message that it stands for law, justice and freedom” – not a single word of condemnation of assaults on human lives and property is to be found in a written statement (issued 12 hours after the riots), the Prime Minister’s favorite way of communicating with the world outside of his own.
5. Although media reports claim that the assaults were carried out by football fans (without any football club denomination – which is already strange enough) the protesters included – judging on the flags seen in the TV footage – members of a range of extreme right youth organizations
 known for their ideological vicinity to the Prime Minister and his DSS.
6. In spite of an unprecedented propaganda campaign to mobilize for the “biggest rally ever held in Serbia’s history”, there were (according to confidential police estimates) between 150,000 and 250,000 people present – dramatically less than the expected million. The rally itself consisted of pathetic laments over the fate of “the cradle of Serbdom”, and nationalistically colored hostility towards all those who allegedly support the “creation of a criminal fake state on the sacred Serbian soil”. The US, EU and “domestic traitors” (LDP, independent media, NGOs, critical intellectuals) were branded as archenemies in several speeches, including the hysterical tirades delivered by PM Koštunica and film director E. Kusturica. Judging on the media coverage in the aftermath of the rally and riots, it is to be expected that the offensive against these “enemies” will become one of the key elements of the public discourse in the coming months – a phenomenon “patented” by the Milošević propaganda apparatus and brought to perfection by Koštunica.
7. Strong nationalistic sentiment overshadowed only by open xenophobia and outbursts of brutal violence is a tangible result of a many months long propaganda campaign, omnipresent in the orchestrated media, education system, public performances, political debates, other events and even show-business. If persuading the EU and the rest of the free world that Serbia does not want to join them – and this crystallizes itself as PM Koštunica’s mission - was the essence of the message to be conveyed by means of the Belgrade rally and concomitant “activities” such as the violent outrage of Serbia’s jeunesse d’or, the dominant anti-European forces have scored a gigantic victory: joining the EU is no more on the agenda of the political Serbia at least in the foreseeable future. Responsibility for this “achievement” is to be evenly distributed between the open anti-European advocates such as Koštunica and Nikolić, and the indecisive President Tadić who has evolved into their accomplice through victimizing the idea of a European Serbia to his personal ambition and narrow interests of corrupt DS ministers in the coalition Government. 
7. There is no doubt that President Tadić emerged from this phase of the Serbian political poker as the biggest loser: his “both Kosovo and Europe” re-election slogan materialized in “neither Kosovo nor Europe” outcome and turned him into a mere instrument of Koštunica’s xenophobic obsession. Koštunica, paradoxically, emerges as the winner: he managed to capitalize the loss of Kosovo and the further slump of Serbia’s catastrophic image in the world and use them to consolidate his position as the strongman of Serbia many politicians at home and abroad are fearful of.
8. Outbursts of primitive “patriotism” in cities throughout Serbia and Kosovo, and at demonstrations organized by Serb “patriots” in Banja Luka on Feb. 21 and in Podgorica on Feb 22, as well as daily students’ demonstrations in (Serb controlled) Northern Kosovo and marches of war veterans (from 1990s wars) to the borderline between Kosovo and Serbia, and protest gatherings in numerous Kosovar cities and villages inhabited by ethnic Serbs, clearly indicate that a well organized and orchestrated campaign is conducted from Belgrade with the aim of keeping the issue “hot”, drawing the world’s attention to it and manipulating the Kosovo Serbs into believing that the official Belgrade is sincere when promising never to abandon them. Remembering what happened to ethnic Serbs in Croatia and those in Bosnia who could (or would) not resettle to the so-called Republika Srpska, however, gives very little hope that they will be helped once the short-sighted political goals of Belgrade political elites have been catered to. 
There seem to be two scenarios:

· The ongoing campaign to impose the Kosovo issue as an eminently international problem by means of relying on Russia
 while threatening to endanger regional stability: simultaneously with calling upon Kosovo Serbs to remain there, Belgrade is busy instrumentalizing Serb or pro-Serb groups in Bosnia and Montenegro – all this is aimed at putting additional pressure on Pristina and the international community also by means of a low intensity conflict maintained in Kosovo and indeed the whole region;
· Knowledgeable observers in Belgrade contemplate a “plan B” as well: should the above described measures prove ineffective, there will be a mass Serb exodus from Kosovo – similar to July 1995 when ethnic Serbs fled Croatia – a dramatic escalation intended as yet another proof of Serbs being the only victim of a vicious conspiracy.
9. It can not be overstated that internal Serbian political games represent a key factor in this scheme. As a result of the climate created around the Kosovo issue, several developments seem likely:
          a) New conflicts between the main coalition parties – DSS and DS – which will continue to be resolved through new blackmails by the former and further concessions by the latter: the first such conflict will surface at the expected emergency session of Parliament, which has to adopt a set of measures aimed at punishing countries that recognize Kosovo’s independence. The session, that will probably be closed to the public, will debate a top secret Action Plan developed by all ministries and believed to contain radical steps such as cutting off diplomatic ties, introduction of economic sanctions and the like;

