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THE IMPORTANCE OF AN INTERNAL DIALOGUE ON KOSOVO SERB INTEGRATION 

“We want to live in peace with our neighbors – we want to be able to go and visit Pec [Peja] 

freely” 

        Petar, a Ranilug/Ranillug resident1 

This quote shows the deep ethnic divisions that are still alive in Kosovo. Fear of visiting 

‘neighbors’ is a clear indication of the poor social integration of the Serb community in Kosovo. 

Hope for renewed attempts to improve the social integration of Kosovan minority communities 

arose when Albin Kurti was sworn in as Prime Minister on the 3rd of February, 2020.2 The newly 

formalized Kurti cabinet3represented a significant change in the political scene of Kosovo. 4 

During the election period, Kurti promised to focus on social and economic integration of minority 

communities, by organizing a bottom-up dialogue with the communities living in the country.5 In 

line with this, Albin Kurti argued that “we must make our country liveable and persuade more 

people to stay in our country”.6Kurti aimed at adopting a bottom-up approach by starting an open 

dialogue with minority communities, with a specific focus on Serb minority communities,7 on their 

needs for integration. He furthermore explained it is crucial to find common goals that bridge 

different minority communities, so that joint activities can be realized at grass root 

level. 8 Research done by Lumezi indicated that people from the Serb community in 

Ranilug/Ranillug were open to speak to someone ‘from Pristina9’, stating that: “all of them agree 

that someone from Prishtina should come and talk to them and to see each other’s needs”.10 

Despite these promising plans from government of Kosovo, the arrival of the Covid-19 

pandemic to Kosovo brought them to an abrupt halt. While the government took quick action to 

curb the spread of the virus, a dispute concerning the imposed measures arose within the 

government on the 18th of March. A political crisis followed, which rapidly deteriorated as the 

young coalition lost a no-confidence motion on the 25th of March.11Despite public resistance12, 

                                                             
1Lumezi, A., 2019. Talking Kurti and Dialogue with Everyday Serbs. Kosovo Two Point Zero, [online] Available at: 
<https://kosovotwopointzero.com/en/talking-kurti-and-dialogue-with-everyday-serbs/> [Accessed November 8 2020].  
22020. Kurti elected prime minister. Prishtina Insight, [online] Available at: <https://prishtinainsight.com/kurti-elected-
prime-minister/> [Accessed November 8 2020].  
3 The Kurti Cabinet was formalized following a deal between the political parties: Vetëvendosje, New Democratic 
Party, Democratic League of Kosovo and Lista Sprska.  
4Lumezi, A., 2019. Talking Kurti and Dialogue with Everyday Serbs. Kosovo Two Point Zero, [online] Available at: 
<https://kosovotwopointzero.com/en/talking-kurti-and-dialogue-with-everyday-serbs/> [Accessed November 8 2020].  
5 Ibid. 
6Wintour, P, 2019. EU running scared from fascism, says Kosovo's likely new PM. The Guardian, [online] Available at: 
<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/oct/21/kosovo-likely-new-leader-albin-kurti-condemns-eu-balkans-policy> 
[Accessed November 8 2020].   
7As Serb integration into Kosovo appears to be the main priority in internal integration attempts, this paper will also 
specifically focus on Kosovo Serb integration. It should however be noted that the integration of other minorities is crucial 
as well and begs further research. This is especially true as minority rights groups indicate that minority communities in 
Kosovo are faced with a multitude of problems, as language obstacles, discrimination of on the work floor, lack of access to 
public institutions and a higher than average lack of security. 
8 Ilse, S. “I want this state to succeed first”. Heinrich Böll Stiftung, [online] Available at: 
<https://rs.boell.org/en/2019/12/09/i-want-state-succeed-first> [Accessed November 8 2020]. 
9In order to preserve neutrality, English spelling is used throughout this paper to refer to Pristina.  
10Lumezi, A., 2019. Talking Kurti and Dialogue with Everyday Serbs. Kosovo Two Point Zero, [online] Available at: 
<https://kosovotwopointzero.com/en/talking-kurti-and-dialogue-with-everyday-serbs/> [Accessed November 8 2020]. 
11Walker, S., 2020. Kosovans look on aghast as government falls while coronavirus bites. The Guardian, [online] Available 
at: <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/kosovo-government-falls-in-vote-of-no-confidence> [Accessed 
November 8 2020]. 

https://kosovotwopointzero.com/en/talking-kurti-and-dialogue-with-everyday-serbs/
https://prishtinainsight.com/kurti-elected-prime-minister/
https://prishtinainsight.com/kurti-elected-prime-minister/
https://kosovotwopointzero.com/en/talking-kurti-and-dialogue-with-everyday-serbs/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/oct/21/kosovo-likely-new-leader-albin-kurti-condemns-eu-balkans-policy
https://rs.boell.org/en/2019/12/09/i-want-state-succeed-first
https://kosovotwopointzero.com/en/talking-kurti-and-dialogue-with-everyday-serbs/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/kosovo-government-falls-in-vote-of-no-confidence
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the Constitutional Court approved the installation of a new government led by AvdullahHoti at the 

beginning of June.13Since the creation of the new government, the focus on social integration of 

the Serb minority community in Kosovo has faded. It is especially in these times of crisis that 

divisions between the Serb and Albanian communities in Kosovo become more visible, and the 

necessity to bridge these divides therefore become more evident. With this in mind, this paper 

sheds light on the possibilities for establishing a successful internal integration dialogue. The 

main question therefore is: If an internal integration dialogue is pursued by a future Kosovo 

government, what key obstacles should it address and how can a bottom-up approach improve 

prospects of long-term success?  

Over the course of five months from February - July 2020, the author conducted 25 semi-

structured in-depth interviews with people14from the Kosovo Serb community, living in different 

areas of Kosovo. In these anonymous interviews, three topics were central: personal experiences 

in regard to integration, the (personal) trust in the government, and the willingness to engage in a 

bottom-up dialogue as proposed by Kurti. Despite the relatively small number of interviewees, a 

number of important conclusions can be drawn from the interviews, which will be presented in 

this paper.  In order to present an analysis of the possibilities for a successful internal dialogue, 

this paper is divided in three parts. First, the paper will briefly explain the origins of the 

integration debate, after which the current integration status of the Serb community in Kosovo is 

presented. Lastly, the most important obstacles to the internal integration of Kosovo Serbs will 

be presented. The paper concludes with a number of recommendations, based on data gathered 

from the interviews, which could be useful for a new attempt to initiate a bottom-up dialogue on 

internal integration.  

1. INTERNAL INTEGRATION: ITS ORIGINS 

In April 2007, a year before Kosovo declared independence from Serbia, UN Special Envoy Martti 

Ahtisaari submitted the Comprehensive Proposal for the Kosovo Status Settlement (the "Ahtisaari 

Plan") to the UN Security Council.15 As stated by the US Department of State, the Ahtisaari Plan is 

“primarily focused on protecting the rights, identity and culture of Kosovo's non-Albanian 

communities, including establishing a framework for their active participation in public 

life”.16Along the lines of the Ahtisaari Plan, and in close cooperation with the US and major 

European states, Kosovo’s Declaration of Independence followed on the 17th of February, 

