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Front page: 

A Macedonian police officer reads a newspaper with black front page with
the headline "Bloody Grupcin" Thursday Aug 9 2001 in Skopje. Grupcin is a
village some 30 km west of Skopje, on the strategic Skopje-Tetovo road,
where ten Macedonian army soldiers were killed in an ambush by ethnic
Albanian insurgents. 
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Preface

The Norwegian Helsinki Committee for Human Rights was founded in
1977. It is a member of the International Helsinki Federation for Human
Rights (IHF) whose aim is to monitor state compliance with the standards
for the Helsinki Act, subsequent Organization for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe (OSCE, previously CSCE) human rights related documents
and central international human rights standards. The IHF has a consu-
ltative status with the UN.

The Norwegian Helsinki Committee has been monitoring and reporting
on human rights issues in the former Yugoslavia since 1989. It has had a
special focus on the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia since 1994,
when it was involved in the establishment of the Macedonian Helsinki
Committee.

The main focus of the Committee’s involvement in Macedonia has been
on the human rights aspect of inter-ethnic relations. There has been an
on-going discussion between human rights organizations and the interna-
tional diplomatic missions in Macedonia concerning the preservation of
stability versus the protection of human rights. Human rights organiza-
tions have consistently argued that unless there were real improvements
in the human rights situation in the country, increased inter-ethnic
polarization and tension could result in serious conflict.

Unfortunately, this prediction was confirmed in 2001, when a group
calling itself the National Liberation Army (NLA), launched several armed
attacks which were met by counter attacks by the Macedonian army and
police. The Albanian insurgency caught many by surprise, although
several of the factors commonly known to increase changes of armed
conflict had been present for a long time.

After strong international pressure, the parties signed a Framework
Agreement 13 august 2001. It aimed at immediate implementation of poli-
tical reforms, thus preventing full-scale civil war. During and after the
crisis, relations between ethnic Macedonians and ethnic Albanians on
the ground have deteriorated dramatically and represent a major chal-
lenge to peace and stability in Macedonia.
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This report was written and researched by Ingrik Vik, and edited by
Gunnar M. Karlsen, Aage Borchgrevink and Ingrid Vik. It was funded by a
grant of the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The views expressed
here are those of the Norwegian Helsinki Committee.

The report is published in the Norwegian Helsinki Commitee’s series of
reports dealing with human rights in the area covered by the OSCE. It is a
follow-up to the 2001 report: “Divided Communities: A study of Inter-
Ethnic Relations and Minority Rights in Macedonia.” 

For further information, please contact the secretariat of the Norwegian
Helsinki Committee.

Bjørn Engesland
Secretary General
March 2003
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Executive Summary

The ethnic Albanian uprising in Western Macedonia in 2001 took not only
the international community, but also the people and politicians in
Macedonia by surprise. Local intellectuals, human rights groups and
international observers had, however, for years issued early warning
reports. These reports described a society characterised by fierce
animosity, distrust, intolerance and an increased ethnic division in polit-
ical, social, cultural and economic spheres. This long term tense inter-
ethnic climate explains how the conflict escalated so rapidly and ulti-
mately, throughout the summer months of 2001, endangered the stability
of the country.

To prevent outbreak of a full-scale civil war, the international commu-
nity engaged in high level diplomacy which led the main Macedonian and
Albanian leaders to sign a peace deal in Ohrid 13 August 2001. The agree-
ment ended the armed conflict and presented a framework for strength-
ening Albanian rights and modernization of Macedonian state structures.
The peace deal did not, however, put an end to animosity and ethnic
violence, nor did it allow the government to regain control in the crises
areas. On the contrary, the situation in the western part of the country
has continued to worsen ever since, with growing chaos and insecurity.

Despite increased ethnic segregation and tensions, there were little
inter-ethnic violence in Macedonia prior to February 2001. Reports from
the late 1990s showed that large segments of the ethnic Albanian commu-
nity generally rejected the idea of violence as a mean of improving
Albanian rights. Although some inter-ethnic clashes did occur during the
1990s, it never became a regular feature. 

The uprising in 2001 caused by a relatively small number of Albanian
paramilitants quickly developed into a major battle of interests between
the two major groups in the country. Whereas Albanian and Macedonian
informants – interviewed for this report – expressed anxiety and distress
over the armed rebellion in February-March 2001, the same persons
accepted a full-scale civil war as a possibility just few months later, in
May-June the same year. An increasing number persons on both sides
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claimed that the situation should be solved militarily, rather than politi-
cally. This also included the political elites, of which many supported a
military solution.

A major factor explaining the rapid shift of attitudes is that many people
became directly or indirectly harmed by the armed conflict. Additionally,
the preconditions of conflict were clearly present in Macedonia and did
not need much encouragement to spiral out of control. Among these
preconditions one should not underestimate the long term economic
decline since the early 1990s, which caused high unemployment as well
as general abridgments of public social services. This development
contributed to put further strain on inter-ethnic relations in the country.

Thus, in almost every aspect, the conflict escalation in Macedonia
conforms to general patterns of conflict development described by
researches and academics.

As a consequence of the events in 2001, the climate for conflict has
continued to grow with increased inter-ethnic hostility, economic decline
and a growing feeling of pessimism and hopelessness among particularly
the young generation. 

In order to establish long term stability and prosperity, the situation
needs to be addressed in an adequate manner by political leaders and
the international community, which is strongly involved in the implemen-
tation of the Orhid Agreement. Their success, in terms of establishing
long term peace and economic growth, will largely depend upon their
ability to shift the focus from ethnic interests towards a reform policy
comprising all regions and citizens of the country.



Despite facing overwhelming poli-
tical, social and economic chal-
lenges, Macedonia was the only
new independent republic to avoid
war after the dissolution of
Yugoslavia in 1991. During the
following years, however, Mace-
donia faced severe challenges not
only internally, but also due to
external pressures. Firstly, the still
ongoing transition to a modern
democracy and market economy
has been particularly difficult for
Macedonia, and the country
remains among the poorest in the
region. Secondly, Macedonia has
experienced strong pressure from
neighbouring countries such as
Greece, Bulgaria and Serbia;
Greece by blocking international
recognition of Macedonia and
twice imposing economic block-
ades, and Bulgaria by questioning
the legitimacy of Macedonian
nationhood, language and history.
The Serbian regime was during the
1990s perceived as a potential
threat to Macedonia, and the UN
embargo against Serbia denied the
young republic access to its most
important trading partner as well
as to an overland corridor to
Western Europe.

The Balkan wars throughout the
1990s, particularly the war in
Kosovo in 1999, caused further
damage to the fragile stability of
the small and vulnerable state.
Macedonia was long regarded as
the exception in the region, and
was until 2001 regarded among the
most successful countries in terms
of integration and co-operation
with the EU and NATO. However,
the international community had
become increasingly aware of the
inter-ethnic tensions in Macedonia,
and numerous reports warned the
Macedonian government as well as
the international community of the
potential emergence of ethnic
violence.

Nevertheless, the advent of ethnic
Albanian insurgency in Macedonia
in early 2001 caught not only the
international community but also
most Macedonians at unawares.
Indeed, the preceding couple of
years had demonstrated improved
relations between Albanians and
Macedonians at top political levels.
Yet improved political collabora-
tion had not altered the general
feeling of distrust nor had it
promoted increased integration at

DIVIDED PERCEPTIONS 9
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ground level, and inter-ethnic rela-
tions were widely held to be a
major threat to stability in Mace-
donian society at large.

Strong international pressure
persuaded ethnic Macedonian and
Albanian political leaders to sign a
Framework Agreement on 13 August
2001 aimed at immediate implemen-
tation of political reforms, thus
preventing full-scale civil war.
Nonetheless, after two years the
general situation in the country is
still strongly marked by the events
taken place in 2001. The results have
been further ethnic division
between ethnic Macedonians and
ethnic Albanians, with an increasing
number of people moving from
multi-ethnic villages and neighbour-
hoods to ethnic clean ones. The
security situation in the former
crises area is alarming with large
parts of the ethnic Albanian domi-
nated areas in the Western region
beyond control of law enforcement,
causing chaos and insecurity for
ordinary people as well as for the
police forces. Relations between
ethnic Macedonians and ethnic
Albanians on the ground have dete-
riorated dramatically during and
after the crisis, and has caused
several killings and serious inci-
dents over the last months, exposing
lingering danger of spiralling ethnic
violence in the Macedonian society.

Increased level of crime and inter-
ethnic tensions thus remains
among the main challenges to the
establishment of sustainable
stability in Macedonia in both the
short and the long term.

Different perceptions

It is striking how differently the
two communities view the origin of
the crisis, the potential outcome of
the rebellion and the current
developments. One of the aims of
this report is thus to analyse how
the general populace as well as
their political representatives have
experienced the developments of
the crises and its aftermaths. How
did the respective communities
explain and expound the armed
conflict in Macedonia in 2001? And
in what way have Albanian insur-
gency and the resultant armed
confrontation changed inter-ethnic
relations in Macedonia? Has the
conflict created renewed potential
for harsh nationalism and
confrontational hard-liners in the
political life of the state? The
report also discusses how the two
parties perceive the Framework
Agreement. What are the demands
of the ethnic Albanian community?
What is the Macedonian majority
willing to yield in order to meet
these demands? And how do the
parties view the roles played by
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NATO, the EU, and the international
community in general? Moreover,
the report also outlines tendencies
of political radicalisation and
inter-ethnic tensions in Macedonia
in the past as well as at present.
Eventually the report will briefly
discuss possible causes to the
outbreak of armed conflict as well
as its potential consequences.

Methodology

The report is based on several field
trips carried out from March 2001
until fall 2002, as well as contin-
uous telephon and e-mail commu-
nication with key informants
during the entire period. The field-
trips included interviews with
representatives of all the major
political parties as well as with
ethnic Albanian and Macedonian
journalists, academics and NGO-
representatives. In addition, the
author have conducted in-depth
interviews with ordinary citizens
and student groups representing
both communities in towns like
Skopje, Kumanovo, Tetovo,
Gostivar, Struga, and Bitola. These
are people who have been repeat-
edly interviewed, both individually
as well as in group-interviews,
throughout the whole period. 

The aim of the qualitative inter-
views is to survey attitudes and

perceptions of the informants in a
social context. In fieldwork aiming
to understand inter-ethnic rela-
tions and the evolution of attitudes
towards the “others” during times
of armed conflict, the qualitative
methodology represents a signifi-
cant tool. It is nevertheless impor-
tant to underline that the selection
of informants itself is not represen-
tative in regard to the general
public in Macedonia. On the other
hand, there is no reason to believe
that the informants do not repre-
sent general attitudes and values.

In addition to in-debt interviews,
observation of the daily lives in
towns and villages over a certain
timeframe, numerous conversa-
tions with people in various places
and situations also provided impor-
tant information. Additionally,
presence and observations in
several inter-ethnic seminars in
Macedonia, with the possibility to
observe thorough and intense
discussions between the groups on
vital and sensitive issues have
contributed towards better under-
standing on the different ethnici-
ties’s perceptions of the inter-
ethnic dispute in Macedonia. Such
data collection has been particu-
larly useful in establishing deeper
insight in how different groups are
viewing main political and cultural
issues, and not the least, how these



young people interpreted them-
selves in relation to the “others”. In
addition, the report is based upon
a variety of relevant international
reports and studies, available
statistics, as well as local news-
paper articles and TV and radio
broadcasting.
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Ominous signs of impending
violence appeared in Macedonia
through attacks on the police
station at Tearce on January 22,
2001, and aboard the Skopje-
Kercova passenger train on January
26. A group calling itself the
National Liberation Army (NLA), at
the time an almost unknown organ-
isation to ordinary citizens and the
international community, claimed
responsibility for the incidents.

One month later, more serious inci-
dents occurred in villages along the
Kosovo border, and in mid March,
the NLA spread the fighting to
Tetovo, the major ethnic Albanian
centre in Macedonia. NLA claimed
to be defending the Albanian popu-
lation against Macedonian security
forces and to be fighting for the
national rights of the ethnic
Albanian community. Six days of
clashes in Tetovo eventually led
the government to give the
Albanian guerrilla an ultimatum to
either disarm and leave the
country, or face a full-scale mili-
tary response.

Late March 2001, the Macedonian
army started shelling villages above

Tetovo, and four days afterwards,
the government declared the oper-
ation a success. Only one month
later, eight Macedonian soldiers
were killed on 28 April in an
ambush between Tetovo and the
Kosovo border. The incident ener-
gized the conflict and sparked
ethnic riots in Bitola, Veles and
Skopje. The NLA then moved the
frontline east of the Sar Mountain
and north of Kumanovo, increasing
the territory which it controlled.
Within weeks, it exercised control
over numerous villages in the
predominantly Albanian region of
the country, in the Kumanovo
valley in the Northeast, and further
west in the regions surrounding the
Albanian centres of Tetovo and
Gostivar.

The government appealed to civil-
ians to evacuate the areas where it
intended to launch its military
response, but still thousands of
people were caught in the battle
between the governmental forces
and the NLA in the vicinity of
Kumanovo. The Macedonian forces
blamed the NLA of using civilians as
“human shields” in order to
prevent the army to launch a full-

DIVIDED PERCEPTIONS 13
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scale offensive; an accusation
which the NLA denied, claiming the
civilians distrusted the Macedonian
authorities.

On June 9 2001, the NLA occupied
Aracinovo, a village on the very
outskirts of the capital. This
marked a new serious escalation of
the conflict. The NLA threatened to
attack the Parliament and govern-
ment buildings as well as the inter-
national airport situated some kilo-
metres from Aracinovo. This
created panic among ethnic Alba-
nians in Skopje and surroundings
areas, and international television
showed thousands of refugees
crossing the border into Kosovo.
Ethnic Macedonians in Skopje were
equally distressed at the course of
events, and people expressed
concern that a full-scale civil war
was breaking out, threatening to
destroy the recently established
republic.

In July the crisis continued to
deepen. Violations of a 11 June
cease-fire agreement and other
serious incidents made people
increasingly disillusioned and
pessimistic.

International response

The difficult situation put the inter-
national community on alert. An

unstable Macedonia was widely
regarded as a potential threat to
regional stability, and could poten-
tially involve neighbouring coun-
tries if the conflict escalated.
Intense diplomacy and interna-
tional pressure ensued in order to
seek an end to the conflict. Strong
and co-ordinated international
engagement was demonstrated by
energetic shuttle diplomacy of the
High Representative for the EU’s
Common Foreign and Security Poli-
cy, Javier Solana, EU Commissioner
for External Relations, Chris Patten
and NATO Secretary General,
George Robertson during spring
and summer 2001. 

The crises led politicians in Mace-
donia as well as the international
community to realise that it may
prove difficult to achieve political
agreement on a peace agenda that
included political reforms. Under
strong international pressure,
ethnic Albanian and Macedonian
political leaders formed a national
unity government on 13 May 2001.
The new administration included
eight parties with various political
and ethnic orientations. The main
parties were the “Internal Mace-
donian Revolutionary Organisa-
tion-Democratic party for Mace-
donian National Unity” (VMRO-
DPMNE), the Macedonian “Social
Democratic Alliance of Macedonia”

14 DIVIDED PERCEPTIONS



(SDSM), the “Democratic Party of
Albanians” (DPA), and the Albanian
“Party for Democratic Prosperity
(PDP). The broad based govern-
ment was established to handle the
crisis, and to make all political
parties responsible for a peace
agreement that entailed constitu-
tional changes and increased
minority rights. This was regarded
as vital in order to limit space for
political manoeuvres on the part of
hard-line nationalists on both
sides.

