Sudha Rajput 
My Travels within KOSOVO: May 2013
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                              At Hotel Nartel (Pristina)
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Pristina (Kosovo) Dinner at ‘Collection’ Restaurant [image: image5.png]
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NATO Commander at Decani Monastery on Easter Sunday, waiting for arrival of Kosovo’s President
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Hasanaj grandmother (family farm of alumnus)
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AC Staff at Kosovo
   [image: image14.png]


  [image: image15.png]



[image: image16.png]SERBIA

MACEDONIA *

o » _em

e



[image: image17.png]Day Date Where
Wednesday | 5/1/2013 | Uss. Depart U.S. for Prishina
‘Arrive; short tour of the city, rest, dinner with
Thursday | 5/2/2013 | prishtina ACalumni
Tourism in Prishtina; afternoon travel to Peja
Prishtina; travel | (1.5-2 hours); overnight in Peja ; dinner with
Friday 5/3/2013 | to Peja afternoon | AC supporters
Travel from Peja to the countryside; Stop in
Saturday | 5/4/2013 | Peja, Prizren Gjakova; lunch at family farm of an alumnus
Sunday 5/5/2013 | Prizren, Prishtina_| Visit Prizren; return to Prishtina in evening
Leave Prishtina for Kyiv
Monday | 5/5/2013





Background: My trip to Kosovo, together with Ukraine was part of the ‘Insider Tour’ organized by the American Councils (AC) of International Education in Washington, D.C. for their evaluator volunteers.  I began volunteering for AC after having retired from the World Bank in 2008. As a volunteer, I evaluated applications of students who had applied to come to the U.S. on a State Department sponsored cultural exchange program, largely from the former Soviet Union republics.  In 2009, as a flight leader, I escorted 27 students back to Almaty, Kazakhstan after completion of their 9-month exchange program in the U.S.  

The Trip:  The dual-country trip to Kosovo and Ukraine was structured to be a learning trip about these countries, to learn of the impact of cultural-exchange programs on ground by talking to the students and learning about the aspects of their leadership training that they were able to implement in their localities and aspects which remain a challenge given the limitations of their local environment.  The selection of the two countries was aimed to provide exposure to two very special, geopolitically critical Eastern European venues.  To put things in a locally relevant human context, organizers of the trip had skillfully enlisted the brightest young graduates of the program as well as the local staff to accompany us on all local trips, making it possible for the travelers to gain multi-perceptivity of issues, otherwise impossible for occasional tourists.  AC Staff of Kosovo who accompanied us on all tours and who were available at all times, from the moment of our arrival in Kosovo to the day of our departure to Ukraine were Eranda, Gjeni, Fjolla and Jon, an amazing team, and Adrian and Alban of the ‘Be In Kosovo’ tourism.  Thank you, Kosovo Team!
Glimpse of my experience: The dual country trips exposed me to two very different and often unsettling stories, one resulting from the former Yugoslav regime, and another from the Former Soviet Union.  The stories were not only narrated by the locals that we met there, but were also witnessed, and felt by us, the travelers, looking at the war-scarred buildings, the endless cemeteries, the burnt markets, and the half-constructed buildings.  The alumni and their families told stories of their survival amidst the years of war and the role of the U.S. government, in Kosovo. There is no better way to learn of nation-building and to assess the impact of grassroots than by walking through these communities, with those who have experienced the destruction and are now participating in the rebuilding.  In addition to the war-torn structures, I saw symbols of hope, such as the NEWBORN art structure that stands in Pristina, symbolizing aspirations and the resilience of the people, now needed to move their young country forward.  
Trip: Our four-day travels within Kosovo starting from the capital city, travelling South to Prizren, then West to Peja, then east to Pristina provided an umbrella view of Kosovo, exposing the country’s natural beauty, history, traditions, lifestyle, religion and politics. Highlights ranged from an ancient Roman city to the astonishing recent history, beautiful countryside, old traditional Albanian houses (kulla), Albanian food, and visits to the UNESCO protected sites. Our expert guides Alban and Ardian of the ‘Be In Kosovo’ tourism, took us through Kosovo’s most remarkable places and did an excellent job of promoting a newborn country of Kosovo and bringing it to global attention. 

