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Mace doniasitsteeteringonthe brink ofdisaster. Prime amongthereasons: dete-
rioratingrelationsbetweenethnicAlbaniansandethnicMacedonians,augmented
by poorcom mu nications among all eth nic groups and a fail ure of the gov ern ment
to invoke needed reforms. Too, there is the Kosovo spill-over. This insurgency,
mounted by the National Lib era tion Army (NLA), a by- product of the Ko sovo Lib-
eration Army, is threatening Macedonia with civil war by playing on the strained
interethnic relations. There is also the government itself, inexperienced in war,
commandingamilitarythatisinexperienced, under-equipped, and under-trained.
This scene is set against a background wherein political leaders have lost the
popu lartrustowing towide spread corruptionatalllevels. Macedonia’'s media, a
primary opinion-maker, also contributes to the problem by offering biased, and
sometimesinflammatory, coverage ofeventsandissues. Finally, thereisthe trou-
bled economy — unemployment is high and prospects for a change in economic
indicators in the near future are low.

The crisis

What has brought this on? Ma ce do nia, a multi- ethnic state that gained in de pend-
ence from Yugo slaviain 1991, has spent the pastten years strug gling. It sur vived
a pair of damaging Greek economic blockades imposed over the name the new
state chose, theflagitde signed, anditsalleged expansionistas pirations. Most of
the causes of this emotionally charged sce nariohave beenre moved. Mace donia

1 The author vis ited Ma ce do nia in May as a team mem ber of the Munich- based Sudosteu ropa Ge-
sellschaft’s proj ect on pro moting “In terethnic Co ex is tence and Dia logue in the West ern Balkans.”
Ma te rial in this ar ti cle in part comes from proj ect find ings. He wishes to thank John Lampe, Univer
sri]ty of I\_/Ialtry land (USA) and Le nard Co hen, Si mon Fraser Uni ver sity (Can ada), for read ing a draft of
thisarticle.
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modified its flag and eve ry one un der stands that Skopje has nointention of an nex-
ing anyone’s territory. The issue of what to call this new republic, however,
remains unresolved, though world opinion has moved away from the diplomatk
cally imposed artifice, “Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia”, created to
palliate Greece, in deferencetosimplyusing“Macedonia”.

Thenthere wasthe UN-imposed embargoonrump Yugo slavia, Macedonia’s
chief trad ing part ner. Skopje hon oured the em bargo as a meas ure of its com mit-
ment to joining the Euro pean Com mu nity and beinga good inter national citi zen.
While the enforcement was haphazard, Macedonia nevertheless inflicted eco-
nomic hard ship upon its peo ple for the sake of show ing it self fitto be a can di date
for membership in the EuropeanUnion.

Next came the Ko sovo cri sis. Ma ce do nia served as the chief base of op era-
tions for international forces operating in Kosovo. Once more, it was
demonstratingitswillingnesstobeare sponsible partner. Withthe exodus ofmore
than 350,000 Kosovar Albanians to Macedonia, it again stood ready, albeitwith
reservations and trepidation, to do its part. Quickly, it was overwhelmed. The
budget, still re cov ering from the ear lier set backs, faced a new catas tro phe. The
government, up tothat pointhad beenunabletoreformthe economyand Mace do-
nia's infrastructure was pushed to the limits as it sought to cope with this
humanitarian crisis. To make matters worse, Western assistanceinhandlingthe
refugees was insufficient, at times muddled and often late. Ethnic Macedonians
weretornbetweenaidingthe hapless Kosovar Albaniansandthe re alisationthat
these very peo ple could serve to un der mine the tenu ous bal ance of power in the
state be tweenthe ethnic Mace do ni ans, with 62 per centofthe population, and the
ethnic Albanians, officiallyrepre senting 23 percentofthe people, butsaid by their
po litical lead ersto accountfor much more. Many eth nic Mace do nians feltthat the
internationalcommunity was com pel ling them to sub vert their own state — it was
like inviting foxes into the hen house. But they did it anyway.