Soon, the general impression was
that the new government was
unable to make a common cause.
Both the Macedonian and the
Albanian public realised that the
different parties were continuing
the political cat-and-dog fighting as
if they were not participating in a
governing coalition. In fact, polit-
ical rows and sharp differences
were publicly exposed, not only
between the Albanian and the
Macedonian fractions, but equally
so within the respective ethnic
fractions.

Despite the 11 June 2001 cease-fire
agreement between the Mace-
donian government and the NLA
and the proposal of a peace plan
by President Boris Trajkovski

providing amnesty for NLA-soldiers
and strengthening ethnic Albanian
rights, the downward spiral
continued. The Ministry of Interior
distributed weapons to army and
police reservists in the capital as
well as in Gostivar, Tetovo, Kuma-
novo and surrounding villages. On
the other side, NLA continued to
recruit young Albanian men
throughout the summer. In late
July, reports were published about
skirmishes between Macedonian
civilians and NLA-rebels in Tetovo,
Lesok and Neprosento.1 Unmistak-
ably, Macedonia was heading to the
brink of civil war.

Continued international pressure
eventually made headway in the
peace negotiations in July and
August 2001. But on the ground the
conflict intensified as the negotia-
tions started. 35 of approximately
100 deaths resulting from the
conflict occurred immediately
before the signing of the Ohrid
Agreement. Radical politicians and
paramilitaries used violence to
strengthen their position in the
negotiations, threatening a full-
scale war if their demand were not
met. International mediators,
mainly represented by the Amer-
ican representative James Pardew
and the EU envoy Francois Leotard

DIVIDED PERCEPTIONS 15
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played key roles during the peace
talks.

The four major political parties
signed the Framework Agreement
on 13 August 2001 in Ohrid.

The Ohrid agreement

The aim of the agreement was on
the one hand to institutionalise
ethnic equality between Macedo-
nians and Albanians, including
constitutional amendments. The
deal aims at general modernization
of Macedonian state structures,
focusing on decentralization and
local government reforms. The
Ohrid Agreement also included
international engagement in terms
of co-ordination, facilitation and
monitoring of the peace process
and structural reforms as well as
financial aid. The major provisions
provide for:

• Immediate termination of hostil-
ities between Albanian guerrillas
and government forces.

∑• Amnesty for NLA members on
condition that NLA is disarmed
and disbanded.

∑• Operation Essential Harvest, i.e.
a 30 days operation by a British
led NATO-force and NLA-

surrender of its arms and ammu-
nition to this force.2

∑• constitutional amendments to
institutionalise equality between
ethnic Albanians and Macedo-
nians to be approved by the
Parliament.

∑• Changes in the structure of the
police, with higher representa-
tion of ethnic Albanians in the
police forces.

∑• Redeployment of national police
and security forces in the crises
areas.

∑• Bi-national police patrols in
areas controlled by the NLA.

∑• Use of Albanian language in
communications with govern-
ment offices and in plenary
sessions of the Parliament.

∑• Qualified majority voting in
parliament for decisions con-
cerning minorities, e.g. laws on
culture, language, education,
personal documents and the use
of symbols.

∑• Amendments to end the special
status given to the Macedonian
Orthodox Church, putting it on
level with Islam and Roman
Catholicism.

∑• A new law on local self-govern-
ment.

The ethnic Macedonian community
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expressed strong criticism of the
peace agreement. This was also
mirrored in the political process in
which the National Assembly was to
approve the constitutional amend-
ments outlined in the Framework
Agreement. Macedonian politicians
held – and are still holding –
emotional speeches and expres-
sions of intense dissatisfaction
with regard to the amendments. 

Still a large number of Macedo-
nians assessed the Framework
Agreement as a unavoidable com-
promise in order to maintain the
peace. An ethnic Macedonian man
told the Norwegian Helsinki Com-
mittee in September 2001:

My guess is that the Macedonians are
divided in two in regard to this matter,
one part is supporting the Framework
Agreement, and the other part is totally
against it. Among my friends, basically a
group of well-educated intellectuals,
working in international organisations
or public institutions, we would gener-
ally support the Framework Agreement,
not because we approve its content
anymore than the others, but because
we believe that this is the only solution
to avoid a civil war in Macedonia. 3

The ethnic Albanian community
was, and still is, more in favour of

the Ohrid Agreement than their
ethnic Macedonian co-citizens. Yet
radical Albanians have continued
to throw doubt as to whether it will
provide equality to the Albanian
population in Macedonia. Persons
adhering to the vision of a Greater
Albania/Greater Kosovo interpret
the Ohrid Agreement as dysfunc-
tional and invalid. The Albanian
National Army (ANA), a militant
Albanian group, represents such
views. Less extreme, but still
radical political formations such as
the Albanian “National Democratic
Party” (NDP) have claimed that the
Ohrid Agreement does not provide
a satisfactory solution to the
Albanian community in Macedonia.
The NDP have also rejected the
parliamentary adjustments of the
Ohrid Agreements. According to
NDP these changes has resulted in
an even less acceptable solution.4

Despite harsh statements from both
sides, the Macedonian National
Assembly 16 November 2001 appro-
ved the constitutional Amendments
in line with the Ohrid-Agreement.
In early May 2002, ethnic Albanian
and Macedonian leaders agreed on
proposals for a final set of reforms
in talks chaired by American and
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European Union officials. Accor-
ding to the proposals, ethnic Alba-
nians and other minorities will
have the right to use their own
languages in state institutions, and
their number will increase in the
civil services. 

People on the run

The armed confrontation between
ethnic Albanian rebels and Mace-
donian forces caused more than
150 000 citizens to flee their
homes. A large number left the
country while other became inter-
nally displaced. Immediatly after
the signing of the Framework
Agreement, the Macedonian Red
Cross registered over 75 000 inter-
nally displaced persons.

Incidents involving forced displace-
ment of civilians have been
reported from affected areas in
both predominantly Macedonian
and predominantly Albanian
villages. One example is the anti-
Albanian riots in Bitola which
caused approximately 10 000
ethnic Albanians to flee the town
and its surroundings. Another
example is the July 2001 exodus of

ethnic Macedonians from villages
in the Tetovo-region.

The number of ethnic Albanian
refugees from Macedonia living in
Kosovo started to decrease imme-
diately after the cease-fire agree-
ment in July 2001. Within a couple
of months approximately 45 000
ethnic Albanians had returned
from Kosovo. In October 2002,
approximately 4 000 ethnic
Albanian refugees remained in
Kosovo. In January 2002, a total of
21 172 persons were recognised as
displaced in some manner. In
January 2003, the total number of
internally displaced persons was
still almost 8 500.5

A major impediment to return of
internally displaced persons and
refugees is a difficult security situa-
tion in parts of the crises areas.
Other challenges to ensure sustain-
able returns comprise repairing of
private homes, public structures,
and agricultural livelihoods. In
addition, health, education, water
and electricity services in the areas
affected by the conflict have to be
re-established.

18 DIVIDED PERCEPTIONS
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Ethnic Macedonians and Albanians
in Macedonia view the crises
totally differently. The two ethnic
groups are also to a large extent
internally united in their interpre-
tation of the insurgency and its
aftermath. The incompatible
perceptions of the conflict and its
causes are among the most impor-
tant factors explaining the rapid
escalation of the conflict during
spring and summer 2001 as well as
continued inter-ethnic tensions
since the signing of the Ohrid-
agreement. This chapter will
describe reactions to the events, as
described by informants from
respectively the Albanian and
Macedonian community. 

Ethnic Albanian reaction

Prior to February 2000, a large
segment of the ethnic Albanian
population generally rejected the
idea of violence as a means of
achieving constitutional rights. In
fact, ethnic Albanians had more
faith in governmental structures

than their Macedonian co-citizens,
according to several surveys.6 But a
general feeling of hopelessness,
particularly among young people,
had been expressed for years.
When the revolt started it was thus
soon explained as a necessary
response to decades of discrimina-
tion after all legal efforts had
failed.7

The insurgency in February 2001
came nevertheless as a surprise to
the majority of ethnic Albanians in
Macedonia. In fact, Albanian infor-
mants were concerned about the
consequences of the rebellion,
particularly among ethnic Alba-
nians living in multi-ethnic towns
like Skopje and Kumanovo. How
would the Macedonian security
forces and the predominantly
Macedonian police react towards
ethnic Albanian civilians? Yet
hardly any Albanian interlocutors
were prepared totally to reject the
NLA as an organisation, nor
condemn their actions in
fomenting military uprising in

6According to the UNDP Early Warning Report fall 2001, almost 70 percent of ethnic Macedonians expressed

distrust of the ruling structures. 55 percent of Albanians shared this opinion.
7According to the majority of the ethnic Albanian interlocutors during interviews in February and March

2001.

III. Different interpretations of
the Insurgency



Macedonia. The most outspoken
support of the insurgency during
the early days of the crises came
from young people in predomi-
nantly Albanian areas, such as
Tetovo and Gostivar. Some weeks
later into the crises, attitudes
towards the NLA and its actions
were rapidly changing. Despite the
general concern, informants be-
came more confident in expressing
their support for the NLA and the
insurgency as such, in order for the
Albanians to achieve vital political
goals: “People have lost faith in
politics. I don’t think the govern-
ment has neither the will nor the
ability to bring about substantial
changes on behalf of the Albanians
in this country”, said a 21 years old
ethnic Albanian student.8

In addition to the growing support
among ethnic Albanians for the
NLA armed actions during spring
2001, there was, and still is, near
unanimity on the causes of the
conflict. “The accumulation of
injustices committed against the
Albanian population in FYROM led
to the founding of the National
Liberation Army“, Ali Ahmeti, the
political director of the NLA, stated
in an article in the Albanian news-

paper, “Flaka”, mirroring what
appeared to be the general Alba-
nian sentiments.9

Ethnic Macedonian reaction

The insurgency shocked the ethnic
Macedonian population. From their
point of view, the last couple of
years had been marked by succes-
sive concessions to Albanian
demands. While Albanian young-
sters expressed impatience and
frustration, young ethnic Macedo-
nians were equally annoyed with
“the never ending story of Albanian
demands”. “It does not matter what
we give them,” an ethnic Mace-
donian male told in a group inter-
view with students in Skopje, “they
will never stop asking for more”.10

The typical Macedonian opinion
during the early phase of the crisis
was that the NLA represented an
external enemy, to which all citi-
zens of Macedonia, regardless of
ethnic belonging, should be
opposed. They strongly rejected
the Albanian argument that the
rebellion was a reaction to system-
atic discrimination of the Albanian
population and thus represented a
legitimate fight for more rights.
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According to their view, the insur-
gency represented a serious
external threat to national security
and internal ethnic relations were
irrelevant. “I am very disappointed
because most Albanians support
the terrorists. They are betraying
their country”, a young Mace-
donian woman said.11

Only weeks later, however, most
Macedonians saw the insurgency as
a battle of interests between ethnic
Albanians and the Macedonian
majority. One of the incidents
contributing towards this shift was
probably the ambush outside
Tetovo on 28 April 2001, during
which 8 Macedonian soldiers were
killed. The next evening, Boris
Stoiminov, leader of the radical
Macedonian party, “Internal Mace-
donian Revolutionary Organisa-
tion-Real Macedonian Reformist
Option” (VMRO-VMRO), made a
vengeful speech on television
based on rumours of mutilation of
the victims. He declared that for
each dead Macedonian soldier,
hundreds of Albanians should be
killed. Only two days earlier,
Stoiminov had told the Norwegian
Helsinki Committee that he would
lend his support to a broad polit-
ical coalition consisting of all the

main political parties in the
country, and that he would support
a political solution to the crisis.12

From the Macedonian perspective,
the insurgency had to be viewed in
a regional context. It was clearly a
direct result of the events in
Kosovo in 1999. Since NATO inter-
vention in 1999, ethnic Macedo-
nians have claimed that the precar-
ious situation in Kosovo could
threaten the stability of Mace-
donia. According to this interpreta-
tion, ethnic Albanian extremists
from Kosovo were trying to stimu-
late Albanian national sentiments
as well as Greater Kosovo/Albania
aspirations among their kinsmen in
Macedonia. It was also widely held
that the NLA was a Kosovo based
organisation with Kosovo Albanian
leaders and fighters. And those
from the Albanian community in
Macedonia that participated, at
least at the beginning of the crisis,
were held to originate from
influxes of Albanians from Kosovo
since the 1980s. These are persons
who, according to the general
Macedonian public, harbour less
loyalty towards the Macedonian
community. In fact, many Mace-
donian informants tended to
distinguish between “good” Alba-
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nians with long traditions in Mace-
donia, and “bad” Albanians mainly
originating from Kosovo. A male
ethnic Macedonian from Skopje
stated a typical view on this issue:

I have nothing against Albanians or the
Albanian language. We have always
lived together, and I bow to one of my
neighbours every day, an Albanian
family who has been living here for two
generations. But I don’t like Albanians
from Kosovo. They are different. I don’t
trust them, I never did. And look what
they are now doing to our country.13

Albanian political leaders
response

The Democratic Party of Albanians
(DPA) as a part of the Macedonian
governing coalition, took a firm
stance against the ethnic Albanian
rebellion during the early weeks of
the crisis, and appealed to the
Albanian community to support
legal political institutions. The lead-
ership of the DPA condemned both
on national and international televi-
sion the ethnic Albanian guerrillas. 
The main oppositional Albanian

party, Party for Democratic Pros-
perities (PDP) and its leader Imer
Imeri, appeared to be more indeci-
sive and did not distance itself
from the NLA as energetically as
DPA. As an oppositional party in
decline with regard to electoral
support and political influence,
PDP’s performance was largely
interpreted as an attempt to regain
credibility as the genuine Albanian
party at the expense of the DPA. 

The general impression during the
first weeks was that Albanian polit-
ical representatives were trying to
delicately balance their statements
to avoid provoking the increasingly
NLA supportive Albanian elec-
torate, and still perform as respon-
sible politicians in the eyes of the
international community – and as
for the DPA, towards their Mace-
donian governmental partners.14

The Prizren deal

In May 2001 it became publicly
known that DPA and PDP had
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secretly signed a deal with Ali
Ahmeti, the political director of the
NLA in a meeting in Prizren
(Kosovo). The news seriously
threatened to jeopardise relations
between the DPA and its Mace-
donian partners in the governing
coalition. The deal further caused
distrust between the Macedonian
side and the international commu-
nity because of the role played by
the American veteran diplomat,
Robert Frowick who had been
appointed Special Envoy by the
OSCE Chairman-in-Office in April
2001. His official objective was to
support the Macedonian govern-
ment in its task of reaching a
peaceful solution and thereby brin-
ging an end to the armed conflict.
Ambassador Frowick held that to
reach an enduring political agree-
ment, direct contact with the NLA
was necessary. This view was in
conflict with the general principle
of the international community to
avoid direct contact with the NLA.
Frowick proposed an immediate
cease-fire with the NLA in exchange
for the pledge of amnesty. The next
step was to introduce several confi-
dencebuilding measures, addressing
ethnic Albanian demands of consti-
tutional amendments and equal
representation in state structures.
The plan also included measures or
mechanisms to integrate some of
the NLA leaders into public life. 

Frowick’s mission ended abruptly
when a photograph of Arben
Xhaferi and Imer Imeri together
with Ali Ahmeti was displayed in
the Macedonian media in late May,
and the Macedonian public learned
about the secret deal between the
Albanian leaders. This led Mace-
donian leaders to accuse PDP and
DPA of supporting NLA extremists
by inviting the guerrillas into secret
negotiations. In addition they
claimed to have been deluded by
the international community
(represented by the OSCE) as well
as by their Albanian counterparts.
The Albanian government parties
were accused of going behind the
back of the Macedonian govern-
ment. The President and the Prime
Minister denied any knowledge of
the negotiations in Prizren.
Frowick on his side claimed that
the agreement was mediated with
the knowledge and assent of the
Macedonian government as well as
President Trajkovski. Frowick left
Macedonia only days later after
severe criticism from national
authorities as well as from interna-
tional representatives in Skopje.

