Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia:
Minorities and new authorities 

Problems of minorities are still unrecognised by Serbian society. Serb society turns a blind eye to obvious evidence of poor status of minorities. Zarko Korac, Vice Prime Minister of Serbia, stressed that "minorities-related problems are sidelined in the political arena, while politicians endeavour to additionally marginalise it" (Danas, 9 November 2001). 

In a bid to garner support of minorities, DOS advocated equality of minorities in the pre-election campaign. But later, no major improvement in minorities’ status was reported, barring some occasional statements on the need for "positive discrimination”. Such a stalemate is due to the fact that the federal government, under whose competence the minorities-related issues are, still persists in the state concept characterised by very vague notions about minorities. 

Change of political mood after Milosevic repression-riddled era contributed to more open claims of minorities and more extensive coverage of their problems. Principled advocacy of minorities rights and improved status created the impression that the situation would change for the better. But not much has happened in this regard, despite the fact that the Act on Minorities was placed on the parliamentary agenda. On adoption of this Act hinges FRY admission to the Council of Europe. Nationalism of the majority, xenophobia, anti-Semitism and across-the-board radicalisation of society have not contributed to the shift in positions on minorities. The opinion prevails that their status is satisfactory and in line with European norms. Therefore some other problems are prioritised. 

Milosevic’s regime often reiterated that minorities in the FRY enjoyed all rights and freedoms in keeping with the highest international standards. But it was a fallacy. Any attempt of minorities to improve their status was therefore considered as their bid to create a state within a state. Thus all pertinent claims of minorities organisations and members were met with suspicions. 

Even in the changed political scene minorities are still viewed with suspicion. The latter is likely to persist, as it relies heavily on the inherited political culture. In the set of values of the Serbian political culture human rights rank very low. Serbian, so-called "heroic culture" gives priority to "external freedom" and it easily mobilises people to put up a stiff resistance to foreign occupiers. On the other hand that culture is not able to encourage public at large to stand up for its civil rights, and moreover vilifies individual human rights as selfish and sick individualism. That culture also tends to find hidden separatist motives and aspirations in claims of national minorities. Serbian culture tends to view "minorities" as "a foreign, guest-like element”, which is duty-bound to respect house order, to respect "hospitality" and stop irritating "host" with its demands. 

Announced full integration of national minorities into political and social life of the country was denied symbolically. Proposal of new state symbols (coat of arms, and national anthem) was met with public protests. In its communique Sandzak Intellectual Circle assessed that the choice of "Boze pravde" as the national anthem of the Republic of Serbia was anti-constitutional and contrary to principles on which the Republic of Serbia rests. "That anthem is unlikely to rally all citizens and members of all nations and nationalities and integrate them into an equitable, democratic and legal state…" "The Republic of Serbia is a multi-national state of all peoples who live in it, and not only of Serb people….therefore the words "God save, God feed, the Serb king, the Serb nation”, sound obsolete”. The communique furthermore reads: "Does it mean that non-Serbs don”t deserve God’s mercy?"1 

Similar assessments were voiced regarding the newly adopted Act on State and Other Holidays which equalised the state and religious holidays. Such a conduct may undermine loyalty of minorities, for members of minorities shall see in the state the instrument of a dominant national group. 

Out of sheer need to underline their break with the former regime, parts of political elite in Serbia turned to religion and tradition in their quest for beacons of future arrangement of the system. One of most manifest expressions of the above was the introduction of religious education in schools, and attempts of church to take on the role of the key national institution in order to lead the nation towards the spiritual recovery. One should bear in mind the fact that citizens of Serbia, that is, members of national minorities voted for a clean break with a corrupt and criminalised regime, but nor for a break with modern, rational achievements of Serb society, notably secularisation. 

The fact that the Orthodox Church currently penetrates into schools, hospitals, garrisons, diplomatic offices, speaks not only about clericalisation of society but also of defensive and weaknesses of liberal, reformist and modernising forces. In view of the manifested weaknesses of those forces-according to data presented at the expert meeting of psychologists of Serbia, held in mid-2001 in Subotica, as many as 24% of citizens of Serbia think that the state should be both ethnically cleansed but also that Serbs in that state should enjoy more rights than others 2- it is quite naďve to expect that the Serbian Orthodox Church in its ambitions could be benign towards individualistic and liberal concepts; its ambitions are more likely to encourage emergence of diverse right-wing, religious-nationalistic groups. Such groups which either explain their activities by their "mission to save authentic Christianity and Orthodox religion" or by their "protection of most vital national and state interests”, cause fear and concern, notably among minorities, for they, like the “Serb left-wing parties" openly identify "Muslims, Hungarians, Albanians, Romany and Jews”, as "enemies and destroyers of the Serb people”.3 

But this does not exhaust the list of enemies of Serb people. 4 The latter was frequently expanded by diverse personalities to include Ustashi, pro-Turkish elements, traitors, gays, people of different religious denominations. All this indicates that construction of enemies is very important for a large part of Serbian public opinion, notably, for the sake of homogenisation and successful defence of national interests. The fact that the Serb political elite does not have a uniform answer to the question what its genuine national interest is, causes occasional friction and tension among its ranks. Irrespective of character of those conflicts (sometimes they are conflicts between opponents and advocates of reforms, and sometimes between legalists and revolutionaries) conflicting sides try to garner support of political representatives of minorities, who in turn, render it or deny it in a bid to capitalise on Belgrade’s financial dependence on Brussels and Washington. 

