VOJVODINA ― CIVIL RIGHTS ENDANGERED
In the second half of 2008, the problems besetting the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina, namely the continual undermining of its multiethnic potentials, culminated in attacks on the province’s Draft Statute.  The document triggered yet another wave of campaigning against the idea of decentralization, that is of Vojvodina’s autonomy. A petition against the Draft Statute introduced as part of the campaign was signed by 75 intellectuals and academicians. The year was marked by the Kosovo issue and by revivified anti-Montenegrin and, especially, anti-Croatian propaganda. Given the political context, the Draft Statute, whose adoption is mandatory under the Constitution of the Republic of Serbia, was condemned as a plan to ‘create another state within the state’ and as a ‘step towards [Vojvodina’s] independence’. 

The Draft Statute was declared unacceptable and anti-state for allegedly being incompatible with the Constitution, as well as ‘from the point of view of citizens’ interests’ and ‘from the point of view of Serbia’s national and state interests’. The chief exponents of this rhetoric are the Democratic Party of Serbia (the DSS carried out a legal analysis of the Draft Statute and proposed drawing up a new statute in conformity with the ‘provided legally valid procedure’) and the Serbian Radical Party (SRS) headed by Milorad Mirčić (head of the SRS parliamentary floor group in the Vojvodina Assembly). The main opposition parties must have been deeply grateful to certain media outlets for their poignant headlines, e.g. ‘Vojvodinians tearing Serbia apart’ and ‘Hands off Vojvodina’ (Pravda), ‘This is how far Pajtić’s autonomists have got in breaking up the northern Serbian province’ (Tabloid), ‘Is the “more than autonomy, less than independence” formula going to be tried out in Vojvodina?’ (Glas javnosti), ‘Vojvodinian statehood and the possibility of secession’ (Pečat). The campaign also enjoyed the support of more extreme segments from the nationalist political current. At the forefront of these were the older cadres and the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts (SANU), as well as a number of like-minded right-wing youth organizations which reacted against the Draft Statute (the Serbian National Movement ‘Svetozar Miletić’, the 1389 Movement). The emphasis was on anti-communism through criticism of the 1974 Constitution, disavowal of war crimes, accusations of secession (with drawing, as seemingly logical, parallels with the ‘breaking up of the SFRY’ by the Croats and the Slovenes), and on ‘lessons’ to be drawn from Kosovo. Samardžić said that ‘various separatist and quasi-separatist tendencies are being smuggled in in the document presented as the Draft Statute of Vojvodina; this is provoking the public and is a quite unnecessary thing in Serbia, who has a difficult state problem with the other province’.

TROUBLE WITH THE STATUTE
At the end of August, the DSS and the SRS were the first to react to the draft by announcing the preparation of their own versions of the statute. As the DSS experts merely copied parts of the Constitution, Article 1 of its version includes provisions denying the multiethnic and multiconfessional character of Vojvodina society:

The Autonomous Province of Vojvodina is an autonomous territorial community established by the Constitution of the Republic of Serbia in which the constitutional equality of the Serb people and all the citizens and ethnic communities living in it shall be guaranteed.

This is at variance with the original draft, which is based on the concept of the civil state; that this is so is evident already in Article 1 of the Draft Statute: 