Without neglecting some of the
interesting elements in the Frowick
Proposal, the outcome was sadly
counterproductive and sowed
further distrust between the
Albanian and Macedonian political
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parties. It also sparked frustration
within the general Macedonian
public as to the role of the interna-
tional community. The general
view presented by Macedonian
political representatives was that
Frowick’s role and the Prizren
agreement damaged relations and
the political dialogue between
Albanian and Macedonian politi-
cians.

Macedonian political leaders
response

The Macedonian politicians gener-
ally blamed the insurgency on
external factors, and refused to
ascribe it to Macedonian minority
policy. For instance, Filip Petrovski,
at that time a member of Parlia-
ment for the Internal Macedonian
Revolutionary Organisation-Demo-
cratic Party of Macedonian
National Unity (VMRO-DPMNE), told
the Norwegian Helsinki Committee:
“This rebellion is a result of the
situation in Kosovo. It is a fact that
the NLA are extremist Albanians
from Kosovo for whom instability
in Macedonia is indispensable to
continued criminal activities.”
Petrovski, endorsing the line of his
Party, stressed that the ethnic
Albanian rebellion in Macedonia
was not a result of discrimination

or a deficiency of minority rights.
He claimed that, on the contrary,
ethnic Albanians in Macedonia
have already gained sufficient
rights. Petrovski called upon all
citizen of Macedonia, regardless of
ethnic belonging, to end the crises: 

Last week many people approached the
Ministry of Interior in order to volun-
teer support for Macedonia against the
armed rebels. Why didn’t we see any
ethnic Albanians among them? Why
wouldn’t ethnic Albanians also fight for
their country?15

The Vice-President of the Social
Democratic Alliance of Macedonia
(SDSM), Radmila Sekerinska, the
main oppositional party at that
time, gave a different analysis of
the situation. She also put the chief
blame for the Albanian uprising on
difficult developments in Kosovo,
as well as on ethnic Albanian crim-
inal elements that needed to
ensure further instability in the
region in order to continue their
activities. But, according to
Sekerinska, the situation quickly
developed into a more complex
scenario in terms of finding
sustainable solutions to the crisis.
She expressed concern as to the
recruitment potential within the
Albanian community in Macedonia,
pointing to general dissatisfaction
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among the Albanians in the
country.16

Mirroring Sekerinska’s above ana-
lysis, SDSM played a more mode-
rate role during the time of the
crisis, compared with the VMRO-
DPMNE. Although SDSM was accu-
sed of hard-line nationalism during
the presidential election in 1999,
the impression since February 2001
was somehow different. During the
peace negotiations, the President
of the social democrats, Branko
Crvenkovski (currently the Prime
Minister) gave expression to a more
moderate Macedonian position
compared with former Prime
Minister Ljupco Georgievski, who
did increasingly appear as a Mace-
donian hard-liner. 

Interviews with representatives of
the two main Macedonian parties
expressed similar views as to the
role and attitudes of VMRO-DPMNE
and SDSM respectively. Filip Petro-
vski (VMRO-DPMNE) told the
Norwegian Helsinki Committee that
his party would accede to the inter-
national demand for minority
reforms despite his party’s
dissenting views on the matter.
According to him, the political
process was not dictated by the

genuine will and interests of the
Macedonians, but was directed by
international interests and inter-
pretations. The statement was in
line with numerous speeches made
by the former Prime Minister
Georgievski during the time of the
crisis. In this way VMRO-DPMNE
was displaying double standards,
bowing to international pressures
while simultaneously appealing to
nationalistic sentiments among the
general Macedonian public. This
stratagem has contributed towards
undermining the legitimacy of the
peace agreement and, for that
matter, new reform policy in
general.

During several interviews, SDSM
representative Radmila Sekerinska
expressed a more open attitude
with regard to constitutional
amendments and possible steps
towards the integration of the
Albanian community with Mace-
donian society.17 It was unlikely,
however, that the majority of the
members and supporters of SDSM
represented a more liberal orienta-
tion than the general Macedonian
public on this issue during the time
of the crises. SDSM leader, Branko
Crvenkovski, did in fact lose popu-
larity due to his moderate stance
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during the negotiations. According
to the International Crisis Group,
he faced challenges “from the right
wing of his own party, led by
former SDSM ministers and wealthy
members of the hard-line Dias-
pora”.18

Only few of the Macedonian infor-
mants expressed sympathy for the
role of SDSM in the negotiation
process during the summer of 2001,
claiming that SDSM was “bowing to
international pressure”. Neverthe-
less, SDSM continued to play a
positive role in the National
Government until they resigned
and returned to opposition after
the approval of the constitutional
Amendments in November 2001.
When returning to office in
November 200219, SDSM, together
with their coalition partners,
declared an ambitious political
plan with full implementation of
the Ohrid Agreement within 2004. 

The role of the former prime
minister Georgievski

The actions and statements of
former Prime Minister Ljupco
Georgievski during the time of the
crisis caused speculation as to his
true political agenda. While Presi-

dent Boris Trajkovski (VMRO-
DPMNE) stated his determination to
solve the crisis by political means,
the Prime Minister was frequently
urging a hard line toward the
Albanian rebels and has on several
occasions stated his wish to declare
“a state of war” so as to intensify
the military offensive. His attitudes
and role were questioned, not only
by the Albanian community, but
also by ethnic Macedonian voters,
particularly in relation with the so-
called MANU plan. 

In late May 2001, Macedonian state-
controlled newspapers published
an article explaining the details of
a proposal allegedly emerging from
the Macedonian Academy of
Science and Art (MANU). It sugges-
ted a territorial and population
exchange with Albania in order to
solve the armed conflict in Mace-
donia. According to the plan, major
Albanian settlements in Western
Macedonia would be annexed to
Albania, whereas Macedonia’s con-
cession would be a strip of Alba-
nian land and access to the Adriatic
Sea. In an interview broadcasted
on national television on 3 June
2001, the Prime Minister stated that
although he didn’t approve of the
idea, he believed that “in less than
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two months, 90 percent of Macedo-
nians will be thinking it wasn’t such
a bad idea after all”.20

The MANU plan and the response
by the Prime Minister created a
storm among the general public as
well as in political circles. Ethnic
Albanians claimed that the MANU
proposal once and for all demon-
strated which of the two sides was
advocating partitioning the coun-
try. Macedonians were also
enraged by the proposal and the
Prime Ministers comments, clai-
ming that he was willing to sell
Macedonian territory. Rumours
spread of a purportedly secret deal
between Arben Xhaferi and the
Prime Minister in which the two
leaders had divided the country
between them. The SDSM leader,
Branko Crvenkovski, fiercely
attacked the proposal and stated
that such ideas were “an incitement
to civil war, and suicide for Mace-
donia”.21

Only days later, the Prime Minister
once again appeared on national
television declaring that the
government of unity was not func-
tioning, and he would call for early
elections in September 2001. He
offered the mandate for proposing

constitutional changes to SDSM,
which he had earlier criticised for
rejecting the use of force in dealing
with Albanian terrorists. The Prime
Minster stated that his party “has
made it clear that either we create
the Constitution made to measure
for the Albanians, or we’ll have
war. This should be made clear to
everyone. The position of VMRO-
DPMNE is that we categorically
refuse to participate in any dia-
logue in such an environment.”22

The Prime Minister’s numerous
statements and speeches within the
timeframe of the crisis led the
general public in Macedonia to
question whether he was
contributing to the political dia-
logue in a constructive way.
According to most people inter-
viewed during spring and summer
2001, his role was interpreted as
quite the contrary, despite the
general (Macedonian) distrust in
the part of the peace talks. The
Prime Minister was also held
responsible for several disruptions
and delays in the political dialogue
during the summer 2001. Time and
again he brought up fresh issues at
the last hour, thus preventing a
break-through in the struggle to
achieve a solution. Several times,
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the Prime Minster issued calls for
military responses, and even
during the final days of the negoti-
ations in Ohrid in August 2001, he
stated that “signing an agreement
while there is still occupied terri-
tory would be a disgrace for Mace-
donia”. The deal would not be
signed as long as there were
“Albanian terrorists in the hills”.

Also after the signing of the Frame-
work Agreement he continued to
issue negative statements, advo-
cating a hard line towards ethnic
Albanian rebels during the fragile
cease-fire. In a speech on the same
day that the parliamentary sessions

were initiated, the Prime Minister
explicitly denied the assertion by
the international community that a
vote against the Framework Agree-
ment was equivalent to a vote for
war.23 According to him, discussing
constitutional changes while Mace-
donia was still exposed to external
aggression and occupation would
be disastrous.24 According to many
commentators, the underlying aim
of the Prime Minister was to
convince the Macedonian elec-
torate that the concessions on
constitutional changes were the
result of international arm-
twisting.
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Throughout the spring and summer
of 2001, an increasing number of
civilians on both sides became
directly or indirectly harmed by the
dramatic and tragic events in Mace-
donia. Tens of thousands individ-
uals were on the run, villages were
shelled and civilians and soldiers
were hurt or killed. The events
itself were reinforcing hostile feel-
ings and radical approaches among
ordinary people on both sides in
the conflict. This chapter will focus
on how informants on both sides
experienced the situation, and how
events rapidly influenced the
general opinion in both groups
towards stronger radicalism and
division. Additionally, it will
describe the respective communi-
ties’ interpretation of the interna-
tional community and its role
during the crises. 

The Albanian side

In line with developments in March
and April 2001, a sense of increased
approval among ethnic Albanians
for the NLA and Albanian paramili-
tary measures as such could be

detected throughout the summer
months.25 Four months into the
crisis, all the Albanians interviewed
in Tetovo expressed clear-cut
support for the NLA, and almost all
the young male interlocutors
claimed that they were willing to
be recruited if necessary. Whereas
the same individuals were reluctant
to reveal explicit support for the
NLA to a foreign researcher in
April, this was clearly no longer the
case. The majority of the ethnic
Albanian community apparently
had changed their mind with regard
to the use of violence in order to
gain political rights.

Additionally, all Albanians inter-
viewed referred to family
members, close friends and
acquaintances who had already
departed “to the mountains” to
fight for a brighter future for
ethnic Albanians in Macedonia. It
was said that recruitment was on
the increase from May onward,
mainly due to the harsh military
response from the Macedonian
authorities, but also because of the
self-confidence shown by the NLA,
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their successes and territorial ad-
vances.26

This impression was strenghtened
during visits to Gostivar. There was
equally strong support for the NLA
in the second-largest ethnic
Albanian centre in the western
region, and during interviews with
a group of men aged 24 to 50, it was
argued that the issue had acquired
a moral rather than a merely polit-
ical or military character. Accor-
ding to them it would be unethical
to abandon the civilians in the
affected areas and expect them to
fight on by themselves. It was in
fact viewed upon a matter of soli-
darity and they expressed a strong
desire to support suffering Alba-
nians with humanitarian aid as well
as through economic and military
support. 

Not unexpectedly, the youngest
males interviewed were clearly
more excited than their older
Albanian companions at the pro-
spect of joining the NLA. It
appeared that the current fighting
in Macedonia was an opportunity
to win renown as heroes of the
Albanian cause, a chance some
missed during the crisis in Kosovo
owing to youthfulness. In June

2001, such expressions, in addition
to the martial music broadcast by
Albanian radio, illustrated
romantic notions about war. 

The understanding of the NLA

In various statements during the
time of the crises, the NLA strongly
claimed that by avoiding attacking
civilians, it demonstrated once and
for all that the NLA was an army
with a regular command structure
as well as political representation:
“The NLA functions as a military
organisation with its own uniforms
and insignia, and recognises the
Geneva Conventions and the Court
of International Justice in The
Hague as the legitimate authority
for war crimes,” Ali Ahmeti stated
in a Flaka article.27

Most Albanian informants agreed
with Ahmeti on this issue, and the
general conclusion was that the
NLA was not a terrorist or criminal
organisation claimed by Mace-
donian politicians, but a legitimate
organisation fighting for the rights
of an oppressed people in Mace-
donia. Some months into the crises,
this was also the general view of
the ethnic Albanian leadership in
Macedonia. In March 2001, the
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President of the PDP, Imer Imeri, as
well as the leader of the governing
party DPA, Arben Xhaferi, expres-
sed parallel notions in clearing the
NLA of the accusation of terrorism.
Mr Xhaferi told the Norwegian
Helsinki Committee: “By avoiding
attacks on ethnic Macedonian civi-
lians, the NLA acts like a profes-
sional and serious army rather than
as terrorists”.28

Since the inception of insurgency
in February 2001 and the following
international awareness of the
National Liberation Army, the NLA
continued to insist that their polit-
ical goal is equality for the
Albanian population within the
present state of Macedonia. In the
ethnic Albanian paper, “FLAKA”, Ali
Ahmeti stated:

I want to inform about our modest
demands and the deep clarity and
necessary assessment that we have
demonstrated and continue to demon-
strate regarding the continuity and
stability of Macedonia. What we
demand is neither secession nor an
ethnic war (…). What we demand is to:
change the Constitution of FYROM and
ensure proportional representation in

State institutions; introduce a consen-
sual democracy on issues related to
national rights (…); participate in talks
between conflicting sides under inter-
national mediation; have recognition of
the citizenship of all Albanians living in
FYROM; have repatriation of all Alba-
nians who have been forcefully
expelled from FYROM; have arrange-
ments for a census with the assistance
of an impartial international institution;
have full rehabilitation and re-socialisa-
tion of all NLA-members; have demol-
ished villages and family economies
rebuilt.29

During remarkably short time, the
general perception of the situation
had changed from outspoken
uncertainty to a perception that
the ethnic Albanians were victims
of the brutality of the Macedonian
armed forces, and the NLA was in
fact protecting ethnic Albanian
civilians from ethnic Macedonian
violence. Moreover, ethnic Alba-
nians still claimed that the Mace-
donian government should have
initiated negotiations with the
National Liberation Army at the
very beginning of the crisis in
order to avoid unnecessary exodus
and suffering on the part of Alba-
nians in the affected areas.30

DIVIDED PERCEPTIONS 31

28 Interview conducted in April 2001. 
29 Quoted from MIAs news digestive May 2001
30 Despite the general view on the NLAs credibility as a non-terrorist organisation within the Albanian

public and the international community, several instances of potential war crimes conducted by NLA rebels

have nevertheless come to light since the NLA commenced its offensive in February 2001. This includes the

kidnapping of civilians, killings, physical and psychological maltreatment of civilian hostages, expulsion of

Macedonians in the Tetovo region, and attempts at forced recruitment of ethnic Albanian youngsters.



Regional differences

One could, all through 2001, sense
that in multi-ethnic towns such as
Skopje and Kumanovo, the ethnic
Albanians were attempting the deli-
cate task of balancing their state-
ments, and people expressed a fear
for revenge on the part of ethnic
Macedonians. Thus, attitudes
among ethnic Albanian informants
in Skopje, Struga and Kumanovo,
were expressed in a somewhat
different way, even though sym-
pathy for the NLA appeared to be
equally strong as in Tetovo and
Gostivar. 