Ethnic Albanians,whoare chiefly Muslim, and ethnic Mace do nian Slavs, who
are overwhelmingly Christian Orthodox, have been at odds — some would argue
for centuries. Their intertwined histories have been such that their Albanian and
Slavancestorsalternately dominated one another, notalwaysingenerousand hu-
mane ways. Still, the two groups have managed to coexist over the long haul.
Sincethecreationofthe Mace donianre public, Albanian politicians have beenin-
volved in the political mainstream and some have served in the national
government. But, as in other emerging democracies, corruption has become a
problemin Mace do nia. Poli ti cians of all groups, castes and hues, and atall lev els,
have failed to de liver on promises and have be come involved in cor rup tion, some
of it petty, some of it any thing but. Trust, es pe cially in national lead ers, is low. Eth-
nic Albanians seem es pe cially dis ap pointed and an gry. They had ex pected their
politicians to spearhead reform, to bring equality, equal opportunity, affirmative
action and more to their con stitu ents. In stead, they seemed to pur sue mat ters of
self-interest, responding to the voters with half-measures and rhetoric meant to
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hold them off. Itis partly on this dis par ity that the NLA seeks to trade. Us ing ar gu-
mentsaboutcontinuinginjustice, policebrutalityandine quality,itsmembersseek
to capitalise on long simmering grievances to win the support of the Albanian
population. Rumours abound that the NLA is making progress recruiting among
theyoung, unemployed malesin Tetovo, theintellectual and populationcenter of
ethnic AlbaniansinMacedonia.

By most ac counts, the NLA is a group of Ko sovo Lib eration Army die hard ex-
trem ists who are look ing for a place to go and a Slavic en emy to fight, now that
their vio lent ap proach has lost its ap peal in Ko sovo. Some were born in Ma ce do-
nia, others not. They have no programme but have adopted the platforms of the
Albanian political parties. Cloaking their actions in nationalist terms, these self-
styled freedom fighters decry the abuses of the Macedonia government and its
fail ure to re spond to the needs of eth nic Al ba ni ans. While it is quite true that the
governmenthasbeenunresponsive,thereisnoMilosevic-likedictatorinMacedo-
niaand Ma ce do niais notan other Ko sovo—notan eth nically Albanian province of
apredominantly Slaviccountry. Rather, Mace doniaisasovereignstate,ade moc
racy, where the rule of law, though imperfect, is nevertheless in place. While
ethnic Albanians, who con stitute the second larg estpopulationgroup, have been
treated as sec ond class citi zens, they have nev er the less pros pered. Their thriving
gray econ omy serves their eco nomic needs, per haps bet ter than the shaky black
economy of the eth nic Mace donians. Today’s prob lems do notstem so much from
oppression like that suffered by KosovarAlbanians at the hands of the Belgrade
government as from ethnic Albanian impatience concerning long anticipated re-
forms that their political lead ers have failed to de liver.

EthnicMacedonians, aswellasotherpeopleswhoroundoutthe Macedonian
state’smulticultural population,including ethnic Turks, Roma, and Serbs, are also
fed up with government corruption and inaction. But few ap pear to know how to
com batit. So, withsmolderingre sent ment, many have ac cepteditand have found
ways to flaunt the laws them selves. Some voices speak out against the epi demic
corruption, notably in publications like Sasho Ordanoski’s Forum, a hard-hitting
weekly journal focussing on political affairs. But this is the exception. To make
matters worse, the media, perhaps the major opinion-making mechanism in the
country, is, at best, of un even qual ity. Be cause most me dia are owned, or at least
con trolled by one party or an other, or the gov ern ment, bi ased re porting is usual.
To compound the problem, inflammatory rhetoric occurs, sometimes even de-
scending to the level of hate speech. This merely wid ensthe eth nic divide.