Vojvodina is the autonomous province of the women and men citizens (hereinafter: citizens) who live in it, as part of the Republic of Serbia, which came into being by virtue of the specific national, historical, cultural and other characteristics of the region, a multinational, multicultural and multiconfessional democratic European region.
Vojvodina is a component part of the integral cultural, civilizational, economic and geographical space of Central Europe.
The Autonomous Province of Vojvodina is an autonomous territorial community in the Republic of Serbia.
As is clear from the very beginning, the Draft Statute comprises guidelines for organizing the state of a multi-national society. The Draft Statute also sets out to correct the defects of the ignominious Constitution; the citizens of Vojvodina fiercely opposed the highest state act of the Republic of Serbia at the referendum called to endorse it and they continue to do so.
The adoption of the Statute having been initiated by the previous Vojvodina Government, the campaign against the new Government and its ‘secessionist pretensions’ started soon after its formation.
 The occasion was provided by the announcement by the newly-elected president of the Vojvodina Assembly, Sándor Egeresy, that he would advocate the opening of the province’s representation in Brussels (the initiative had been started by Bojan Kostreš during the life of the previous Assembly). The explanation for the decision was that Vojvodina wanted a place ‘by the fire’ – a reference to the possibility of applying for and using funds – as well as to be ‘close to European institutions so that we may lobby them not only on behalf of Vojvodina, but also on behalf of Serbia’.
 The media’s reaction to the decision was summed up by the headline ‘Vojvodina’s (non)autonomous journey to the EU’ in Večernje novosti. The move no doubt helped to strengthen the resistance to the centralist policy of the State: ‘Belgrade is to Serbia what the heart is to the body – it can make the other organs perform better, but it can also bring the whole system to a halt. This is why it is very important for the City and the Republic to function as a unit.’
 In this context, the case for decentralization was best formulated by Bojan Kostreš, whose vision of the project reaches beyond the Vojvodina region: ‘Since 250 regions have their representations in Brussels, I see no reason why Vojvodina should not have one. Belgrade and all large towns in Serbia should make efforts to have their representations.’
 Kostreš was criticized by Milorad Mirčić, who believes that Vojvodina was bent on being granted greater autonomy, ‘which may even turn into independence’. The New Serbia (NS) party said that the Draft Statute must be withdrawn because it is a cover for the ‘autonomist and separatist goals’ of the League of Social Democrats of Vojvodina (LSV).

There was no letup in the severe criticism of the content of the Draft Statute both prior to its passage by the Vojvodina Assembly on 14 October and while it waited to be put on the republic Assembly agenda and put to the vote, after which it would enter into force. The central message of this campaign for self-serving political ends was: ‘Vojvodina is Serb’. With the Statute still pending before the Serbian Assembly (it was expected to come up in February 2009), there was still plenty of time left for media smear campaigns and an increase in interethnic intolerance in Vojvodina. At the forefront of the campaign are right-wing party leaders who draw upon ‘expert’ analyses prepared by Faculty of Law professors (Ratko Marković) and academicians (Kosta Čavoški and Vasilije Krestić). The position of the DSS, the SRS, and NS is that the Draft Statute violates some basic provisions of the Constitution, namely that an Autonomous Province is a component part of the state territory of Serbia. They also argue that the intention to rename Vojvodina’s Executive Council as Government and the provincial secretaries as ministers – as envisaged by the Statute – was an early sign that the Vojvodinians were after the prerogatives of statehood.  The DSS said that anyone wanting to open a representation abroad would be using a ‘copy of the recipe for breaking up the SFRY’.  The DSS called on the Democratic Party (DS) to ‘withdraw the draft and to keep from provoking calamities already seen’.

The new Statute provides the establishment of a Vojvodina Development Bank, a Vojvodina Academy of Sciences and Arts, and a special provincial Assembly body – a Council of Nations and National Communities (a mixed-composition body with equal numbers of representatives of the majority nation and minority communities), as well as the use of the Latin script of the Serbian language as official. These are the most frequently challenged provisions of the Draft Statute.
One of the most disputed key provisions is Article 3 of the Draft Statute which guarantees the right of citizens to provincial autonomy:
(. . .) The territory of the AP Vojvodina shall not be altered without the consent of its citizens expressed through a referendum. A referendum is valid if a majority of the total number of electors registered in the territory of AP Vojvodina participated in the vote. A decision on an alteration of territory is deemed to have been taken if the alteration was voted for by a majority of the total number of electors registered in the territory of AP Vojvodina.
 Article 3 of the DSS revised draft statute reads as follows: 