While nationalism encouraged extremism, "democratic nationalism" currently advocates multiculturality, respect of other cultures, but also insists on their differences. The blaze caused by attempts to round ethnically clean areas was replaced by a dying fire of cultural strife and concern for preservation of language and alphabet. "Democratic nationalists" think that under-representation of Cyrillics in advertisements is tantamount to renouncing ten-centuries of cultural legacy, and de-construction of everything Serbian. Therefore they stiffly oppose official re-introduction of Latin alphabet. 5 Where democrats see freedom of choice, "democratic nationalists" see no dilemma: Those who renounce their language and alphabet do not deserve to live! 6 

Attempts to promote nationalism as a "democratic" that is, "a human achievement”, 7 are in fact attempts to rehabilitate nationalists from evil which was committed in the name of lofty national ideals. Results of this double strategy, democracy for foreigners, and nationalism for domestic, local use, became evident fairly quickly, as after the October coup members of minorities became frequently victims of incidents. 8 Nationalists targeted not only anonymous persons, but also public figures, like Jozef Kasa 9 Vice Prime Minister of Serbian government and President of Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians or Bela Tonkovic, 10 Vice President of Assembly of Municipality of Subotica and President of Democratic Alliance of Croats of Vojvodina. The first one received an e-mailed threat that he would be hanged on Terazije in Belgrade, while the second one was called "the Serb-torturing Ustashi”. Nedzad Haliti, Vice President of Beocin Municipal Committee of Reformists of Vojvodina and his son Alija were attacked by a criminal gang who also demolished their patisserie. 11 Asan Dauti and his son Bekim were first beaten by seven thugs and then told to leave Sremska Mitrovica. 12 In mid-June, Mihalj Kocis, director of elementary school "Grof Istvan Secenji" was beaten up at a petrol station, because he changed the name of his Subotica school. 13 Zvezdara policemen beat up 18-year old Romany Miroslav Milic in order to make him confess theft committed in the flat of his girlfriend. 14 Policemen from Backa Palanka beat up Sasa Gojkov and Stevan Brancic in a bid to extort from them confession that they had burglarised a house in village Bajsa. 15 28-year old Cuci Nikolic was beaten up in late night hours of 3 February because of his love of a "white girl”. He was taken by four youngsters to a house on the outskirts of Kovin, placed in a prison-like basement and beaten up incessantly. 16 In March a group of skinheads armed with baseball bats, stones and poles, attacked a group of Romany who were seeing off their fellow-national to his army garrison. 17 In late May, in late night hours a group of 5-6 masked persons, armed with poles and baseball bats, arrived in front of the house of Zoran Jovanovic, a municipal court judge in Stara Pazova, in order to “punish” him. In order to protect his family Jovanovic walked into the courtyard with a gun in his hand, and in the ensuing altercation, he tripped, his gun fired, and he inflicted himself a wound in the leg. 18 

In late May the Committee for Protection of Human Rights of Romany protested against "increasing incidents against Romany and a blatant breach of Romany human rights”. Miroslav Jovanovic, President of the Committee, stated that "burial of Romany is banned at the Serbian cemeteries in South of Republic, in Novi Pazar Romany settlements are torched and in Leskovac Serbian children are not allowed to enrol at schools in which Romany children make up the majority of pupils”.19 Dragoslav Savic, President of the Raska Committee for Human Rights of Romany, stated that in the area Romany human rights have been trampled upon for decades by those who should protect them, notably authorities and policemen. Regarding the last incident during which a policeman in plainclothes beat up Drako Savic and forced him to kiss his legs and ask for mercy, Savic said: "If this state thinks that Romany don”t deserve to live here and that they don”t have the right to life, then we shall leave this area and country”. 20 

At a meeting of Romany NGOs in Kragujevac it was stressed that Romany children are maltreated, harassed and belittled, and that educational professionals even try to compel them to drop out of schools. A special problem is wrong categorising of Romany children, who are sent to special schools or enrolled at classes for demented children, although they are not mentally, but rather socially handicapped. 21 

International Day of Struggle against Fascism, Anti-Semitism and Anti-Romany, 9 November, was a good occasion to once again indicate unfavourable status of Romany, notably of displaced Romany from Kosovo and Jews, who are also targeted by extremists. It is interesting to note that although the Jewish community in Serbia is rather small and their place in social structure not very high (according to Aca Singer, President of Association of Jewish Communities), anti-Semitism nonetheless escalates. 22 There’s a growing number of anti-Semitic graffiti in Belgrade, and even in some Vojvodina towns, while in Apatin, some Jewish families have received threatening letters. On facades of some Jewish houses in Kikinda nazi swastikas were drawn to put the following message across: "We shall kill you!" 23 In Zrenjanin a plaque commemorating Jewish victims in the WW2 was broken. 24 On Jewish graves in Belgrade and Zrenjanin in June swastikas were drawn. 25 Efforts of Sombor authorities to discover writers of anti-Semitic graffiti were futile to date. 