The perceptions held by ethnic Macedonians about ethnic Albanians, and
vice versa, are stereo types. They are not founded on a solid un der stand ing of the
needs and as pi rations, cul tures and val ues of the other group. They are based on
assumptions, traditions, myths, andtales. Ethnic Macedoniansandethnic Albank
ans do not interact as a rule, so how can they understand each other? Their
leaders stopped meeting to discuss cultural issues and areas of friction back in
1996. Jour nalistsgenerally pres entonly one side of an event or story —that of their
own ethnic group. School textbooks, national myths, even popular songs,
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contributetokeepingMace do nia’'s peo ples apart. So, the citizens of Mace do nia
iden tify them selves with their eth nic groups not their cor po rate state. While eth nic
Macedonians possess a pride in their land, they do not value ethnic Albanians,
whom they see rather as dangerous, unpredictable, untrustworthy, long-term
squatters who must be tolerated. Albanians, on the other hand, argue that they
know no other land and have no place else to go. They do not trust eth nic Ma ce do-
nians, seeing them as anti-Muslim and bent on keeping Albanians in an inferior
position. So,insteadofbeingproudofbeingaMacedoniancitizen, Albanianstake
their prideinbe ing Al ba nian. Other eth nic groups, none of which con sti tute a size-
able percentage ofthe population, are generallyignoredinthisclash ofidentities
and have stayed out of it.

Nev erthe less, eveninthisunreal world, mosteth nic Albanians are very mod-
erate in their approach to finding resolution to these problems. They oppose
violence and wantto live peace fully with eth nic Ma ce do nians. They do notwantto
se cede. Most eth nic Mace do nians are also mod er ate and want peace and or der.
However, if the NLA can somehow induce the unseasonedMacedonian Army to
overreact, to commit vengeful excesses, such behaviour could push Albanians
into the NLA camp and set the stage for civil war. Events at this writing indicate
that the NLA may be succeeding.

If there is war....

If they do, what would be the consequences? Apart from the ap palling and need-
less bloodshed and destruction of another humanitarian disaster, there will
probably be a call for the separation of western Macedonia, which is pre domi
nantly Albanian, from the state. If an independent Kosovo is a bad idea, even if
well meant, what does the international community do with a second breakaway
Albanian territory lacking infrastructure, resources, and laws? For while Kosovo
will for many years to come be a West ern bur den, it will also be Serbiairredenta, a
hot spot where hot heads may well fight over his tori cal and re lig ious ar ti facts and
territory. Allow a slice of Ma ce do niato be come Nova Albania, or worse, merge it
with either Kosovo or Albania, anditwould be come Mace do nia’s Ko sovo. Make no
mistake; ethnic Macedonians will not surrender their territory easily. Their state
was only cre ated at the end of World War Il and the na tional iden tity of eth nic Ma-
cedonians has only been recognised for two generations or so and is still not
universallyac ceptedinternationally. These peopleare notofamindtorelin quish
what they have fought hard for and won, still within the living mem ory of some.
Ifan Albanianinsurgency breaks up the state, getready fora Mace do nianre-
action to follow.Macedonia could join with neigh bours like Yugo slaviato “solve”
the vexing Albanian prob lem, further polarisingthere gion. Atthe very least, the
po tential for along-term, even if low grade, in sur gency in the south of Europe is on
potential offer here. And associated with a fractured Macedonia comes the as-
sumption of still greater corrup tion, aflaunting of the inter national law that failed to
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protect the nascent state, the proliferation of smuggling contraband, drugs and
other cargoes.

Anothercasualtywillbe inter national com mu nity credibility. NATO in particu-
lar, with its troops, equipment and vehicles on the scene, seemingly poised to
re spond to the cri sis if it chooses to, will be ex posed as in ef fec tive if it fails to de-
fend Macedonia. This is a dangerous message indeed to send to would-be
dictators, warlords and thugs elsewhere, who might otherwise think twice if they
thought NATO, or a similarinternational organisation,wouldde scenduponthem
and use force. Failing to help Ma ce do nia could be taken as a state ment that multi-
ethnic states are not vi able and that the Westis grantingde facto per missionto na-
tion alists everywheretoengageinethnic cleansing.

TheMacedonianlands,theobjectofneighbours’territorialaspirationsinthe
19" and 20" centuries, could once again be a source of irredentist conflict. And
nottobe overlooked asfall outfromthe de struction of Mace do niaisthe possibility
of terroristacts per pe trated out side of the re gion, either as a means of draw ing at-
ten tion to one cause or an other, or as a meas ure of re venge, one side against the
other. Asis of ten the case with such be hav iour, in no cent tar gets are se lected for
maximum effect.