2008.17 The Declaration of Independence stated that Kosovo would fully commit to implementing 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
12 Travers, E., 2020. Prishtina protests from its balconies. Prishtina Insight, [online] Available at: 
<https://prishtinainsight.com/prishtina-protests-from-its-balconies/> [Accessed November 8 2020].  
13Sopi, A., Taulant, O., Bami, X., 2020. Kosovo Parliament Confirms New Govt Under Hoti. Balkan Insight, [online] Available 
at: <https://balkaninsight.com/2020/06/03/kosovo-parliament-confirms-new-govt-under-hoti/#gsc.tab=0> [Accessed 
November 8 2020].  
14The interviewees fall in the age group between 20-60 and roughly come from Rahovec/Orahovec, Mitrovica/Mitrovicë, 
Štrpce/Shtërpca, Kamenicë/Kamenica and Gračanica/Graçanica. Names have been changed to protect anonymity.  
152008. Summary of the Comprehensive Proposal for the Kosovo Status Settlement. U.S. Department of State,  [online] 
Available at:<https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/eur/rls/fs/101244.htm> [Accessed November 8 2020].  
16Ibid.  
17 2008. Kosovo Declaration of Independence. National Legislative Bodies, [online] Available at: 
<https://www.refworld.org/docid/47d685632.html> [Accessed November 8 2020];  Visoka, G., 2018.  Acting Like a State  
Kosovo and the Everyday Making of Statehood, p. 73. Routledge: London. 

https://prishtinainsight.com/prishtina-protests-from-its-balconies/
https://balkaninsight.com/2020/06/03/kosovo-parliament-confirms-new-govt-under-hoti/#gsc.tab=0
https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/eur/rls/fs/101244.htm
https://www.refworld.org/docid/47d685632.html
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the Ahtisaari Plan,18 aiming to pursue a “democratic, secular and multi-ethnic republic, guided by 

the principles of nondiscrimination and equal protection under the law”.19 

The manifold international interventions in post-war Kosovo are a clear presentation of 

liberal peace and state-building efforts, 20  whereby externally set mandates are considered 

necessary to create sustainable peace and construct a sovereign state, often contradicting the 

local dynamics of state formation.21 The international support on which Kosovo’s independence 

is built is not purely altruistic and interventions have often been framed as the best solution for 

maintaining stability in the Balkans, aiming to avoid renewed conflict.22 Maintaining peace, or 

more specifically ‘achieving reconciliation’, is hence an integral part of Kosovo’s state-building 

process, as the creation of legitimate domestic sovereignty depends on successful integration 

and protection of ethnic minorities. Over the course of this process, Kosovo Serbs have logically 

received the main focus when designing the multiethnic framework.23 As a result, a multi-ethnic 

liberal state model has been adopted, in which legal and constitutional decisions are meant to 

realize integration, accommodation and protection of minority communities. As Visoka 24  

explains:  

“In trying to reconcile incompatible ethnic agendas for peace, the 

international community imposed over Kosovo power-sharing democracy as 

an institutional arrangement to reduce the domination of the majoritarian 

community and to provide institutional safeguards to minorities, while 

promoting peace-building and reconciliation.” 

Following the Ahtisaari Plan, Kosovo implemented power-sharing agreements and 

initiated a decentralization process.25 As a result, strict quotas are embedded in the Constitution 

of Kosovo to secure minority rights, offering the opportunity to be represented at the institutional 

level.26 In practice this translates to a minimum of ten seats for the Kosovo Serb community in 

the Assembly of Kosovo, and a minimum of ten seats for other minority groups.27 At municipal 

level there are special laws to promote minority rights, aiming to represent minority communities 

                                                             
18Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State. I.B. Tauris: London; Visoka, G., 2018.  
Acting Like a State Kosovo and the Everyday Making of Statehood. Routledge: London.  
19 2008. Kosovo Declaration of Independence. National Legislative Bodies, [online] Available at: 
<https://www.refworld.org/docid/47d685632.html> [Accessed November 8 2020] 
20Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State. I.B. Tauris: London; Kostic, R., Krampe, 
F., and A. Swain., 2012. Liberal State-building and Environmental Security: theInternational Community Between Trade-off 
and Carelessness. In: The Security-Development Nexus: Peace, Conflict and Development. London: Anthem Press. 
21Visoka, G. and O. Richmond., 2017, 111. After Liberal Peace? From Failed State-Building to an Emancipatory Peace in 
Kosovo.International Studies Perspectives (2017) 18, 110–129. 
22Visoka, G., 2018.  Acting Like a State Kosovo and the Everyday Making of Statehood, p. 13. Routledge: London. 
23Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 82. I.B. Tauris: London. 
24Visoka, G., 2017.  Shaping Peace in Kosovo: The Politics of Peacebuilding and Statehood, p. 13. Routledge: London. 
25Dalipi, S. and K. Shala., 2016. The Role of Decentralization on Security Improvement and Peace-building in Kosovo. 
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung; Fort, E., 2018. From Power-Sharing Arrangements to Identity Building: The Case of Kosovo Serbs in 
Kosovo, Ethnopolitics; 
Visoka, G., 2018.  Acting Like a State Kosovo and the Everyday Making of Statehood. Routledge: London.  
26Cukani, E., 2014. Consociational power sharing arrangements as a tool for democracy: The experiences of Mace- donia 
and Kosovo. Eunomia. Rivistasemestrale di Storia e Politica Internazionali Eunomia Anno III n.s, (1), 157–168. 
27 2008. art. 64.2. Kosovo Constitution, [online] Available at: <http://www.kryeministri-
ks.net/repository/docs/Constitution1Kosovo.pdf> [Accessed November 8 2020]. 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/47d685632.html
http://www.kryeministri-ks.net/repository/docs/Constitution1Kosovo.pdf
http://www.kryeministri-ks.net/repository/docs/Constitution1Kosovo.pdf
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in the public sphere.28 The Serb community is moreover not favored over other communities at 

the municipal level, as a different rule applies; when a non-majority group makes up at least ten 

percent of the municipal population, a Chairperson and Deputy Mayor should represent them.29 

The Law on Local Self-Government moreover indicates that a municipality should promote 

policies and practices aimed to coexistence, ensuring all “enjoy all rights and freedoms without 

distinction of any kind, such as race, ethnicity, color, sex, language, religion, political or other 

opinion, national or social origin, property, birth, or other status, and that they have fair and equal 

opportunities in municipality service at all levels”.30 It is important to note however, that the Law 

on Local Self-Government also granted the possibility to Serb-majority municipalities to directly 

cooperate with Serbia, stating that “municipalities shall be entitled to cooperate, within the areas 

of their own competencies, with municipalities and institutions, including government agencies, 

in the Republic of Serbia”.31 

With taking the measures as outlined in the Ahtisaari Plan, the young state aimed to 

rapidly achieve international legal sovereignty32 and domestic sovereignty33, of which the latter is 

of importance in this paper. Achieving internal legitimacy plays an important role in realizing 

domestic sovereignty, which in turn is inherently linked to the creation and/or strengthening of 

the social contract. The social contract broadly refers to the mutual dependency between the 

citizens and the state, and it stipulates formal and informalagreements between the ‘rulers’ and 

the ‘ruled’ on rights and obligations toward each other.34 The realization of inclusive politics is 

therefore essential to the establishment of a strong social contract and well-functioning state. In 

line with this, Caluargues that “building legitimate domestic sovereignty depends on repairing or 

preventing social division and a broken state-society link, which is why the integration and 

protection of ethnic minorities have become fundamental state-building objectives”.35 

It is hence crucial to work towards a strong internal cohesion of the Kosovo society, which 

is for example aimed at through the construction of a common national identity: ‘Kosovar’. In the 

words of Richmond, in Kosovo “peace-building was co-opted into a nationalist project”.36 With the 