In expressing its concern over increasing anti-Semitic incidents, Alliance of Jewish Communities in Yugoslavia appealed to public at large to protest against such manifestations of intolerance. The Alliance reminded public at large that under the FRY laws any manifestation of hatred and intolerance is punishable. It also made public that Deputy Public Prosecutor in Belgrade refused to temporarily seize the entire circulation of the anti-Semitic pamphlet "Protocols of the Zion Elders”, and to file criminal charges against its publishers. The Alliance’s communique went on to note: "the latter in fact legalises the right to expression of anti-Semitic stands and publishing of anti-Semitic literature”. 26 It also bears mentioning that due to anti-Semitic jeers from those in attendance the Helsinki Committee Panel Discussion on Anti-Semitism in Cacak had to be interrupted. All this causes much concern. Manda Prising, co-ordinator of the Sombor Peace Group, stated in late June that "recent incidents indicate that in Serbia nationalism, racism and fascism are in a way legalised”. 

One should also draw attention of public at large to the phenomenon of persisting hate speech. But drastic forms of hate speech have disappeared and it no longer enjoys wide support. Both socially frustrated individuals and high-ranking politicians and public figures contribute to spread of hate speech. But it bears stressing that the Federal Ministry for National and Ethnic Communities, decried a statement made by Marija Milosevic, daughter of former Yugoslav President that "Romany and Turks rule over Serbia…if Hitler were alive he would be happy to see many German cars in the streets of Belgrade”.28 But the same Ministry failed to react to reply of Republican Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic, to the US Congress appeal to release Kosovar Albanain, condemned without individualisation of their guilt, namely, "terrorists in our prison are a random sample of one million terrorists currently wandering Kosovo-wide. We could arrest another half a million of them on the same grounds, for they are all against our state and everything they did they did against our constitutional order”.29 

As public and competent bodies reactions to racist statements and nationally intolerant graffiti are not convincing (last year only one nationalistic incident was determined as a criminal offence aiming at instigating racial, religious or national hatred), it is not surprising that advocates of "white, cleansed Serbia" are extolled by nationalists as a paragon or a model to be followed. 

Nebojsa Vucinic stated: "I don”t know why skinheads are so much criticised. They are such wonderful, young people. They should be allowed to legalise their organisation, to freely promote the ideal racial type -the one of the Serb people. This country needs such people…"30 And the statement made by a "full-bloodied Serb" skinhead to "Nedeljni Telegraf" clearly indicates the character of “such people”: “Skinheads are not doing anything contrary to Constitution, they do not cause racial, national or religious hatred…Is it not right to hate the one who killed your people in Bosnia and in Kosovo?...We don”t like either those who have mentally occupied us for years, notably Romany”. Skinheads also dislike children from mixed marriages, for "they are children of lesser racial value and we don”t recognise them as Serbs”.31 

Added to racism and chauvinism, skinheads are notorious for their animosity towards sexually different people. But that gay-and lesbian-bashing is characteristic also of other organisations, like Homeland Front "Obraz", which according to Nebojsa M. Krstic, president of movement "verbally fights against abuses of human rights committed for the sake of legalisation of sexually deviant homosexuals and lesbians and numerous sects in our country"32 But in late June it became clear that the Homeland engaged also in non-verbal fights against those groups. Namely on the Gay Pride Day at the central Belgrade square participants of the gay parade were brutally attacked by extremists, and the police did very little to prevent that assault (the rally was duly registered and the policy was warned in advance against possible incidents), The communique of "Labris" group noted: "policemen just stood and watched escalation of violence…the state and authorities indicated that attacks on others were allowed and even desirable”.33 Members of "Forum of Writers" asked the republican government to explain to citizens "whether Serbia in which expression of human right to diversity is prevented by violent means is that new country which we are trying to bring closer to the civilised world”.34 

But those of different religions are also discriminated against. Intolerance towards other religious denominations came to the fore in a dramatic way in Backa Palanka where the Christian Centre celebrated anniversary of Pentecostal Church in Europe by organising an International Christian Conference. 35 Posturing as faithfuls of Orthodox Church, a group of citizens protested against the said conference, threatened to lynch and expel its participants, threw stones and Molotov cocktails on the bus ferrying participants, broke the Sports Centre door (venue of the Conference), torched DM 2,000 worth property of the Christian Centre and physically attacked one participant. Smaller religious communities were exposed to brutal attacks in Vrbas. There within a month 6 incidents were reported (Evangelical Methodist Church was attacked three times, its windows were broken, and a bomb was thrown at the church.) According to priest Darko Vita threatening letters were received and other priests were intimidated. He stressed that 10 years ago no-one identified Protestant churches with sects, while now that is a common occurrence. Moreover that church is told to discontinue its rites in Serbia. 36 

Instead of spearheading campaign for inter-religious dialogue and understanding, some representatives of the Serbian Orthodox Church manifest a disturbing lack of tolerance. Such conduct of theirs is unacceptable as it is contrary to evangelical teachings. Both Serbian society and SOC are in the midst of a grave crisis. SOC officials do not have the right answers to the challenges of modern times. In collusion with nationalists in power they endeavour to ensure a privileged position for their Church. Hence their vilification of smaller religious communities as sects. 