The balancing of expressions was
very clear during the dramatic days
of the NLA’s occupation of Araci-
novo in June 2001. According to the
office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) in Skopje, most of the
refugees crossing the border into
Kosovo during those days were in
fact ethnic Albanians from Skopje.
People were intimidated by the
violent measures taken by the
police and military forces as well
as by Macedonian paramilitary
organisations and armed reservists,
and many Albanians claimed they
had been threatened and received
warnings from their Macedonian
neighbours in ethnically mixed

neighbourhoods in Skopje. Reports
of maltreatment and threats by
police against ethnic Albanians
spread throughout the city. An
Albanian woman told the following
story: 

I was approaching my parents’ neigh-
bourhood when my husband and I were
stopped at a police checkpoint. I guess
it was my husband’s beard that
provoked them, and they started to
shout, asking him if he was NLA. They
then began to threaten us, pointing
their guns at my husband and telling
him they would kill him.31

According to UNHCR in Skopje,
more than 5000 ethnic Albanians
left for Kosovo in four days during
the dramatic June days.

Why increased NLA support?

During interviews conducted in in
2000, ethnic Albanians and their
leaders were clearly denying any
potential armed threat emanating
from the Albanian population.
Although it was well known that
more radical groups were emer-
ging, particularly in the aftermath
of the war in Kosovo, the general
impression was that the Albanian
majority was not in favour of polit-
ical violence in Macedonia. As
noted above, when the insurgency
broke out in Macedonia in January/
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February 2001 it did not represent a
rebellion planned and launched by
a broad-based Albanian grassroots
movement in Macedonia. Accord-
ingly, the broad based support for
the NLA are probably symptoms of
the emergence of more radical atti-
tudes among the ethnic Albanian
population as a result of the con-
flict..

In order to understand the Alba-
nian reaction, one must keep in
mind the general scepticism to-
wards the Macedonian police and,
not least, the Macedonian security
forces among ethnic Albanians in
Macedonia. Albanian civilians have
on several occasions experienced
the brutality of the Macedonian
security forces, and international
and local human rights organisa-
tions have for many years criticised
discriminatory patterns in the
treatment of ethnic Albanian indi-
viduals on the part of Macedonian
police forces. This probably ex-
plains the general fear among Alba-
nians of violent Macedonian repri-
sals, and thus the outspoken wish
within the Albanian community to
retain and intensify the interna-
tional presence well into the
future.

The robust military responses
launched by the Macedonian side
against villages occupied by the

NLA most likely strengthened the
Albanian population’s support of
the NLA. Not only were the govern-
mental forces’ measures regarded
as criminal acts against the
Albanian civilian population in the
areas of crisis, it was also viewed
as inadequate and inefficient. In
fact, after weeks of shelling, the
Macedonian army was not able to
point to significant results, except
for destroyed villages and a large
number of people on the run. The
general picture drawn up by ethnic
Albanians thus appeared to be that
it was the responsibility of the
Macedonian forces to stop
attacking the Albanian civil popula-
tion in northern and Western
Macedonia. The Albanian commu-
nity asserted that the Macedonian
forces, without any legitimacy, kept
on threatening the security and
lives of the Albanian population in
the affected areas during the crisis.
Consequently, since February 2001,
the language used to describe the
actions taken by the Macedonian
forces and police became increas-
ingly more harsh, and Albanians
frequently compared the situation
in Macedonia with the Serb repres-
sion of the Kosovo Albanian popu-
lation during the 1990s. 

Many people within the Albanian
community expressed awareness of
to the negative consequences of
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the violence in terms of inter-
ethnic relations and general devel-
opment of the Macedonian society.
In conversations with a group of
ethnic Albanian employees in non-
governmental organisations, peo-
ple stated that despite possible
political reforms in response to the
rebellion, the resulting increase of
distrust and hatred would create
serious obstacles to the implemen-
tation of those reforms. Similar
views were expressed by two Alba-
nian businessmen who strongly
emphasised the need for estab-
lishing a climate conducive to
economic growth as prerequisites
for improved inter-ethic relations. 

Although there has been, and prob-
ably still is, a general support for
the NLA, it is highly unlikely that
the majority of ordinary Albanians
wanted civil war. The pronounce-
ment of an Albanian coffee-shop
owner is representative of many
Albanians in Macedonia:

I don’t want war. I want peace. I was
born here, and so were my father and
my grandfather. I have my business and
my life in Skopje, and my family belongs
to this country. The Macedonians claim

that the Albanians want a Greater
Albania or a partition of the country.
But what will then happen to my family?
We will have to abandon our homes and
the businesses I have spent years in
building up. And then the Macedonians
tell us that we have our own country, so
if we are not satisfied why don’t we go
and live there? But Albania is not my
country any more than it is the country
of the Macedonians.32

The Macedonian side 

Despite years of hostility and the
cultivation of negative stereotypes,
many Macedonians were still able
to point to ethnic Albanian individ-
uals whom they regarded as
decent, honest and good citizens.
These could be neighbours in the
increasingly few mixed neighbour-
hoods in the towns, college friends,
co-students, the owner of the local
grocery shop, etc, towards whom,
ethnic Macedonians expressed
positive attitudes.33 However, with
the emergence of violent conflict,
such attitudes were clearly under-
going change, also in the capital.
Until the occupation of Aracinovo,
the war zone had been confined to
predominantly ethnic Albanian
areas in the northern and western
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parts of the country, remote of
everyday lives of the inhabitants in
Skopje. However, when the public
realised that the NLA was present
in Aracinovo, the seeming
“normality” evaporated, and ten-
sions rose in the capital. The
Ministry of Interior distributed
arms to police and army reservists,
and rumours rapidly spread on
infiltration of NLA rebels into
Albanian neighbourhoods in the
heart of the capital. Macedonians
avoided the Albanian quarters in
the city even during daytime, and
people said they were scared of
going to the Bit Bazaar34. 

In mixed areas people suddenly
became hostile towards individuals
belonging to the “other group”, and
in some urban neighbourhoods
those belonging to minority groups
decided to leave their homes. A
tendency towards “ethnic segrega-
tion” in mixed areas occurred also
within the capital. The sounds of
the massive attack launched by the
Macedonian forces to recapture
Aracinovo were clearly heard and
observed from the capital. Thus
within a day or two, Skopje resi-
dents grasped that the country was
on the brink of civil war.

The events occurring in the village
of Aracinovo during the dramatic
days in June 2001 clearly illustrates
how confidence between neigh-
bours may dissolve completely
within a relatively short period of
time. Until June 2001, Aracinovo
had comprised approximately 1300
ethnic Albanian and around 200
ethnic Macedonian households.
The Macedonian minority was
unaware that Albanian paramili-
taries were entering the village
until they realised on 7 June that all
ethnic Albanian children and
women had left. Thus the Macedo-
nians did not start evacuating the
town until the situation had esca-
lated dramatically. They later
expressed bitterness towards the
Albanian villagers with whom they
had shared the neighbourhood for
decades, and who had not warned
their Macedonian neighbours in
time. 

Since the Macedonian inhabitants
had no possibility to prepare them-
selves to leave the village, they had
to abandon most of their personal
belongings. Those who did not get
out in time or had to go back, were
threatened, kidnapped and even
tortured by NLA fighters. 
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The Aracinovo scenario is well-
known from other Balkan wars,
and the question remains whether
Aracinovo again will become a
village of multi-ethnic co-existence.

“Take up arms and fight”

Events during the crisis, in partic-
ular the NLA’s occupation of Araci-
novo on 9 June 2001, can probably
explain why the Macedonian infor-
mants started to express lack of
confidence in the political dia-
logue, and increasingly focused on
the possible outbreak of war. A
typical view was, and remains, that
the government should have been
less reluctant at the very outset to
use military force with which to
compel ethnic Albanian rebels to
halt their actions. By doing so, the
Macedonian forces could have
stopped the uprising before the
situation had escalated and the NLA
had grown into a strong military
threat. In fact, Macedonians are
blaming the international commu-
nity for this strategic failure, a view
also reflected among several Mace-
donian politicians. 

During the crisis, the military solu-
tion continued to gain support. The
majority of male informants said
that they were willing to fight for
the existing Constitution and to
defeat Albanian terrorism in Mace-

donia. “What have we to lose?
Either we lose our country or we
fight for it, there is no alternative”,
a young male Macedonian from
Skopje said. However, despite the
general will to fight for the Mace-
donian cause, none of the male
informants had volunteered to join
the Macedonian armed forces. In
fact, most of them expressed
concern about the prospect of full
mobilisation of the Army, as they
believed there had been insuffi-
cient commitment of economic
resources to ensure the security of
the Macedonian soldiers. 

Western diplomats and the interna-
tional community in general
expressed concern about Mace-
donian paramilitary groups carry-
ing out violent attacks against
ethnic Albanian civilians. Such
groups are well known from
previous Balkan wars and were
responsible for some of the most
brutal attacks on the civilian popu-
lation in the wars in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Croatia and Kosovo
during the 1990s. This concern
increased when the Minister of the
Interior, Ljube Boskovski, came to
office in May 2001. He instantly
started to reinforce Macedonian
paramilitary structures by distrib-
uting weapons to police and mili-
tary, as well as by establishing
special security forces such as the
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“Lions”. In order to promote recruit-
ment to this group, video films
were shown on Macedonian natio-
nal television showing masked
soldiers doing sophisticated com-
bat training and performing mili-
tary exercises. 

The frustration level among ethnic
Macedonians was clearly detec-
table during interviews in the
summer of 2001. Having in mind the
last decade of general social and
economic decline, it was very likely
that paramilitary groups had con-
siderable recruitment potential
among frustrated unemployed
Macedonian youngsters. These
were young people who expressed
serious doubts about their future,
and among whom the general frus-
tration were often projected onto
ethnic Albanians. 

Still, the main impression was that
the general Macedonian public, at
least in multi-ethnic towns such as
Skopje, felt uneasy about such
paramilitary structures, an impres-
sion confirmed by many ethnic
Macedonian informants. Confir-
ming this impression, Macedonian
paramilitary activities during the
early months of the armed conflict

were relatively limited. This
surprised many internationals in
Skopje. “Obviously, the potential
for paramilitary recruitment on the
Macedonian side was less probable
than most of us believed at first”, a
western monitor commented.
Although Macedonian paramilitary
activities increased during the
crisis, it was less energetically than
on could fear. 

The killing of several ethnic Alba-
nians in the village of Ljoboten on
12 August by ethnic Macedonian
paramilitaries represented the
most ominous sign of such paramil-
itary activities. According to
Human Rights Watch, there was no
evidence that any of those who
were slain were in uniform or wore
the insignia of the NLA. The Mace-
donian Helsinki Committee was
told by villagers that reservists had
shot six people, and Western
reporters visiting the scene a few
days later, confirmed that at least
five had been killed.35 Human
Rights Watch accused the Minister
of Interior of being directly and
intimately linked with the inci-
dents: “It was carried out by troops
under his authority during an
action in which he was intimately
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involved”, according to Peter
Bouckaert, a Human Rights Watch
researcher.36

The Albanians’ view of the
international community

How did the general ethnic
Albanian regard the role of the
international community in the
context of the inter-ethnic conflict
in Macedonia? During and after the
crises it was widely held that
NATO/KFOR, the EU, and the USA
sympathised with the Albanian
people, not only in Kosovo, as
demonstrated in 1999, but also in
Macedonia in 2001. Despite the
unison and loud condemnation
expressed by the international
community towards the NLA and its
rebellion in Macedonia, ethnic
Albanians believed that the outside
world was supporting not only the
political dialogue and new reforms,
but also the Albanian uprising as
such. Albanian informants claimed
KFOR allowed the NLA to move
more or less freely between
Kosovo and Macedonia, and by
doing so, NATO was seen as an
explicit supporter of the NLA.

The majority of Albanian informants
interpreted the verbal condemna-

tion of the NLA by a unison interna-
tional community as a mainly diplo-
matic stratagem to mollify ethnic
Macedonian politicians within the
government. “Of course they
support us!”, a male ethnic Albanian
from Gostivar exclaimed, “Other-
wise how would you explain that
the NLA is able to cross the border
from Kosovo with people and
supplies?” In an interview with
“Voice of America”, Ali Ahmeti
expressed similar views, although
using a different example: “It is true
that they37 came out openly against
the use of force (…). On the other
hand, NATO is openly directing the
Slavo-Macedonian state towards
resolving the status of the Albanians
in Macedonia, and to begin by
amending the Constitution.”

The international press was also
looked upon as Albanian allies.
Many Albanians claimed for
instance that BBC World news
broadcasts (and by implication the
British government) favoured the
ethnic Albanian insurgency, partic-
ularly at the commencement of the
crisis. This was repeated by most
Albanians interviewed, despite the
fact that the BBC, as a majority of
international media, was critical
towards the NLA and its actions.
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The ethnic Albanians’ interpreta-
tion of the international commu-
nity and its active involvement and
diplomacy, is probably coloured by
the events in Kosovo in 1999 and
further on. The commonly held
view was that the international
community would intervene if
necessary, thus avoiding a situation
similar to the one prevailing in
Kosovo in 1999, i.e. before the
commencement of the war. 

The large number of ethnic Alba-
nians returning from Kosovo after
August 2001 can probably be
ascribed to the presence in Mace-
donia of NATO forces. The typical
Albanian view was that NATO, or an
equally powerful presence, will
remain in Macedonia for a consid-
erable length of time and protect
the civilian population against
further military conflict. 

Who is to blame? Macedonian
reactions on the international
community

Despite focus in international media
on Macedonian hostility towards the
international community, frustration
and anger were first and foremost
directed at the Macedonian govern-
ment and its political representa-

tives. This is confirmed in the July
2001 UNDP report, which documents
that almost 73 percent of the popula-
tion lacked confidence in the Parlia-
ment, while almost 80 percent had
no confidence in the government.38

A male ethnic Macedonian expres-
sed a representative sentiment: 

The government has not acted respon-
sibly during the crisis, in fact I don’t
know if one can call this institution a
real government. The politicians are not
talking to each other, and the Prime
Minister approaches the President in a
public letter. I found that rather
bizarre, and above all, not very reas-
suring.39

Not only did people criticise the
government for lack of internal
communication, they seriously
doubted the genuine will and
professional ability of the various
ministers. The general opinion
regardless of ethnic affiliation
tended to be that the politicians
were not acting in the interests of
their people or the country, and
that they were accused of being
basically motivated by the
prospects of personal economic
enrichment. The crisis in Mace-
donia in 2001, most Macedonians
claim, did once and for all reveal
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the incompetence of the govern-
ment as well as its totally irrespon-
sible character. 

A particular event, however, pro-
voked the Macedonian public into
fierce criticism and hostility
towards the international commu-
nity. In order to get negotiations
on track in June, NATO came to
terms with the NLA on an evacua-
tion of NLA rebels from Aracinovo
under NATO supervision. Approxi-
mately 350 rebels were allowed to
leave the village with their
weapons, assisted by US troops
originally serving with KFOR, the
NATO-led force in Kosovo. Accor-
ding to the Macedonian media and
even several governmental repre-
sentatives, the Macedonian army
had been forced to withdraw under
Western pressure. 

The large majority of Macedonians
viewed the evacuation as a humilia-
tion and people reacted strongly to
the fact that the rebels had not
been disarmed, and were deported
to another NLA-occupied area in
Macedonia with their weapons.
Furthermore, the offence felt by
Macedonians was reinforced by a
rejection of an appeal from the
Macedonian government by Euro-
pean Union foreign ministers who
held a meeting on the same day.
The Macedonian Foreign Minister

was candidly told that Macedonia
would receive no further financial
assistance as long as state funds
were “being spent to purchase
weapons”.

