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International Institute for Middle East and Balkan Studies (IFIMES)[1] from
Ljubljana, Slovenia, regularly analyses developments in the Middle East and
the Balkans. IFIMES made an analysis of the separate agreements signed by
Serbia and Kosovo with the United States on “economic normalization” and
their effects. We bring the most interesting excerpts from a comprehensive
analysis titled “2020 US-Serbia-Kosovo agreement: New era of Serbia-US
political and economic relations.”

2020 US-Serbia-Kosovo agreement:
 

 New era of Serbia-US political and economic
relations 

In Washington, on 4 September 2020, Serbia and Kosovo signed separate
agreements with the United States on “economic normalization”. The
agreements have no bearing on the existing dialogue that is underway between
official Belgrade and Priština and mediated by the European Union. 

The Washington agreement is a new political reality not just for Kosovo and
Serbia but also for the entire West Balkans region, and even the EU itself. It is
a product of long and hard work, which included strong engagement of the US
special envoy for the dialogue between official Belgrade and Priština,
Ambassador Richard Grenell. 

The agreement envisages, inter alia, establishment of direct air and rail
connections between Belgrade and Priština, construction of the Niš–Priština
highway and a number of other economic and energy projects. The signatories
to the agreement undertook to suspend for a year the campaign for recognition,
that is withdrawal of recognition of Kosovo. 
 
Correlations between the Balkans and the Middle
East

The framework of the signed agreements also includes mutual recognition of
Israel and Kosovo, and relocation of the Serbian Embassy in Israel from Tel
Aviv to Jerusalem within a period of one year. President Donald Trump’s
administration also prepared the so-called Abraham Agreement, which led to
mutual recognition and establishment of diplomatic relations between Israel and
two Arab nations - United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Bahrein. They underlined
the necessity to instigate efforts on promotion of interreligious and intercultural
dialogue aimed at promoting culture of peace among three Abraham religions
and the entire human kind. The signatories emphasized that they believe that
the best way to address challenges are cooperation and dialogue, as well as
that development of friendly relations among states advances the interests of
long-lasting peace in the Middle East and around the world.

As Judaism, Christianity and Islam trace their origins to a common ancestor in
Abraham (Ibrahim), the intent of Trump’s administration was to broker a
package of agreements not just to relax the relations between the three major
monotheistic religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam), but also to find lasting
solutions for these multi-decade, and even century-long open issues and
disputes. However, one should not forget the fact that all until World War I the
Middle East and the Balkans were covered by the same division in the State
Department, which indicates that the relations and entities in the two regions
are similar in many respects and mutually connected. Even in a part of
international circles comparisons are being made between the Israel-Palestine
and Serbia-Albania disputes. 

“Mini Schengen” – prosperity of the West Balkans
thanks to the US 

The Washington agreement has reaffirmed once again the commitment and
strong intent of the US administration to implement the “Mini Schengen” project,
which after a history of 30 years of disputes, tensions, conflicts and halts could
lead to prosperity of all countries in the region. 

Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić (SNS), Prime Minister of North
Macedonia Zoran Zaev (SDSM) and Prime Minister of Albania Edi Rama (PS)
signed on 9 October 2019 in Novi Sad a Joint Declaration of intent to establish
a “Mini Schengen” among the three states. The joint declaration envisages
elimination of border controls and other barriers, which should facilitate
movement in the region by 2021. It would also enable citizens of the three
countries to travel in the region using only an identification card and find
employment anywhere in the region on the basis of their professional
qualifications. The declaration also envisages recognition of diplomas, as well
as better cooperation in the fight against organized crime, corruption and
assistance in case of natural disasters, which has proven as very important
during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
 
The signed declaration should help the Western Balkans region to start
functioning on the four key freedoms on which the European Union is founded -
freedom of movement of people, capital, goods and services. The initiative is
open also for other Western Balkans countries: Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Montenegro and Kosovo. It was stressed that the respective initiative is not a
compensation or alternative to membership of the countries in the region in the
EU. 

