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5. KOSOVO: AN UNLIKELY SUCCESS  
STILL IN THE MAKING
Daniel Serwer

TIMELINE

 1389   Battle of Kosovo Polje
 1878  Serbs attempt to deport Albanians to areas now 

part of Kosovo
 1912–1913 Balkan War
 1913  Most of Kosovo is incorporated into Kingdom of 

Serbia
 1918  Kosovo incorporated into Kingdom of Yugo slavia
 1941  Axis invasion of Yugo slavia; Albania is assigned 

control over most of Kosovo; 250,000 Serbs 
forcibly expelled from Kosovo

 1946  Kosovo is granted status as autonomous province 
within Serbia

 1974  Yugo slav constitution grants Kosovo sweeping 
powers

 August 1987  Slobodan Milosevic meets with Kosovo Serbs in 
Kosovo

 1988–1989  Serbia passes a new constitution that removes 
Kosovo’s autonomy; Serbia sacks and arrests top 
Kosovo Albanian officials

 September 1990  Albanians are fired from government and media 
positions

 1991  Slovenia and Croatia leave Yugo slav Federation
 1992  Albanian members of Kosovo parliament declare 

in de pen dence, elect Ibrahim Rugova as president 
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of their “Republic of Kosova,” and form a 
government in exile

 1995 Dayton Accords
 1996–1997  Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) launches assaults 

against Serbian police and security forces
  February 1998–  Kosovo War; at least half a million residents of
  June 1999 Kosovo are displaced
 March 24, 1999  NATO intervenes
 June 10, 1999  Serbian and Yugo slav governments sign 

Kumanovo agreement; UNSC 1244 establishes 
UNMIK

 June 11, 1999 The Kosovo Force (KFOR) enters Kosovo
 May 2000  UNMIK establishes the Joint Interim 

Administrative Structure
 2001  UN establishes Provisional Insitutions of 

Self-Government (PISG)
 March 2004  Ethnic rioting by both Serbs and Albanians
 2006  UN report concludes that status quo is 

unsustainable
 2007  UN special envoy Martti Ahtisaari puts forward 

the Comprehensive Proposal for the Kosovo 
Status Settlement

 February 17, 2008  Kosovo’s parliament declares in de pen dence

The modern Kosovo state is a product of Albanian nonviolent and violent 
rebellion, Serbian repression, the dissolution of socialist Yugo slavia, state 
collapse in Albania, NATO intervention, U.S. and EU support, Rus sian 
weakness, and UN administration. Without one or another of  these in-
gredients, it might never have occurred, and certainly not in the sur-
prising way that it did.

ORIGINS OF THE MOVEMENT

Serbs and Albanians living in Kosovo have distinct identities. Albanians 
define themselves principally by their Indo- European language of pos-
sibly ancient but uncertain origins.  Today, most are nominally Muslim, 
though nonbelievers are common, especially in Kosovo. Some Albanians 
are Catholic.  Mother Teresa was an Albanian born in what is  today Mace-
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donia. In Albania, but generally not in Kosovo, some Albanians are 
Orthodox.

By contrast, Serbs view themselves more as an Orthodox religious 
group, though  there are many nonbelievers among them as well. Most 
Serbs regard their Orthodox church, including its history and property 
in Kosovo, as the vital locus and carrier of national identity. Orthodoxy 
distinguishes Serbs from Catholic Croats and Muslim Bosniaks. All speak 
Slavic languages that are mutually comprehensible (and regarded in the 
past as a single language, Serbo- Croatian, with regional rather than 
ethnic variations).

Kosovo was the seat of the medieval Serbian state, which was lost to 
the Ottomans  after the  Battle of Kosovo Polje in 1389. Though  there  were 
frictions, Serbs and Albanians coexisted in Kosovo both before and  under 

Figure 5.1. Map of Kosovo
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the Ottomans without major vio lence. That coexistence began to change 
in the early nineteenth  century. With the rise of Serb nationalism, a vio-
lent, often rural, insurgency developed, targeting mostly urban Ottoman 
Muslim rule. Some of its protagonists  were Albanians.1 In 1878, Serbs 
attempted to deport Albanians, assumed to be incapable of assimilation 
and a security threat in the impending war with the Ottomans. Ironically, 
they  were exiled into areas now part of Kosovo.  There, Albanian resent-
ment generated pressure to discriminate against and push out Serbs.