The territory of the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina consists of the territories of municipalities established by the law of the Republic of Serbia.
The territory of the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina shall not be altered without the consent of the citizens expressed through a referendum, in accordance with the law of the Republic of Serbia.
 (text bolded by the Helsinki Committee for emphasis)
Article 182 of the Constitution of the Republic of Serbia reads somewhat differently:
Autonomous provinces shall be autonomous territorial communities established by the Constitution, in which citizens exercise the right to the provincial autonomy.
In the Republic of Serbia, there are the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina and the Autonomous Province of Kosovo and Metohija. The substantial autonomy of the Autonomous province of Kosovo and Metohija shall be regulated by the special law which shall be adopted in accordance with the proceedings envisaged for amending the Constitution. 

New autonomous provinces may be established, and already established ones may be revoked or merged following the proceedings envisaged for amending the Constitution. The proposal to establish new, or revoke or merge the existing autonomous provinces shall be established by citizens in a referendum, in accordance with the Law.
Territory of autonomous provinces and the terms under which borders between autonomous provinces may be altered shall be regulated by the Law. Territory of autonomous provinces may not be altered without the consent of its citizens given in a referendum, in accordance with the Law.
As can be seen, the DSS, which declared the Vojvodina Draft Statute unconstitutional, in its own draft falsifies the highest state act to the detriment of civil rights in Vojvodina. The DSS obviously wants a referendum to be decided at republic level rather than by the citizens of the province themselves, and this is why it threw out the crucial provision concerning the will of ‘its citizens’. Also, one should not lose sight of the fact that the Constitution itself is not overly complaisant concerning this matter. Because Article 182 provides for the possibility of a province being stripped of its autonomy in the event of the majority population of the republic deciding to that effect in a referendum, it is open to a latitude of interpretation. These ambiguities in the Constitution about who is deciding in a referendum (citizens domiciled in the region?) have been pointed out by the European Commission for Democracy Through Law (the Venice Commission).

Article 3 of the Draft Statute was also criticized by the SRS: ‘Giving citizens only in that part of the territory of Serbia an opportunity to vote in a referendum on matters of a possibly separatist nature indicates the pursuance of the plan for the break-up of Yugoslavia already put into practice.’
 

One of the critics, the Faculty of Law professor, Ratko Marković, holds that the purpose of the article is to ‘ensure the immutability of territory’. He also thinks that Article 1 of the Draft Statute is contrary to the Constitution because ‘By declaring Vojvodina a European region integrated into the European system of regions the proposed Draft Statute transcends the concept because the Constitution does not recognize such a thing. This cannot be [subject to] a unilateral decision laid down by a statute, it can only be decided by the Serbian state.’
 

The above argument does not correspond with the Province’s factual position: it is already a member of the Association of European Regions which comprises regions from 33 countries from both EU members and non-members. Arguments of this kind also run counter to Article 12 of the Constitution, whose tenor is that the provinces may by their decisions limit the power of the state.
 This is certainly in keeping with the project to decentralize the whole of the territory of Serbia, an arrangement advocated by the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and the League of Social Democrats of Vojvodina (LSV), among others.
Ratko Marković also criticized Article 26 concerning the official languages and scripts, saying that the ‘use of the Latin script cannot be regulated by a decision of the provincial Assembly’ because the Serbian language and the Cyrillic script are in official use in Serbia. This is in effect a denial of the Law on the Official Use of Language, which guarantees the right to official use of national minority languages. There was no mention, for instance, of the problem of the non-use of Romany as an official language and its standardization, although initiatives had been started to that end. 