That evening several thousands of
ethnic Macedonians gathered out-
side Parliament. They demanded
the dismissal of the President and
the Prime Minister, demonstrators
invaded the Parliament buildings,
and the protest developed into
massive rioting, destruction of
vehicles belonging to international
organisations, and total demolition
i.e. of the OSCE entrance as well as
the British Airways office. At that
moment, the international commu-
nity was explicitly seen as being in
conflict with Macedonian interests
– also by Macedonian politicians.
The Prime Minister, among several
representatives from VMRO-
DPMNE, made statements in which
NATO was defined as a friend of
the “enemy”. 

Disappointment with the interna-
tional community is still very much
present, as well as the general
anger and dissatisfaction with the
former VMRP-DMPNE led govern-
ment and Macedonian politicians
in general. In conformity with
Albanian opinion, the Macedonians
interpret the international commu-
nity as supportive towards the
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Albanians and the former NLA, not
only during 2001, but even now.
Several issues are pin-pointed
when ethnic Macedonian infor-
mants and politicians explain their
frustration and anger towards the
international community’s “pro-
Albanian” attitude. 

Firstly, Macedonians point to the
events of 1999 when NATO went to
war on behalf of ethnic Albanians
in Kosovo. Secondly (and in agree-
ment with the Albanians), the Mace-
donians strongly believe that NATO
has supported the NLA, not only
indirectly by turning a blind eye to
the NLAs movements, but also
directly by providing, for instance,
communications equipment. Third-
ly, it was held that there was a clear
under-reporting of the large num-
bers of ethnic Macedonians who
fled their homes in the Tetovo
region (as many as 15 000 within
less than two weeks in July), a view
that was also supported by interna-
tionals in Skopje at that time. From
the Macedonian perspective this
was unfair, bearing in mind the
international focus on ethnic
Albanian refugees earlier in the
crisis. This is particularly bitter, the

Macedonians claim, considering
that during the refugee crisis in
1999 when Macedonia, as a result of
pressure exerted by the interna-
tional community, accepted (albeit
reluctantly) several hund-reds of
thousands of Kosovo Albanian
refugees on Macedonian territory. 

Macedonians have continued to
claim that their politicians as well as
the general public have been widely
criticised for chauvinist attitudes
and policies, whereas the ethnic
Albanians “who started war in
Macedonia” have not being sub-
jected to similar criticism. And the
NATOs “Essential Harvest” mission
that initiated the implementation of
the Ohrid program in the fall of
2001, was largely held to be a
symbolic program with very limited
impact on the security situation in
the crises areas.40 Macedonians also
feel that the international commu-
nity has ignored the fact that the
general decline during the past ten
years has hit the Macedonians
particularly hard, and that the large
group of poverty-stricken, under-
privileged ethnic Macedonians has
been ignored, before as well as after
the crises in 2001.
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The so-called “Albanian Question”
is frequently referred to in discus-
sions regarding ethnic Albanian
uprisings in Kosovo, Southern
Serbia and Macedonia. Several
questions are related to the issue,
e.g. the extent of joint political and
military co-operation between
ethnic Albanian groups, as well as
the emergence of radical nationa-
listic visions – such as a Greater
Albania/Greater Kosovo.41 The ques-
tion includes assessments of ethnic
Albanian culture and religious
approaches in terms of Islamic
orientation, clan structure, but also
questions concerning law and
order and organised crime. This
chapter will briefly outline the
focus of the development of
Albanian radical policy in Mace-
donia, and how the Albanian polit-
ical leaders have expressed and
campaigned their political engage-
ment. It starts with a brief discus-
sion on the possible support for a
unified Albanian territory among

ethnic Albanians in Macedonia and
an overview of the main Albanians
demands.

Greater Albania or Greater
Kosovo

In a March 2001speech, Dr. Daniel
Serwer described the “Albanian
question” as open to three diffe-
rent interpretations: 

To some, it is simply this: when will
Albanians all be able to live in one
country? Or to others, when will Alba-
nians be able to exercise their right of
self-determination through a referen-
dum? To yet others, when will Alba-
nians, if they live in a country where
they do not constitute the majority, be
able to govern themselves?42

In Macedonia all these solutions to,
or interpretations of the “Albanian
question” have a supporting fac-
tion. The emergence of radical
militant groups like the “Albanian
National Army” (ANA) clearly repre-
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sents an extreme approach. The
ANA claimed that they were figh-
ting for a unified Greater Albania –
which would “include territory in
Kosovo, Montenegro, Serbia, Mace-
donia and Greece”.43 During the
crises, international observes as
well as Macedonian political repre-
sentatives questioned whether
radical Albanian break-away
groups such as the ANA really
represented a more radical
approach than the former NLA, or
whether ANA was being used as a
convenient scapegoat, in order to
generate an image of a responsible
NLA-army, and to distance the NLA
from terrorism. 

Without speculating on the pos-
sible links between the radical
parts of the NLA structures and the
ANA, the fact remains that the ANA
have continued to take responsibil-
ities for violent attacks conducted
both in Macedonia and Southern
Serbia from 2001 until today. The
group have also continued to issue
statements contesting the validity
of the Framework Agreement.

Moreover, rumours of a new Alba-
nian military offensive in 2003 are
intimately linked to the existence
and actions of the ANA.44

According to reports by the Insti-
tute for War & Peace Reporting
(IWPR) in 2001, the ANA did not
gain much support, neither among
ethnic Albanians in Macedonia nor
in the region as a whole.45 This has
also been the impression gained
during interviews with ethnic Alba-
nians during 2001 and 2002 in
which the majority of informants
rejected organisations like the
ANA. There are those, however,
who might condemn the ANAs for
their violent methods, but still
support their political goals. 

Ideas of a unified ethnic Albanian
territory still have a certain reso-
nance within the Albanian commu-
nity in Macedonia. Yet, prior to
February 2001 people did not seem
to view this as realistic political
goals; such notions had rather the
character of a political myth or a
remote vision from the past.46 The
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idea of a Greater Kosovo,47 has
probably a greater potential for
support among Macedonian Alba-
nians than the Greater Albania
scenario, mainly because Kosovo
and Macedonian Albanians have
maintained closer contacts during
the Yugoslav era (see below on
regional contact).48 Greater Kosovo
aspirations are particularly vital
among the many ethnic Albanian
villages along the Kosovo border.
This could be due to the close-knit
nature of the communities on both
sides of the border, with substan-
tial numbers of cross-border mar-
riages and migration. 

Tanusenvci, the geographical star-
ting point of the insurgency in
2001, is an example, with nearby
centres for trade, shopping and
other businesses in Kosovo, rather
than in Macedonia.49 Furthermore,
these villages are among the
poorest and least developed in the
country, with no infrastructure and

receiving almost no support from
central structures in terms of basic
social services. Hence the tradi-
tionally strong ties with Kosovo as
well as the minimal support from
the Macedonian government, prob-
ably explains the support for the
Greater Kosovo in these areas.50

Among the Albanian informants
living in multiethnic towns like
Skopje, Gostivar, Struga etc, people
are generally rejecting notions
such as Greater Albania/Kosovo.
But during numerous discussions
and conversations, Albanians often
told that if the Macedonians prove
unwilling to implement reforms
ensuring improved rights for the
ethnic Albanian population, the
latter would feel compelled to seek
stronger collaboration with Kosovo
and Albania. 

Since the crises, Albanians have
increasingly been expressing doubts
as to the majority’s genuine will to
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share power with the Albanian
community in Macedonia. Such
sentiments have been expressed,
not only among interlocutors in
Tetovo and Gostivar, but also
among Albanians in the capital.
Accordingly, the idea of a federal
solution, in which Macedonia will
be divided into two equal parts,
have continued to receive stronger
and more candid support since
2001. An ethnic Albanian man from
Gostivar explained: 

“After the signing of the Ohrid Agree-
ment in August 2002 we became very
optimistic. However, with the constant-
ly delay of the reform process, Alba-
nians are starting to realise that we will
never have for instance an Albanian
President or Prime Minister in Mace-
donia. People are becoming disap-
pointed and impatient. This is why the
federal solution is preferred among
Albanians.”51

Currently there is only one Albanian
party with the federal solution
explicitly on the agenda, namely the
National Democratic Party, estab-
lished in Skopje in 2001.52 Yet

similar ideas have been expressed
in different manners by several
Albanian leaders in Macedonia.53

Still a large part of the Albanian
community, most probably see
their future within the existing
state of Macedonia, although with
increased Albanian political power
and local autonomy. During inter-
views, ethnic Albanian informants
focus on their lives in the country
as well as the long tradition of
Albanians living together with
ethnic Macedonians.

The Albanian struggle

Ethnic Albanians have without
doubt been the most articulate
ethnic group in the country in
terms of human rights demands.
Despite their efforts to address the
consequences of anti-Albanian atti-
tudes and activities, the Albanian
community claims that these have
been inadequate. 

Ethnic Macedonians, on the other
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hand, maintain that Albanians are
looking for discrimination where it
does not exist and believe Alba-
nians are overemphasising issues
of minor importance. Nevertheless,
discrimination and lack of cultural
rights have been documented by
international organisations. The
OSCE High Commissioner for Natio-
nal Minorities have addressed the
issue in numerous articles and
reports. 

The issues

Several issues have been focused
within the frames of the so-called
“Albanian demands”. A vital one is
linked to the lack of proportional
representation in administrative
structures, which indicates system-
atic discrimination on the part of
the ethnic Macedonian majority.54

Equal representation is thus among
the key principals outlined in the
Ohrid Agreement, which includes
reforms directed towards the pub-
lic sphere in general and the po-
lice, and security forces in parti-
cular. 

Other Albanian demands have been
accepting Albanians as a consti-
tuent nation, higher education in
the Albanian language, the recogni-
tion of Albanian as an official
language, and the use of the Alba-
nian flag. Among these, the place
and the status of the Albanian
language has been a key issue for
the Albanian political leaders for
decades, and caused some of the
most serious inter-ethnic clashes
during the 1990s.

In line with the Ohrid Agreement,
the Parliament recognised the use
of Albanian in Public spheres in
November 2001. Another significant
aspect of the language dispute is
linked to the question of higher
education given in Albanian. This
has been very important and led to
the opening of an illegal Albanian
University in Tetovo in 1994. The
University was immediately decla-
red unconstitutional, followed by
clashes between students and
teachers and the Macedonian secu-
rity forces. Despite the govern-
ment’s attempts to close it, the
university has been functioning
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since with an increasing number of
students.55

In 2000, OSCEs High Commissioner
on National Minorities, Max Van
der Stoel, devised a compromise
solution recommending the crea-
tion of a multi-lingual educational
institution to be financed by the
international community. As a
result of international pressure,
the Parliament passed the long
disputed legislation on Higher
Education in the summer of 2000,
and in September 2001 the South
East European University (SEE
University) was opened in Tetovo
with the support of international
donors. However, a large part of
the Albanian community have con-
tinued to support the illegal univer-
sity, claiming that the Albanians
should be provided with state
financed higher education in the
same way as the ethnic Macedo-
nians. 

With regard to the demand of the
Albanian community’s status as a
constitutional nation, the Ohrid
Agreement suggested a new formu-
lation in the Preamble of the

Constitution, in which the Republic
of Macedonia were redefined as a
state for the citizens of Macedonia,
rather than a national state of the
Macedonian people (“…in which
full equality and permanent co-
existence with the Macedonian
people is provided for Albanians,
Turks, Vlachs, Romanies and other
nationalities.)”.56

Fierce debates over a number of
constitutional amendments during
the fall of 2001 led the Albanian
political leaders to renounce the
issue of national status in a com-
promise with other vital topics.
This caused storm in the Albanian
public, with political opponents
and the Albanian press expressing
their discontent and distrust on the
part of the further political pro-
cess. Among ordinary people one
could hear that the Ohrid Agree-
ment was loosing its value, pulve-
rised by the Macedonian domina-
ted parliament. 

Ethnic Albanian policy

The ethnic Albanian political pa-
rties have focused their energy on
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national issues, and their leadeers
have to a large extend neglected
the construction of broader polit-
ical platforms, including economic
programs, programs for democrati-
sation, and general development –
political visions that would benefit
the whole population. Conse-
quently, by almost exclusively
continuing to emphasise Albanian
issues and demands, one could
argue that Albanian politicians
have contributed to the consolida-
tion of an Albanian social identity
as “second class citizens” into
which most ethnic Albanians are
effectively socialised. The question
remains, however, as to whether
this “identity” has benefited Alba-
nians in Macedonia in their
struggle to take their rightful place
in the Macedonian society. 

The self-identification as victims
could also serve as a lens through
which all negative events are
viewed, interpreted and explained.
By viewing these issues as purely a
matter of ethnicity, Albanian politi-
cians often lose sight of, or disre-
gard the fact that many of the diffi-
culties faced by Albanians are
general problems also affecting
other minorities and marginalized
ethnic Macedonians. There are
several examples of discrimination
without national implications in
instances where Albanians could

point to Macedonian suppression
of ethnic Albanians. These are
linked to the disruptive culture of
nepotism and corruption that mark
public as well as private institu-
tions in Macedonia. For example, it
is widely known that university
students have to pay inducement
“fees” to their professors in order
to pass their exams, and such
“bribes” strike ethnic Macedonian
and ethnic Albanian students indis-
criminately. 

Macedonian society is marked by
discrimination not only of the
country’s minorities. Discriminative
patterns and tensions exist on
many levels and in various
contexts, e.g in relations between
central and local administrations,
towards women, between urban
centres and rural areas, and not
least towards the Roma people,
which is the group most seriously
subjected to human rights viola-
tions. Such discriminatory patterns
and practices have probably been
more widely experienced since the
country gained its independence,
not least due to the difficult transi-
tional process resulting in
economic decline and a high level
of unemployment, a development
which has struck ethnic Macedo-
nians particularly hard. 

The majority of ethnic Albanians
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still believe that most ethnic Mace-
donians enjoy substantial privi-
leges at the expense of the Alba-
nian community. But despite the
ethnically divided economy and
inadequate representation in for-
mal structures on the part of the
Albanian community, the distribu-
tion of wealth is ethnically relatively
even, according to the OSCE.57

Hence, the causal relationship
between socio-economic conditions
and inter-ethnic friction is not
apparent, despite claims of ethnic
Albanian political leaders.58

However, “discrimination” may also
point to experiences and not only
to statistic patterns, which can be
documented. A strong sense of
being discriminated is felt among
members of the ethnic Albanian
community who claim that they are

not included in the Macedonian
society and that they are treated
like second-class citizens. This
impression is shared by many
foreigners who tend to react to
what is interpreted as a conde-
scending attitude among many
Macedonians towards Albanians in
regard to their traditional culture,
religious practice and way of living.
The result has been that the Alba-
nians, as well as other minority
groups in Macedonia, feel that
Macedonians dominate public life
without taking minority needs and
demands into consideration. One
can thus argue that due to this
discriminative attitude, minorities
in Macedonia have given priority to
ethnic affiliation before attempting
to define themselves as Mace-
donian citizens. 
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While the ethnic Albanian commu-
nity struggled for political changes,
and eventually took up arms to
fight for structural changes, the
ethnic Macedonians have conti-
nued to defend present structures,
both in terms of minority rights,
the Constitution of 1991 and the
Macedonian dominance as some-
thing naturally given. The ethnic
Macedonian community experience
the crises and the general inter-
ethnic situation as one-sidedly as
ethnic Albanians, although the
general impression has been that
the Macedonians are less articu-
lated in expressing their percep-
tions and needs. Typical Mace-
donian perspectives on the the
principal Albanian demands and
the reforms outlined in the Peace
Agreement, will be explained and
commented upon here. Further-
more, events contributing towards
a radicalisation of Macedonian
perceptions and a hardening of its
attitudes and stance will be further
elucidated.