                                                             
28Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 82. I.B. Tauris: London; Cukani, E., 
2014. Consociational power sharing arrangements as a tool for democracy: The experiences of Macedonia and Kosovo. 
Eunomia. Rivistasemestrale di Storia e Politica Internazionali Eunomia Anno III n.s, (1), 157–168;Visoka, G., 2018.  Acting 
Like a State Kosovo and the Everyday Making of Statehood. Routledge: London.   
29 Fort, E., 2018. From Power-Sharing Arrangements to Identity Building: The Case of Kosovo Serbs in Kosovo, Ethnopolitics. 
302008. LAW NR. 03/L-040. Article 4.2. Gazette of the Republic Of Kosova, [online] Available at: <https://mapl.rks-
gov.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Law-On-Local-Self-Government.pdf> 
312008. LAW NR. 03/L-040. Article 30.2. Gazette of the Republic Of Kosova, [online] Available at: <https://mapl.rks-
gov.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Law-On-Local-Self-Government.pdf> 
32As defined by Visoka (2018, 74): the ability to enter into mutually beneficial contractual relations to other states 
33As defined by Calu (2020, 17): the exclusive right of a state to exercise its supreme political authority (executive, 
legislative and judiciary) over a defined territory and a group of people (nation) and the effectiveness of these authority 
structures. 
34Loewe, M., Zintl, T. andHoudret, A. 2020. The social contract as a tool of analysis: Introduction to the special issue on 
“Framing the evolution of new social contracts in Middle Eastern and North African countries. German Development 
Institute, [online] Available at: <https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X2030108X?via%3Dihub> 
[Accessed November 8 2020]; Morris, C., 1999. The Social Contract Theorists: Critical Essays on Hobbes, Locke, and 
Rousseau; UNDP, 2016. Engaged Societies, Responsive States: The Social Contract in Situations of Conflict and Fragility. 
UNDP, [online] Available at: 
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/Social_Contract_in_Situations_of_Conflict_
and_Fragility.pdf [Accessed November 8 2020]. 
35Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 5. I.B. Tauris: London. 
36Richmond, O. 2012A Pedagogy of Peacebuilding: Infrapolitics, Resistance, and Liberation, p. 2. International Political 
Sociology, 1–17. 

https://mapl.rks-gov.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Law-On-Local-Self-Government.pdf
https://mapl.rks-gov.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Law-On-Local-Self-Government.pdf
https://mapl.rks-gov.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Law-On-Local-Self-Government.pdf
https://mapl.rks-gov.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Law-On-Local-Self-Government.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X2030108X?via%3Dihub
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/Social_Contract_in_Situations_of_Conflict_and_Fragility.pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Democratic%20Governance/Social_Contract_in_Situations_of_Conflict_and_Fragility.pdf


8 
 

independence of Kosovo, the ‘Kosovar’ identity was born. 37  The Kosovar identity has been 

presented as an overarching identity, uniting a mix of different ethnicities and religions. To make 

sure the new national identity would be free from ethnic references (mainly Albanian and 

Serbian), national symbols were all neutrally designed. The flag is an interesting example, as it is 

pale blue (resembling the EU-flag), with a map of Kosovo in the center representing its new 

territory. Above the map, six white stars are depicted, each representing a different ethnic 

community recognized in the country to make sure ‘everyone’ is represented. Despite these 

efforts, there is currently no inclusive social cohesion within Kosovo, and the vast majority of the 

Kosovo Serbs do not feel represented by the Kosovo state.38 

2. INTERNAL INTEGRATION: ITS CURRENT STATUS 

When discussing the current status of minority integration in Kosovo, it is important to make a 

number of points clear. First of all, as the internal integration dialogue was primarily aimed at the 

integration of Kosovo Serbs into Kosovo, the main focus of this section will focus on the current 

integration status of Kosovo Serbs. While doing so, it is important to mention the difference in 

integration status of the Kosovo Serb majority municipalities in the north of Kosovo, and of the 

Kosovo Serb community South of the Ibar/Ibri. This distinction will be central to the discussion.  

Stuck in parallel structures 

Before Kosovo’s Declaration of Independence, Serbia encouraged all Kosovo Serbs to boycott 

Kosovo’s institutions in an attempt to deny the country’s independence.39 As a result, after 

Kosovo became independent, many Kosovo Serbs withdrew completely from Kosovo’s existing 

institutions and the Kosovan public sphere. This signified a reversing trend, as since the end of 

the war in 1999, Kosovo Serbs had gradually started to participate in Kosovo’s public life.40From 

1999, Serbian policy worked to half Kosovo’s nation-building project by sustaining Serbian legal, 

administrative, educational and health structures parallel to their emerging Kosovan 

counterparts.41As a result, Kosovo Serbs remained linked to and largely dependent on Serbia 

after the war. In practice, this led to the creation of parallel education, healthcare and police 

systems both in northern Kosovo and in southern municipalities with a majority Serb population, 

undermining Pristina’s ability to develop inclusive democratic institutions and leaving little space 

for Kosovo Serbs to fully accept Kosovo’s authority.42 

 

                                                             
37Derks, B.; Maloku, E.; van Laar, C.; and N. Ellemers., 2016. Building National Identity in Newborn Kosovo: Challenges of 
Integrating National Identity with Ethnic Identity Among Kosovar Albanians and Kosovar Serbs. In S. McKeown, R. Haji., & 
N. Ferguson, (Eds.). Understanding Peace and Conflict ThroughSocial Identity Theory: Contemporary and World Wide 
Perspectives (pp. 245-260). 
38Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 5. I.B. Tauris: London.; Herbert, M. 
Who Deserves Kosovo? An Argument from Social Contract Theory. Southeast European Politics VVI(1): pp. 29-43;  Lumezi, 
A., 2019. Talking Kurti and Dialogue with Everyday Serbs. Kosovo Two Point Zero, [online] Available at: 
<https://kosovotwopointzero.com/en/talking-kurti-and-dialogue-with-everyday-serbs/> [Accessed November 8 2020].  
39Visoka, G., 2017. Shaping Peace in Kosovo: The Politics of Peacebuilding and Statehood, p. 91. Palgrave MacMillan: 
London. 
40Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 94. I.B. Tauris: London 
41Van der Borgh, C., Lasance, L., 2013. Parallel Governance and Boundary Strategies in Gracanica, Kosovo. Nationalism and 
Ethnic Politics, 19:2, 187-209; Visoka, G., 2017. Shaping Peace in Kosovo: The Politics of Peacebuilding and Statehood, p. 
91-92. Palgrave MacMillan: London 
42Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 94. I.B. Tauris: London 

https://kosovotwopointzero.com/en/talking-kurti-and-dialogue-with-everyday-serbs/
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Above and below the Ibar/Ibri 

There is a division between the Kosovo Serbs living in Kosovo’s northern municipalities 

contiguous with Serbia, and the communities south of the Ibar/Ibri.Despite numerous calls from 

Belgrade to boycott independence, an International Crisis Group report in 2012 shows that 

already then Kosovo Serbs south of the Ibar/Ibri were slowly integrating “as much as they have 

to”.43 Eight years later it has become clear that there is a growing number of Serbs in the south 

of Kosovo willing to cooperate with Pristina, though only when concrete and tangible measures of 

‘good will’ are offered by the Kosovo government and the international community.44Visoka 

points out that the Serbs that did join Kosovo’s institutions “avoided any reference to Kosovo’s 

independence as that would antagonise the local Serb population and legitimise Serb parallel 

structures”.45 The municipalities in the north of Kosovo tell a different part of the story, as after 

independence, the most northern provinces functioned as a ‘state-within-state’, controlled by 

Belgrade-backed structures and managed by UNMIK and NATO peacekeepers from 1999.46 

A breakthrough? 