Kosovo became an object of Serb territorial claims  later in the nine-
teenth  century when the poet Vuk Karadzic wrote stirringly of the 1389 
 battle at Kosovo Polje, which he cast as a defeat.2 Serbia was successful in 
reacquiring most of Kosovo in the 1912–1913 Balkan War. This victory re-
sulted in expulsions and widespread depredations against Albanians that 
continued through the post– World War I Kingdom of Yugo slavia. Kosovo 
became an autonomous province within Serbia, one of six republics in so-
cialist Yugo slavia  after World War II.3 By then, Albanians constituted 
about two- thirds of Kosovo’s population. Their dominance in the popu-
lation continued to grow  because of higher birth rates than the Serbs as 
well as migration of Serbs out of the province. Some attribute this migra-
tion to economic  factors and  others to discrimination.  Today, Kosovo’s 
population of less than 2 million is more than 90  percent Albanian.

Impor tant Serb Orthodox monuments and religious sites remain 
throughout Kosovo, which Serbs refer to as “Kosovo and Metohija,” the 
latter term referring to church lands. Some consider it the “Serb Jeru-
salem,” attributing the same significance to Serbs that Jerusalem has to 
Jews, along with willingness to sacrifice to hold on to it. Some Serbs  today 
express resentment of the presumed privileged role of Muslim Albanians 
in the Ottoman Empire. At the same time, they also may refer to Alba-
nians as ill- educated and uncivilized. Albanians can be no less prejudiced 
and resentful of Serb privileges and be hav ior. The ste reo types are re-
markably symmetrical.

Albanians in Kosovo during most of the socialist period aspired for 
Kosovo to become a full- fledged republic within the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugo slavia (SFRY). At that time, in de pen dence was not an issue. 
The province had acquired substantial powers in the Yugo slav constitu-
tion of 1974: a parliament, police force, educational system, courts, and a 
representative on the collective presidency of the Yugo slav Federation.4 
The Albanian po liti cal elite  were well- integrated in the Yugo slav League 
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of Communists. All educated Kosovo Albanians spoke Serbian as well as 
their  mother tongue.

Grievances in Kosovo  were, in part, economic. Post– World War II, 
Kosovo was the poorest and least developed section of Yugo slavia, heavi ly 
dependent on state- owned enterprises and government jobs. Demonstra-
tions over economic issues  were sometimes violent, but Kosovo legally 
remained a province within Serbia. The territory lacked full- fledged 
republic status, presumed in socialist Yugo slavia to entail the right of 
secession.  Whether Kosovo had that right is still mooted.

Slobodan Milosevic,  until then a communist apparatchik, uninten-
tionally initiated the in de pen dence pro cess when he discovered at a 1987 
meeting with Kosovo Serbs at Kosovo Polje— site of the 1389  battle with 
the Ottomans— that he could generate genuine po liti cal enthusiasm by 
promising to protect them from Albanians. He appealed above all to the 
Serb sense of victimhood. Albanians, he declared, would not be allowed 
to beat Serbs or chase them out of the province. By 1989, he was a convert 
to Serbian nationalism and managed to deprive Kosovo of its autonomous 
status by dubious legislative means. Soon  after, he expelled Albanians 
from the province’s state institutions, generating an Albanian nationalist 
reaction.5 Albanians’ dependence on the state was reduced, many went 
abroad, and numerous small  family businesses emerged, more involved 
in trade than production.

Once Slovenia and then Croatia left the Yugo slav Federation in 1991, 
most Kosovo Albanians considered it unthinkable to remain in a truncated 
federation dominated by Serbia and led by an elected Serb strongman, 
already using Yugo slav security forces to repress Albanian protests. The 
main re sis tance initially was po liti cal and nonviolent. Albanian mem-
bers of the Kosovo parliament met to declare in de pen dence, elect Ibrahim 
Rugova “president” of their “Republic of Kosova,” and form a government 
in exile. No other sovereign state formally recognized the declaration, 
but by the early 1990s, in de pen dence was the goal of virtually all Kosovo 
Albanians.

THE IN DE PEN DENCE MOVEMENT

The Kosovo Albanian liberation strug gle initially was a movement for 
 human rights, freedom, and a nationalist enterprise, at least for  those 
inside the province if not for the diaspora. The in de pen dence movement 
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emerged in a society with demo cratic forms of governance, even if 
post- Tito socialist Yugo slavia was not a liberal democracy and Milosevic’s 
post- socialist Yugo slavia was an elected autocracy. Some Kosovo in de-
pen dence protagonists had experience in po liti cal parties, elections, 
parliament, and government, which  were pertinent to more demo cratic 
rule.