Analysts have assessed that the bold and visionary idea of a “Mini Schengen”
project is the most important project ever since the fall of the Socialist Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY). The project evokes optimism and instills hope
that a better and more prosperous future can be secured in this part of the
world. Implementation of the “Mini Schengen” project would contribute to
homogenization of the European area and provide for practical realization of
European freedoms of movement of people, goods, capital and services. This
would render senseless the Balkan nationalisms and at the same time
strengthen the EU, which is powerless under the pressures coming from
Russia, China and Turkey and does not resolutely confront the populists that
collaborate with the forces whose only goal is to destroy European unity and
eventually the EU itself. A part of the factors in the region, Europe and the world
oppose such an initiative, because it suits their interests to have the Balkans
permanently remain an unstable area in which reconciliation and cooperation
among neighbors, true Europeanization, lasting economic prosperity, stability
and peace, good prospects for young and educated people with the ultimate
goal of integration of all Western Balkans countries into the EU would never
happen. 

By signing the Washington agreement Kosovo undertook to join the “Mini
Schengen” project, which is an important moment for its further implementation.
After the fall of the 31-years-long regime of Milo Đukanović (DPS), it is
expected that Montenegro will also join the “Mini Schengen” initiative.
Đukanović’s opposition to establishment of “Mini Schengen” is a testimony that
territories or states that are weak for different reasons or are criminal/corrupted
do not favor any economic prosperity, because economic connections mean a
beginning of the rule of law. The fallen economy and corruption at Kosovo, as
well as Đukanović’s criminal-mafia state of Montenegro provide the same or
similar examples. Milo Đukanović has a “double mortgage” because of his
engagement not just in crimes and corruption but also war crimes, which is why
any activity aimed at development of connectedness comes under the attack of
his regime. It is expected that Bosnia and Herzegovina will also join the “Mini
Schengen” project, as otherwise individual political leaders from Bosnia and
Herzegovina could face US sanctions, just like those that the US has already
imposed against a member of the BiH Presidency, Milorad Dodik (SNSD).
Serbia and Kosovo are expected to immediately suspend all the associated war
crime arrest warrants. Serbia is also expected to suspend all the arrest
warrants it had issued using its universal jurisdiction over war crimes committed
in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

The Washington agreement and the “Mini Schengen” project are also strongly
supported by the newly opened regional office of the US International
Development Finance Corporation (DFC) in Belgrade, after the meeting of
Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić and Serbian Prime Minister Ana Brnabić
(SNS) with the Special Envoy of US President for the Serbia-Kosovo dialogue
Richard Grenell and Adam Boehler, DFC Chief Executive Officer.
    
Model for resolution of property issues on Kosovo 

The signed agreement on “economic normalization” in Washington in no way
brings into question the dialogue between official Belgrade and Priština under
the EU mediation. Although the Brussels agreement was signed on 19 April
2013, it has not been implemented primarily due to the obstructions by Kosovo
authorities in the implementation of the agreement, and particularly the part that
is related to missing persons (OVK/UÇK archive) and establishment of the
Community of Serb Municipalities.

The issue of property is one of the key areas of disputes between official
Belgrade and Priština. The Washington agreement envisages resolution of the
issue of use and management of the Gazivode Lake/Liqeni i Ujmanit, for which
a feasibility study will be made. 

There is also a dispute related to other property on Kosovo. The most
frequently mentioned property in this context is the Mining, Metallurgy and
Chemical Combine Trepča and the property in the energy sector, which is
appraised to more than three billion EUR. 