On the 19th of April, 2013, the EU brokered First Agreement of Principles Governing the 

Normalization of Relations, referred to as the ‘Brussels Agreement’, came into effect.47The 

Agreement was interpreted as an historic breakthrough by among others the European Union and 

Kosovo’s authorities, as it seemed that Kosovo’s territorial integrity had been secured and 

parallel structures abolished, marking important steps to full recognition of Kosovo’s 

independence.48  At the same time, Serbia contested the idea that the Brussels Agreement 

implied the recognition of Kosovo’s independence. In contrast to Kosovo, Serbia argued that this 

was the most suitable outcome as it paved the way for Serbian institutions in Kosovo while 

making sure not to fall behind in the EU accession process.49The Agreement included 15 points 

that aimed at integrating the four Kosovo Serb majority municipalities in northern Kosovo 

(Leposavic/Leposaviq, Mitrovica/Mitrovicë North, Zvecan/Zveçan and Zubin Potok) into the 

constitutional order and legal system.50 More specifically, the mandate of the Kosovo Police 

would be extended to these provinces, but with one regional police commander, a Kosovo Serb. A 

crucial aspect of the agreement is the establishment of the Association/Community of ten Serb-

                                                             
43International Crisis Group. 2012.  Setting Kosovo Free: Remaining Challenges, p. 7. Europe Report N°218, [online] 
Available at: <https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/balkans/kosovo/setting-kosovo-free-remaining-
challenges> [Accessed November 8 2020].  
44Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 95. I.B. Tauris: London 
45Visoka, G., 2017. Shaping Peace in Kosovo: The Politics of Peacebuilding and Statehood, p. 92. Palgrave MacMillan: 
London. 
46Visoka, G., 2017. Shaping Peace in Kosovo: The Politics of Peacebuilding and Statehood, p. 53. Palgrave MacMillan: 
London. 
47 Beha, A. and Hajrullahu. A., 2020. Soft competitive authoritarianism and negative stability in Kosovo: statebuilding from UNMIK to 
EULEX and beyond. Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, [online] available at: <DOI:10.1080/14683857.2019.1709686> [Accessed 
November 8];  Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State. I.B. Tauris: London; Visoka, G., 2017. 
Shaping Peace in Kosovo: The Politics of Peacebuilding and Statehood. Palgrave MacMillan: London; 2013. Serbia and Kosovo*: historic 
agreement paves the way for decisive progress in their EU perspectives.  European commission [online] Available 
<https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_13_347> [Accessed November 8 2020].  
48Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 11. I.B. Tauris: London 
49Visoka, G., 2017. Shaping Peace in Kosovo: The Politics of Peacebuilding and Statehood, p. 194. Palgrave MacMillan: London 
50 Beha, A. and Hajrullahu. A., 2020. Soft competitive authoritarianism and negative stability in Kosovo: statebuilding from UNMIK to 
EULEX and beyond. Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, [online] available at: <DOI:10.1080/14683857.2019.1709686> [Accessed 
November 8] 
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majority Municipalities within Kosovo,51 which received the right to exercise “limited powers on 

local economic development, security, education, health, and urban and rural planning”.52 All of 

these competences, however, ought to be in line with the Constitution of Kosovo, the Law on 

Local Self-Government, and the European Charter of Local Self- Government.53  In practice this 

meant that these new (largely mono-ethnic) entities received extensive rights on the domains of 

education, healthcare, urban and rural planning and economy, and have the “opportunity to 

benefit financially and technically from links with the Republic of Serbia”.54Emini and Stakic 

moreover explain that the use of both ‘community’ and ‘association’ is dubious in itself, as “for 

Belgrade, it is a ‘Community’, thus a legal entity with executive powers, while for Pristina, it is a 

non-governmental organisation with no executive powers, similar to the existing ones found in 

Albanian municipalities”.55 While the parallel structures have changed over the course of the last 

decade, they have not disappeared.56 

Despite this, Kosovo Serbs, especially those living in the northern Kosovo, indicate they 

are ‘tired’ of being ‘in between’: in a liminal phase, not belonging fully to Serbia, nor to Kosovo. 

This, combined with an increasing economic uncertainty and a lack of opportunities, led to a high 

level of emigration from these northern municipalities.57 A resident from Mitrovica/Mitrovicë 

North explains that “the population here is a body that is suffering hits from all sides”, 58 

indicating the difficult position the Kosovo Serbs living in the northern provinces find themselves 

in.  

Identity building across ethnic boundaries 

Social cohesion plays a vital role in facilitating both socio-economic integration and domestic 

sovereignty. Interethnic relations between Albanians and Serbs in Kosovo are therefore crucial to 

take into consideration. This specific interethnic relation cannot be understood without the 

influence from the authorities in Pristina and Belgrade. Or, as Demjaha phrases it: “the 

interethnic relations between Albanians and Serbs in Kosovo have constantly been held hostage 

by inter-state relations between Kosovo and Serbia”.59As explained, upon the establishment of 

Kosovo as an independent country, a ‘national identity building’ project started. Despite good 

intentions, the Kosovar identity has only become partly accepted and remains contested and 

                                                             
51Emini, D. and Stakic, I., 2018. Belgrade and Pristina: lost in normalisation? European Union Institute for Security Studies, [online] Available 
at: <https://www.iss.europa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/Brief%205%20Belgrade%20and%20Pristina.pdf> [Accessed November 8 
2020]. 
52Visoka, G., 2017. Shaping Peace in Kosovo: The Politics of Peacebuilding and Statehood, p. 194. Palgrave MacMillan: London. 
53Ibid. 
54 Zeqiri, A., Troch, P., and T. Kabashi., 2016. The Association/Community Of Serb-Majority Municipalities: Breaking the Impasse, p. 39. 
European Centre For Minority Issues Kosovo, [online] Available at: <https://www.ecmikosovo.org/uploads/ascm-pax-breaking-the-
impasse-eng.pdf>  [Accessed November 8 2020] 
55Emini, D. and Stakic, I., 2018. Belgrade and Pristina: lost in normalisation?, p. 3.European Union Institute for Security Studies, [online] 
Available at: <https://www.iss.europa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/Brief%205%20Belgrade%20and%20Pristina.pdf> [Accessed 
November 8 2020]. 
56 Beha, A. and Hajrullahu. A., 2020. Soft competitive authoritarianism and negative stability in Kosovo: statebuilding from UNMIK to 
EULEX and beyond, p. 103. Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, [online] available at: <DOI:10.1080/14683857.2019.1709686> 
[Accessed November 8]; Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided: Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 11. I.B. Tauris: London; 
2015. A Report on the governance of four Northern Municipalities. GAP Institute, [online] Available at: 
<https://www.institutigap.org/documents/22590_VeriuAnglisht.pdf> [Accessed November 8 2020].  
57Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 173. I.B. Tauris: London; 2012. Serb Community in 
Kosovo. Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, [online] Available at: 
<https://www.helsinki.org.rs/doc/Serb%20Community%20in%20Kosovo.pdf> [Accessed November 8 2020]. 
58 Lumezi, A., 2019. Talking Kurti and Dialogue with Everyday Serbs. Kosovo Two Point Zero, [online] Available at: 
<https://kosovotwopointzero.com/en/talking-kurti-and-dialogue-with-everyday-serbs/> [Accessed November 8 2020]. 
59Demjaha, A., 2016. Inter-Ethnic Relations in Kosovo. SEEU Review 12(1), p. 182-183, [online] Available at: <10.1515/seeur-2017-0013> 
[Accessed November 9].  
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fragile. While among the Albanians living in Kosovo there is a wider acceptance of the 

superordinate ‘Kosovar’ identity, this is not the same for Kosovo Serbs. On top of that, according 

to Maloku et al., even the Albanians that do identify strongly as Kosovar, would not necessarily 

see Kosovo Serbs as fitting to the Kosovar identity.60As a result of this and other factors, most 

Kosovo Serbs feel that their identity is inadequately represented in the Kosovar identity. 61 

Consequently, the majority of Serbs in Kosovo are, for the larger part, reluctant to identify as 

‘Kosovar’. At the moment it seems unlikely that a super ordinate Kosovar identity will bridge the 

deep divisions, if other obstacles will not be dealt with as well. As an inhabitant from 