          b) Further sliding of the entire political atmosphere and public discourse towards the right, accompanied by an intensified “patriotic” homogenization as a suitable smokescreen for the inability of the political class to wrestle with the actual problems of the society, economy and politics;
          c) Intensified hostility towards critical political parties, groups and individuals, NGOs and human rights activists – which has already assumed proportions of a full-fledged witch hunt – whereby official ban on some of them (e.g. LDP) is not to be ruled out;

          d) Depending on the development both at home and abroad, proclamation of a state of emergency is also a possibility, although Tadić’s Democrats vow that they would leave the coalition in that case – another test of their connivance capacity in relation to the DSS.  .
	Whatever way further developments may go, the world is looking at an increasingly instable Serbia that is unwilling to come to terms with herself and indeed with the world, and ready to embark on an intensified conflict with her neighbors and much of the free world. 


It is therefore essential to support and assist European-minded politicians – the bulk of the Tadić’s DS-membership included -, civic society activists, youth groups and independent media, to draw up sound and reasonable policies to keep the European spirit in Serbia alive
 and ready when new chances appear on the horizon.
D. Bogdanović
Feb. 23, 2008
� A day before the rally Tadić distanced himself from “misusing mass events for party-political purposes” – a belated move that does not diminish his responsibility.


� A charred body was found in the burned down Consular Section of the US Embassy. Embassy officials said “all Embassy employees were accounted for”, and the casualty was not a result of “an interaction between the protesters and Embassy security personnel”.


� Two foreign journalists – a Dutchman and a Czech – suffered severe injuries and were hospitalized.


� Embassies of Belgium, Turkey, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Germany, Canada and United Kingdom are reported to have been assaulted and more or less severely damaged. 


� Diplomatic sources both in Belgrade and Bucharest leaked the information that Tadić “invited himself to [the previously unplanned] visit and spent almost the whole day sitting in the Serbian Embassy building” there after a brief courtesy call on President Basesku..


� It should be noted that the DS has a majority in the City Council of Belgrade. It is DS-cadres – led by Mayor Z. Alimpić and City Manager B. Stanojević - that shouldered the entire organizational effort necessitated by the rally.


� There are numerous reports that pressure was exerted on teachers even in grammar schools in Belgrade to bring their pupils (aged from 7 to 11) to the rally. 


� While B92, Fox and Studio B covered the events with hours-long live reports, RTS televized a church ceremony attended by the Prime Minister, a range of government ministers and public figures distinguished for their devotion to the patriotic cause.


� Owner of a house adjacent to the Croatian Embassy – his apartment burned down completely – quoted the Fire Department’s reaction to his call: “We are not allowed to intervene”. 


� In an immediate reaction to the Declaration of Independence, the US and Slovene embassies, headquarters and field offices of the Liberal-Democratic Party (LDP), numerous shops, restaurants and other facilities related to the West were attacked and damaged. 


� This was confirmed in a statement by the Police Labor Union.


� On more than one occasion praised by PM Koštunica as “the best minister”, Ilić is generally known as spiritus rector of rude primitivism in Serbia’s public life. After the Feb. 21 riots, Ilić commented the “results” of the Belgrade riots at a rally in his hometown Čačak on Feb. 22: “The embassies in Belgrade are much better off than they deserve”.


� These include Svetozar Miletić (named after a 19th century Serb nationalist), 1389 (the year of the mythologized Battle of Kosovo), Dveri srbske (a  radical xenophobic group), Naši (named after the Nazi-like youth group in Russia supporting V. Putin), Nomokanon (a fascism-inspired student group at the Belgrade University Law School), St. Justin Popović (another student group named after an anti-Semitic and anti-European priest from the first half of the 20th century), Nacionalni stroj (Serbian Stormfront chapter) and Obraz (Cheek – an extreme rightwing group that issues a magazine PM Koštunica used to write for a few years ago).


� Putin’s pictures were abundant and chanting his name clearly heard during the rally – a tribute to Russia not seen even during the festivities after the liberation of Belgrade in Oct. 1944. The servile attitude towards Russia and hostility towards the West is illustrated by the decision of the state-owned RTS: as of Feb. 21, all films and series produced in the US and other Western countries are banned from national TV and substituted by Russian and domestic production – a move officially confirmed by A. Tijanić, RTS General Manager, who used to be Information Minister under Milošević and subsequently Koštunica’s media advisor.


� Some of the existing organizations advocating Europe in Serbia have turned into servile instruments of the Government policy. Some of their moves compromise the very idea of bringing Serbia closer to Europe: only a week ago the European Movement in Serbia (EPUS) awarded Nenad Popović - a controversial Bosnian Serb businessman and an outspoken advocate of the staunch Serb nationalism, member of the DSS-leadership with close ties with Russian secret services – the title “The European of the Year”!  
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