Discriminated or not?

The typical view expressed by ethnic
Macedonians, is that ethnic Alba-

nians are not suffering from
discrimination in Macedonia today.
In fact, many would claim that
ethnic Albanians are in a favourable
situation in terms of minority rights;
indeed, many Macedonians would
assert that the Albanian population
enjoys more rights than the Macedo-
nians. For instance, ethnic Mace-
donian students argue that the
quota system, according to which
minorities constitute a certain
percentage of the total student
body, represents a de facto discrimi-
nation of ethnic Macedonian
students. Clearly, the system of allo-
cating university places according to
nationality is causing frustration
among Macedonians, and people
claim that the “quota-students” are
less competent than the student
body in general. Such tools, in which
the goal is to bring about long term
structural changes, is rarely under-
stood as anything other than a sell-
out of Macedonian interests within
the academic system. More mode-
rate tongues would argue that the
system undermines the reputation
of Albanian graduates since the
quota system causes doubt as to the
qualifications and skills possessed
by ethnic Albanian students. 
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Also prior to the ethnic Albanian
uprising, Macedonians generally
rejected all Albanian demands, and
there is a strong feeling among the
majority that the country belongs
to Macedonians and that the
minority should adapt to Mace-
donian culture and language.
Furthermore, it was widely held
that the Constitution, in terms of
which minorities are granted equal
rights, conformed to high interna-
tional standards. During the time of
the crises, the general opinion was
that any recognition of Albanian
demands would serve as an
encouragement to further rebellion
on the part of the Albanians. Such
reforms would furthermore contri-
bute to the disintegration of the
fundamental principles upon which
the state of Macedonia rests, and
create cultural chaos and misery.
Additionally, many Macedonian
informants expressed the view that
this becomes a matter of pride and
self-respect. A young male student
made the following typical state-
ment:

How would you react if people took up
arms illegally in your country? You
would certainly not reward them with
improved rights! For us it is incompre-
hensible that the very same people who
threaten to destroy our country should
also be seen as the “victims”. In no way

can we accept any of the Albanians’
demands, not after this.59

The language issue

The question of language was
among the most delicate issues as it
represents a major national symbol
for ethnic Macedonians. However,
in order to understand Macedonian
fears related to the language issue,
it is necessary to view the subject
in a historical context. Firstly, it
has to be remembered that the
label “Macedonian” itself is rela-
tively new, and the idea of a Mace-
donian identity had not found offi-
cial expression or acceptance
anywhere until the creation of the
second Yugoslavia. Hence, until
Tito’s incorporation in Yugoslavia
of the Socialist Republic of Mace-
donia, the concept of an official
Macedonian language did not exist,
nor was there an official Mace-
donian history, or any national
institutions.60 Macedonian nation-
hood was, however, strongly oppo-
sed by their Greek and Bulgarian
neighbours, who claimed that
Macedonian nationhood was a
purely communist construct inven-
ted by Tito and lacking any histo-
rical or cultural legitimacy. The
Bulgarians bitterly claimed that
Macedonian was in fact a Bulgarian
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dialect, and language disputes
prevented the two countries from
signing a number of bilateral
treaties and conventions for many
years. Outside pressure, as well as
a process of nation building within
a young and fragile state, laid the
foundation for granting the Mace-
donian language near sacrosanct
status. Ethnic Macedonians explic-
itly express pride in their language,
and Macedonian national identity
is intimately linked with language;
most Macedonians would say one
must be able to speak Macedonian
in order to be regarded as an
ethnic Macedonian. The issue
evokes powerful emotions among
Macedonians, also among the
young people, who view the Mace-
donian language in the context
hundred of years of national strug-
gle for independence. A female
ethnic Macedonian student said: 

It is difficult for me to explain why the
language means so much to us. But you
must remember that we have fought so
hard for our independence, and despite
the long struggle for our country, we
have managed to preserve our Mace-
donian language.61

The general feeling during 2001 was
therefor that should the Albanian
language be granted official status,
it would be at the expense of Mace-

donian. Others argued that the
administrative costs of having a
second official language would be
unbearable, keeping in mind the
difficult economic situation of the
country. Additionally, the Mace-
donian majority is well aware of
the fact that the Albanian popula-
tion is growing more rapidly than
the Macedonian, causing concern
about the ethnic balance of the
country as well as about the future
status of the Macedonian language. 

Clearly, lack of adequate informa-
tion created confusion as to the
consequences of a revision of the
status of the Albanian language.
Macedonian informants seriously
believed that a change of the status
of the Albanian language, would
make the government force all
Macedonian children to learn
Albanian in school, and they
worried that increased recognition
of the Albanian language would
result in ethnic Albanians refusing
to speak Macedonian. Furthermore,
they claimed that this would lead
to a de facto partitioning of the
country, in which all ethnic Mace-
donians would be “cleansed” out of
Western Macedonia. An ethnic
Macedonian father from Tetovo
stated:

52 DIVIDED PERCEPTIONS

61 Interviewed in Kumanovo, June 2001.



If there are language reforms, my chil-
dren will no longer receive proper
education in Macedonian. I cannot
accept that, and besides, how do you
think it feels to be in your own country
without being able to speak your own
national language? The only way out
would be to give up our family house
and move to a Macedonian area.62

Several Macedonian informants
claimed that should the Albanian
language be used in Parliament, so
should also other minority
languages. This, they maintained,
would lead to total chaos.
Professor Gorge Marjanovic at the
Skopje Law Faculty argued that the
use of the Albanian language in
Parliament would only widen the
gap between the Macedonian and
Albanian Members of Parliament.
According to him, Macedonian MPs
would refuse even to listen to
Albanian MPs if they spoke in
Albanian.63 Similar views were also
expressed by many ethnic Mace-
donian respondents. Accordingly,
there was expressed little flexi-
bility on this issue among ethnic
Macedonians. Hence, renewed
recognition of the Albanian langue
in public life, calls for more public
information on the practical conse-
quences of the use of languages in
order to defuse the issue. Balanced
information has hardly been acces-

sible, neither from politicians, who
are afraid to express support for
such controversial matters, nor
from the media, which have not
contributed towards getting the
issue into proper perspective. It is
also interesting to note the
majority of the ethnic Albanian
informants insisted that they would
continue to use the Macedonian
language also in the future, and
that they would not oppose a Mace-
donian curriculum in the Albanian
schools. A 34-old Albanian father
said:

My daughter will definitely have to
learn Macedonian. This is necessary in
order have any opportunities outside
the Albanian community. I have no
problem with that; I myself speak fluent
Macedonian as a result of spending
most of my life in a country surrounded
by the Macedonian language. 

According to the Framework Agree-
ment of 13 August, the Albanian
language may be used at local
levels in municipalities where the
Albanian population constitutes at
least 20 percent of the population.
Additionally, Albanian may be used
in communications between repre-
sentatives of central government
branch offices. Regarding the
disputed parliamentary practice,
the Agreement opens for the use of
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the Albanian language in the
National Assembly with simulta-
neous translation provided in
Macedonian, and additionally in
parliamentary committees. How-
ever, the Agreement states: “The
Macedonian language, using the
Cyrillic alphabet, is the official
language throughout the Republic
of Macedonia and in the interna-
tional relations of the Republic of
Macedonia”.64

The “sacred” preamble

One of the most persistent Alba-
nian demands was as mentioned
above to remove the disputed
constitutional Preamble, and grant
the Albanians status as a con-
stituent nation.65 There is general
agreement among Albanians that
an amendment to the Preamble
was essential to a more inclusive
attitude towards Albanians in
Macedonian society also in prac-
tical terms. On the other hand,
there was equally strong consensus
among Macedonians that the
Preamble should not be amended.
The symbolic value of the Preamble

is inestimable, and many Macedo-
nians claimed that an amendment
or excision would represent no less
than a cultural catastrophe to the
country and the Macedonian
people. A plenary discussion at a
seminar for Albanian and Mace-
donian students in April 2001
showed the degree of conflicting
views, which possibly reflects more
common attitudes and views. When
Albanian participants were asked
what they considered to be the
most important Albanian demand,
they unanimously stated that this
was substantial amendment to the
Preamble. An equally undivided
Macedonian group stated that of all
Albanian demands, the issue of the
Preamble was the most insuper-
able, and the one they would never
give up. However, it was interesting
to note that only two out of more
than 20 participants were acquai-
nted with the contents of the
Preamble, even though a large
number of the group were law
students from the University of
Skopje.66 During the crises, the
matter further developed into an
emotional issue of symbolic signifi-

54 DIVIDED PERCEPTIONS

64 Framework Agreement of 13 August: Annex A, constitutional Amendments, Article 7,1.
65 Minorities interpret the wording of the preamble as defining the constitutional status of Macedonians as

superior; hence simultaneously defining minorities as “second class citizens”. The Preamble states: “Mace-

donia is established as a national state of the Macedonian people, in which full equality and permanent co-

existence with the Macedonian people is provided for Albanians, Turks, Vlachs, Romanies and other natio-

nalities living in the Republic of Macedonia.” 
66 Seminar in Struga, in April 2001, in the regi of the Nansen Dialog Centre in Skopje. 



cance, where both groups predic-
ted sweeping practical implications
of an amendment to the Preamble.
The Albanians interpreted such
reforms as essential to self-respect
and the feeling of being included in
Macedonian society, as well as the
end of Macedonian cultural and
political dominance. The Macedo-
nians, on the other hand, viewed
reform in general and amendments
to the Preamble in particular, as a
total capitulation to the Albanian
rebels. According to most Mace-
donian informants, several hund-
red years of struggle for the soul of
Macedonia would have been in
vain; the loss of the Preamble
would sound the death-knell of
Macedonian culture. Yet a large
majority among the general public
had neither read the Preamble nor
possess essential knowledge of its
contents.67 The lack of substantial
information on key issues clears
the ground for misinterpretation
and exaggeration of the potential
consequences of an amendment.
The example of the Preamble
shows that there is a clear need for
“stripping away” symbolic connota-
tions and values if the Framework
Agreement is to gain any legitimacy

among the Macedonian public. This
is important because it was
unlikely that an amendment of the
Preamble would threaten the foun-
dations of Macedonian culture and
lead to cultural and political chaos,
any more than it would have
caused an immediate change in the
perception of the Albanian commu-
nity of themselves as “second class
citizens”. 

Other amendments

As mentioned above, proportional
representation of ethnic Albanians
has been regarded as a key issue.
The Framework Agreement opened
for considerable improvement in
the current situation, and states: 

Laws regulating employment in public
administration will include measures to
ensure equitable representation of
communities in all central and local
public bodies and at all levels of
employment within such bodies, while
respecting the rules concerning compe-
tencies and integrity governing public
administration. The authorities will take
action to correct present imbalances in
the composition of the public adminis-
tration, in particular through the
recruitment of members of under-
represented communities.68
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According to most ethnic Macedo-
nians, the reason for the ethnic
imbalance in public administration
was not discrimination, but a
consequence of a generally low
level of education among all
minority groups, and particularly
among ethnic Albanians. Hence
most of the Macedonian informants
strongly opposed the legislative
amendment, which they asserted
would jeopardise the professional
level of public institutions and
squeeze out better-qualified Mace-
donian employees. 

It is interesting to note that ethnic
Macedonians on the one hand
argue that professional levels will
drop as a result of increased
employment of ethnic Albanians in
administrative structures, while on
the other hand generally holding
that the present system already
favours party affiliations at the
cost of professionalism. The gene-
ral opinion is that systematised
nepotism also excludes Macedo-
nians who lack political connec-
tions and is probably an important
reason that the majority of people,
regardless of ethnic affiliation,
distrust state institutions. It will
undoubtedly be difficult to imple-
ment the process by which minority
representatives will eventually
replace ethnic Macedonian staff.
Bearing in mind the widespread

nepotism within official structures,
the implementation of a genuine
process of democratisation in
public administration, including
adequate national representation,
is a complex matter. Proportional
representation is only one among
several crucial criteria for more
professional and democratic insti-
tutions.

The issue of Parliamentary voting
procedures has been amended in
the Framework Agreement. During
the former Parliament, ethnic Alba-
nians held only 24 seats in the 120-
seat Parliament, and legislation
could thus be approved without the
assistance of a single Albanian
vote. Initially, Albanian political
leaders wanted a new “consensual
democracy” and an ethnic Albanian
Vice-President with the right to
veto any law deemed inimical to
Albanian interests. However, in
line with a proposal by the French
constitutional judge, Robert
Badinter, the Framework Agree-
ment states that the approval of all
legislation of cultural or linguistic
significance requires a two-thirds
majority, including at least half the
affected minority Members of
Parliament. According to the Inter-
national Crisis Group (ICG), there is
however no agreement as to the
definition or scope of the term
“cultural or linguistic significance”,
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and ICG stated that serious parlia-
mentary disputes can therefore be
anticipated between Macedonian
members arguing for a restrictive
interpretation while ethnic Alba-
nian members argue for a wider
interpretation.69

To sum up – the impression was
that from an ethnic Macedonian
perspective, amendments favouring
the Albanian community repre-
sented a loss for the Macedonians.
constitutional amendments affec-
ting the use of languages, protec-
tion of cultural identity, and the
use of flags and symbols, have been

important issues for the Macedo-
nians who regard Macedonian
culture and language as the more
original and authentic for all of
Macedonia. With reduced influence
in matters of important symbolic
significance, such reform repre-
sents the “beginning of the decline
of Macedonian culture”, according
to an ethnic Macedonian professor
at the University of Skopje.70

However, despite the Macedonian
reactions in 2001, the Parliament’s
approval of the basic principle of
the Ohrid Agreement has caused
only limited protest and public
reactions.
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It is clearly not a question of
either/or, bur rather of a comp-
lexity of causes and preconditions,
which must be dealt with if a
sustainable stability in Macedonia
is to be established. The conflict in
Macedonia reflects more general
patterns of inter-ethnic division
with years of increasing segrega-
tion and growing intolerance.
Furthermore, ethnic division has
been strengthened by general dis-
satisfaction after more than ten
years of economic decline with
severe consequences for the stan-
dard of living of the majority of the
population. Nevertheless, it must
be emphasised that policy affecting
inter-ethnic relations and the
rights of minorities in Macedonia,
are insufficient by themselves to
explain why the violence started at
the specific moment it did. Still,
tense inter-ethnic relations and a
history of discriminative patterns
and dissatisfaction among ethnic
Albanians may explain why the
conflict accelerated and reached
crisis proportions during the spring
and summer of 2001. Therefore
internal and external, as well as

socio-economic reasons will be
discussed.

Inter-ethnic relations before
1991

Armed conflict in Macedonia is the
last of a series of inter-ethnic
clashes in the republics of Former
Yugoslavia and has led historians
and social scientists to analyse why
and how ethnicity came to play
such an important role in the latest
Balkan conflicts. During the 1990s
internationals and media tended to
explain the ethnic conflicts in For-
mer Yugoslavia as a revival of old
hatred between people in the Bal-
kans. Such an approach is strongly
criticised by a number of academi-
cians as being deeply incoherent.
As noted by Susan Woodward in
“Balkan Tragedy”: “to explain the
Yugoslav crises as a result of ethnic
hatred is to turn the story upside
down and begin at its end”.71 Histo-
rians and social scientists have
nevertheless underlined how the
Yugoslav state was structured in a
way that contributed to and rein-
forced national perceptions. Tito’s
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strategy was to weld together the
different nations into a unitary
state in which civil rights and equal
opportunities would be safe-
guarded while simultaneously pre-
serving ethnic identity. E.g. in the
old system, resources in terms of
economic, political and cultural
power was structured along ethnic
or national lines and proportion-
ately divided among the different
ethnic groups. 