Reaching Kosovo: Leaving from Washington Dulles airport, I was with a group of 4 other volunteers, heading to Pristina via Frankfurt, where we met AC staff and boarded for onward journey to Pristina. 

Pristina (Hotel Nartel May 2, 5): Pristina is Kosovo’s capital, the largest city and administrative center, we arrived on May 2, checked into Hotel Nartel, I took a brief tour of the vicinity of the hotel, with my hotel cab driver, passing Bill Clinton Boulevard, and returned quickly for dinner with AC alumni at a restaurant across the hotel, called Collection. 
Prizren (Centrum Hotel, May 3): Prizren is another big city, to south of Kosovo, on May 4 we travelled from Peja to the countryside, stopped in Gjakova, lunched at the family farm of an alum. Next day was spent visiting Prizren returning to Pristina in the evening.
Peja (Rugova Camp, May 4):  Peja is another city to the west of Pristina, we travelled on May 3 to Peja with overnight stay and dinner with AC supporters.  Peja combines important Ottoman ruins and culture and Serbian Orthodox monastery in a setting of amazing natural beauty. A ski resort in the winter, Prizren, showcases mosques from the 11th and 14th centuries, and a Roman castle bombed during WW1. These venues highlight Kosovo’s Christian and Muslim past and the challenges for the 21st century. The AC alumni and staff accompanied us to these places introducing us to their favorites markets and restaurants that serve delicious Albanian food.

Kosovo sites visited in 3 cities of Pristina, Prizren and Peja:
My visit to Kosovo was an amazing visit. I am honored to have met the wonderful people across the country.
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Ethnographic Museum:  This museum presents the history and traditions of Kosovo and well-persevered area of Pristina houses, a traditional 18th century house set in a walled complex, the only original building left in the old bazaar area. 
Mother Teresa statue (Mother Teresa Boulevard): Mother Teresa was an ethnic Albanian, an Indian Roman Catholic nun, and her bronze statue, a Roman Catholic symbol stands in Pristina. The church’s foundation was laid by people’s beloved former Kosovo president, Ibrahim Rugova, whose billboards could be seen around Pristina. 
Carshia Mosque: (15th cent), the oldest surviving building in Pristina with its Clock Tower. 

Bill Clinton statue:  Bill Clinton is celebrated as a hero by Kosovo’s ethnic Albanian majority for launching NATO’s bombing campaign against Yugoslavia in 1999 that stopped the brutal Serb forces. 
Hammam:  Hamams, the common bath of the olden days, could be seen around town.  

Hasanaj – family home:  This was a delightful and a heart-warming visit to a local family, followed by a feast-like lunch. 

Memorial Complex of Jashari Family:  Adem Jashari (1955 – 7 March 1998) chief architect of the Kosovo Liberation Army, chief commander in the Drenica operation zone of the KLA. In July 1997 a Yugoslav court convicted him of terrorist actions in a trial condemned by international human rights groups. He was killed in March 1998, with most of his extended family, when Yugoslav security forces surrounded his home in Prekaz.  Jashari became a symbol of independence for Kosovar Albanians, his family home was converted to a shrine and the Pristina Int’l airport was named Adem Jashari International Airport. The act of Adem Jashari, the Legendary Commander of the KLA and his family symbolizes heroism and sacrifice extended for the sake of fatherland.