Rugova led an avowedly nonviolent movement (the Demo cratic League 
of Kosovo, or LDK) that included the withdrawal of Albanians from 
Kosovo’s Serbian institutions and mass street demonstrations. His gov-
ernment set up “parallel” institutions, including health ser vices provided 
by a nongovernmental organ ization, the  Mother Teresa Society, as well 
as a voluntary school system that operated in homes and apartments for 
the better part of the next de cade.

The LDK financed this efort with contributions from the Albanian di-
aspora, primarily but not exclusively in Eu rope, who  were urged to con-
tribute 3  percent of their income to a Fund for the Republic. This fund 
collected well over $100 million in the 1990s and transferred an average 
of $1.3 million per month into Kosovo.6 Kosovo Albanians also or ga nized 
a “blood feuds reconciliation” campaign. This efort used the need to con-
front Serbian authorities to unify the Kosovo Albanian community by 
ending the long and bloody tradition of intra- Albanian blood feuds, which 
remain far rarer in Kosovo than in Albania.7

Milosevic’s eforts to withdraw Kosovo autonomy and repress the 
nonviolent and  later the violent insurgency poisoned what had been an 
increasingly  free po liti cal environment. Some violent re sis tance to Ser-
bian rule was initiated in the early 1990s with small- scale attacks against 
Serb officials. The violent rebellion became more popu lar and prominent 
only  after the 1995 Dayton Accords, which ended the war in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Albanian disillusion with the failure of the international 
community to deal with Kosovo issues at Dayton boosted the advocates 
of violent rebellion about the same time that massive quantities of Ka-
lashnikovs and other arms became available  because of state collapse in 
Albania. Chaos reigned in Albania due to the government’s inability to 
make good on pyramid schemes it had sponsored. The arms  were brought 
over the mountains from Albania with  little hindrance from Albanian or 
Serbian authorities, both preoccupied with internal security.

The nonviolent movement against Serbia and in  favor of in de pen dence 
might have succeeded, but the evolution of events in Kosovo made vio-
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lence the main driver of in de pen dence.8 The Kosovo Liberation Army 
(KLA) knew it could not defeat the far more power ful Serbian forces, but 
Kosovo forces  were creating serious difficulties for Serb authorities by at-
tacking Serbian police and other security forces from 1996 to 1997. With 
Tirana’s consent, the KLA used Albania as a base of operations and supply 
for  these missions. The KLA controlled territory at times, but Serbian 
forces could snatch it back when they wanted and often did so.

Albanian forces next went underground, melting into the local popu-
lation rather than retreating. Dispersion proved the better approach, as 
it spread Serbian forces thin and made them easier targets for guerrilla- 
style attacks. The KLA also sought to create situations that provoked Ser-
bian overreaction, including more than one mass murder.  These atrocities 
attracted international attention and eventual intervention. This was 
the KLA’s goal: to provoke Milosevic into repressive action that would 
appall the international community and gain the kind of attention that 
Bosnia’s war had gained from 1992 to 1995.

Not to be left on the sidelines, the LDK government in exile covertly 
formed and financed a second insurgent force called the Armed Forces 
of the Republic of Kosovo (FARK), but it never gained the traction of the 
KLA. The principal target of vio lence by the KLA and the FARK was the 
Serbian security forces, especially police. While they occasionally di-
rected vio lence at each other, the main internecine vio lence occurred 
 after Serbian withdrawal.

Just as the LDK relied on the diaspora for funding, so too did the KLA. 
A major financing and recruitment efort, “Homeland Calling,” drew 
thousands of young cadres from many dif er ent parts of the world and 
unknown (and unaccounted for) tens of millions in contributions to the 
KLA.9 The diaspora, mainly from Switzerland, Germany, and the United 
States, also helped ensure po liti cal, and hence diplomatic, support for 
Kosovo in  those key countries.

INTERNATIONAL INTERVENTION10

The Balkan region was not strategically impor tant to the United States 
 after the Cold War. Secretary of State James A. Baker had declared during 
the breakup of socialist Yugo slavia that Washington had “no dog in that 
fight.” However, Kosovo’s self- determination occurred in a post– Cold War 
context in which the United States thought of itself as the defender of 
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liberal democracy and had the military, po liti cal, and economic predom-
inance needed to act as the “world’s policeman”— a role then regarded in 
a positive light.