Gracanica/Graçanica explained, it is first important to focus on other things that need to be fixed, 

only “then we can talk about flags (…)”.62 This coincides with the various interviewees who 

indicated not feeling accepted by the Kosovo state. Nebojsa, living in Mitrovica/Mitrovicë North, 

explained his answer when people ask if he recognizes independent Kosovo “(…) I always ask the 

question back if Kosovo actually accepts me. Because, what about my integration?”.63 

Besides the absence of a feeling of belonging, the persistence of a perception of 

insecurity among the Serb communities living in Kosovo is further hindering the creation of an 

inclusive nation. As Fort described, a Serb living in Rahovec/Orahovec avoids going for his 

beloved hikes in the Rugova Valley, as he fears to meet Albanians.64 In an attempt to avoid that, 

he would always travel to Albanian majority areas by car. In the opening quote from this paper, 

Petar also indicates that while he used to travel to Pec/Peja all the time, he currently does not do 

so anymore, afraid of what might happen.65 While there are also stories countering this, where 

Kosovo Serbs explain they feel that there is no problem at all to go to majority Albanian areas, 

the general perception of safety remains low among Kosovo Serbs. This is also confirmed by the 

findings presented in the UNDP Public Pulse report, which indicates that while on average 86.3% 

respondents feel safe in the streets of Kosovo, only 46.2% of the Kosovo Serbs respondents 

confirm the same.66 

Limited freedom 

The power of the Serbian state is felt clearly among the Serbian community in Kosovo, especially 

in the most northern provinces. Freedom of speech is limited due to the fear of the possible 

consequences. In February of this year, the news broke that a seventeen-year-old Kosovo Serb 

football player from Gračanica/Graçanica would joins Kosovo’s national football team.67 This 

caused a wave of discussion throughout Kosovo. The story that his mother was fired from her job 

                                                             
60 Maloku. E, Derks,  B., Van Laar, C., Ellemers, N., 2016. Building National Identity in Newborn Kosovo: Challenges of Integrating National 
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Theory, [online] Available at: <10.1007/978-3-319-29869-6_16> [Accessed November 8 2020]. 
61 Maloku. E, Derks,  B., Van Laar, C., Ellemers, N., 2016. Building National Identity in Newborn Kosovo: Challenges of Integrating National 
Identity with Ethnic Identity Among Kosovar Albanians and Kosovar Serbs. In: Understanding Peace and Conflict Through Social Identity 
Theory, p. 7, [online] Available at: <10.1007/978-3-319-29869-6_16> [Accessed November 8 2020]. 
62 Lumezi, A., 2019. Talking Kurti and Dialogue with Everyday Serbs. Kosovo Two Point Zero, [online] Available at: 
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64 Fort, E., 2018. From Power-Sharing Arrangements to Identity Building: The Case of Kosovo Serbs in Kosovo, p. 6.Ethnopolitics [online] 
Available at:<https://doi.org/10.1080/17449057.2018.1511159> [Accessed November 8 2020]. 
65 Lumezi, A., 2019. Talking Kurti and Dialogue with Everyday Serbs. Kosovo Two Point Zero, [online] Available at: 
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and his death received reprimands at work, both due to pressure of Belgrade-backed forces, 

spread like wildfire.68 While it is unclear what in fact happened, the grip of ‘Belgrade’ is felt by the 

majority of Kosovo Serbs, in specific those working within the Serbian system.  

 Especially in the north of Kosovo, the Serbian government uses its influence to further 

stoke fear among the Kosovo Serbs in that area.69 This fear becomes mostly visible on a political 

level. The local Serbian politicians that aim to run separately from the Lista Srpska (the Belgrade-

backed political party) have, for example, been threatened, or even attacked, for participating.70 

That this fear is not unfounded was furthermore confirmed when on the 16th of January 2016, a 

prominent Kosovo Serb politician for the Citizens’ Initiative Serbia, Democracy and Justice (SDP), 

Oliver Ivanovic, was killed in front of his party’s headquarters. The murder which is allegedly 

connected to ‘Belgrade-backed’ forces.71 Notwithstanding, such incidents translate into a limited 

sense of freedom among the majority of Kosovo Serbs.  

Dealing with a crisis situation: the spread of Covid-19  

The spread of Covid-19 further lays bare the difficult position experienced by minority groups in 

Kosovo. While at first the information from the Ministry of Health was shared in both Albanian 

and Serbian (Kosovo’s official languages), it appears that later updates and more detailed 

information was initially only shared in Albanian.72 NGO Aktiv, based in the Mitrovica/Mitrovicë 

North, published a press statement arguing that “members of the Serb community do not have 

access to relevant information due to the lack of official translations of decisions made by the 

government into the Serbian language”.73 While the Minister of Local Government Administration 

denied that there had been no official translation available, BudimirNicic, a 

Gračanica/Graçanica-based journalist, explained that these translations have often been 

severely delayed. 74  Additionally, during press conferences held by the Ministry of Health, 

translation services have often been absent.75 

 The absence of clear information not only indicates the limited progress of the internal 

integration process, but it also widens the existing gap. A resident from Mitrovica/Mitrovicë North 

explained that people were stuck between two systems and two sets of rules: the curfew times 

set by the Kosovan and the Serbian authorities.76This logically caused confusion over which rules 

to follow,77and it often depended on people’s place of work:  Kosovan rules if working within the 

                                                             
68Author, 2020. Data retrieved during fieldwork between February and July 2020.   
69Emini, D. and Stakic, I., 2018. Belgrade and Pristina: lost in normalisation? European Union Institute for Security Studies, [online] Available 
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70Ibid.  
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Kosovo system, or the Serbian measures if working in the Serbian system.78 Another decision by 

the Kosovo government was to enforce a lockdown in Mitrovica/Mitrovicë, using the bridge as 

the ‘border’. This meant the north and south of Mitrovica/Mitrovicë were officially divided once 

again, now because of the spread of the virus. 79  As a result, the majority of tests from 

Mitrovica/Mitrovicë North were processed in Serbia and patients have been treated either in 

Kosovo’s northern municipalities (through the Serbian system) or in Serbia.80 

Conclusion 

While the violent conflict came to an end a little more than twenty years ago, there is still a 

significant division between the Serb and Albanian communities living in Kosovo. When 

discussing the current integration status of Serbs living in Kosovo, it is first of all important to 

focus on the division between the Kosovo Serbs living above, and those living below the Ibar/Ibri. 

Among others due physical distance from Serbia, the Kosovo Serbs below the Ibar/Ibri appear to 

be more willing (or might not see no other choice than) to work with Kosovo institutions. Despite 

this, the perceptions of safety remain low among Serb communities in Kosovo and there is a 

persistent fear to ‘cross community boundaries’, a clear example being the crossing of the bridge 

in Mitrovica/Mitrovicë. While not often acknowledged, these deep divisions are also present in 

close proximity to the capital, as Kosovo Serbs remain hesitant to go into Pristina. 81 The 

interviews moreover show that it is a shared opinion that while it might be ‘safe’ to go into the 

capital, the majority of Kosovo Serbs would rather not visit Pristina.82  Various interviewees 

indicated feeling uncomfortable, for example, as it would imply an acknowledgement of the ways 

in’ their city’ has changed. These divisions, both on social and institutional level, are kept in place 

among others due to the parallel structures or the reluctance of the Kosovo government to 

further the internal integration process. It should, lastly, not be forgotten that the intra-ethnic 

divisions play an important role in realising the bridge building among different communities in 

Kosovo. In the next section, a more specific focus on a number of the crucial obstacles are 

presented. 

3. INTERNAL INTEGRATION: ITS MOST IMPORTANT OBSTACLES 

There are several obstacles to the internal integration of Serbs in Kosovo, of which the most 

crucial ones will be discussed here below. The first part of this section focuses on the obstacles 

on a political level, after which the socio-economic obstacles to internal integration will be 

discussed.  

