Visit to  Orahovac, Velika Hoča and monastery in  Zočište
23 September 2008

Orahovac is a townlet in southwestern part of Kosovo, 64 km from Pristina and 32 km from Prizren. According to the most recent data, 85,698 people live in municipality of Orahovac. Of that number, 1,300 are Serbs, and 420 others  (Romany, Askalia, Egyptians and Bosniaks). Before the armed conflict in 1998-1999 period, there were over 5,000 Serbs in that municipality. Majority of them lived in towns and villages of Velika Hoca, Opterusa, Retimlje, Zociste, Zerze. Currently Serbs live only in the northern part of the townlet, about 450 of them, and approximately  850 in the village of Velika Hoča, 3.5 km from  Orahovac. Both Albanian and Serb locals speak the same language-Rahovac language. It is a dialect between the Macedonian and Bulgarian, peppered with some Serb, Turkish and Albanian language words.  
	Ethnic set-up of  Orahovac population

	Year 
	Albanians
	 %
	Serbs
	 %
	Others
	 %
	Total
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1991 census 
	55,119
	92
	3,938
	7
	885
	1
	59,942
	
	
	
	
	
	

	January 1999
	52,500
	92
	4,000
	7
	800
	1
	57,300
	
	
	
	
	
	

	December 1999
	58,772
	89
	5,008
	8
	2116
	3
	65,896
	
	
	
	
	
	

	May 2001
	69,019
	97.6
	1,350
	1.9
	350
	0.5
	70,719
	
	
	
	
	
	

	November 2002
	71,834
	97.7
	1,300
	1.8
	420
	0.5
	73,554
	
	
	
	
	
	

	August  2003
	72,853
	97,1
	1300
	1,7
	849
	1,1
	75002
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Now
	83.978
	
	1,300 approx. 
	1,7 approx.
	420 approx. 
	1,1
	85.698
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Source: 1991 census, OSCE/KVM Report (January 1999), UNHCR/HCIC Kosovo, Database (December 1999), Community leaders’ information. 2002 -Directorate of Urbanism (only figures concerning Kosovo Albanian part of the population), Local Community Office, Community leaders’ information. All population figures are subject to a wide margin of error. It is noted that the 1991 census was highly politicized and is thus unreliable..
Ref: OSCE (PDF/HTML)


17th July 1998 saw in Orahovac the beginning of armed conflicts between members of the Liberation Army of Kosovo  (UČK) and Serb forces. In the fighting which lasted three days 300 Albanian civilians and over 100 Serbs were killed. At the meeting of the municipal Working Group for Return and Re-integration of Orahovac it was disclosed that about 1,050 civilians were killed in that municipality in the 1998-1999 period.  
Orahovac is the principal agricultural centre in Kosovo. Over 50% of Kosovo vineyards are in the area of that municipality. Those vineyards cover over 1,000 ha of land. Wine production capacity is about 50 million litres, while the storage capacity is about 500,000 hectoliters. Since deployment of international peace-keepers in Kosovo, some  Serb-owned vineyards have been destroyed: wires were broken, columns yanked down and vine seedlings have been uprooted. Despite current good co-operation between Serb and Albanian wine-growers-they sell grapes, produce wine, etc.-capacity of the region is still underutilised.  
Best known companies in  Orahovac are:

· Ekoplast – a plastic-manufacturing plant, employing 23 workers.  

· 18 Nëntori- a plastic-manufacturing plant, still not fully operational. It used to employ 273 workers.  

· OSA Termosistem (former-Termovent), a private company. Manufactures technical equipment, has  45 workers. 
·  Stone Castle (former PIK PIRO) produces wine and alcoholic beverages. Has   541 workers.  

· Korenica, a private doors-and windows-manufacturing company. Has 20 employees.  

· M&M Silos  has  413 employees.  

· 1 Maj has 52 workers. 

· Podrima, a trade company employing 32 people.  

· Poljoprivredni Instituti  ( relocated from Peć to Orahovac), has  22 workers.  
· Stari Podrum (formercity company  PIRO) manufactures wine and alcoholic beverages. Employs 21 workers.  

Until 1999 all those companies employed a large number of members of the Serb community. Currently they don’t have a single Serb employee.  
Serbs who have remained in the upper town and in the village Velika Hoča, no longer face the problem of security, freedom of movement and visits to municipal services. They mostly complain about unemployment, lack of access to their vineyards and arable land, lack of communication and hampered access to educational facilities, and above all  about violations of legal provisions and inefficiency of judicial bodies.  

Unemployment is the biggest problem in municipality of Orahovac both for Serbs and the majority Albanian population.  Serbs told us that due to absence of Serbia’s assistance, young people were leaving the municipality in droves.  In Orahovac  20% of male youngsters don’t work. They would gladly take any job,  they are ready to work together with Albanians, but there are no work-related initiatives and projects. In the past some international organizations and the Serb authorities used to render aid in kind, and provide them with agricultural machinery and tractors. But, according to some of our interlocutors: ”only few individuals profited from such initiatives.” Several Serbs, Helsinki Committee interlocutors, also maintained that wine-growing could provide a good regional livelihood, but they needed money to purchase the necessary equipment. They also pointed out that construction of an agricultural commune would ease the unemployment problem.  