Experts believe that the model of the Krško nuclear power plant, which was
constructed with joint funds of the then Socialist Republic of Slovenia and
Socialist Republic of Croatia, can be used to resolve the disputed property
issue, which is related to ownership shares. The fall of the SFRY led to
emergence of a new reality, that is new states- Republic of Slovenia and
Republic of Croatia and the Krško power plant remained on the territory of the
Republic of Slovenia. The issue of ownership and management is resolved in
the way that each party (state) received a 50% ownership share and therefore
now jointly manage the power plant. The model of the Krško power plant could
be applied on Kosovo as well. Namely, as the power supply facilities will remain
on the territory of Kosovo, the ownership shares of Kosovo and Serbia and the
method of joint management of respective power supply facilities would need to
be defined. By using analogy, this model could be used also for resolution of
property/ownership shares issues in other sectors on Kosovo. 
 
“Lax” role of the EU

During the Covid-19 pandemic, the EU was slow and inapt, due to what some
other states tried to fill the vacuum in the period of corona diplomacy. 

The EU demonstrated all its anomalies and powerlessness during its mediation
in the dialogue between the official Belgrade and Priština. Although the
Brussels agreement was signed back in 2013, its key aspects have not been
implemented yet. The EU was powerless also when the Kosovo government
and its leader Ramush Haradinaj (AAK) bluntly violated the CEFTA free trade
agreement by introducing additional taxes on import of goods and services from
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia.

Instead of defining more closely its policy of enlargement on the West Balkans
and the respective timelines, the EU still uses the general platitudes about the
European perspective of the West Balkans and how the West Balkans belongs
to Europe, which mean very little to Western Balkans countries and their
citizens and do not reduce the already existing uncertainties that they face. 

Analysts believe that the EU can rectify its mistake, that is its “lax” role, and
speedily integrate as full-fledged members the remaining Western Balkans
countries (Serbia, Kosovo, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia
and Montenegro), as otherwise it will create space for strong influences of
Russia, China and Turkey, which can lead to a change in geopolitical
orientation of specific countries. Analysts remind that in its recent history the
EU coopted Bulgaria and Rumania as its full-fledged members, although in
some sectors the Western Balkans countries are functioning better than
Bulgaria and Romania, and that in 2004 the EU even integrated only a half of
the state of Cyprus as its full-fledged member. Hence, the EU has no excuse
when it comes to accelerated integration of the Western Balkans countries into
EU membership. 

That is why it is important that through the “Mini Schengen” project the Western
Balkans countries maintain political and economic stability so that, with the
strong support and presence of the US in the region, the positive trend of their
mutual cooperation would not be stopped.
 
New era of Serbia-US political and economic
relations 

The address by Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić at the opening of the
International Development Financial Corporation (DFC) office in Belgrade offers
a good illustration of the relevance of the agreement signed in Washington and
the beginning of a new era of political and economic relations between Serbia
and the US. “This is an important day for us. We resolved our trade relations
with the United States back in 1881, and we haven't had such an important
agreement since then” said Vučić and added “Serbia will meet the obligations
stemming from the agreement that was signed in Washington on 4 September
2020. Wherever the Americans want to invest, the US development agency is
present, and that is where things happen. We are proud that the DFC is
opening its office here and it will have all the support of the Republic of
Serbia.” 

President Trump’s special envoy for dialogue between Belgrade and Priština,
Ambassador Richard Grenell said that the goal was to turn these promises into
real jobs.  “We ask the people of Serbia to hold us accountable”, said Grunell
and added that the promises given will be kept. “We need a year to
demonstrate to the people on Kosovo and in Serbia betterment in economy,”
Grenell underlined.

Analysts believe that Serbia is the key country in the region for preservation of
stability and peace and that therefore the opening of the regional office of the
International Development Finance Corporation (DFC) is a new beginning for
Serbia and the West Balkans, which needs to show the strength as a region,
which will no longer be “trapped in the past” but will be “oriented to the future”. 

Ljubljana/Washinton/Belgrade/Priština, 25 September 2020            
                                                                     
Footnotes:                                                   
[1] IFIMES – International Institute for Middle East and Balkan Studies (IFIMES) from Ljubljana,

Slovenia,has a special consultative status with the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC)/UN

since 2018.
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