Kosovo Albanians’ lobbying eforts costing about $10 million in the 
United States focused on Congress, where Republican Representative Jo-
seph Dioguardi succeeded in in ter est ing  human rights advocates such 
as Representative Tom Lantos and Senator Robert Dole in the Kosovo 
cause.  Until the late 1990s, the State Department and White House  were 
reluctant to focus on Kosovo and prioritized dealing with the far more 
deadly and intense conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Managing that 
conflict required Milosevic’s cooperation, which would have been more 
difficult to get if he had been pressed on Kosovo as well.

President Bill Clinton ultimately deci ded, as he had in Bosnia in 1995, 
that the United States needed to intervene to stop the ethnic cleansing and 
to uphold universal  human rights norms in the post– Cold War era. The 
UN Security Council– authorized NATO bombing of Serbs in Bosnia in 
1995 had succeeded in bringing an end to the war, so Clinton deci ded to 
try again in Kosovo in 1999, believing Milosevic would respond only to the 
use of military might. The United Nations was not po liti cally or militarily 
capable of the required intervention. Rus sia blocked Security Council 
action, and the United Nations intervenes only with the consent of the 
host government, which Belgrade would never have provided.

NATO was ready and willing to take action, as the disappearance of the 
Soviet Union left it without any apparent strategic purpose.  After an un-
successful efort to negotiate a po liti cal settlement at Rambouillet, France, 
in early 1999, NATO bombed Serbia (including Kosovo) for 78 days. Ulti-
mately, Belgrade agreed to a military/technical agreement (reached at 
Kumanovo, Macedonia) to withdraw its security forces from Kosovo.11 
Milosevic yielded when the damage to dual- use infrastructure in Serbia 
proper risked becoming irreversible.12 Rus sia remained allied with Serbia 
throughout. It tried to seize the airport in Pristina at the end of the NATO/
Yugo slavia war, but Boris Yeltsin’s Rus sia was still weak in the aftermath 
of the collapse of the Soviet Union. The United States blocked Moscow 
from gaining overflight permission for planes carry ing supplies and ad-
ditional forces to the Pristina airport and eventually negotiated Rus sian 
withdrawal to a U.S.- controlled sector in southeastern Kosovo.

The “CNN efect” of conflict broadcast in real time was still novel. 
NATO’s air intervention in 1999 caused Milosevic to double down on ef-
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forts to chase Albanians out of Kosovo, thus attracting even more CNN 
footage and international concern. At least half a million Albanians be-
came refugees in neighboring countries. Some in Eu rope and the United 
States  were concerned that their presence might destabilize Mace-
donia.  There the ethnic balance between Albanians and Macedonians 
was a delicate one and might lead to intervention by Greece and possibly 
Bulgaria.

Neighboring states played both unintentional and intentional roles. 
Serbian repression generated Albanian enthusiasm for in de pen dence. Al-
bania and Macedonia, the former happily and the latter grumpily, as 
well as Montenegro, sheltered hundreds of thousands of refugees during 
the NATO intervention. Kosovo Albanians returned with redoubled de-
termination to be rid of Serbian rule forever.

Only  after NATO forces liberated Kosovo in 1999 did Albanians con-
trol most of Kosovo’s territory. Fifteen  percent of the country north of the 
Ibar River and some Serb enclaves in the south, where most of the Serb 
population still lives, remained. Serb municipalities north of the Ibar are 
still not fully reintegrated with the rest of Kosovo. Most of the Kosovo 
movement’s protagonists renounced irredentist ambitions  toward the 
territory of Albanian populations in other states: Montenegro and Serbia 
(which have small Albanian populations, mostly contiguous with Kosovo), 
Macedonia (whose population was more than 20  percent Albanian, much 
of it contiguous with Kosovo), and Albania. The Kosovo constitution, at 
the insistence of the international community, would  later include a pro-
hibition on  union with any other state or part of another state.

