Civil Dialogue -precursor of good neighborly relations
The first Serbia-Kosovo civil society meeting on October 14-15, 2010 

On October 14-15, 2010 in Prishtina the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia and the Kosovo Foundation for Open Society organized a meeting under the umbrella title “Kosovo-Serbia Civil Society Dialogue” that assembled 25 civil society figures from Serbia and 50 from Kosovo. Apart from a panel discussion that was broadcast live by TV Koha, the participants met with Kosovo-seated ambassadors of EU and US, held a press conference in Caglavica, had a lunch with representatives of the Serb community in Gracanica and attended a lecture at the American University. A number of individual meetings provided an extra dimension to the event.
Serb-Albanian dialogue at the level of civil society that used to be continuous faced a setback after Kosovo’s independence declaration. Therefore, the main objective of the meeting organized in Pristhina was to create the atmosphere that will bring civil society across boundaries closer and closer as the time goes by but also contribute to the solution of everyday problems facing citizens of Serbia and Kosovo alike. Bearing in mind the character of the two societies and all the complexities of Serb-Albanian relations the attainment of this objective necessitates historical patience and nurturing of the culture of dialogue that is not exactly characteristic for Balkan societies.  
The topics dominating the panel discussion were those that should be in the focus of the meetings to come. This includes cooperation in the domains of culture, mass media, and economy, coping with the recent past, position of Serbs in Kosovo and of Albanians in Serbia. All the participants in the panel emphasized that the change in political relations in the region and within the international community created favorable conditions for comprehensive exchanges. All the countries in the region are oriented towards EU accession, which considerably determines the agenda for bilateral and regional dialogues, said many. Among EU’s main criteria for all potential candidates are cooperation with the ICTY, regional cooperation and neighborly relations.
All the participants agreed that the said process had to be launched to help the Balkan societies to cleanse themselves from xenophobia, racism and nationalism blurring the prospects of any community as a whole but also the prospects of individuals belonging to such community.
Serb-Albanian relations are burdened by a complex historical legacy that generates mutual distrust and extremist responses, including xenophobia and racism. 
“This meeting is a drop in the ocean of the need to change these relations and normalize the region. In this context, we must not be arrogant and ignore our actual standing in Europe we all aspire to. We must not be short-sighted about our duties and obligations…But we must be patient,” said historian Latinka Perovic.
Despite non-existent official communication, economy is the domain where many ties have been established, said the participants. These ties are being developed through illegal and roundabout channels (smuggling and trade through third countries) and, therefore, undermine both economies and citizens’ interests. Settlement of the open issues in the domain of infrastructure – notably electricity supply and telecommunications – preconditions a smooth economic cooperation. These issues also often generate incidental situations and are manipulated through the media. Unsettled property relations are among major stumbling blocs. Venera Hajrulahu, director of the Kosovo Foundation for Open Society, said, “Kosovo and Serbia are hostages to each other in the process of European integrations. Neither of the two could accede to EU membership without mutual recognition and normalization of bilateral relations.” “Most important for the attainment of our shared and lofty goal such as membership of EU, which in itself implies enormous undertakings, is that we perceive all the steps leading towards it as our deepest, personal need rather than an imposition,” said Jovan Cirilov, theaterologist and publicist.
Most participants underlined the significance of free flow of information and, in this context, the role of the media. The media can be major factors in lessening of tensions and informing each side of the realities of the other and the other way round. The participants from Serbia underpinned the need for a new media strategy for Kosovo. The ongoing media policy, they said, aims at maintaining status quo, i.e. the stereotypes about Albanians as the people incapable of organizing a state of their own. The media in Serbia are exclusively focused on North Kosovo, which fits into the partition strategy. Any voice of reason coming from Serb representatives in Kosovo is usually treated as treacherous – and this further contributes to the polarization within Kosovo Serb corps. 
The role of the media in the new circumstances is the more so delicate and responsible since Serbia’s state policy continues to deepen the gap between Serb and Albanian communities in Kosovo. To meet their responsibility the media need to change their discourse and delegitimize lies that make the sum and substance of anti-Albanian campaign.
The strategy pursued by most media cannot be changed overnight. To start with, however, a change in their attitudes towards new realities in the region would suffice. That would be a major step towards establishment of mutual trust and neighborly relations.
Despite the media blockade in both countries, some outlets such as RTV B92, TV Koha and Koha Ditore daily cooperated and thus contributed to relaxation of overall atmosphere.
Arts and culture, said the participants, provide a major channel of communication and rapprochement. The starting points for the cooperation in this domain are traumas the two peoples experienced over the past three decades. This experience, however, may serve better mutual understanding and establishment of trust. Exchanges in the domain of arts and culture – such as guest theater performances, books on sale, exhibitions, etc. – mobilize the people, notably artists and the young. Since traditional, academic institutions are no longer powerful as they used to be, new artistic movements and projects emerge as driving forces.
“Cultural cooperation is among the most efficient ways for the establishment of a civilized dialogue of creative people and removal of stereotypes…Though cultural cooperation is often considered elitist as it encompasses rather small circles, it founds an echo because elitist strata of the society are the ones that shape public opinion,” said Skelzen Maliqi.
Speaking of renewal of trust, the participants underlined the need for exposure of all crimes, because many in Serbia are trying hard to marginalize the crimes and consign them to oblivion. Recognition of the facts about brutal crimes such as those committed in Suva Reka and other places preconditions the dialogue. Confidence cannot be built unless state-orchestrated terror and violence are labeled as such. “Atrocious crimes were committed here in Kosovo. They cannot be compared with those in Croatia or in Bosnia. Serbia’s governmental institutions’ doings in Kosovo are unprecedented. Women and children were killed. In most cases in Bosnia and Croatia, women and children were separated from men capable of wearing arms. Now EU and great powers are exerting pressure for a bilateral dialogue. But mass graves in the Danube, in Batajnica and Perucac must not be forgotten for the sake of the dialogue on ‘technical issues’,” said lawyer Dragoljub Todorovic.
The position of Serbs in Kosovo and of Albanians in Serbia constitutes a special dimension of future relations between the two peoples. Kosovo Serbs, notably those in North Kosovo, have been tools of Belgrade’s policy for years and have never had a chance to articulate their real-life interests. The Ahtisaari plan secures a privileged position for Kosovo Serbs. However, official Belgrade would still not recognize these advantages, while the Serb community in Kosovo lacks human resources for its practical implementation. Albanians in Serbia live in a political vacuum and except for EU and US in 2001 when conflicts in South Serbia threatened with escalation hardly anyone has been concerned with their situation. Pacification of South Serbia, however, has not resulted in Albanians’ integration into Serbia’s political and economic community.
Taking into account the heavy legacy of distrust and extremism, including xenophobia and racism, marking Serb-Albanian relations, the meeting testified of more relaxed climate on both sides and of the possibilities for a substantive dialogue. That will not be an easy process because of the two societies lack the culture of dialogue. Nevertheless, every meeting is a step in the right direction and leads towards more civilized and humane relations.
The Prishtina meeting was in the function of long-term objectives the attainment of which presupposes an atmosphere in which Serbs and Albanians can talk face to face both in Serbia and in Kosovo, on equal footing and with respect, and without prioritizing one’s rights over the rights of the other.
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