Rugova Gorge:  Kosovo offers amazing landscape and natural beauty, Rugova gorge is one example, a few minutes from Peja, 16-mile-long canyon, with splendid view of mountain pastures and Lum Bardhi river flowing down the valley.
Decani Monastery: A Serbian Orthodox monastery located in the valley, few km from Decan, largest medieval church in the Balkans containing the most extensive preserved fresco decoration - the church is distinguished by its imposing size and Romanesque and early Gothic structure and design.
Cuisine: The Kosovar cuisine consists of various kinds of pies, meats and naan-like bread, given the continuous history involved with conflict and invasion, the cuisines reflects dishes from various parts of the world.

About Kosovo:  Kosovo, with Pristina, as its capital, with 2m population, and 11,000 sq km, (the size of Connecticut) is the youngest country in Europe located in SE Europe also with the youngest population in Europe. The country serves important link between central & southern Europe & Adriatic & Black Seas.  The terrain is mountainous, with continental climate.  The country achieved its independence from Serbia on February 17, 2008.  The country uses Euro as its currency. The official language is Albanian and Serbian with English, German and Turkish also understood by many. The majority of Kosovo Albanians are Muslim, with Serb and Montenegrin community belonging to the Eastern Christianity. The greater part of Kosovo’s population (Muslim) practice the mainstream Sunni Islam. Kosovo censuses do not ask questions on religious affiliation; so not clear how many maintain Muslim affiliation; Serb population is exclusively Serbian Orthodox. The vast majority of Kosovar Muslims are not firmly religious or radical in their views.  Ethnic divisions comprise of 92% Albanians, and 8% Serbs, Bosniaks, Gorani, Roma, Ashkali, Egyptians and Turks. This non-coastal country borders Albania, Macedonia, Serbia and Montenegro with less than 3 hr drive to Tirana, Albania. Kosovo is ringed among the Sharr Mountains close to Macedonia. The north is surrounded by the Kopaonik Mountains, with the highest mountain, Gjeravica peaking at 2,656m high located in west Kosovo. 
Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs): As a researcher of IDP policies and issues, it is always of interest to me to learn of the local IDP groups.  In Kosovo, there were no distinct IDP communities, however, Roma & other minorities are somewhat segregated and often discriminated against. Romas are believed to have sided with Serbs during the conflict, and are often accused of looting/destruction of Albanian property; consequently, Roma people encounter hostility by Albanians outside their local areas. In addition, relations between Albanian & Serb communities historically remain tense. 

Rule of law: Following the Kosovo War, there was proliferation of weapons in the hands of civilians, leading to law enforcement inefficiencies, and the surge in killings & ethnic violence, increased crime and low confidence in police.  As Kosovo became vulnerable to organized crime, supplying drugs, money laundering, during 2000–2004, Kosovo was ranked 4th among SE Europe in human trafficking.   In 2000, international agencies estimated that Kosovo was supplying 40% of heroin sold in Europe and N. America.

Recent History:   The ancient Illyrians are known as the Albanian predecessors and the initial inhabitants on the Balkan Peninsula. Kosovo gained its independence following the disintegration of Yugoslavia, under the 1974 Constitution of the Social Federal Republic of Yugoslavia; Kosovo’s status was equivalent to that of a republic. Under Slobodan Milosevic’s leadership, Serbia instituted a new constitution in 1989 that illegally evoked Kosovo’s status as an autonomous province of Yugoslavia.  Kosovo Albanian leaders responded in 1991 by organizing a referendum that declared Kosovo as independent.  The violation of basic human rights of Kosovo Albanians under Milosevic’s establishment led to an apartheid-like regime that lasted for a decade.  After a decade of peaceful politics, Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) was established as popular mobilization to liberate the country.  Starting in 1998, Serbian military, police, and paramilitary forced conducted a counterinsurgency campaign that resulted in massacres and massive expulsions of ethnic Albanians.  International attempts to mediate the conflict failed, and Milosevic’s rejection of a proposed settlement led to a 3-month NATO military campaign against Serb forces beginning in March 1999 that ultimately forced Serbia to agree to withdraw its military and police forces from Kosovo. On Feb 17, 2008, the Kosovo Assembly declared Kosovo independent and by May 2013, 98 UN Member States had recognized Kosovo as an independent country.
Exports: with an average of 270 days of sunshine/year, wineries thrive in Kosovo, with Kosovo exporting Merlot, Pinot Noir and Chardonnay to Germany and the neighboring countries. 
Other History Notes:

Kosovo Early history:   - During antiquity, area now Kosovo was often exposed to ‘barbarian’ raids and inhabited by tribal ethnic groups, culminating with Slavic migrations, in 850s the region was absorbed in Bulgarian Empire, then Christianity and Byzantine-Slavic culture was incorporated. The area was also conquered by Rome and incorporated as Roman province. In 13th century, Kosovo became political/spiritual centre of Serbian Kingdom - initially stout opponents of advancing Turks, Albanian chiefs came to accept Ottomans as sovereigns - resulting alliance facilitated mass conversion of Albanians to Islam.  In 19th century, with the awakening of ethnic nationalism throughout Balkans, underlying ethnic tensions became part of broader struggle of Christian Serbs against Muslim Albanians - ethnic Albanian nationalism movement was centered in Kosovo. In the 20th century, Kosovo was largely characterized by wars, major population exchanges.  After WW1, constitution of Yugoslavia was created and Kosovo was recognized as Autonomous Province of Kosovo (within Yugoslavia republic of Serbia).   After the first Balkan War (1912-1913, Kosovo was incorporated in Kingdom of Serbia, in order to change ethnic composition of Kosovo, scale Serbian re-colonization of Kosovo was undertaken by the Yugoslavia (Belgrade) government. Kosovo in Communist Yugoslavia was the poorest part of former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, where Kosovar Albanians' right to education in their language was denied alongside other non-Slavic or unrecognized Slavic nations of Yugoslavia, kingdom only recognized  Slavic Croat, Serb, and Slovene nations as constituent nations of Yugoslavia, while other Slavs had to identify as one of three official Slavic nations while non-Slav nations were deemed as minorities, Albanians & other Muslims were forced to emigrate. Inter-ethnic tensions worsened in Kosovo through 1980s.  In 1989, Milošević, used intimidation, reduced Kosovo's autonomous status within Serbia, began cultural oppression of ethnic Albanian population - Kosovo Albanians responded w/non-violent separatist movement, with parallel education and pol organizations, w/goal of Kosovo’s independence. In 1990, self-declared Kosovo parliament declared Kosovo a rep in Yugoslavia, in mid 1990s - Milosevic responded w/dismissal of Kosovo Albanians in local area & harassment, leading to violence bn Serbian military & Albanian inhabitants of Kosovo, ethnic tensions bn Kosovo's Albanian & Serb populations (Christian Serbs against Muslim Albanians) left Kosovo ethnically divided, resulting in inter-ethnic violence,  Kosovo War (1999), in 1999 NATO bombed Yugo, to force Milošević to withdraw his forces from Kosovo. During conflict, million ethnic Albanians forcefully driven from Kosovo after NATO bombing of Yugoslavia and the territory came under interim admin (UN Mission in Kosovo). More than1/3 of mosques in Kosovo were destroyed/damaged bn 1998-1999, and 1980 Orthodox churches destroyed/damaged in 6-weeks after withdrawal of Yugoslav forces.   War ended w/Federal Rep of Yugo accepting that it would give up exercise of its sovereignty pending final status settlement, in 2008, Rep of Kosovo declared independence from Serbia and now has control over most territory and partial international recognition. N. Kosovo, largest Serb enclave, largely under control of institutions of Rep of  Serbia, by 2008, Kosovo's immediate neighbors except Serbia had recognized declaration of independence, however, the Serb minority of Kosovo, opposes declaration of independence, and has formed the Community Assembly of Kosovo in response.  In 2010, the ICJ ruled that Kosovo's declaration of independence did not violate international law. 
end
 

Sudha Rajput – Kosovo Experience 1