This was the West’s quid pro quo for Kosovo’s self- determination. The 
United States and most of Eu rope  were prepared to recognize changes in 
the status of internal bound aries to international borders, as had been 
done with the in de pen dence of Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, and Macedonia 
(and would eventually do so with Montenegro as well). But Washington 
and Brussels did not want to move the lines to accommodate ethnic dif-
ferences, fearing that would open Pandora’s box and lead to a violent par-
oxysm aimed at redrawing the borders (or moving populations) not only 
of Kosovo but also of Bosnia, Croatia, Macedonia, and even in Serbia 
proper.
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BUILDING THE NEW STATE

 After Milosevic’s forces withdrew, NATO- led forces— denominated 
KFOR— occupied Kosovo’s territory. KFOR was authorized by UN Secu-
rity Council Resolution 1244, which constituted a post facto legalization 
of the NATO/Yugo slavia war and tasked the international civilian pres-
ence ( later known as the UN Mission in Kosovo, or UNMIK) with a strong 
mandate to establish locally led and demo cratic Provisional Institutions 
of Self- Government (PISG) that would gradually take over administration 
of Kosovo and transfer authority to “institutions established  under a po-
liti cal settlement.”13

To govern efectively, the UN mission needed to dissolve parallel struc-
tures the LDK had created during the previous de cade and to displace 
Serb governing institutions. Also needed was the establishment of con-
sultative institutions with Kosovar participation, accomplished by late 
1999  in the Joint Interim Administrative Structure. This included a 
35- member Kosovo Transitional Council to advise on legislation, an In-
terim Administrative Council, and 20 administrative departments, 
headed jointly by internationals and Kosovars. The KLA in the immediate 
aftermath of the NATO intervention appointed mayors to replace  those 
the LDK appointed before the war. That proved to be a  mistake. They  were 
largely swept away in the first UNMIK- organized municipal elections in 
2000 in  favor of LDK leaders, though some have returned to power since.

While Kosovars returned quickly from exile in Macedonia, Albania, 
and Montenegro, the initial period  after the NATO intervention was tu-
multuous for Serbs and allied minorities. Some Albanians sought violent 
revenge. Fearful, many Serbs and Roma fled their homes. Kosovo Al-
banians are alleged to have kidnapped and killed some Serbs for their 
organs at facilities in northern Albania, an allegation still  under investi-
gation.14  There was Albanian- on- Albanian po liti cal vio lence as well, with 
fear of a civil war between the KLA and Rugova’s LDK.

UNMIK, on paper, held virtually dictatorial executive, legislative, and 
judicial powers  under Resolution 1244: it could promulgate legislation, 
provide ser vices, hire and fire at  will, as well as administer justice, with 
support from KFOR. It was also given authority to “control the implemen-
tation of the international civil presence” and “to coordinate closely 
with the international security presence to ensure that both presences 
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operate  towards the same goals and in a mutually supportive manner.” 
This mandate was much stronger than that civilians had been given in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and much clearer direction to coordinate with 
the NATO- led forces.

The KLA was demilitarized and partly transformed into the Kosovo 
Protection Corps (KPC), a civilian emergency reaction cadre, with assis-
tance from the International Organ ization for Migration.15 Some fighters 
joined the newly established Kosovo Police Ser vice, recruited and trained 
by the Organ ization for Cooperation and Security in Eu rope (OSCE).16 It 
eventually became the most respected institution in Kosovo and remains 
a model, even if far from perfect, of successful institution- building in a 
postwar environment.17

UNMIK and other international organ izations acting  under its umbrella 
administered Kosovo with increasing participation and decision- making 
authority delegated to the PISG, established in 2001 by a UN- dictated 
“constitutional framework.”18 In addition to police training, the OSCE 
played a significant role in building demo cratic institutions, especially 
parliament and the electoral pro cess. An EU rule of law mission (EULEX) 
has nurtured the judicial sector. Many other intergovernmental and 
nongovernmental international organ izations have been involved, 
including WHO, UNESCO, IOM, and UNHCR.19 The World Health Organ-
ization, for example, drove the reestablishment of the health care system, 
which proved difficult  because of lack of capacity to implement its theo-
retically well- designed scheme.20 Meanwhile, UNESCO played a similar 
role in the reestablishment of the education system.21 Net official devel-
opment assistance and official aid received amounted to upwards of $4 
billion from 2009 to 2015, more than other countries in the region on a 
per capita basis.22

Gradually, ministry by ministry, the PISG took over from UNMIK, de-
spite Rus sian and Serb protests. This deliberate pro cess of building in-
stitutions and transferring governing authority to them generated 
controversy. Albanians wanted the transfer of power to accelerate, while 
Serbs preferred delay or even a halt.23 The pro cess was successful in 
building a  viable and generally demo cratic state within a de cade, one that 
managed to endure with international help. That evolution occurred even 
as a prime minister accused of war crimes was shipped to The Hague for 
trial at the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugo slavia (he 



92 Daniel Serwer

was twice acquitted) and even though two presidents  were removed 
from office due to Constitutional Court rulings. With a lot of interna-
tional support, Kosovo’s institutions have weathered some challenging 
moments.