In the Socialistic Republic of Mace-
donia Tito’s communist slogan of
“brotherhood and unity” thus
tended to be more an abstract ideal
than an implemented reality. In
fact, Tito was particularly eager to
foster Macedonian national con-
sciousness and identity.72 This led
the Yugoslav authorities to con-
tribute to the establishment of
main Macedonian cultural institu-
tions such as the National Library,
the Science of Academy, the Natio-
nal Theatre, and, paradoxically,
also the Macedonian Orthodox
Church. Eventually in July 1967, the
small republic was also granted
autonomy status. As a cultural
project, this clearly benefited the
ethnic Macedonian majority, but
was obviously excluding the many

minorities. A result of the Mace-
donian project is said to be that
Yugoslav authorities were more
tolerant towards Macedonian
nationalism. The Skopje authorities
when echoing the increased Ser-
bian repression towards ethnic
Albanians in Kosovo in the early
1980s “instigated a far more inten-
sive campaign against ethnic Alba-
nian national culture than in
Kosovo”.73 Relations between the
various nations constituting the
small republic were thus marked by
distrust and increasing alienation,
particularly between ethnic Alba-
nians and the Macedonian majo-
rity.74

Inter-ethnic relations in the
new republic

After independence, inter-ethnic
relations were further sharpened.
In 1991, during the formation of the
independent republic, Albanian
resistance surfaced when the Alba-
nian population largely boycotted
the referendum on Macedonian
independence due to what they
perceived as abolition of their
basic rights. On January 1992 the
Albanian political parties in Mace-
donia organised an unofficial refer-
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endum on territorial autonomy
after their claim for constitutional
nationhood had been rejected by
the Macedonian authorities. Alba-
nian leaders claimed that more
than 90 percent of ethnic Alba-
nians participated in the refer-
endum, the large majority of whom
voted in favour of autonomy.75

According to Vickers and Petifer,
the Albanians in Macedonia
strongly believed that autonomy
for Albanian Western Macedonia
would later translate into a larger
unified Albanian territory.76 Such
sentiments in the first year of inde-
pendence were probably a result of
a general concern that Macedonian
dominance during the Yugoslav era
also would be the reality in the
new republic.77 The ethnic Mace-
donian community on the other
hand interpreted Albanian resis-
tance in the early 1990s as disloy-
alty toward the new republic. To
the Macedonians, independence
represented the realisation of their
nationhood and a result of several
hundred years of continuous strug-
gle. Thus ethnic Macedonians
viewed Albanian reluctance as
treacherous, and the Macedonian

media bitterly accused the Alba-
nian population of lack of support
for the move toward independence
and the formation of a new repu-
blic. Yet, despite the atmosphere of
distrust during the formation of the
independent state, the situation of
minorities improved to some
extent. For instance, restrictions on
specifically Albanian cultural
expression in the 1980s were
relaxed, and the new constitution
safeguarded the general right to
form political parties, regardless of
ethnic affiliation.78

Yet, during the 1990s, inter-ethnic
relations were gradually more mar-
ked by the general process of
segregation and ethnic division.
Linguistic and cultural differences,
such as religious practices and
disparate national traditions,
became important symbols in the
further cementing of “us-and-them”
sentiments. Furthermore, lack of a
common social meeting ground had
long contributed to a climate mar-
ked by little inter-ethnic contact,
which has probably led to the
creation of misleading stereotypes
and the entrenchment of inappro-
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priately adversarial images. For
instance, the typical Macedonian
assessment of the Albanian commu-
nity have been that Albanians are
entrapped in unsophisticated tradi-
tional modes of behaviour, and
Albanian culture is described as
unsophisticated and violent, with
weapon fetishism as an alarming
ingredient. Furthermore, the Alban-
ian community is impressionable
and easily swayed owing to their
traditional hierarchical structure.
The Albanian view of the Mace-
donian community is that its lacks
a specific cultural identity and that
this render them suspicious, indeed
paranoid when confronted by
other cultural expressions. Alba-
nians also blame Macedonians for
not being willing to integrate the
large Albanian community thereby
preserving Macedonian political,
economic and cultural domi-
nance.79 The tendency of increased
ethnic tensions was, as we have
seen, founded on decades of rela-
tively cool relations with little
social mixing, few inter-ethnic
marriages and a growing feeling of
alienation in relation to the
“others”. The impression was that
almost every ethnic Macedonian or
Albanian, regardless of age and
social status, were raised to believe

that Macedonian and Albanian
cultures represent two different
parts of the world.

Internal events in the context
of regional developments

Albanian political struggle in Mace-
donia has for decades been inti-
mately linked with events and
political developments in Kosovo.
This was demonstrated during the
late 60s, when in 1968 ethnic
Albanian demonstrators in Tetovo,
following demonstrations in
Kosovo for the granting of repub-
lican status to Kosovo, demanded
that the Albanian regions of Mace-
donia should join Kosovo in a
seventh republic within the Former
Yugoslavia. The situation was
repeated in the 80s, when, as
Miranda Vickers notes: “Events in
Kosovo again directly influenced
on other Albanian-inhabited areas,
especially Western Macedonia,
where in July 1981 police and terri-
torial defence units were put on
alert after leaflets were distributed
calling on Albanians to rebel”.80 As
a result, during the 80s the Mace-
donian authorities adopted an
increasingly repressive attitude
towards Albanian nationalism and
Albanian national symbols; the use
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of the Albanian language was
curbed, and the Albanian flag as
well as the use of Albanian names
were forbidden. Still the situation
in Macedonia was never compa-
rable with the violent situation in
Kosovo during the late 1980s and
1990s, a fact demonstrated by the
sizeable number of Kosovo Alba-
nians who fled to Macedonia
during that time.

It is widely held that the crises in
Kosovo in the late 1990s also
consolidated ethnic divisions in
Macedonia. The dramatic deterio-
ration of the situation in Kosovo,
eventually leading to the NATO air
strikes and the refugee influx in
1999, threatened the fragile ethnic
balance in the young republic. The
war in Kosovo clearly exposed
differences in the perception of the
two major groups of these events
and not the least the role of the
international community. From the
ethnic Albanian standpoint, the
Albanian uprising was crucial to
putting an end to Serbian repres-
sion and violence. Macedonians on
the other hand feared that
demands of Kosovo Albanians for
independence in Kosovo might
come to be mirrored by ethnic
Albanians making corresponding

demands in Macedonia. And
whereas Albanians saw the interna-
tional community as their rescuers
and allies, ethnic Macedonians
claimed that NATO supported
extreme forms of Albanian nation-
alism and terrorism.81

Albanian politics in a regional
context

During the crises in Macedonia, the
international community became
increasingly aware of the link
between Albanian paramilitary
groups in Kosovo/Southern Serbia
and the Albanian rebellion in
Macedonia. Several observers asso-
ciated the withdrawal of ethnic
Albanian guerrillas in southern
Serbia with the uprising in Mace-
donia, in which Albanian paramili-
tary forces and weaponry were
forced out from one area only to
turn up in another, hence under-
lining the regional dimension of
Albanian armed resistance in
Kosovo, Southern Serbia and Mace-
donia. 

The political conflict in Kosovo,
Southern Serbia and Macedonia,
must be viewed in the context of
the close geographical, cultural and
familiar links between ethnic Alba-
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nians in these areas. Before the
dissolution of Yugoslavia and the
drawing of new borders, people
had for generations moved freely
across the borders, with the result
that family members are often situ-
ated on both sides of the Mace-
donian/Kosovo border. During the
last decades a large number of
Kosovo Albanians have, as noted
above, migrated from Kosovo to
Macedonia.82 This trend was
further increased with the stepping
up of Serbian suppression during
the 80s and the 90s. Moreover,
ideological bonds were established
among Albanians during the
Yugoslav era, when a substantial
number of Albanians attended the
Albanian University in Prishtina,
where a politically radical environ-
ment was constituted by Albanians
from the whole region, including
parts of the current Albanian polit-
ical leadership in Macedonia.
Several leading ethnic Albanian
politicians and intellectuals from
Macedonia completed their higher
education in Prishtina, thus living
in Kosovo for several years, and
most of them have continued to
maintain close contact with Kosovo
Albanian politicians. The political

contact was maintained also after
the dissolution of Yugoslavia. As
Vickers and Pettifer notes on the
political developments in the mid
90s: 

In the winter of 1994-5 a number of
political initiatives were taken that
strongly linked the Kosova cause with
that of the Tetovo based PDP (…). There
is little doubt that the Kosova president
Dr Ibrahim Rugova has worked more
and more closely with the radicals a in
the Albanian leadership, while the
Tetovo leaders have seen the extent of
cultural repression engineered in
FYROM.”83

The opening of the illegal univer-
sity in Tetovo (see chapter V)
should be seen in this context,
having in mind the close relations
between Albanian leaders in Mace-
donian and the underground uni-
versity for Albanians in Prishtina.
The closing of the Albanian Univer-
sity in Prishtina (1992) caused the
loss of the main Albanian educa-
tional option in the region, and a
new Albanian university in Mace-
donia represented a temporary
alternative. Present at the celebra-
tion of the opening of the Tetovo
University in February 1995 were
representatives from Kosovo and
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the Albanian Diaspora as well as
local politicians and intellectuals.84

The Kosovo support has continued
also after the reopening of the
Albanian University in Prishtina in
1999, e.g. in terms of exchanging
teacher resources and co-operation
on student seminars.85

The war in Kosovo further demon-
strated the political, financial and
military ties between the Albanians
in the region, and not the least
between the region and the large
Albanian Diaspora living mainly in
Western Europe and USA. Ethnic
Albanians were recruited to the
Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) from
Macedonia and Southern Serbia as
well as from abroad, and money
poured in to Kosovo Albanian para-
military structures from the entire
Albanian community. In Western
Macedonia, former KLA-soldiers
were welcomed as heroes after the
war and celebrated with a monu-
ment to slain Kosovo soldiers,
which was erected in a village out-
side Tetovo in Macedonia during
the spring 2000. It is consequently
impossible and indeed irrelevant to
define a fixed “boundary” between
Kosovo and Macedonia and to de-
scribe events in Macedonia as
strictly “internal”. Ethnic Albanians

in Kosovo and Macedonia are inti-
mately interrelated politically,
socially and family wise, financially
and as we have seen, with regard
to paramilitary activities. 

The issue is indeed relevant and
interesting to dwell upon. One
should note that the international
community holds relatively little
knowledge on informal political
power structures in or between the
various Albanian communities.
Informal political power structures
are certainly not an exclusive
Albanian feature, this is to a larger
or lesser extend the reality in all
existing societies. Experiences from
the last years in Kosovo, Southern
Serbia and Macedonia have never-
theless proved that the Albanian
political organisations are particu-
larly difficult to comprehend for
outsiders. Enhanced insight could
help us to better comprehend the
political dynamics in the Albanian
communities in the Western Bal-
kans. This includes a number of
questions concerning e.g. the im-
pact of Albanian cultural traditions
on Albanian modern life, the status
of the clan and the extended family
in the Albanian societies, and rela-
tions between powerful families,
political parties, militant and eco-
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nomic structures in the region. For
instance, do we fully know in what
way the family ties between the
PDK-leader in Kosovo, Hashim
Thaci and the DPA Vice President
Mendu Thaci impact political and
financial relations between the two
parties?86 And more generally, in
what way are former KLA- and NLA-
structures logistically, financially
and politically interlinked? And
presuming that there is a strong
connection; with the presence of
former NLA-structures, represented
by the DUI in Macedonian official
political life, in what way will polit-
ical events in Kosovo influence the
political development in Mace-
donia? Generally one can add that
deep insights on cultural, political
and social phenomena are always
imperative for international co-
operation partners- i.e. countries,
multilateral organisations, or inter-
national NGOs - to secure adequate
and distinct response to the specific
challenges in the recipient country.

Socio-economic factors

The transition to a functioning
democracy and a market economy
has proved to be difficult in the

Former Yugoslav republics, inclu-
ding Macedonia. Economic reforms
involving privatisation, the shutting
down of unprofitable factories and
state owned companies, have
resulted in an alarming unemploy-
ment rate as well as general abrid-
gements of public social services.
In the last ten years, people have
experienced a substantial drop in
living standard and are losing hope
of a better future in Macedonia.
According to various UNDP Early
Warning Reports from 2000 to
2001, a majority of those asked
expressed distrust in public institu-
tions, pessimism regarding the
social and financial prosperity of
Macedonia and so on.87 And after
more than ten years of indepen-
dence, economic processes have
not benefited ordinary people and
the country is still marked by
strong centralisation tendencies
and a weak private sector. Corrup-
tion and large grey and black
economies have flourished during
the 1990s, and represent, in addi-
tion to increased instability, a
significant obstacle to a possible
increase in foreign investments in
Macedonia.88
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Dim prospects and increased po-
verty have imposed strain on inter-
ethnic relations in Macedonia. It is
understandable and predictable
that economic hardship creates a
climate in which inter-ethnic rela-
tions are tested. The strong
tendency towards segregation has
also contributed to the develop-
ment of parallel economic spheres,
and has reinforced the construc-
tion of ethnically divided eco-
nomies in Macedonia – which in
turn has contributed in exacer-
bating ethnic tensions. The aban-
donment of communism was
economically disruptive for the
Macedonian majority population.
Not only did they loose their jobs
and get their salaries greatly
reduced, they were left with a
legacy of decades of financial
subsidies from the more pros-
perous republics of the former
Yugoslavia that seem to have affec-
ted the general ability to make a
living in the private sector. On the
other hand, some segments of the
ethnic Albanian community have in
fact experienced economic growth
in the recent years. This is due to
several factors. Firstly, the absence
of economic integration during the
communist era forced Albanians to
develop small private businesses
and their own informal economy.
Thus private initiative and trade
have been widely cultivated within

the Albanian community. Secondly,
due to the fact that Albanians were
shut out from public jobs, a large
proportion of the male population
emigrated as guest workers to
Western Europe. Albanian guest
workers provided their families
back home with financial remit-
tances from abroad, and this
continues to represent a consider-
able income for many Albanian
families. Furthermore, large-scale
reconstruction activities in Kosovo
since the war in 1999 also con-
tributed to increased economic
activities in the Albanian centres in
Macedonia. This is clearly apparent
in the Tetovo-region, where e.g.
construction activities and new
shopping centres are visible signs
of the increased investment and
business activity. Parts of the
Albanian communities in Kosovo
and Macedonia are additionally
believed to be closely involved in
lucrative criminal activities such as
smuggling and drug dealing. It
should be noted however, that
economic crime in the Albanian
community must be seen as a result
of years of inadequate economic
integration. The large numbers of
individuals excluded from public
structures and institutions are less
inclined to identify with the state, a
fact that poses a challenge to
efforts to control the black and
grey markets. The high unemploy-



ment rate has led to an increasing
number of ethnic Macedonians
being pulled out of formal eco-
nomic structures, and may be part
of the explanation of why eco-
nomic crime and criminal activities
increasingly represent a feature of
Macedonian society, regardless of
ethnicity. 

Although the general Macedonian
public has experienced consider-
able loss of privileges during the
past ten years, they are well aware
of their dominant role historically,
politically and culturally. Many
Macedonians have thus expressed
outspoken distrust in, and dissatis-
faction with, Macedonian authori-
ties, due to what is perceived as the
authorities’ pro-Albanian policy at
the expense of the Macedonian
community. Seen from the Mace-
donian point of view, decline must
be understood as a result not only
of structural reforms and transi-
tion, but also as a consequence of
increased Albanian influence,
which is interpreted as a direct
threat to Macedonian interests.89

A general pattern of conflict
in Macedonia?