At the press conference staged by the three largest Protestant communities -Evangelical, Adventist and Baptist- Aleksandar Mitrovic, episcope of Evangelical Church, characterised as unfavourable the status of small religious communities, due to long-standing media-bashing to which they have been exposed (media vilify them as Satanist cults). According to him attacks on the churches would not have happened "if media portrayed us in the right and true fashion…Some electronic media, notably BK TV do not care whether their criticism of our churches would harm our reputation”. Mitrovic also criticised the SOC for "wanting to decide who is “suitable” and who is not suitable", and took to task the regime "which in collusion with the SOC tramples on the non-establishment principle, our rights, and those of other religious minorities. SOC priests have made inroads into schools and army. Hence education and the military sphere are being clericalised, like other segments of society. At the same time we celebrate as national holidays only days of Orthodox saints, and they are also extolled via selling of postal stamps with their images. Every citizen of Serbia, irrespective of his denomination, by buying those stamps finances construction of the St. Sava temple, while our multi-confessional churches are stoned and demolished”.37 

Added to breaking the church windows, in Serbia are also broken minimal principles of secular and neutral state. We are referring to introduction of religious education. Long-announced, politically arbitrary and non-validated by pedagogical and expert analysis and debate, the decision on introduction of religious education met with divided reactions of public opinion. Interestingly enough warnings voiced by opponents of that idea, namely “such a move constitutes a breach of laic state and freedom of religious expression, threatens educational system of civilian society, and multi-confessional and multicultural co-existence in the society, manipulates religious feelings of citizens 38 "have not encouraged political representatives of national minorities to make public their stands on this issue. It is not very likely that they ignore the problem and deem it minor or unimportant. It is more likely that they have concluded, in view of obvious weaknesses of the state and society, and a growing power of the SOC, that it is wiser to keep silent, instead of irritating their "church" and consequently losing an important ally. In those terms it is important to stress that in recent past many leaders of Serbian political parties frequently visited top SOC “offices” to garner support of key clergymen. Thus rendered support to DOS, had its price, and it came most surely in the form of an adamant demand that religious education became a subject-matter in both primary and secondary schools. 

But such ambitions of the SOC are not surprising (in recent past SOC was proclaimed by some prominent public figures as the leading institution in salvation of people, state and congregation). 38 Even less surprising are growing demands of representatives of some national communities to see status of their communities improved. 

The German national community demanded that they be recognised status of national community. In the Twentieth Century their number decreased hundred-fold. Those Germans who in the post-WW2 period stayed on in Serbia shouldered for a long time the burden of collective guilt. Currently representatives of this 5,000-strong community have laid a claim to recognition of their status of national minority, the right to education in mother tongue, dual citizenship, unlimited right to return to Germany, restitution of their pre-war property. According to members of Association "Donau" privatisation should be preceded by de-nationalisation, in order to redress the wrong done to the Danube Germans. They have also demanded that the Novi Sad TV launches German-language information programs. They have also addressed provincial, republican and federal authorities to improve their standing, but to no avail. 40 

Romany have also repeatedly demanded to be recognised the status of national minority. That claim of theirs was earlier backed by the Serbian Academy of Sciences, but ignored by the former regime. Romany, like Vlahs and Germans, believe that the status of national minority shall provide them with a better framework for preservation of their identity and reproduction of their culture. 

In opening the round-table on identity problems of minorities in the FRY, Rasim Ljajic, Federal Minister for National and Ethnic Communities, stated that "the Ministry wants to make a clean break with the practice of politicians deciding whether a determined national group existed or not”. On the second occasion he stated that members of Romanian diplomatic corps demanded that Vlashs be treated as part of Romanian national body. But the Ministry thus responded to that plea: "We don”t want to arbitrate, it is a matter of cultural and political elite, and of minorities representatives to self-determine their ethnicity”.41 

At the Novi Sad meeting organised by Helsinki Committee (December 2001), representatives of various cultural and political organisations of Vlaschs voiced different opinions on identity of Vlaschs (namely are they Romanians or do they have a special identity). While some considered Vlaschs Romanians (in anthropological and cultural sense), the others denied it maintaining that Vlaschs are neither Romanians nor Serbs, that it, “they constitute a distinct ethnicity.” Zoran Lilic, President of Social Democratic Party, in his interview to Kladovo local TV, said that Vlaschs were the oldest local population group after Serbs in the area of Timok Krajina. 

Conflicting stands emerged also regarding the question whether census-taking lists should contain two separate columns (one for Romanians and one for Vlaschs), or a joint one was sufficient. Opinions were voiced at the meeting that Vlaschs, if presented with an opportunity to declare themselves as Romanians, would rather declare themselves as Serbs, which in turn would lead to their assimilation and extinction. 