In March 2004, ethnic rioting involving both Serbs and Albanians 
raised questions about UNMIK’s and KFOR’s capabilities and the dura-
bility of local patience.24 A UN report concluded in 2006 that the po-
liti cal status quo was not sustainable.25 It was no longer pos si ble to 
postpone the final po liti cal settlement foreseen in UNSC Resolution 1244.

The UN secretary general appointed former Finnish president Martti 
Ahtisaari to negotiate the  future po liti cal status of Kosovo.26 With sup-
port from the Eu ro pean Union and the United States, he put forward a 
plan in 2007 that met extensive Serb demands for protection while rec-
ommending that Kosovo become a sovereign state, a demand of Alba-
nians.27 In coordination with the United States and major Eu ro pean 
powers, in de pen dence was declared in 2008. Kosovo authorities pledged to 
implement the Ahtisaari Plan despite the failure of Belgrade to recognize 
the new state.28 In an advisory opinion sought by Serbia, the Interna-
tional Court of Justice found in 2010 that the declaration of in de pen dence 
breached no international law or other obligations.29

All of Kosovo’s immediate neighbors except Serbia recognized the 
newly declared state quickly, as arranged in advance with the United 
States and the Eu ro pean Union. Rus sia had agreed to UNSC Resolution 
1244, which made lack of UNSC authorization for the NATO attack on 
Yugo slavia irrelevant. But Resolution 1244 also asserted Yugo slav sover-
eignty in its preamble. Moscow has continued since to block Kosovo’s UN 
membership by threatening to use its veto in the Security Council and is 
directly responsible for this aspect of incomplete sovereignty.

An International Civilian Office (ICO) oversaw implementation of the 
Ahtisaari Plan for several years. It provided protection for Serbs and other 
minorities in the newly in de pen dent state, including reserved seats in 
parliament and the need for a double- qualified majority (two- thirds of 
both Albanian and minority parliamentarians) to approve constitutional 
amendments.30 Most Albanians and non- Serb minorities accepted the 
sovereignty and territorial integrity of the new state. Most Serbs rejected 
them, particularly  those living in the four majority- Serb municipalities 
north of the Ibar River, contiguous with Serbia. Serbs who live south of 
the Ibar generally accept the de facto authority of the Kosovo state, even 



Kosovo 93

if they continue to view it as an autonomous subnational unit of the Ser-
bian state.

For the past several years, reintegration of Serb- majority municipali-
ties north of the Ibar and other issues have been the subject of technical 
and po liti cal dialogues between Belgrade and Kosovo authorities, held 
 under EU auspices. Belgrade has accepted the validity of the Kosovo con-
stitution on its entire territory, but has not explic itly endorsed its in de-
pen dence and sovereignty. Yet it has agreed that Serbia and Kosovo  will 
qualify for and enter the EU separately, something only sovereign states 
can do.31 Kosovo has agreed in princi ple to the establishment of an asso-
ciation of Serb municipalities, which  will need to comply with require-
ments of the Kosovo constitution, as clarified by the Constitutional 
Court.32

Kosovo now has a parliamentary system with an indirectly elected 
president, prime minister, and all the usual ministries, a parliament (the 
Kosovo Assembly), Constitutional Court, police, and a judicial system. 
Municipalities govern at the local level. Monoethnic po liti cal parties com-
pete for power in elections that the international community has  either 
administered or supervised (six times since 1999). The press, by Balkan 
standards, is relatively  free, as is the economy. Working mainly with (now 
declining) international resources, civil society is reasonably vibrant: 
Kosovar think tanks devoted to security and development are among the 
better ones in the Balkans, and its watchdog organ izations try to track 
corruption, trafficking, rule of law, and  human rights.

Many Albanian military leaders became po liti cal leaders, including 
two who currently dominate Kosovo politics: President Hashim Thaci, 
po liti cal leader of the KLA, former head of the Demo cratic Party of Kosovo 
(PDK), and prime minister (2008 to 2014); and Prime Minister Ramush 
Haradinaj (who previously served in that position from December 2004 
to March 2005), one of the in de pen dence fighters and founder of the Al-
liance for the  Future of Kosovo (AAK). Now in co ali tion, their po liti cal 
parties competed  until recently, leaving the LDK more room to maneuver 
and far more opportunities to exercise power than if the KLA had re-
mained united. LDK leader Isa Mustafa, prime minister from 2014 to 
2017, was the trea surer of the Fund for the Republic that financed Kosovo’s 
parallel Albanian institutions in the 1990s.

