
Muddling Through Kosovo; End of an Era? 
By Dagmar Kusá 
 

Serbia and Kosovo are slowly turning a new page in their history. Ibrahim Rugova, the moderate leader 
of Kosovo who made the negotiations with Serbia last year possible has lost his battle with cancer this February. 
His death has made the current round of talks on the future of Kosovo more difficult. Former Serbian dictator 
Slobodan Miloševič died in his prison cell but a few days ago. Both deaths have stirred lots of emotions and 
reopened old wounds between Serbs and Kosovar Albanians. The difficult path ahead of Serbia and Kosovo’s 
co-existence has just gotten even trickier. 

Slobodan Miloševič, the ruthless leader that was single-handedly responsible for massive bloodshed in 
the countries of former Yugoslavia has passed away before the International Crimes Tribunal for Former 
Yugoslavia (ICTY) carried out the sentence in the trial against him. He was charged with 66 counts of war 
crimes in Bosnia, Croatia and Kosovo.  The time of his passing is most inopportune. Serbia was just beginning to 
come to terms with its recent turbulent past. Only at the end of last year, some of the trials of war criminals were 
transferred from the Hague into Serbian jurisdiction. Few months back, television stations across Serbia aired the 
footage of bound Bosnian men being shot by Serbian paramilitary police forces during the Srebrenica massacre 
in 1995. Video came to the public as somewhat of a shock. More voices started to speak against the nationalist 
tendencies, denouncing the violence, and accepting responsibility for it. In the past few months Serbia was 
showing signs of some healing.  

Miloševič died less than a week after former Croatian Serb leader Milan Babič committed suicide in the 
same prison in Scheveningen. Standing of the ICTY took a significant hit in the eyes many people. Miloševič, in 
some ways, symbolized the Tribunal. Moreover, victims are being heard that justice has not been carried out and 
that the tribunal is taking too long with the proceedings. 

"With Miloševič deceased, Serbia might see this as an end to an era and this might have a positive 
influence on them handing over Mladič and Karadžič," law professor Wouters said for Reuters on March 11. I 
wish I could share that optimism. Reactions to Miloševič’s death within Serbia indicate that his passing was 
“grains on a mill” of current Serbian nationalists, seeking to turn him into a martyr of the Serbian nation and 
inciting hatred amidst the fragile peace again.  
 
Serbian leaders have never publicly accepted the possibility of an independent Kosovo. Kosovo is an important 
myth in Serbian imagination (dating all the way back to the Battle of Kosovo Polje in 1389, where defeat 
brought on half a millennium of Ottoman rule). Miloševič skillfully tapped into emotions related to this myth, 
and worked them into a frenzy. He rose and he fell with Kosovo. Current leaders will not dare to go against this 
symbol. Albanian leaders, on the other hand, exclaim that Kosovo’s independence is the only road to peace in 
Southeastern Europe. 
The UN lead negotiations on the status of Kosovo will most likely push for Kosovo’s independence. Without 
either side budging anytime soon, this corner of Europe may go through more rough weather in the near future. 