Although representatives of political-cultural elite of Vlaschs espouse diverse stands, they shall have face the problems related to preservation of its own identity, notably because status of Vlaschs remained unchanged despite promises of new authorities. The thesis that Vlaschs are a special entity of Serb descent (deemed as nationalistic appropriation of their identity) is being favoured over the one that their rights should be equalised with those of Banat Romanians (the claim laid by some Vlaschs parties, notably Democratic Movement of Romania, and considered as a secessionist one). 42 

As Serbia is a markedly heterogeneous community, attainment of Vlaschs rights, notably the one to use of mother tongues in education, information and religious rites, would bring the Serb society closer to the ideal of linguistic justice and eliminate from public sphere negative phenomena of ethnic mimicry to which Vlaschs had resorted in the past period (amply indicated by results of post-1945 censuses). Major oscillations in number of members of this community-under the 1948 census there were 102, 953 Vlaschs, and under the 1961 there were only 1,368 of them-should be accounted for primary by political, and not demographic reasons. 43 However demographic data are always problematic for during census-taking it is impossible to eliminate elements of subjectivity. Prior to declaring their ethnicity people also ponder circumstances in the county and some other factors. But the very fact that members of certain groups are compelled to make calculations regarding their national identity, that is weigh pros and cons, possible benefits or damages of their “declaration” indicates that conditions in this country are still more repressive than democratic. If members of Vlaschs hid their identity, the census lists did not contain the column Vlasch (as it happened in 1953), then such conduct was prompted by the society’s disregard of Vlasch identity. 

Representatives of new authorities have repeatedly demonstrated their allegiance to the ideal of a pluralist and democratic society, the one observant of identities of all minorities and bent on creating conditions for proper expression and preservation of that identity. In those terms the FRY in the first half of May signed the Framework Convention for Protection of National Minorities and through its Federal Ministry for Minorities launched an initiative for drafting the Yugoslav Law for Protection of National Minorities. Some members of the pertinent expert group made it clear that the law would be in keeping with the strictest European preconditions and criteria, and that it constituted the first step towards the FRY admission to Council of Europe and later to European Union. It was furthermore made public that the adoption of the law would contribute to promotion of stability of inter-ethnic relations, for it gives enough room for meeting nearly all minorities’ claims, notably attainment of status of national minority. 

Under the Bill on Protection of Rights and Freedoms of National Minorities 45 minorities shall be considered those groups of citizens who are called or determined as peoples, national and ethnic communities or groups, nations or nationalities. The Bill gives a definition of notion of national minority, but fails to list all minorities. But it bears saying that earlier proposals listed all minorities, barring Yugoslavs who under the 1991 census made the fourth-ranking community. However absence of Yugoslavs does not surprise, for some solutions put forward in the Bill, in favouring ethnic loyalty, relegated some individuals to narrow ethnic frameworks. By depraving of memberships in elective assemblies individuals engaging in extra-ethnic political activities, the Bill featured as a triumphant charter of ethnic-nationalism. In its subsequent versions, notably the one of 20 November, those individuals were given the opportunity to take part in the election of the National Council through their elective assemblies, but also introduced some restrictions, notably, "members of local assembly, if the percentage of national minority does not reach 30% share in the total population of municipality, are stripped of the right to be members of elective assemblies”. Thus it is obvious that only electors living in areas in which their minority is densely concentrated would be allowed to take part in formation of National Councils. 

It bears saying that the elective assemblies are not the only vehicle through which the National Council may be constituted. It may be constituted on the basis of elections, that is a special voters’ list. Demand to put together a list is submitted by organisations and associations of national minorities within 3 months from the Law’s entry in force, if that demand is backed by at least 20% adult members of national minorities, considered as such in line with results of the last census. If the list is signed by more than a half franchised voters, the elections, under the proportionate system, would be held at the latest within a year from lodging of request for preparation of a special voters’ list. If a special lists is not signed by more than a half of minorities’ members, the National Council is elected via electors. 

Under the Bill, the National Councils are formed for the sake of exercise of minorities rights to self-rule in the official use of language and alphabet, education, information and culture. The Council represents a national minority in the aforementioned areas and takes part in pertinent decision-making. In order to ensure an efficient participation of minorities in the decision-making process in the areas considered top priority ones by them, and for the sake of preservation and protection of distinct features of minorities and exercise of their rights, the Bill also envisages establishment of a Federal Council for National Minorities and the Federal Fund for National Minorities. The two institutions shall be tasked with fomenting social, economic, cultural and general development of minorities. For the sake of ensuring full equality of members of minorities they are also guaranteed the right of adequate representation in public services, including police, the selection and use of national symbols. The law protects acquired rights and bans any action or measure which can lead to changes in national composition in areas traditionally populated by minorities. Minorities can resort to competent courts whenever their rights are threatened, and the Bill also envisages formation of Obmudsman for National Minorities. 

The Bill guarantees to minorities a host of rights aiming at protection of their distinct features: free selection and use of personal names, the right to use mother tongue, the right to official use of language and alphabet, the right to nurture their culture and tradition, the right to education in mother-tongue, the right to information in national minorities languages. 