Property of some Serbs from Orahovac and Velika Hoča has been usurped and they cannot get it back or get compensation for it. There are some cases of  judicial decisions ruling the reinstatment of flats, wineyards or plots of land. Nonetheless the property in question has not been reinstated, so the rightful owners cannot utilise or sell it. They expect the Helsinki Committee to act as a middleman with the Kosovo institutions and thus help them attain their rights. 
Since 1999 Serb primary and secondary school pupils have not attended schools in the Albanian part of town. In fact they attend a school set up in –a former supermarket. After deployment of international forces in the part of Orahovac which constitutes a kind of border between the Serb and Albanian part of city, a multi-ethnic school was built. It is a modern and well-equipped school, intended for Albanian, Serb and RAE community choldren. However, only Albanian and some Egyptian children attend the said school. Former school director, Mile Grković, the incumbent director Suzana Grković and several Serb citizens told us that that teachers and parents were against such multi-ethnic school, and demanded that a special school be built for Serb children.  Suzana Grković told us that her school currently has only 46 pupils. She suggested joint English language courses for Serb and Albanian children and building of a joint sports ground. There are no sports grounds in the upper town, barring a private basketball ground. Suzana Grkovic was interested in organizing excursions both for parents and pupils to monastery Dečane, Peć Patrijaršija and Prizren.
Serbs from the upper town underscore their isolation/segregation, lack of regular transport services between Orahovac and other cities in Kosovo and in Serbia proper. Thus they have “a suffocating feeling.” Twice- a- week van service for Kosovska Mintrovica does not meet their needs, for they need to make daily journeys to buy food, visit health facilities, resolve personal and family problems in public services centres. On top of everything passengerws are required to write down their names  and state the reason for their journey and destination ahead of every departure. They suggest opening of at least one, regular  mini-van service line from Orahovac. A group of women is manifestly ready to make organised journeys to Prizren in order to trade and visit local Orthodox churches.  

There is a huge need for setting up a soup kitchen in Orahovac, because of a large number of sick, elderly people, and socially vulnerable families. Even the richer locals cannot find basic commodities and foodstuffs in the vicinity. Some of them have to do all their shopping at markets in Kosovska Mitrovica or in Serbia. 
Serbs who live in the enclave in the upper town, cannot bury their dead in their Serb graveyard in the lower, Albanian-inhabited part of town. Hence since 1999 Serbs had to bury their dead in the courtyard of their church. 
Majority of total of 850 locals of Velika Hocha, an ethnically pure Serb village, are jobless. Most of of them used to work for agricultural-industrial estate “Orvin”. Only three families, recipients of donations, now produce, 15,000 litres annually. Monastery Deshane, in the area of Velika Hoča, has 5 hectares of wineyards, and their own wine cellars where wine is bottled. 
In the vicinity of Velika Hoča there is a fomer packaging and detergents-producing facility. After the war all the machinery was destroyed, but the facility remained intact. It used to house a Dutch unit of KFOR. That facility is currently used by a private entrepreneur.  
Locals are convinced that the facility could solve the problem of unemployment. They believe that with little investments they could work there together with Albanians. To date they have had bad experience with donations. They maintain that those who were in charge of the projects, misused all the donations’funds and consequently divided the community. They say that “scoundrels were the only ones who profited from those donations.”
Abbot of monastery Kozma and Damjan in Žočište (destroyed in 2004, and now partially rebuilt)  stated that he had no security problems, and that he went to Prizren whenever he wanted. In village Žočište 30 housing facilities were built for displaced Serbs. Abbot Stefan, head of monastery, was of opinion that Serbs would not return en masse, for in Serbia they had bought flats and houses, found jobs, had got used to life there, and realized  that both they and their children had better prospects there. However, he said that he believed in the possibility of individual return to the village, and to Orahovac too. He was convinced that the Orthodox Church could be an important factor of survival of Serbs in Kosovo.  

Conclusions and recommendations :
Survival of Serbs in those enclaves is possible only if their livelhood is ensured, not only through humanitarian existance, but also through creation of conditions for their sustainable existence. In other words, conditions for their employment and education of their children must be created. If they send their children to schools in Serbia, those children, by definition, remain there. In view of the fact that this town has a potential for economic  recovery and development, the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights, in conversations with the enclaves locals, identified several viable projects, which with the assistance of the Kosovo government and international community could ensure a turnaround in the lives of both  local Serbs and Albanians. 
The following is recommended:

· International community-funded establishment of a commune or association of wine-growers from that region  (both Albanians and Serbs). The project would also included equipping of cellars and other amenities. Wine from the region is a high-quality one and used to enjoy the international renown.  Currently the regional potential in that regard is underutilised. Organize meetings with wine-growers in order to establish the exact kind of assisstance they need (from the recovery of vineyards, equipping, finalization of production and bottling). Capacity of production is around 50 milion litres, and storage capacity is 500,000 hectaliters;
· Introduce or make operational  regular bus services for Priština, Prizren,  Kosovska Mitrovica and Serbia. 
· Organize foreign language courses, notably courses of English, jointly for the Serb and Albanian children. 
· Build sports grounds for the Albanian and Serb children. 
· Convert  the existing facility in Velika Hoća (a former detergents and packaging material plant) into a grape juice facility  (proposal of locals), employing both local Albanians and Serbs. 
· Open a soup kitchen in Orahovac, in view of a large number of the infirm, sick and socially vulnerable locals. Set up medical services which could effect regular check-ups of locals in an already existing health centre in the Albanian part of Orahovac. 
· Enable locals of Orahovac to bury their dead in the old graveyard.