Political (dis)trust 

The political climate in the country is of crucial importance to realize a successful integration 

dialogue. It is therefore important to note that there is not a lot of confidence among Kosovo 

Serbs in the wider political system in Kosovo. A public opinion researchby the National 

Democratic Institute (NDI) indicated that in May of 2020, up to 82% of the participants were of 

                                                             
78Author, 2020. Data retrieved during fieldwork between February and July 2020.  
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the opinion that political parties in Kosovo cannot be trusted. 83  In 2019, this was still 

78%.84Other sources confirm this low level of political trust in Kosovo, which has been fragile 

since its independence in 2008.85 Interestingly, the general trust in the Kosovo government 

almost doubled from 26% to 54% between the period of May 2019 and May 2020.86 In this 

period, the political party VV, led by Albin Kurti, won the elections after which Kurti was sworn in 

as Prime Minister, before being replaced by the Hoti-led government on June 3rd. Despite this 

rapid increase, the general low level of political trust since Kosovo’s independence creates an 

obstacle that supersedes all other obstacles mentioned here below. 

Politics intertwined 

One of the most commonly presented obstacles to internal integration is the influence of Serbian 

state within the Serb communities of Kosovo. Through the power-sharing agreement, political 

parties representing the Kosovo Serb community became officially accepted in the Kosovo 

political system. The Independent Liberal Party (SLS), established in 2006, was initially the 

largest party representing the Kosovo Serb community. Rather than focusing on political 

problems, the SLS mainly focused on managing financial resources aimed at Serbs returnees 

and their socio-economic integration in Kosovo.87 The SLS hence focused on adapting to the new 

situation, and in doing so kept their distance from Belgrade and did not participate in Serb 

parallel structures, which was regarded as an act of betrayal by Belgrade.88 On top of that, the 

political party mainly represented the Kosovo Serb minority living below the Ibar/Ibri. 

 The year 2013 however marks a year of change. After signing the Brussels Agreement, 

Belgrade supported the participation of Kosovo Serbs in the local elections that followed. In 

November of that year, the first local elections that covered the whole territory of Kosovo, 

including the four Serb-majority municipalities in the northern part of the country, were 

organised. New to the elections was the the Civic Initiative ‘Srpska’ (GIS), a political party created 

and financed by Belgrade.89 The party brought together all Serbian parties in Kosovo that were 

linked with the Serbian government.90 Not surprisingly, the GIS won nine out of ten municipalities 

during the mayoral elections.91 In the national elections of 2014, the party was replaced by the 

“Lista Srpska”, which managed to obtain most of the reserved seats for Kosovo Serbs in the 

2014 national government.92 The party remains the strongest party in Kosovo politics and is fully 
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backed by Belgrade, which means that any political suggestion made by Lista Srpska first passes 

by Belgrade for approval, before being presented in parliament.  

The power of Belgrade is evident in different ways, directly influencing everyday life for 

Kosovo Serbs. While the murder of the Kosovo Serb political Oliver Ivanovic,93 demonstrate a 

clear plunge in the safety perceptions among Serbs in Kosovo, this is a clear exception. On an 

everyday basis, the influence of the Serbian state on Kosovo Serbs is more subtle. The majority 

of the Serbs living in Kosovo are largely depended on the Serbia’s parallel institutions, either to 

access health care, partake in education or through employment. Kosovo Serbs are therefore 

largely depended on Serbia’s institutions and resources. The Serbian influence through this 

structure also came forward during the interviews, where the majority of the interviewees 

indicated to not feel free to express their true political opinion, afraid of the possible 

consequences. Nikola, a Mitrovica/Mitrovicë North resident, explained he sees the intimidation 

by Serbian government all around him, even within the education system: “I mean, if your teacher 

would see you on Facebook with an Albanian, he will actually fail you cause he hates Albanians. 

We wrote complains, we wrote to the ministry in Serbia, because that’s what they fall under and I 

mean, we never got any reply”.94 

Living parallel lives 

The origins of the parallel structures in Kosovo can be found already during 1990s. It was during 

these years, after the collapse of Yugoslavia, that Kosovo presented itself as a parallel state 

within another state, performing most of the modern statehood functions.95 In 1992, Ibrahim 

Rugova was unofficially elected as Kosovo’s first president and social, economic and political 

service institutions were formed. 96  Notwithstanding, one of the key objectives of this 

unrecognized state was to secure international support in “realizing sovereign statehood”.97 Once 

the tables had turned, and international support for the Kosovo (Albanian) statehood project was 

realized, Belgrade aimed at obstructing this through establishing strong parallel institutions as 

explained above. Despite the attempts to limit this influence through decentralization as 

described in the Ahtisaari Plan, the translation to practice remains largely absent due to a 

number of problems that arose. A research from the International Crisis Group for example 

indicates that the Serbian “health centres and hospitals, however, are larger and better equipped 

than their Kosovo rivals, and schools are almost entirely in the Serbian system”.98 As the Kosovo 

authorities cannot provide access to health care, education and justice for all its citizens, and it is 

a fundamental right to have this access, the elimination of Serb parallel structures is further 

complicated.99 As a consequence, the Serb and Albanian communities in Kosovo continue to live 

in largely separated social worlds. The segregation of the schooling system as discussed in the 

next section, presents a clear example of these parallel lives.  

                                                             
93 Milivojevic, A., 2019. Bombs and Bullets: Fear and Loathing in North Kosovo. Balkan Insight, [online] Available at: 
<https://balkaninsight.com/2019/01/16/bombs-and-bullets-fear-and-loathing-in-north-kosovo-01-14-20191/> [Accessed November 9  
2020]. 
94Author, 2020. Data retrieved during fieldwork between February and July 2020. 
95Pula, B., 2007. The emergence of the Kosovo “parallel state,” 1988–1992. Nationalities Papers 32(4): 797-826; Visoka, G., 2018.  Acting 
Like a State Kosovo and the Everyday Making of Statehood, p. 58. Routledge: London.  
96Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 53. I.B. Tauris: London. 
97Visoka, G., 2018.  Acting Like a State Kosovo and the Everyday Making of Statehood, p. 58. Routledge: London.  
98International Crisis Group. 2012.  Setting Kosovo Free: Remaining Challenges, p. 13. Europe Report N°218, [online] Available at: 
<https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/balkans/kosovo/setting-kosovo-free-remaining-challenges> [Accessed November 8 
2020]. 
99Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 96. I.B. Tauris: London. 
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Divided schools 

The Law on Education in the Municipalities of the Republic of Kosovo100stipulates that all citizens 

of Kosovo have the right to receive public education in one of the official languages of Kosovo, 

meaning that Kosovo Serbs have the right to attend exclusively Serbian education institutions, 

while all other minorities are obliged to choose one of the two official languages.101 On top of 

that, the law reads that Serbian-language schools “may apply curricula or textbooks developed by 

the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Serbia upon notification to the Ministry of Education, 

Science and Technology of the Republic of Kosovo”.102 In line with this, according Cerkini there 

are currently 102 schools across Kosovo that fall within the Serbian curriculum and are hence 

funded by Belgrade.103 

With the presence of this parallel educational system, a number of problems arise. First 

of all, children are separated from an early age, often without the opportunity to meet someone 

from another community. As a woman in her early twenties from Gračanica/Graçanica explained: 

“I didn’t have any contact with Albanians until I went to the American University in Pristina”. 

Within schools, as either the Serbian or Albanian curriculum is followed, an early separation in 

subjects presents itself, whereby the content might differ crucially, as is the case with history or 

geography classes. 104  According to Arber, who grew up in Orahovec/Rahovec, “we have 

discriminatory books, and teachers and it is hard for students to break this”.105 These early forms 

of separation lead to deeper divisions, further complicating to creation of an inclusive society. 

Bridging the language gap 

Further complicating the possibility of building bridges between the two communities is the 

difference in language. While Albanian and Serbian are acknowledged as official languages at 

the national level,106 there are only a limited number of citizens that speak both languages. 