Despite ominous predictions and

negative trends described in
numerous reports, the young state
had defused and survived several
potential crises, and ethnic vio-
lence was definitely not wide-
spread in Macedonia before 2001.
However, as has been demon-
strated above, an atmosphere char-
acterised by fierce animosity,
distrust, intolerance and the ten-
dency towards the establishment of
ethnically divided political, social,
cultural and economic spheres, did
not need extremist encouragement
to spiral out of control. Since then,
events on the ground as well as
attitudes on the part of political
leaders on both sides, have con-
tributed to exacerbate ethnic ten-
sions and radicalise ethnic iden-
tities. 

Thus, at nearly every turn, the
conflict between ethnic Albanians
and Macedonians conform to the
general patterns of inter-ethnic
conflicts described and explained
by academics. The preconditions of
conflict were clearly present
through the massive production of
stereotypical antagonistic images
on both sides. 

However, deeply rooted negative
or hostile stereotypical images do
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not necessarily lead to violent
conflict. The vital issue is how
perceived identity and violent
conflict are related. Why do rela-
tionships between some groups
suddenly turn violent and others
not? According to several studies,
ethnic or national identity is inten-
sified primarily “during periods of
social, economic or political crisis,
when it is brokered by leaders who
create or reinterpret histories and
traditions”.90 Moreover, the poten-
tial for conflict arises when one
group believes that recognition of
the “other” can compromise its
own interests – as when Macedo-
nians “grant” rights to the Alba-
nians, it is experienced as a nega-
tion of its own identity and role in
society. The latter represents a
precise and significant description
of the general Macedonian attitude
and is often expressed by Mace-

donian political leaders. Moreover,
conflict may trigger violence
among groups under conditions of
scarcity. When the gap between
material expectation and available
assets grows, aggression towards
those considered to be the cause
for this “relative deprivation” can
grow and intensify. This may
explain the growth of hostile
images and stereotyping in a
society facing economic decline.91

Indeed, both Albanians and Mace-
donians would generally accuse the
“others” in order to explain their
experience of “scarcity”, Albanians
by pointing to Macedonian histor-
ical economic domination, and
Macedonians by pointing to the
dramatic reduction of income
during the past ten years, and their
relative deprivation compared with
Albanians.
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Future stability and positive devel-
opments in Macedonia depends, as
we have seen, on a variety of
factors, including the still on-going
process of transition towards
democracy and modern economy.
Progress depends, however, first
and foremost on the way local
political leaders respond to the
current challenges, and on their
ability and determination to
develop a unified political agenda
in which the interests of all groups
are addressed. Additionally, the
situation in Macedonia is, as we
have seen, tightly connected to
broader regional developments,
which also comprise the interna-
tional community’s response and
policy. This chapter will briefly
discuss current political develop-
ments in Macedonia in the context
of some of these issues. First
however a short report on the
present political situation in the
context of the conflict in 2001. 

Post-crises political 
developments

The fall 2001 was marked by fierce
public debates on the part of the
Ohrid Agreement. The high temper-

atures of the discussions were
mirrored in the parliamentary ses-
sions on constitutional amend-
ments, but despite the rows, the
National Assembly approved the
revision in line with the Ohrid
Agreement in November 2001.
Immediately after, SDSM returned
to opposition, and the VMRO-
DPMNE/DPA constellation was
again the main political driving
force in the government. 

In June 2002 early parliamentary
election was announced to be held
on 15 September 2002. The summer
months were hence marked by the
pre-election campaign, and further
implementation of the Ohrid agree-
ment was put off, pending the
results of the upcoming election.
Several disturbing incidents during
the pre-election campaign and
widely anticipated fraud and
intra/inter-ethnic violence put the
international community on alert.
Thus a sizeable international
observation force were deployed
all over the country to monitor the
election. The gloomy predictions
did not materialise, however, with
73 percent of the electorate casting
their ballots in an election marked
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by the relative lack of violence.
The election clearly revealed the
general electorates disapproval
with the VMRO-DPMNE/DPA regime
and a distinct demand for a new
government. The election winner
was the SDSM-lead “Together for
Macedonia”-coalition92 on the
Macedonian side, which gained a
vast victory with almost a clear
majority in the Parliament, and on
the Albanian side the political
newcomer “Democratic Unity for
Integration (DUI), led by the former
NLA-leader Ali Ahmeti. In early
October controversial talks were
initiated between the Albanian
winning party DUI and SDSM. Late
October 2002 the negotiations
concluded with a power-sharing
government between the Mace-
donian coalition and DUI, and the
new government was announced
with a platform pledging consensus
on issues of essential national
interests and full implementation
of the Ohrid Agreement. 

Continued instability and 
insecurity

Despite the relatively smooth tran-
sition of power, the new Mace-
donian government is facing a

number of difficult challenges and
serious concerns. The political situ-
ation is still marked by the crises in
2001, when the country was on the
edge of civil war. The results have
been further ethnic division
between ethnic Macedonians and
ethnic Albanians, with an increa-
sing number of people moving from
multi-ethnic villages and town
neighbourhoods to ethnically clean
ones, and major parts of the
former crises areas are still largely
marked by instability and inter-
ethnic hostility. Distrust and ani-
mosity between major ethnic
groups have caused several killings
and serious incidents over the last
months, exposing the lingering
danger of ethnic violence. The
security situation is alarming with
large parts of the ethnically Alba-
nian dominated areas in the west
beyond control of law enforce-
ment, causing chaos and insecurity
for ordinary people as well as for
the police- and security forces. This
is despite the international led
operation to redeploy the police-
and security forces in the crises
areas in 2001-2, which unfortu-
nately was mostly “a cosmetic exer-
cise”.93 Hence, continuing imple-
mentation of the Ohrid Agreement
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depends to a large extend on the
Governments ability to exert con-
trol in the security vacuum that
exists in the former crises areas.
The President of DUI, Ali Ahmeti,
has yet to prove that he can
restrain the various armed ele-
ments in the crisis areas, and
reports are indicating that his
authority is limited and reduced.94

The situation calls for serious
concerns, bearing in mind the
similar patterns in other parts of
the region, where long-term insta-
bility have cemented destructive
patterns of violence and organised
crime. Prime Minister Branko
Crvenkovski acknowledged the
appalling situation with the follo-
wing statement:

Who would invest, build and hire new
persons in a country with constant
shootings, where it is not recommended
to travel after dark in one third of the
territory. In a country where the chil-
dren are killed while playing basketball
and where other children instead of
being at school, go out on the streets
and beat old men. Does anyone have an
illusion that economic progress and
prosperity is possible in the country
where the peace is fragile, where insta-
bility and insecurity rule.95

Peace agreement called in
question

The fact that the majority of voters
recently elected a government that
has embraced the Ohrid Agree-
ment, has induced optimism among
international representatives and
monitors in Macedonia.96 However,
as noted by several observers, the
result reflected more a vote against
VMRO-DPMNE/DPA, than a vote for
SDSM and DUI. An important chal-
lenge for the government is the
wide-ranging scepticism towards
the Ohrid Agreement, not only
among ethnic Macedonians and
smaller minorities, but increasingly
among the Albanian community.
Albanian informants express suspi-
cions and impatience toward Mace-
donian political parties due to what
is perceived as a policy of rede-
fining and slowing down the re-
form programs. Several reports
indicate that the Albanian elec-
torate severely doubts SDSM’s abi-
lity and will to lead the reform
process in a more effective manner
than their predecessor VRMO-
DPMNE. Moreover, only moths after
the election, DUI experiences
severe loss in its popularity among
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the ethnic Albanian electorate,
mirroring DPAs experience in the
late 90s.97 Even more disturbingly
are the responses given by the
Albanians informants, where a
large majority claim that Albanians
will never attain real equality in
the present state of Macedonia,
despite full implementation of the
Peace Agreement. This is probably
one of the reasons why the federal-
isation solution is more frequently
heard among ethnic Albanians than
before 2001.98

Further implementation of the
Ohrid Agreement will also depend
upon the behaviour of VMRO-
DPMNE and DPA in opposition.
Since the establishment of the new
government, the former Prime
Minister Georgievski has continued
to condemn the Ohrid-agreement,
and VMRO-DPMNE has focused
their energy at maximising the
political cost to SDSM for forming a
government with the “former ter-
rorists’” party. For a while VMRO
decided to boycott the national
assembly and distance itself from

the further political process.
However, in January 2003, VMRO-
DPMNE returned to parliament,
and has recently taken several
steps to improve its reputation in
the Macedonian and the interna-
tional society.99 On the Albanian
side, it remains to be seen whether
DPA’s influence on the ground is
badly shattered by the election
loss, and whether the party’s polit-
ical course will have a more radical
nationalistic orientation. 

Distrust in political parties
and democratic institutions

A more general concern is linked
to the dramatic lack of confidence
in political leaders and political
parties. Such opinions are widely
expressed, particularly among the
younger generations. The general
picture provided by young infor-
mants, regardless of ethnic belon-
ging, is that most politicians are
clinging to their positions, not
driven by the will to create sub-
stantial changes for the benefit of
the general Macedonian society,
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but by their own private (financial)
interest. Youngsters on both sides
thus reject the political parties as
an arena for social and political
engagement and commitment. 

A young Albanian man gave a
typical statement:

I will never go into party politics
because I think it is almost impossible
to remain clean and uncorrupted within
existing political structures. In fact, I
believe that I can do more for my
society by working in a humanitarian
NGO.100

This attitude does not mirror indif-
ference and lack of political aware-
ness among the young intellectuals,
but rather a widespread feeling of
hopelessness and distrust with the
present political establishment.
The situation is grave, however,
and insufficient recruitment of
gifted youngsters into existing
political parties represent a signifi-
cant obstacle to the creation of the
future democracy in Macedonia. 

Equally seriously is the lack of
confidence in public administra-
tion and democratic institutions.
Several reports indicate that a
large majority of citizens’ distrust
state institutions and political ru-
ling structures. The general impres-

sion is that political connections
are vital to obtain jobs in public
administration. A striking example
is the fact that to be employed as a
doctor at the State Hospital, the
Minister of Health must approve
the appointment personally. More-
over political reshuffles in Mace-
donia tend to lead to extensive
replacement in state and municipal
structures, and the current admin-
istration has so far been no excep-
tion in this regard. A serious impli-
cation of such system is, however,
that party affiliation seems to be a
more important job criteria in
public administration than relevant
professional background. All in all,
the consequence of such policy has
been a sluggish and rigid bureau-
cracy, causing frustration and
distrust among the general public. 

Substantial public reforms sector is
addressed in the Framework Agree-
ment. In this context, the issue of
local self-government is note-
worthy, and is specifically targeted
in the Ohrid document. The issue is
highly politicised, however, not
least with regard to the reduction
in the number of municipalities.
Macedonians claim that the decen-
tralisation reforms will disfavour
Macedonian citizens, particularly
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in the Macedonian municipalities
in the western part of the country.
The Albanian community, on the
other hand, welcomes the reform,
which is recognised as a necessary
mechanism for increased Albanian
influence in the Albanian domi-
nated areas. The international
community has for years encour-
aged the Macedonian government
to speed up the process of decen-
tralisation. However, according to
R. Sekerinska (SDSM), the lack of
capability in local government
administrations, as well as unde-
veloped systems to transfer funds,
still represent a major challenge
for carrying out the process in a
responsible manner.101 the wisdom
of speedier implementation of the
reforms were questioned by parts
of the international community
before the crises. E.g. the analyse
of the IMF and the World Bank in
2000, appeared to be that this was
premature, due to lack of human
resources and the highly complex
economic situation involving
grey/black economy. The OSCE on
the other hand argued that it was
impossible to transfer competen-
cies without at the same time trans-
ferring the necessary funds to
implement local policy.102

With less than two percent of
public resources in the control of
local administration, the need for
decentralisation reforms are
unquestionable. On the other hand,
one should not underestimate the
challenges and realities that are
present on the ground. Institutions
building and strengthening of
human resources in local adminis-
tration are long term processes, as
experienced by most countries
dealing with public sector reforms.
In an environment marked by
instability, corruption and crime,
as well as substantial lack of
professional human resources –
the process will need even more
support and long term engagement. 

Call for a new policy

“People are basically tired of
talking about inter-ethnic rela-
tions. Maybe we should focus on
something else” a long-term inter-
national observer commented, in a
discussion on the role of the inter-
national community in Macedonia.
The remark points to some of the
main dilemmas in international
peacemaking/keeping: How should
the international community act in
order to support long term stability
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in a country marked by high level
of inter-ethnic tensions? Moreover,
it contains concerns as to whether
the Western understanding of and
response to the Macedonian situa-
tion have in fact facilitated further
production and legitimation of
ethnic and national policies. Expe-
riences with peace accords facili-
tated by western countries in other
parts in region, e.g. the Dayton
Agreement, with similar objective,
although in a different context,
have shown that international and
local agendas and aims are not
always coherent. Experiences from
Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) have
also shown that lack of similar
perspectives can have serious im-
pact on the implementation of the
peace accord. One of the main
objectives with the Dayton Accord
was to establish a multi-ethnic
based society in BiH, but has ironi-
cally contributed to increased
ethnic segregation both on grass-
roots and political level. Today we
can see similar patterns in Mace-
donia, which have led a number of
political analysts and politicians in
Macedonia to “call the interna-
tional community for a more
careful and sophisticated app-
roach”, as formulated by the Libe-
ral Democratic Party’s (LDP) repre-

sentative Jovan Maniesevski.
According to him, the vital issue in
Macedonia is the poor condition of
the state, which is marked by inef-
ficiency, corruption and nepotism.
Hence, he argues, the process must
first and foremost be focused on
state building and strengthening of
its capacity to perform in an
adequate efficient manner. The
issue has been accentuated by the
destructive patterns that have
continued to evolve in the Western
region, and the government’s inca-
pacity to enforce control and influ-
ence in the affected areas – in
spite of the international commu-
nity’s efforts.103

One cannot, however, blame the
international community for their
good intentions and worthy princi-
ples, but one can question the
processes leading to the signings of
the various Peace Agreements, and
hence the reality check of the
overall and particular objectives
during the process. The main
lesson learned seem to be that such
agreements must be better an-
chored in the local context, and
more flexible to renegotiate when
the contexts are changing, in order
to secure substantial local owner-
ship. 
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Having said that, the main respon-
sibility for the recent develop-
ments in Macedonia must and
should be placed on local Mace-
donian and Albanian political
leaders. On the part of the Macedo-
nians, their policy over the last
decade has been based on a
perception that minority groups
are entitle to certain rights, but not
at the expense of diluting the
country’s Macedonian character.
The Albanians, on the other hand,
have based their political programs
exclusively on ethnic issues and
increased Albanian rights, without
including general issues or other
ethnic nationalities. The result has
been a total and dysfunctional divi-
sion of Macedonian and Albanian
politics, where national interests
have become more important than
broader social and economic chal-

lenges. This has led the Mace-
donian society into a vicious circle
in which all main political and
social topics tend to be reduced
into a matter of ethnicity. In a
country (or a region) “where
ethnicity has been simultaneously
fundamentalised and pathologi-
sed”104, the ethnic division of
policy remains one of the main
obstacle for general developments
- for the benefit of all citizens in
the country. In this context, the
international monitor’s deep sigh is
indeed relevant; in order to
achieve economic development
and a prosperous future in Mace-
donia, inter-ethnic relations must
be dealt with in a way that shift the
focus from national interests
towards the interests of the
country as such. 
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