A very important solution is envisaged under article 4 of the Bill: "an affirmative action shall be taken with a view to improving the status of national minorities who had been discriminated or deprived of some rights or possibility of development, notably Romany national minority”. 

Romany are the only minority with the recognised status of national minority under this Bill. Thus the FRY became the eighth country in the world which recognised such a status to Romany. According to opinions of some Romany representatives, notably of Dragoljub Ackovic, positive discrimination shall largely contribute to promotion of information, employment and education of Romany. In the FRY every third Roma finishes elementary school, while the number of those with the high-school/university diplomas barely reaches 200. 

During the public discussion, the Bill was both praised and criticised. Criticism focused on the fact that the Bill embraced an outdated concept of national minority, instead of a more modern one of national community and that some of its education- and the official use of language and alphabet-related solutions encroached on some republican powers, thus possibly provoking negative responses of republican authorities and even lawsuits before the Constitutional Court. The warning was also voiced that the very concept of the National Councils was not good, and was possibly conducive to separation and conflicts between national communities. 

The issue of the National Council caused a rift among members of the Croat national community. In fact two Councils were set up. As the Democratic Community of Vojvodina Croats and the Croat National Alliance failed to reach consensus on members of national councils (politicians, MPs, aldermen, former and current or representatives of the Croat community active in the areas of education, culture and information) two interim councils were formed. In his statement to Radio Subotica, Nenad Prelog, Assistant Deputy Foreign Secretary of Croatia, stressed that establishment of several national councils was a caricature-like invention, whereas only one Council was an acceptable solution. 46 

It is possible that similar divisions may emerge within the fold of other national communities. The very way of formation of National Councils includes a possibility for denial of their legitimacy and enough room for accusations that, in the name of party interests, those of a broader community, are neglected. This in turn may generate antagonisms and morph the political life of a given community into a race for sinecures, privileges and positions. And the end-result of that race could be the following: the defeated side could satisfy its "appetites" by establishing a new, "genuine" national council. 

Vladimir Ilic, professor of the Belgrade Philosophical Faculty, sharply criticised the Bill. Ilic was the original member of the expert group tasked with its drafting. In his text he stressed: "the Bill combines some contemporary European solutions with domestic ones, masterminded by Dr. Karadzic and Dr. Seselj”. According to Ilic "mention of Yugoslavia would jeopardise the alliance of ethnic nationalists and undercut all stories about the need for education in allegedly “different” Serb and Croat language", that is "opened the issue of meaning of the past wars, disintegration of state, losers and winners in the bloody deals and manipulations, and the one of legitimacy of Karadzic’s and Milosevic’s associates who are in power today”. 47 Behind the bill there’s a lot of greed: many are vying for the post-October booty, and former communists rallied in the expert group of the federal ministry, according to Ilic, serve only to acclaim any solution. "the Bill’s intent to surpass European standards in the province of protection of minorities, in this country is likely to intensify inter-ethnic tensions, a creeping apartheid, and completion of ideas and exploits of Dr. Karadzic, and consequently generate a new regional instability”. 

In its November letter to the Federal Ministry for National and Ethnic Communities, Democratic Party of Vojvodina Hungarians 48 pointed out that "the model of National Councils does not suit the true interests of national minorities and we reject this document because it fails to treat the issue of minority autonomy. National Councils cannot act alone in the process of relevant decision-making. In view of the fact that the authority of National Councils is one the one side limited by the Federal Council, and on the other by Ombudsman, and that they are moreover financially dependent on the Federal Fund for National Minorities, National Councils in the system of regulating status of national minorities shall have a very passive role”. It is furthermore stated: "If National Councils don”t have executive functions and powers to pass certain legal norms, there’s no need to draw up special voters’ lists of members of national minorities, for the manner of their preparation shall not be regular, but the system of electors shall be regular”. It is also underlined that: "electors were implicitly poised as objects of unlimited manipulation for through them the Serbian political elite at any time may constitute an obedient advisory body”. 

In his analysis, ran by daily "Politika", Radoslav Stojanovic, professor of International Law, repeats some of the aforementioned objections. 49 According to Stojanovic, institution of Obudsman, tasked with protection of minorities’ rights before the state bodies, makes superfluous National Councils, whose very manner of election, vests in them political powers. Stojanovic went on to note: "That power, concentrated in areas in which a minority constitutes the majority population, shall inevitably lead to constituting of political-territorial autonomy”. 

German minority association "Donau" also aired its objections to the Bill. Namely it demanded the following: "the Bill should list all national minorities in the country, minority status should not be linked to minorities’ size and share in total population, minorities should be accorded the right to dual citizenship, to representation in assemblies, and a provision banning vilification of national minorities and ethnic groups as perpetual enemies of the Serb people 50 in the textbooks of primary and secondary schools, should be included in the Bill. 