Thaci has played a major role in the Brussels dialogue with Belgrade, 
which Haradinaj opposed. The Self- Determination Movement, led by 
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Albin Kurti, a leader of nonviolent demonstrations in the 1990s, also op-
poses dialogue with Belgrade and supports  union with Albania. The LDK 
has supported dialogue. Thus, the split between the nonviolent and vio-
lent rebellions continues, but heirs to  those two traditions have not agreed 
on one of the most impor tant current po liti cal challenges: how to deal 
with Serbia and its opposition to Kosovo’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity.

Many other KLA veterans still serve in parliament, local administra-
tions, and Kosovo institutions. KLA military commander Agim Ceku led 
the Kosovo Protection Force (the demilitarized version of the KLA) and 
served as minister of the Kosovo Security Force, the lightly armed cadres 
that are slated to become Kosovo’s army, and as prime minister (2006–
2008). Current speaker of the Kosovo Assembly Kadri Veseli headed the 
clandestine intelligence ser vice associated with the KLA during the war.

Ibrahim Rugova remained the mostly uncontested charismatic leader 
of the Kosovo Albanians  until his death in 2006. But his po liti cal engage-
ment was limited and his management style distant. He presided but 
rarely exercised power, especially  after an ill- fated efort at reconciliation 
with Milosevic in 1999. The exile prime minister and government he ap-
pointed in 1991 never gained much support inside Kosovo, though they 
 were instrumental in raising funds and lobbying on Kosovo’s behalf. 
The shadowy figures who formed the KLA became heroes at the end of 
the war.

The Serb community in Kosovo has not had stable leadership, as it 
often reflects  those in power in Belgrade. In the aftermath of the NATO 
intervention, Serbs remained largely  under Milosevic’s thumb, but that 
changed with his electoral defeat in 2000. Subsequent Serbian presidents 
each have had favorites in Kosovo. At pres ent, the “Serbian List,” closely 
allied with Serbian President Vucic, is dominant.

ONGOING CHALLENGES

Kosovo’s sovereignty remains incomplete. NATO- led foreign forces— not 
the lightly armed Kosovo Security Forces— guarantee territorial integ-
rity. International prosecutors and judges are included in its judicial 
system at least  until 2018 (mainly for interethnic crimes), and a Kosovo 
court stafed by internationals has been established in The Hague to try 
some postwar criminal cases. Parts of Serb- majority northern Kosovo do 
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not fall entirely within the authority of the Pristina government. Rus sia 
has also continued to block Kosovo’s membership in the United Nations, 
which requires a recommendation of the Security Council. It has not been 
recognized by Serbia, five Eu ro pean Union members, and four NATO 
members despite recognition by well over a hundred other sovereign 
states.

Nonrecognition remains a serious impediment to Kosovo’s ambitions, 
which include EU, NATO, and UN membership, as well as inclusion in 
international organ izations that require UN membership as a prerequi-
site. Despite Washington’s afections for Kosovo, it was only recently 
accepted as eligible for (U.S.) Millennium Challenge Corporation funding, 
 because it had been unable to produce data normally collected and pro-
cessed by UN specialized agencies.

The Eu ro pean Union footed much of the international bill for Kosovo 
for many years and  will continue to do so as Kosovo tries to qualify for 
candidacy and, eventually, membership. Kosovo’s economic growth since 
1999 has been relatively strong, with only a single year (2002) of negative 
growth despite the global financial crisis and Eu rope’s slow recovery. At 
purchasing power parity, it has narrowed the gap with Serbia signifi-
cantly.33 Much of the population continues to be disappointed with the 
economic results of in de pen dence, due largely to the high official unem-
ployment rate and the perception of widespread corruption, especially in 
government procurement and hiring.34 Kosovo has used the euro as its 
currency since 2002, even though it is not officially within the euro zone. 
This has ensured macroeconomic stability: devaluation is impossible, in-
flation is at low Eu ro pean levels, and government debt is low. Foreign 
assistance, as well as the presence of foreign troops and civilians, has con-
tributed significant economic stimulus.