Stevan, who lives in Mitrovica/Mitrovicë, argues that not speaking each other’s language “is the 

biggest mistake”, which is a common opinion among by the majority of the interviewees.107 The 

language gap does not only create issues for communication on a daily basis; it also complicates 

the internal integration of Kosovo Serbs,108 as for the majority of public service jobs the Albanian 

language is required. Serbian is moreover largely absent in public spaces.109An interviewee from 

Kamenicë/Kamenica explains that while “the municipality doesn’t do or organize anything – in 

relation to entertainment activities – in the Serbian language”, it does offer a space where events 

in native languages can be organized.110 The absence of Serbian language in official government 

                                                             
1002015. Law No. 03/L-068: On Education in the Municipalities of the Republic of Kosovo. Republic of Kosovo Assembly, [online] Available 
at:<https://masht.rks-gov.net/uploads/2015/06/09-2008-03-l068-en.pdf> [Accessed November 9 2020]. 
101Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 73. I.B. Tauris: London. 
1022015. Law No. 03/L-068: On Education in the Municipalities of the Republic of Kosovo. Republic of Kosovo Assembly, [online] Available 
at:<https://masht.rks-gov.net/uploads/2015/06/09-2008-03-l068-en.pdf> [Accessed November 9 2020]. 
103Cerkini, V., 2020. Educated by another state. Prishtina Insight, [online] Available at: <https://prishtinainsight.com/educated-by-another-
state-mag/> [Accessed November 9 2020]. 
104 Fort, E., 2018. From Power-Sharing Arrangements to Identity Building: The Case of Kosovo Serbs in Kosovo, p. 9.Ethnopolitics.  
105Author, 2020. Data retrieved during fieldwork between February and July 2020.  
1062008. Kosovo Constitution, [online] Available at: <http://www.kryeministri-ks.net/repository/docs/Constitution1Kosovo.pdf> [Accessed 
November 8 2020]. 
107Author, 2020. Data retrieved during fieldwork between February and July 2020.  
108And other minority groups in Kosovo. 
109 Demaj, U., & Vandenbroucke, M. (2016). Post-war Kosovo landscapes in Pristina: Discrepancies between language policy and urban 
reality. Nationalities Papers, 44(5), 804–825;  Fort, E., 2018. From Power-Sharing Arrangements to Identity Building: The Case of Kosovo 
Serbs in Kosovo, p. 7.Ethnopolitics. 
110Author, 2020. Data retrieved during fieldwork between February and July 2020.  
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publications became especially visible during the presentation of the measures taken against 

Covid-19. While later, and on the official governments’ website, translation was offered, the lack 

of information caused unnecessary confusion among many Kosovo Serb citizens.111 

 There are initiatives, supported by among others the NGO community and the US 

Embassy, that promote bilingualism and provide free language courses. 112 Miroslav, a 

Mitrovica/Mitrovicë North citizen, explained that while he was planning to attend these language 

courses, they were scheduled during working hours which made it impossible for him to go. On 

top of that, learning both official languages remains taboo among a large part of the population 

in Kosovo. During the interviews it became clear that learning - in this case - Albanian is not 

always approved by their family, creating a further barrier to learn.113 In these instances, it is 

noteworthy that English is on the rise, with the potential to bridge the Albanian and Serbian 

language gap. 114 At the same time however, this might limit the likelihood of learning the 

language from the other community, possibly deepening segregation on the long run.115 On top of 

that, more isolated communities, with poorer access to English classes, would remain excluded 

from this process of internal integration.  

Precarious employment 

A study by the Helsinki Committee116 explains that Kosovo Serbs largely live on subsidies from 

Serbia. Since 2008, there have been about 40,000 people (mainly Serbs but also other 

minorities as Roma or Gorani’s) who receive financial support from the government of Serbia and 

around 21,000 individuals on payroll receiving at least minimal wages.117 Despite pressure by 

both Kosovo authorities and the international community to cease the financial assistance, the 

Serbian government continues to provide it.   

With limited employment opportunities in Kosovo, Kosovo Serbs often find the 

opportunity to work within Serbian institutions within the parallel structures.118 While about half 

of the interviewees for this study work within the Kosovo system, all affirm that it is complicated 

to find a job due to, among other barriers, language obstacles or persistent ethnic discrimination. 

At the same time, the Serbian Helsinki Committee argues that it is likely that Serbs would 

emigrate if Serbia would end its financial assistance.119 There is a widespread view among 

Albanians and other minority groups in Kosovo, that Serbs are positively discriminated, often 

                                                             
111 Popovic, S., 2020. COVID-19 in the Western Balkans: Sharpest measure yet during Orthodox Easter weekend, p. 44. European Western 
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115Ibid.  
116 2012. Serb Community in Kosovo. Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, [online] Available at: 
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having to fill a quota in the workplace.120 There are numerous cases where health workers are 

receiving double salaries, both from the parallel structures, and from the Kosovo Ministry of 

Health.121 

The lack of community cohesion  

While the main focus of this paper analyses the integration of Serbs in Kosovo, and the 

interethnic relation between the Serbian and Albanian communities in particular, it is crucial to 

acknowledge the intra-ethnic divisions and tensions present in the Kosovan society. These intra-

ethnic tensions are therefore discussed as the last obstacle that needs to be taken into account 

while focusing on the creation of an integration dialogue. 

The dominant narrative in public discourse presents the tensions between Serbian and 

Albanian people as the main threat to peace. Despite this, it is crucial to focus on the presence of 

intra-ethnic tensions within Kosovo.122The power-sharing state structure are generally meant to 

overcome interethnic tensions, but it often overlooks the divisions and differences within a 

community. As Calu states the “power-sharing arrangements assume groups to be unitary 

entities and overlook the actual character and structure of each community by not taking into 

consideration intra-ethnic divisions or the wishes and interests of individuals”.123 In order to 

create and maintain stability, it is crucial to build strong intra-ethnic relations. According to CDA 

Collaborative Learning Projects, establishing strong intra-ethnic social networks is of even greater 

importance to conflict prevention than assuring interethnic interaction.124 This is because intra-

ethnic tensions, for example in the form of resistance to that part of the community that is 

engaging in interethnic relationships, are preventing to build bridges both within and between 

communities.125 Moreover, in those communities where social capital within a community was 

strong, the level of violence during the 2004 riots has been significantly lower.126 

While not much research and data has been published on the current status of intra-

ethnic relations, there are indications of tensions present. In the article written by Lumezi, it 

becomes clear that there is a shared opinion among Kosovo Serbs in the north of Kosovo that 

“Serbs in south are selling their properties to Albanians and then becoming rich by buying huge 
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Sciences 2 (3), [online] Available at: <10.13140/RG.2.2.29930.16321> [Accessed November 9 2020]; Author, 2020. Data retrieved during 
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121Calu, M., 2020. Kosovo Divided Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Struggle for a State, p. 168. I.B. Tauris: London; International Crisis Group. 
2012.  Setting Kosovo Free: Remaining Challenges, p. 13. Europe Report N°218, [online] Available at: 
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properties here in the north”.127 Another threat to stability related to this, is the increasing 

division between the educated “city people”, and the so-called katundar/e (or ‘village people’ or 

’village mentality’), often spoken about with a sense of ‘backwardness’.128 This for example 

presented itself during the spread of Covid-19, when multiple respondents129 explained that a 

rumor made its way through the community: a katundar has spread the virus by not obeying the 

rules. As the socioeconomic instability grows, these divisions are likely to deepen. In the same 

manner there have been clear indications of stigmatization towards people from their own 

community who engage in contact, or initiate friendships with people from the ‘other’ ethnicity.  

