June 27, 2009

Bulgarian Court Frees Former Kosovo Leader 

By MATTHEW BRUNWASSER

KYUSTENDIL, Bulgaria — A court released the former prime minister of Kosovo Thursday but requested that he remain available to Bulgarian authorities for up to 40 days as officials consider an extradition request from Serbia to face charges of genocide. 

The former prime minister, Agim Ceku, a commander in the Kosovo Liberation Army during the 1998-1999 war with Serbia, was detained Tuesday as he entered Bulgaria from Macedonia on an unofficial trip to visit Bulgarian officials. 

“I am pleased by this ruling,” Mr. Ceku said after it was announced. “The indictment issued by Serbia has no basis, is completely illegitimate and contains no facts or evidence. We are now under the jurisdiction of the state institutions of Kosovo.” 

Lawyers had presented evidence in Mr. Ceku’s defense, including letters from the former Bulgarian foreign minister, Solomon Passy, who had invited him, and from the United Nations. The lawyers said the letters requested that the indictment of the Serbian court be ignored as illegitimate. 

The prosecutor had asked for him to be released from custody but to remain in the country while Bulgaria considered evidence submitted by Serbia.

Guarded by seven police officers during the hearing, Mr. Ceku told the court that he was a professional soldier who had never committed or tolerated a crime. His argument was also based on the claim that neither Serbia nor the court in Nish, Serbia, that indicted him had legal jurisdiction in the case. 

Mr. Ceku said that he took Croatian citizenship after the dissolution of Yugoslavia in 1991. Since United Nations Security Council Resolution 1244 was adopted in June 1999, the territory had been governed by the internationally recognized authority of the United Nations mission in Kosovo. 

Mr. Ceku also noted that Bulgaria had recognized the independence of the Republic of Kosovo and that he had entered the country with a Bulgarian visa in his Kosovo passport. “My extradition would weigh heavily on ethnic relations in Kosovo, which are already very tense,” he said.
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