In its earlier reports Helsinki Committee draw the attention of public at large to the offensive contents in the school curricula and to the need that minorities were allowed to play a bigger role in creation of the latter, notably in the sphere of mother tongue, literature, history, music, arts, that is, in subject-matters of key importance for preservation and development of national identity. In order to encourage tolerance towards national minorities and peaceful cohabitation , minorities-related school curricula should include data on culture, history and status of national minorities. The Bill also stressed that "wherever mother tongue of national minority is officially used, classes of national minorities languages should be set up in the Serbian-language schools”. 

For every multi-ethnic milieu it is important that school curricula and textbooks distribute contents encouraging inter-ethnic dialogue. But according to findings of the survey conducted by the Novi Sad School of Journalism, this is not the case. There are no relevant information on linguistic, historical, and cultural heritage of minorities living in the territory of Vojvodina. In 1992 local language stopped being an optional subject-matter in Vojvodina schools. Therefore current curricula and textbooks do not contribute to development of inter-ethnic dialogue. 51 

The NSSJ also underlines that in those terms the media don”t play a good role. Answer to the question whether in their editorial policy the Vojvodina majority and minority languages media, are aware of needs of population in multi-ethnic milieus, is: they are not! 

"The majority-language media are not interested in minorities and their problems, unless manifestations (festivals) and conflicts are at play. The minority-language media are enclosed in their own ethnic and cultural space and are interested in “others” only in special cases, that is, if events are related to their community or are of a great importance (the federal one). Therefore in their editorial policy the Vojvodina media are not aware of their duty or obligation to shape public opinions on multiculturality, and contribute to better attainment of cultural rights of all ethnicities living in this region. As long as such a line is toed, the social distance between members of different nations instead of decreasing, shall increase. 52 

As the social distance indicates the lack of trust between members of different nations, it bears stressing the findings of the survey conducted by agency “Strategic Marketing" for the conference "Quest for Truth and Reconciliation”. 53 According to results of the survey over 50% of citizens of Serbia are extremely wary of other nations, while almost 40% of citizens think that no trust should be placed ever again in peoples with whom we have waged wars, even if good, official relations are established. Over 50% of citizens of Serbia believe that Serbia is threatened territorially and economically, in the first case by Albanian terrorists and in the second by influences of foreign powers. An overwhelming majority of citizens of Serbia (82.3%) see President Kostunica as protector of interests of Serbia on the international scene and consider the Yugoslav army as a key institution. 

The fact that the YA is still headed by a Milosevic appointee, and that power was taken over by associates of the Bosnian Eichmann, as Professor Milan Popovic calls Radovan Karadzic, does not give much hope for an imminent inter-ethnic confidence-building. If it is true that at elections citizens voted against Milosevic, and not for DOS, the victors of elections must follow the will of majority, and manifest their consent with it. That will and the nationalist exacerbation should not be undervalued, as the next year, according to incumbent officials, shall be they year of privatisation which is likely to generate a large number of unemployed. Workplaces or jobs have already become a point of crystallisation of cultural racism. According to survey conducted by Vladimir Ilic, both majority and minority population dislike refugees and consider them lazy and irresponsible, in a bid to eliminate them as competition in the labour market. However Ilic got varied answers to the question "is there ethnic discrimination on the plane of employment?" 39% of polled Croats and Romanians, 26% of Hungarians, 24% of Slovaks and 9% of Serbs said that such discrimination existed. But when asked whether there was an equal-opportunity employment policy regarding top positions in Vojvodina, 49% of Romanians and Slovaks, 48% of Croats, 47% of Hungarians and 16% of Serbs answered negatively. 54 

The aforementioned data are interesting for they confirm existence of nationalism in Vojvodina. The Becej office of "G17plus" 55 last year warned against the escalation of both Serb and Hungarian nationalism. As unemployment is growing there is a danger that the solution may be sought in manipulation of identity references. The latter if favoured by some legal solutions (so-called status laws) of neighbouring Hungary which allows its Vojvodina fellow-nationals (diaspora members) to work for three months in Hungary. 

It is incredible but true that citizens of Vojvodina and Serbia are better informed about reactions of Romanian and Slovak authorities to the aforementioned legal solutions than about the position of their own government. If the Yugoslav administration has taken a restrained stand in order not to create an anti-Hungarian mood in the country and consequently avoid comparisons with the former regime, then such motives are not acceptable. Citizens of Hungarian nationality, like all the others, deserve to know the position of their authorities on the said status law. An undefined stand of Yugoslav authorities shall not prevent Hungarians in Vojvodina to avail themselves of offered facilities and advantages. According to Andras Agoston, President of Democratic Party of Vojvodina Hungarians "we have 16,000 signatures of local Hungarians who want to make use of the offered facilities”.56 

Such facilities were taken into account by the Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians when it sent to eight Vojvodina municipalities the Protocol on Co-operation last year. Although the Protocol mentions that the co-operation is motivated by functional reasons, in public reactions the former were sidelined and ethnic aspects came to the forefront. Representatives of some Vojvodina ethnic parties voiced their doubt that the document was a covert attempt to introduce Hungarian territorial autonomy in Vojvodina. Radicals were most critical, for at the press conference Milorad Mircic, President of the District Committee of the SRP, linked the Protocol to decision of federal authorities to allow NATO troops to pass through our country. According to Mircic, one of the NATO check-points would be on the border between two independent regions-the Hungarian ethnic autonomy made up by municipalities-signatories of Protocol and Backa . "Presence of NATO would be a guarantee of that ethnic autonomy whose borders would be drawn in line with Jozef Kasa’s ideas…”57 