5. CONCLUSIONS 

Even though Kosovo celebrated its twelfth birthday as an independent country in February of this 

year, today’s society is far from inclusive. The ethnic divisions that persist in Kosovo are rooted in 

multiple layers of society. The deeply rooted parallel structures complicate integration on a 

personal level, and even if individuals would be willing to cross the perceived ethnic boundaries, 

for example through learning the language, pressure from the wider community will likely prevent 

them from doing so. Despite this, there are sparks of hope: people that despite societal or 

institutional pressure do build and/or maintain interethnic relationships. People are tired of the 

situation and eager to find better opportunities to create a comfortable life, which is also 

indicated by all interviewees spoken too. The current discussion and uncertainty regarding a 

possible ‘final agreement’ between Serbia and Kosovo, places the ‘internal integration issues’ in 

a different perspective. It became clear during the interviews that a final agreement130 might 

conclusively end the uncertainty the majority of Kosovo Serbs experience, which provides an 

opportunity to start thinking about a future in which integration into Kosovan society might 

become crucial. 

 This paper therefore focused on answering the question: If an internal integration 

dialogue is pursued by a future Kosovo government, what key obstacles should it address and 

how can a bottom-up approach improve prospects of long-term success? Based on the research 

done, a number of initial focal points have been deducted that are useful for the Kosovo 

government, if an internal integration dialogue is pursued in the future. First and foremost, the 

language gap that prohibits communication is most often mentioned as the ‘biggest mistake’. It 

would thus be a great advantage to start promoting nationwide free language courses, while at 

the same time finding people who would want to function as ‘language’ pioneers among their 

own family and friends. This way, community stigmatization of ‘language learners’ can slowly be 

reduced, and the number of language course participants can start to broaden. The often-

mentioned reason for the low number of job opportunities – not speaking Albanian – could, on 

the long run, be partly avoided this way. While in the current structure, where Serbian parallel 

structures remain present, it is impossible to realize a joint schooling system, it would be 

important to create regular joint learning opportunities. A viable option for this would be to make 

the subject ‘English’ a joint class, whereby students from the same year across both educational 

systems would attend class together. It is important to start this as early in the students’ career 

possible, when children are still young. If it seems impossible, for example due to the absence of 
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a Serbian or Albanian school in close proximity, another option for regular socialization from an 

early age on would create possibilities to bridge the divide. Comparable events which are 

currently happening are the ‘peace camps’ 131 , organized in various forms by different 

institutions. 132  While these camps often have significant impact on their participants, the 

moment of socialization is not sustainable as the participants return to their own, often isolated, 

communities. It is therefore crucial to create more regular, and therefore sustainable, forms of 

socialization. 

In order to continue the creation of a sustainable internal integration process, it is crucial 

to organize a bottom-up internal dialogue to engage the Kosovo Serb community in the process. 

Adopting a sustainable design for the internal dialogue is crucial to build the necessary trust to 

create inclusion. During this research it has become clear that trust – from all communities in 

Kosovo – in political institutions, will most fruitfully grow if the political conditions in Pristina and 

Belgrade are ideal. The rise to power of Albin Kurti presented a significant change from the past:  

a political leader without a wartime background which instilled a renewed trust in the 

government, both for the Serbs in Kosovo as well as for other communities. The words that “at 

least he has not committed any war crimes” were mentioned by various interviewees. At the 

same time, while interviewees indicated that they could not trust the ‘promises’ of the 

government, initial modest actions by Kurti attracted the attention of the respondents. By lifting 

the 100% tariffs133 or the cut to a previous increase of government salaries134, a positive change 

was noticed which led some Kosovo Serbs135 to believe there might be possibilities for greater 

change. This hope quickly deflated after the government lost the vote of confidence at the end of 

March. Despite this, it is important to take this observation into account, as it provides the basis 

for any further steps towards a successful integration dialogue.  

If, in the future, another Kosovo government opts to launch an internal integration 

dialogue, t is crucial to focus on the creation of a long-term government plan that aims for 

sustainable integration. During the interviews, it became immediately clear that while the idea of 

an international integration dialogue seems promising, most interviewees did not trust this will 

actually take place. This implies that it is first and foremost important to obtain trust of the 

possible Kosovo Serb participants to the dialogue, for example by first organizing individual 

meetings with those that are willing to engage in conversation. In the interviews the majority of 

the people moreover responded positively when asked if they would be willing to engage in 

dialogue with the government. At the same time, all indicated to doubt if other Kosovo Serbs 

would be willing to participate. The probability of a final agreement taking place, does however 

place the ‘internal integration issues’ in a different perspective. Part of this, is the opportunity to 

become better integrated in Kosovo on a social and economic level. In other words, there is 

willingness to bridge existing gaps if this creates better opportunities for people themselves. This 

is line with Ostrom, who argues that people engage in collective action when they see the benefit 
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for themselves.136When recruiting dialogue participants, it is hence crucial to clearly convey the 

personal benefits of participating in the dialogue.  

While structuring the dialogue, the initial individual conversations should be understood 

as the opportunity to start building trust, and to obtain a basic but broad understanding of the 

most crucial topics to be discussed as these might be different from the general understanding 

of issues at stake. Depending on the results, it might be possible to organize (small) focus groups 

within each participating Kosovo Serb community to gain a wider understanding of the issues 

that have to be dealt with. If this does not seem possible, it would be important to organize a 

number of other interviews (possibly through a ‘neutral’ intermediator), or through anonymous 

online surveys. Doing so provides the opportunity to generate a broad understanding of the 

issues at stake. 

Recommendations for (a future) Kosovo government 

1. The timing is to initiate a dialogue is crucial: 

o The presence of Kurti as prime minister marked a positive change according to 

Kosovo Serbs; the political conditions in Pristina are crucial to take into account.    

o The possibility of final agreement present new opportunities. 

o There is a growing understanding that engaging in a dialogue might be beneficial 

for the participants, increasing the willingness among the Kosovo Serb 

community. 

2. Start on a small scale – at the individual level 

o Starting the dialogue with the presumed ‘entry points’, creates the possibility of trust 

building. While the people spoken to do not represent the wider audience, it does 

show there is an opportunity to start the dialogue through these people. More 

specifically, it seems to be exactly the right time to engage in the dialogue.  

o Open questions should be asked to generate a broad understanding 

o In these talks the following questions could be asked in individual conversation: 

 How do you see your position in Kosovo, at the moment?  

 What are the main obstacles you encounter on a daily basis? (etc.) 

 Which topics are, according to you, of highest importance to discuss 

here? 

 What would make such a dialogue successful?  

 What would need to happen for you to trust that we, the government, take 

this seriously? 

 In your opinion, would it be possible to organize focus groups? 

3. Depending on the outcome of the first conversations, follow-up steps should be taken 

o Either through conducting more individual interviews, organizing focus group 

interviews, or anonymous surveys 

4. A broad understanding of everyday obstacles to integration has to be generated 

o By asking open questions obstacles can come to light that have not been 

detected/discussed earlier 

5. If possible: a wider gathering should be organized through the help of initial participants 

o Here the government can engage in broader dialogue and present their 

opportunities to accommodate certain wishes.  
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o A broad notion of willingness to engage is generated by doing so, which is 

beneficial in the creation of mutual trust. 

6. Throughout the whole process it is crucial to start implementing small requests made, 

therewith showing the participants the process is trustworthy.  
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Policy Analysis 

Policy Analysis in general is a policy advice paper which particularly aims to influence the key means through 

which policy decisions are made in both local and central levels of government. The purpose of Policy 

Analysis is to address, more in-depth, a particular problem, to examine the arguments related to a 

concerned policy, and to analyze the implementation of the policy. Through Policy Analysis, Group for Legal 

and Political studies seeks to stimulate wider comprehensive debate on the given issue via presenting 

informed policy-relevant choices and recommendations to the key stakeholders and parties of interest. 
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