Macedonia’s well-meaning president, Boris Trajkovski, is trying to stave off
war. Athisurging, a gov ern mentof national rec onciliation was putin place in May
2001, representingallmajor po litical parties. Itis Trajk ovski’s po sition that Ma ce-
donia must be a state for all its citizens, words that resonate with the ethnic
Albanians. They want equal ity with the eth nic Ma ce do nians, who, atpres ent, are
the only eth nic group sin gled outin the state’s con sti tu tion as the con stitu ent peo-
ple. The Al ba ni ans also want their lan guage to be come a state lan guage and they
want the right to use the Al ba nian state flag along side the Ma ce do nian flag. They
want equal op por tu nity in all sec tors and they want it now.

The ad ventof the NLA of fers Al ba nian par ties an op por tu nity to press harder
for more con ces sions and they are do ing this, work ing, in some cases with the NLA
— a risky busi ness for them selves and the state. For its part, the NLA de mands a
seat at the negotiating table. Trajkovski has rejected this idea on the logic that
those who treat with ter ror ists un der mine the very ba sis of ademo crati cally es tab-
lished government. Asare sult, there centefforts of the Or gani sation for Se curity
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) to bring the NLA into discussions, were re-
jected. Meantime, the NLA stepped up its activities, provoking the Macedonian
prime minister, Lubco Geor gievski, to de mand adec laration of war against the in-
surgents. The West's response has been to encourage moderation and a
measured use of force.

Forethnic Albanians, Mace doniaisthe bestdeal outthere. For eth nic Mace-
donians, it is the only deal. With much in common, what divides ethnic
Macedonians and ethnic Al ba ni ansis fear of each other and a re sent ment stem-
ming from a tra di tion of not trust ing each other or work ing to gether — not want ing
others to have what they do not possess. Not surprisingly, Macedonians argue
that Al ba ni ans wanttoo much and give too little. They al ready have equal ity, say —=
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ethnic Macedonian conservatives — the constitution’spreamble, which stipulates
that only ethnic Macedonians are constituent people, includes reference to pro-
tecting the rights of minority peo ples. Al baniansre ply thatthey are made to feel
like second class citizens because of the wording of this preamble, because of
prejudicial treat ment by the authorities, be cause they are virtu ally ex cluded from
universities and public employment, because they are not integral to the state’s
economy.

What all Macedonian citizens need to come to grips with is that reality is
changing. Any so cietythatdis criminates againstany seg mentofthe population
isheaded fortrouble. Andifthe Albanian populationcontinuestogrow atthe cur-
rent pace (Albanians could be the majority by the year 2025 accordingtosome
demographers), what then? Ethnic Macedonians’ hard won identity will thus be
threat ened se verely if it is built solely upon pre domi nance in the state in stead of
uponastrongculturalidentity,accompaniedbyequanimityandagenuinerespect
for other cultures and an ap preciationforaculturally diverse state.

Next steps

There are many things that need to be ac com plished to round out Ma ce do nia’s de-
velop mentas amem ber of the Euro pean com mu nity of states. And much needsto
be done and done now to re duce ten sion. The gov ern ment can change the pre am-
ble ofthe con stitutionto make Mace donia, asthe presidentsug gests, a state of all
its people. Corruption, socentraltocurrentwoes, hastobe endedandconfidence
restored in the govern mentandthe economy. The me diacan be in stru mentalin
this activity, ifittoo can be re formed and made in de pend ent. Edu cation must be
made available to all, at all levels, and both text books and instruction must be
shornofbiasandrhetoric. Theserecommendationsareurged by participantsinan
interethnic dialogue held in Macedonia in May 2001 sponsored by Germany’s
Siidosteuropa Gesellschaft.? Participants, a com bination of opinion- makers from
within various ethnic groups in Macedonia plus Western Balkan specialists and
German parliamentarians and diplomats, agreed that interethnic dialogue must
immediatelycommenceinearnest.