Moderate reaction took note of harmful consequences of ethnic grouping, that is, pointed out that "as it is impossible to territorially embrace all members of a certain group surrounded by ethnic majority, for they shall be compelled to quietly emigrate or shall be assimilated”. 58 Some Vojvodina analysts have termed this "quiet emigration" as "Karadzicisation of Vojvodina", presupposing non-violent migrations and ethnic and territorial grouping of national communities. 59 

Ethnically motivated violence marked the year 2001. Pro-violence forces have gained strength encouraged by statements of some politicians and public figures. As populace at large is unwilling to face up to the crimes committed against minorities members, the wartime responsibility is fixed only on one man, and insistence on "most crimes being committed against Serbs" continues, those who recommend nationalism as an emancipating ideology are favoured in such a climate and advocates of de-nazification are handicapped. 

In May, TV Novi Sad broadcast a program on the 1992 ethnic cleansing of Srem. During the broadcast many callers offered words of support to leader of Radical Party, Dr. Vojislav Seselj. Later accusations were levelled against Marina Fratucan, editor of the program, and she was branded as "traitor of Serb people”. 60 After the program on Hrtkovci, a house of Croat from that village was stoned. In her "Danas" article Branka Dragovic writes that her team was met by revolted locals of Hrtkovci, who furthermore maintained that no ethnic cleansing was done in the village. 61 

Unwillingness to admit crimes leads to their denial and later-to their repeat. Therefore a responsible facing up to the past is a must. In that facing process violence against minorities, Albanians, Croats, Bosniaks, makes up a special chapter. If the Serb society wants to become a just one, then it must eliminate from its jurisdiction all minorities-discriminating provisions. 62 And according to Dusan Janjic, from the Forum for Ethnic Relations, there are about 100 such provisions. In recent discussions most criticised were the Act on Elections which imposes to minority parties an unattainable census of 5%, then the Act on Underdeveloped Areas of RS from period up to 2005, which development policy favours villages with the majority Serb population. 63 Repeals of the aforementioned and similar acts, and adoption of the federal anti-discrimination law, drafted by a group of jurists from the Institute for Comparative Law, enhances performances of community and makes it acceptable for all its citizens. In that regard additional efforts are needed to root out certain prejudices about regions and their locals, notably Sandzak and Sandzaklians. In line with the ever-shifting needs, this region is either exploited as a prime example of good multiculturality, or as the prostitution and smuggling hotbed. 64 Recent terrorist acts in America were reflected here too. In indicating that the terrorist attacks in the US generated an anti-Muslim campaign, the Sandzak mufti Muamer Zukorlic, voiced his concern over re-activation of media and journalists who ten years ago laid the groundwork for killings and ethnic cleansing of members of other nationalities, and who strive anew to uncover alleged networks of Serb enemies in Sandzak. 65 

Bosniaks, whose population is straddled over territories of the two remaining republics of the former state, are obviously interested in the survival of the FRY. They are against division of Sandzak and consequently of the Bosniak national community. They are interested in playing a major role in negotiations on future relations in the federation. They furthermore demand a higher representation of their members in the state bodies, notably, police. According to Esad Dzudzevic, federal MP of Coalition for Sandzak, in municipalities Novi Pazar, Tutin and Sjenica Serbs make up 90-93% of police forces.66 

An important aspect is also institutionalisation of the Bosniak culture, creation of institutions tasked with presentation of their culture, innovation of underdeveloped educational system (Sandzak locals pay higher tuition fees), participation of Bosniak experts in drafting of school curricula (the current ones are ethno-centric and contain insulting examples) and appointment of Bosniaks to top positions in some institutions. No Bosniak has ever headed the Novi Pazar secondary school founded in 1913.67 Moreover no light has been shed on some abduction cases, notably the Strpci one, although authorities pledged to find and punish perpetrators thereof. 

After the change of authorities, Serbia faces the task of creating a new institutional framework within which minorities would more efficiently attain their rights. 

Under the old regime the minority issue was a strong de-legitimising factor, while the new authorities now exploit it to get closer to the international community. In the country the elite offers to minorities the possibility of institutionalised care, in lieu of conflicts. This, in case of the Croat national minority, fragments the elite, and indicates that the concern for minorities is in fact an opportunity to make individual, pragmatic gains. 

In the first post- Milosevic year nationalism was not routed, and ethnically motivated violence was not eliminated. Civil forces are weak, and in the ongoing clash between the two major political figures have been reduced to their assistants. Status of minorities shall be improved only if adoption of the Law on Protection of National Minorities is followed and backed by a different kind of political culture. But emergence of such a new culture is thwarted by those political protagonists who think that Serbia, as a multicultural society, should tolerate minority cultures without accepting them. 
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