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World Geography

Ethnic Cleansing in Kosovo, 1998-1999

Understanding Ethnic Conflict in a Multinational State

Background: 

In 1998, the political and social situation in the Yugoslavia province of Kosovo deteriorated into violent conflict, forcing one million civilians into surrounding countries by the spring of 1999. The conflict came against a backdrop of nearly a decade of indiscriminate violence, oppression and ethnic discrimination against the province's 80 percent ethnic-Albanian majority. In 1998, fighting between Yugoslav forces and ethnic-Albanian Kosovar separatists erupted, driving 300,000 civilians into the mountains and many more across the border into Albania. Yugoslav armies and paramilitaries swept through Albanian towns, destroying homes, farms, and blocking humanitarian aid deliveries. In spring 1999, peace talks in Rambouillet, France failed, and Yugoslav repression intensified. NATO commenced bombing Yugoslavia in March 1999 with the aim of stopping Serbian ethnic cleansing in Kosovo. However, under cloak of the NATO operation, Yugoslav authorities began intensive depopulating of Kosovo's ethnic Albanians, through killings, forced expulsions and widespread destruction of property. 
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While reading the article, consider the following questions:

1) To what is Lindalita Kryeziv referring when she says, “Now we have nothing”? (beyond  her personal material possessions)

2) What did Serbian paramilitaries mean when they told Mrs. Kryeziv, “It is not your land, Kosovo,” especially since ethnic Albanians and not Serbs are the majority in the region?

3) What evidence of religious persecution of the ethnic Albanians is apparent in this article?

4) How did the countries receiving ethnic Albanian refugees react to this sudden influx of immigrants?

5) When and where else in the world have nationalist movements set out to “cleanse” their nation of an ethnic population?

6) Could such a situation occur in the United States?  Why or why not?

The New York Times

March 31, 1999

Kosovo Family Is Ejected: 'Now We Have Nothing'

MARINA, Albania -- Lindalita Kryeziv and her husband, Alban, walked, tired, scared -- and suddenly homeless, broke and stateless -- over this scraggly border crossing early Monday afternoon, a tiny part of the ragged band of ethnic Albanians hounded out of Kosovo by Serbian forces and pouring into Albania.  "Now we have nothing," she said. 

But there was something even worse: She had been separated from her 18-month-old daughter and her sickly mother-in-law.  Less than an hour earlier, her daughter, Elita, lying in the arms of her mother-in-law, Hanife Kryeziv, had crossed the border ahead of them in cart dragged by a farm tractor.  But now they were nowhere in sight.  As she desperately searched from the back seat of a stranger's car along the 15 miles of twisting road southwest of the town of Kukes, where the refugees gathered, Mrs. Kryeziv recounted her ordeal. 

At the Kryezivs' apartment in the town of Suva Rekka early this morning a half-dozen Serbian paramilitaries pounded on the door.  "We were scared," Mrs. Kryeziv said. "They said 'You have half an hour to get out of here and say hello to President Clinton. You don't belong here. It's not your land, Kosovo.' " 

The Serbs had already written the name of a Serbian family on their apartment door. All around her neighborhood, she said, other ethnic Albanian families were being ousted and Albanian-owned stores looted and smashed. The minaret of a local mosque was blown up, recalling the destruction of Islamic buildings in Bosnia by Serbs during their "ethnic cleansing" campaign there.

Her story is … a tale of whole towns being ordered to flee by Serbian policemen in paramilitary units, the people robbed along the way and stripped of identity documents down to their cars' license plates.  According to the United Nations, the flow of refugees has exploded in recent days, with 60,000 crossing into Albania just today and 150,000 more approaching Albania. 

And there were other, sinister reports, more difficult to confirm, of killings by the Serbian forces and bodies left by the side of the road, as well as whole villages set afire. A hundred people were said to have been executed in the village of Celine, among other such reports reaching Western aid workers. 

The sudden influx swamped Kukes, a town of around 20,000 people about six hours north of Tirana, the capital, on dizzyingly steep -- and crumbling -- roads across spectacular mountains. But desperate efforts by the Albanian Government and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in mobilizing hundreds of buses, army trucks and other vehicles managed to move about 16,700 people southward toward Tirana by nightfall.

Local officials were distributing plastic sheeting for protection in case of rain and had begun to organize food distribution and medical care. In the main square, refugees clutching whatever they escaped with -- thin sleeping mats or a few plastic bags -- crowded around the buses as they pulled up. But just before 8 P.M., a new wave of refugees -- about 20 cars and 1,000 people on foot -- began crossing the border. 

During the day the refugees clustered, looking stunned, along the sidewalks in Kukes and at gathering places like the main square or a truck park. When asked, they told of burned villages, looted homes, stolen jewelry and foreign currency -- German marks preferred -- and reports of killings and other atrocities.  "The people leaving in tractors they didn't search so much," he said. "The people with good cars they searched very well. They took the foreign currency, and then they took the cars."

"They took all our identity documents and burned them, and they took the plates off the cars," he said as dozens of people clustered around a battered tractor and cart with half dozen women and belongings including a painted baby cradle piled on top. "Without identity we won't have the right to be back in our own country." Another refugee, Sejadin Krasniqi, said: "They took the foreign currency from the people. For the Serbian currency, they said nothing." Liman Fazliu, 58, from Dinaj, said: "They were playing with us. They said to make this sign or they would kill us." He made the three-fingered sign of the cross of the Orthodox Church used by Serbs. 

As they talked, Alban Kryeziv moved silently through the crowd, his young face grim, as he continued his search for his mother and baby daughter. 

Outcome:

A peace agreement on June 9, 1999 between Yugoslavia and NATO ended the military conflict and began a rapid repatriation of Kosovars to their homes. The refugees returned to find houses and communities, and the general infrastructure destroyed. The effects of the conflict also struck at the core of Kosovar society, as many civilians sustained loss of family members, homes, jobs and educational opportunities. 