Other changes are needed: creating an effective, multi-ethnic police force
and military, developingajudicial systemthatworks forall peo ple, and settling the
qguestion concerningthe use ofthe Albanianlan guage in of fi cial ac tivities. Atthe
same time, ethnicAlbanians need to rethink the idea of usingthe flag of an other
nationtosymbolise their eth nos. A state can have butone of fi cial flag and it should
be emblematic of the pride and identity of all peoples in that state — a goal for
which all citizens of Ma ce do nia should strive.

To move such reform activities along, the government must take the

2 In the frame work of the “In terethnic Co ex is tence and Dia logue in the West ern Bal kans” project re-
ferred to in foot note 1.
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lead er ship. So far, it ap pears willing to act only when it has no al ter na tive. To turn
this around, some blunt talk and serious prodding from the West appears indk
cated, even though calling upon the international community to intervene in
Macedonian affairs is less than an ideal solution. Macedonian officials and per-
haps others sometimesre sentit, and it smacks of conde scen sion. No one likes to
be told what to do, preached at, or scolded. Yet we live in a world where mini mum
stan dards have been es tab lished and en forced across bor ders. And if the Ma ce-
do nian gov ern mentis to get un stuck from the rut of in ac tion in which it cur rently
finds it self, some one needs to give it a push. The West be haves as though there is
plenty of time to do this. This is wrong, dead wrong. There is very little time left.
Every day is a dan ger and every day of rela tive peace is an op por tu nity for the in-
ternationalcommunity to make a difference.

There are immediate measures that the West can take now to promote the
stabilisationand re form process. Theseinclude:

Taking all needed action, including the use of force, to end the NLA insur
gency and re storeand maintainstabilityim mediately;
Throughstrongdiplomaticrepresentationin Skopje,working withthe govern
menttodevelopandimple mentneeded politicalandsocialreformbeginning
with the constitution’s preamble;

Pressing forin vo cation of the law on lan guages;

Providing needed eco nomic as sis tance and ad vice and working with the gov-
ernmentto putinplace effective anti- corruption measures, usingap pro priate
leverage if re quired,;

Re solvingthe namingis suetogive Mace doniaasense of permanencyinthe
Euro peanfamily of states;

Working with the police and the military, equipping them with appropriate
knowl edge, tech nol ogy and weap ons, while en suring that they are trained in
the con stitu tional limits of their author ity;

Working with the judiciarytoensurethatequal protectionforallisare ality;
Working with the media to create and enforce ethical standards for jour nak
ists, per haps through the creation of a national ethics board and pro vide pro-
fessional training forjour nalists;

Assisting with educationandtextbookreform, providingassistancetotrain
moreteachersandtoensurethatteachersunderstandandteachtolerance;
Assisting in promoting multi- cultural dialogue atall lev els of so ci ety;
Encouraginginterfaithdialogueatalllevels.

Fullimplementation of such recommendationand others like them, will take
time. But, justbe ginningseriousand open effortstoad dresssome fundamentalis
sues would send a strong signal to Macedonia’'s people that a new approach to
governance andstatebuildingisunderway.Macedonia’sordinarypeoplearelook
ing for signs of change and signs of hope that there is a future.

No one wants war, but eve ry one fears it. And calls by the prime min is ter for —
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declaring astate ofwaronlyfosternationalisthysteria. Why notde fuse thisticking
bomb be fore it deto nates? Why not give the peo ple of Ma ce do nia time to come to
grips with 215'centuryrealitywith outfirstundergoingwrenchinganddivisive war?
They are prag matists and will finds the way to cre ating avi able, multi- ethnic state
if giventhe chance. The col lapse of Ma ce do nia, some thing the inter national com-
mu nity could pre vent, isamis erablere ward for be ing afaith fulally, and al lowing it
tohap penisashortsighted de cisionthatwill have lasting negativere percussions
for dec ades to come.

Macedonia is worth the commitment. A successful multi- ethnic, solventand
durable democracy in the heart of the Balkans would be an authentication that
there are ways to bring peo ple to gether across cul tures to live to gether and pros-
per—ifgiventimeto adaptand allowed the op por tu nity to fo cus on change with out
hindrance of war. Ma ce do niais thus more than small potatoes;itistruly a big deal,
for it can be the beacon showing the way to resolving interethnic problems be-
tween peo ples around the world.