The issues of language and of a Vojvodina Academy of Sciences and Arts (VANU) are considered dangerous because it is believed that ‘that was also what Montenegro started out with’, i.e. by establishing a national church, an official script, and the ‘Doclean Academy’. The academicians were especially adamant in this regard: ‘Since the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts has existed for 167 years as the highest institution of learning of the Serbian state, the so-called Vojvodina Academy of Sciences and Arts can only be a non-Serb academy of a non-Serb quasi-state modelled on the self-styled state in occupied Kosovo and Metohija.’
 In this connection the SANU issued a statement challenging the establishment of the Vojvodina academy on the grounds that the existence of the SANU branch seated in Novi Sad is quite enough.  The head of the branch, academician Zoran Kovačević, offered the following explanation: ‘The SANU branch in Novi Sad was set up precisely on account of Vojvodina’s specificity, so that the national minorities too should have room of their own to develop and study their sciences and cultures. Academies are national creations established relatively long ago, and Vojvodina has no nations of its own as yet.’
 

In order to reinforce the dominion of the majority population over the minorities, whose every demand for civil rights is seen as an occasion to defend Serbdom, a group of intellectuals including 19 academicians on 16 October addressed an open letter to the president of the state, Government and deputies in the Serbian and Vojvodina assemblies, asking them to deny support to the Vojvodina Draft Statute. They argued that the Draft would invest the province with attributes of statehood and pave the way for its secession.  The 64 signatories said that every provision of the Draft Statute giving the province attributes of statehood and sovereignty was unconstitutional. The signatories, including SANU members, university professors, historians, artists, journalists and sports workers, cited five attributes of statehood and sovereignty the Draft Statute would confer on the province: ‘That statute is the product of the present-day communist falsification of history aimed at breaking up the Serb people through creating new states and artificial nations.’
 Academician Vasilije Krestić, who also signed the letter, found it absurd that while ‘on the one side we are struggling to preserve territory (Kosovo and Metohija) temporarily taken away from us, on the other we are creating conditions for losing another part of our territory (Vojvodina).’
 At a function held at the Matica Srpska Society at the end of November, Krestić said that the attitude of the politicians ‘can prove ruinous’. Recalling the historical circumstances and events preceding 25 November 1918, the day the Grand National Assembly made the decision to incorporate Bačka, Banat, and Baranja into Serbia, he wondered: ‘Why are today’s politicians from Vojvodina, and some from Serbia too, trying to reverse historical processes and the decision taken by our fathers and grandfathers?’

In their attacks on the Draft Statute, the critics occasionally used even anti-communist platitudes. For instance, Prof. Marković took issue with the setting up of a joint delegation which would comprise representatives of Serbian and Vojvodina agencies with a view to improving cooperation in the province; his objection was that the body is an anachronism dating back to the days of socialist self-management. On the other hand, such critics resist initiatives to do away with socialist-era anachronisms such as ‘provincial secretary’ in favour of ‘minister’. 

In the view of Kosta Čavoški, the ultimate objective of those bent on pushing through Vojvodina’s new Statute is to detach the province from the territory of Serbia and to squeeze the latter within her borders prior to the 1912 Battle of Kumanovo, i.e. s Serbia without Vojvodina, Raška, and Kosovo and Metohija. He said that the authors of the Draft Statute want ‘either a part or the whole of Vojvodina to be attached to Hungary on the pretext of its faster incorporation into Europe.’
 Čavoški said there was a danger of secession of the district of Subotica
 ‘in order to attach it to Hungary sooner or later’. For Čavoški, this is an ‘already seen scenario’. ‘The territory on which a national minority comprises the majority population is first marked out and rounded off. An autonomy is next established on that territory; under the Draft Statute (Article 32, paragraph 1) that will be effected by decision of the provincial Assembly. Finally, issues are raised concerning the situation of such minority national autonomy within Serbia in order to justify demands for its incorporation into the kin-state.’ 
 