Kosovo’s in de pen dence occurred as financial crisis struck the world 
economy, and full recovery still eludes Eu rope. Foreign direct investment 
in Kosovo has declined from a peak of 12.5   percent of GDP in 2007 to 
5.4  percent in 2015, when it amounted to $470 million and went primarily 
to real estate, financial ser vices, and construction.35  There are more stable 
and better- connected places in the Balkans, and beyond, with lower levels 
of perceived corruption. Major corporations can invest  there without the 
po liti cal uncertainty arising from Kosovo’s still incomplete sovereignty. 
Serbia proper has been far more successful in attracting major foreign in-
dustrial investments.
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Almost half of Kosovo’s population is still poor. The  middle class is 
larger  today than in the Yugo slav period, but the economic elite remains 
disproportionately small. Many Kosovars continue to depend for at least 
a portion of their livelihoods on remittances, which make up 14  percent 
of GDP.36

Kosovo has large mineral deposits, especially lead, zinc, and other base 
metals, but they are of dubious economic viability. Owner ship of Trepca, 
a large former Yugo slav mining complex, remains disputed between Pris-
tina and Belgrade. Both think its resources are worth more than the 
market does. Kosovo’s more eco nom ically  viable rock quarries have at-
tracted some foreign investment. It has no exploitable oil and gas but does 
contain vast quantities of lignite, a solid hydrocarbon fuel used to gen-
erate electricity. Unfortunately, that fuel produces prodigious quantities 
of pollution responsible for poisoning Pristina’s air each winter A new, 
cleaner power plant is slated to come online in 2023.

CONCLUSION

Kosovo remains a work in pro gress  because its sovereignty is incomplete. 
Integration of its Serb citizens, especially in the north, is unfinished 
business. On the plus side, Kosovo can now boast of demo cratically legiti-
mized governing institutions that function normally on most days, even 
if internationals still play vital roles in security, justice, and financing.

The country  faces significant economic and po liti cal challenges. 
Among  these are dependence on remittances from Albanians living 
abroad and unsustainably high unemployment, especially among youth. 
Productive foreign direct investment is minimal, and perceived levels of 
corruption are at the high end of the regional spectrum. Politics are frac-
tious. A hung parliament (one lacking a clear majority co ali tion) was elected 
in June 2017. A new co ali tion government was formed only three months 
 later. Two strong and diametrically opposed, extraconstitutional po liti cal 
movements are impor tant factions inside the Kosovo Assembly: the 
Albanian Self- Determination Movement, which wants to conduct a 
referendum on  union with Albania prohibited by the constitution, 
and the Serbian List, which does not accept Kosovo’s sovereignty and 
in de pen dence.

Circumstances  were uniquely favorable to international intervention 
in Kosovo: the end of the Cold War left the United States as the sole re-
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maining superpower and generated enormous enthusiasm for democ-
racy and international  human rights norms. The Kosovo Albanians 
sought a demo cratic outcome. Their adversary was elected, but was an 
autocrat. With the Soviet Union gone, NATO was in search of a strategic 
role. Rus sia was too weak to protect its Serbian favorite. Real- time video 
broadcasting of the conflict, vital to gaining international attention during 
the Bosnian war, continued to arouse public condemnation of Milosevic’s 
be hav ior.

This relative success depended on a truly unusual, even unlikely, se-
quence of events: the breakup of socialist Yugo slavia; Milosevic’s removal 
of autonomy and repression of the nonviolent movement; failure of the 
international community to deal with the Kosovo prob lem at Dayton; 
state collapse in Albania; the rise of the KLA; NATO armed intervention; 
Rus sian weakness; a strong UN mandate; and the willingness of the Eu-
ro pean Union, OSCE, and other international organ izations to spend 
time and resources in a small country of no  great geostrategic signifi-
cance. The efort has cost per capita far more than UN eforts in Africa and 
elsewhere. Though the population remains poor and sovereignty incom-
plete, Kosovo is a case of nonviolent failure, successful violent insurgency 
with international support, followed by partly successful, luxury state 
building with enormous international care, attention, and mentorship.

The main lesson learned in Kosovo is that massive international in-
tervention can produce an eco nom ically  viable demo cratic transition in 
a newly created state. This works only if sustained over a de cade or more. 
Even then, the outcome may be less than fully satisfactory. All  those who 
contemplate military intervention should include in their calculations a 
sustained postwar po liti cal and economic commitment.
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