On the side of the critically-minded academicians, right-wing extremist groups were busy organizing rallies and protests against the document.
 As reported by Pravda, on 26 August over 1,000 people staged a peaceful protest outside the DS headquarters in support of the ICTY indictees and calling for the overthrow of the regime of Boris Tadić. The crowd carried banners bearing an image of Radovan Karadžić, posters with a map of Vojvodina and the legend: ‘Independence for Vojvodina? Is that the project?’, and photomontages of Boris Tadić and Bojan Pajtić holding knives and forks in their hands. The gathering was addressed by the former diplomat Vladimir Kršljanin and Luka Karadžić. The event was organized by the extreme right-wing organization ‘1389’.
The president of the Serbian National Movement ‘Svetozar Miletić’, Prof. Dragan Nedeljković, said that the Draft Statute represented a ‘step towards secession and an abuse of autonomy’: ‘While autonomy made sense in a foreign empire, where it served as a bulwark against Germanization, Hungarization, it has no such meaning and justification in a Serb and Yugoslav state.’
 Historical circumstances and the liberation from Austro-Hungarian rule are thus invoked in support of the argument that the Serbs needed autonomy then but not now (having been incorporated into Serbia, the argument runs, there is no longer any need for their separate status in their own state). The nationalist groups are obviously finding it difficult to accept the reality. The Draft Statute was approved by the provincial Assembly in spite of the fact that Vojvodina’s population is made up mostly of Serbs. 

The media reacted, invoking ‘freedom of the press’, by calling for protests: ‘Parliamentary struggle alone will not be enough; the opposition must be prepared for protests and for all forms of civil disobedience permitted by law likely to slow down or halt the headlong dash towards the federalization of Serbia.  Unless the creation of a new republic goes off without serious resistance, the next steps resulting, for a start, in an autonomy or two within an autonomous Vojvodina are going to follow one upon another with increasing speed and may be impossible to halt.’
 The mechanisms being used to discredit the Statute bear a strong resemblance to those employed by Slobodan Milošević in organizing the ‘anti-bureaucratic revolution’ in Vojvodina in preparation for abolishing its autonomy and amending the Constitution.
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� The Democratic Party (DS), which helped to prepare the Draft Statute, commands a majority in the Vojvodina Assembly with 65 deputies out of 120 (these votes belong to the Together for a European Vojvodina coalition comprising the DS and G17+). In the Vojvodina Executive Council, the DS has more than half the seats with Bojan Pajtić occupying the post of president. Sándor Egeresy of the Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians (SVM) heads the Vojvodina Assembly. He is the first non-Serb to have been elected to the post. In view of this, the fact that the opposition is accusing both the ruling coalition and Vojvodina minority parties of secessionism comes as no surprise. However, the charges being levelled against the DS are aimed chiefly at scoring political points, given that the DS was among those who voted for the Constitution that now stands in the way of Vojvodina’s substantial autonomy and autonomy for other regions in Serbia.  It should also be recalled that Bojan Pajtić himself was against opening Vojvodina’s representation in Brussels on the grounds that lobbying for resources from EU funds could be handled by one person. 
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�Article 12: State power is restricted by the right of citizens to provincial autonomy and local self-government.





The right of citizens to provincial autonomy and local self-government shall be subjected only to supervision of constitutionality and legality.   
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� The reference is to the controversial Article 32 of the Draft Statute providing for the establishment of administrative districts on the territories of Bačka, Banat, and Srem. In this case, Subotica and Sombor would be the seats in Bačka. This part of the Draft Statute was also criticized by liberal circles. Advocates of a civil state are namely warning against the possibility of decentralization being carried out along ethnic lines (resulting in a concentration of Hungarians in the north of Bačka). Aleksandar Popov of the Centre for Regionalism said that the ‘explanation of the promoters of the Draft Statute that the introduction of administrative districts would mean the decentralization of Vojvodina simply doesn’t wash because administrative districts stand for deconcentration not decentralization of power. Therefore, it may be suspected that the promoters have come to an agreement to round off the municipalities in the north of Bačka.’ Because the object of this kind of criticism is to find the best model for the functioning of a multiethnic region, it should not be confused with that coming from nationalist circles. The Centre for Regionalism says that in order to make this possible it is necessary ‘to amend as soon as possible the provisions of the Serbian Constitution relating to territorial organizations so as to create constitutional conditions for the decentralization of Serbia.’
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